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0. Executive summary 

Demonstration of sustainability is now well and truly embedded in mainstream investment as a 

demonstration of protection of future profits and shareholder attractiveness. Sustainable practices are 

often inherent or implicit at the farm and farm business level. However, the broader sustainability 

investment focus is bringing a new context to the way those practices are defined, measured, monitored, 

and ultimately rewarded.  

The Australian Agricultural Sustainability Framework (AASF) is a unique piece of work which aims to 

provide a ‘translation layer’ between farm practices, markets and the community by drawing together 

information about Australian agricultural sustainability under a cohesive set of recognised principles and 

criteria. The framework aims to ensure consistency across multiple schemes, programs and other 

initiatives. It does not replace existing industry frameworks or certification schemes, but rather seeks to 

elevate these to a wider audience. While other sustainability initiatives exist which reference agriculture 

or are commodity-focused, this is the first country-specific framework to address sustainability from a 

whole-of-agriculture perspective. 

Development of the AASF has been coordinated by the National Farmers’ Federation (NFF), funded by a 

grant from the Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment (DAWE), as part of the Australian 

Government’s Agriculture Biodiversity Stewardship Package.  

The AFI has played a strategic role in bringing the AASF to its current state. While not yet operational, the 

current iteration of the AASF clearly identifies 17 overarching principles of sustainability for the 

Australian agriculture industry under the themes of environmental stewardship; people, animals and 

community; and economic resilience. These principles are underpinned by 43 criteria; i.e. conditions to 

be met for a principle to be upheld.  

Phase 1: Why build a framework?  
AFI’s 2020 report on Recognising On-farm Biodiversity Management was undertaken for the 

NFF in Phase 1 of the Australian Farm Biodiversity Certification Scheme (a component of the 

Australian Government’s Agricultural Stewardship package). 

This project reviewed best practice management standards 

and collated extensive stakeholder feedback to address the 

value proposition and potential barriers for adoption of a 

scheme within farming and NRM communities.  

The report found that when considering development of a 

mechanism whereby farmers are rewarded for their efforts in 

delivering biodiversity and sustainability outcomes (which 

Key points: 
• The AASF communicates the sustainability status and goals of the Australian agricultural 

industry to markets and to the community. 

• It aims to create alignment across existing and emerging programs at a national level and to 

reduce duplication of industry specific schemes. 

• The principles and criteria within the framework are high level, to allow for diversity across 

Australian commodities, geography and production systems. 

• It has been informed by and aligned with relevant global sustainability schemes and 

standards. 

http://nff.org.au/
http://www.awe.gov.au/
https://www.awe.gov.au/agriculture-land/farm-food-drought/natural-resources/landcare/sustaining-future-australian-farming
https://www.farminstitute.org.au/report-recognising-on-farm-biodiversity-management/
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benefit both their farms and the broader community1) the best results are likely to be realised by an 

overarching framework, that connects and verifies relevant initiatives and provides farmers with choice. 

Verifying farm sustainability schemes under an overarching meta-standard could help to build an 

Australian sustainability ‘brand’ and benchmark outcomes for natural capital reporting systems against 

consistent targets and schemes (e.g. those that require additionality and/or reporting of existing 

ecosystem services). 

Phase 2: How has it come together?  
Based on the outcomes of Phase 1, the NFF led the development of a framework for Australian 

agriculture sustainability (i.e. Phase 2), with a stable of research partners covering framework 

construction and initial governance considerations (AFI), financial incentives and accounting systems 

(KPMG) and industry program alignment (Schusters Consulting Group). Other connected elements of this 

phase have informed this major piece of work, including investigation of measurement systems (CSIRO) 

and legal/tax impact analysis (Aither).  

The AASF construction developed by AFI was undertaken across four stages, which included providing 

three iterations of the AASF for peer review by industry stakeholders and an Expert Reference Group 

(ERG) convened for the project (Table 8). The ERG and owners of commodity-based agricultural 

sustainability frameworks provided AFI with invaluable insight and advice on the AASF principles and 

criteria, especially regarding consistency of intent, tone, farming, alignment with or reference to 

recognised frameworks and systems (see Appendix B: Alignment of AASF principles with related 

initiatives). Each iteration of the framework was refined in response both to feedback and developments 

in the global and domestic sustainability reporting ecosystem. 

Dr Daniel Gregg conducted several academic reports for the AFI in Phase 2 on sustainability 

communication in agri-food systems, covering roles in sustainability communication and potential 

structures and governance of the nascent AASF, which have informed the recommendations provided 

herein. These reviews identified the following key points: 

• There is increasing complexity in the sustainability standards, certification, accreditation market 

due to proliferation of competing and often overlapping programs; and 

o complexity in the sustainability landscape limits understanding of risks and 

opportunities for agricultural producers and supply chain participants; 

• Key market risks are emerging regarding market access rules on sustainability standards; 

• Certification programs remain limited in terms of costs for monitoring, effectiveness at achieving 

target outcomes, the potential for elite capture, and standards inertia; 

• The AASF can add value to existing comprehensive sustainability frameworks for agri-food 

industries frameworks by seeking to translate them into a domestic context, ensuring in turn that 

the sustainability actions and aspirations of Australia are clearly understood on the global stage; 

• There is potential for Australia to lead the world on sustainability communication in agricultural 

and food industries via the AASF. 

AFI’s work for Phase 2 has culminated in delivery of the third iteration of the AASF (Section 3.1). It is 

important to note that this ‘final’ version (V3) is in fact just the starting point for communicating 

Australian agricultural sustainability, not the end: the AASF can never be static and must continuously 

improve and respond to stakeholders’ expectations of meeting sustainability goals.  

 
1 https://www.agriculture.gov.au/ag-farm-food/natural-resources/landcare/sustaining-future-australian-
farming  

https://www.agriculture.gov.au/ag-farm-food/natural-resources/landcare/sustaining-future-australian-farming
https://www.agriculture.gov.au/ag-farm-food/natural-resources/landcare/sustaining-future-australian-farming
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The AASF: What does it look like? 
The AASF themes are environmental stewardship; people, animals and community; and economic 

resilience. Under these themes are nested 13 non-hierarchical categories, 17 principles and 43 criteria 

describing the Australian agricultural industry’s sustainability status and goals, which are provided in 

Section 3.1 of this report. 

Global sustainability initiatives do not usually consider Australian agriculture’s unique production 

conditions, which has led to the development of domestic commodity-based sustainability frameworks. 

However, these frameworks (being specific in nature) can sometimes be narrow to the point of excluding 

issues which are material to global stakeholders. In addition, there is a greater risk of industry capture 

with commodity-based frameworks, i.e. that they may focus on the positive but skirt around areas of 

difficulty. These are the issues the AASF seeks to resolve, by providing a common frame of reference 

across the entire agricultural value chain, and by offering Australian agricultural industry participants a 

gap analysis on material concerns. 

The AASF principles and criteria are based on globally recognised systems (for example but not limited 

to: SAFA2, SAI3, WBA4, GRI5 etc.). The themes and categories of the AASF are grouped under environment, 

social and governance (ESG) concepts as navigational tools (i.e. not as a prescriptive taxonomy). It is 

evident that the categories overlap and could be housed under more than one theme, and some 

principles could apply to multiple categories.  

The principles and criteria listed in the AASF form the heart of the framework and should be the reader’s 

focus point of this report. The AASF uses these terms as per internationally-accepted definitions: i.e., 

principles are the fundamental statements about a desired outcome, and criteria are the conditions that 

need to be met in order to comply with a principle. Indicators - the measurable states for the assessment 

of whether a criterion has been met - are not set by the AASF at this stage6.  

This overarching framework for agricultural sustainability will: 

• help to bolster the Australian agricultural ‘brand’ by demonstrating the industry’s commitment 
to ongoing stewardship, while proactively identifying emerging challenges (e.g., regulatory, 
business, market or social licence); 

• assist farmers to continuously improve on-farm management practices; 
• enable consistent understanding of intent through clear language and descriptors (i.e., 

in domestic and global markets, in government policy, and in industry programs). 

Phase 3: Where to from here?  
The AASF as outlined herein is a program that is, itself, sustainable in every sense that the AASF describes 

(equitable, effective and efficient). However, the work presented here is a starting point. Further work is 

required to identify the specific preliminary governance arrangements and data needs required for 

implementation of the AASF, which could in turn inform delivery of a recommended structure for the 

AASF’s timely establishment and sustainable operationalisation. 

A third phase of work has been scoped with the NFF and DAWE. Project activities will potentially include 

working with key stakeholders to evaluate options for governance and structural arrangements, 

 
2 https://www.fao.org/nr/sustainability/sustainability-assessments-safa/safa-usage/en/  
3 https://saiplatform.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/principlespractices_saiplatform_2021.pdf  
4 https://assets.worldbenchmarkingalliance.org/app/uploads/2021/02/Food-and-Agriculture-Benchmark-
methodology-report.pdf  
5 https://www.globalreporting.org/  
6 Examples of appropriate indicators can be found in existing Australian commodity-specific frameworks. 
Targets and metrics for sustainability reporting are currently set by market and/or industry programs. 

https://www.fao.org/nr/sustainability/sustainability-assessments-safa/safa-usage/en/
https://saiplatform.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/principlespractices_saiplatform_2021.pdf
https://assets.worldbenchmarkingalliance.org/app/uploads/2021/02/Food-and-Agriculture-Benchmark-methodology-report.pdf
https://www.globalreporting.org/
https://www.fao.org/nr/sustainability/sustainability-assessments-safa/safa-usage/en/
https://saiplatform.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/principlespractices_saiplatform_2021.pdf
https://assets.worldbenchmarkingalliance.org/app/uploads/2021/02/Food-and-Agriculture-Benchmark-methodology-report.pdf
https://assets.worldbenchmarkingalliance.org/app/uploads/2021/02/Food-and-Agriculture-Benchmark-methodology-report.pdf
https://www.globalreporting.org/
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considering cohesion with the Agriculture Biodiversity Stewardship Package; assessment of how AASF 

structural arrangements can assist in addressing the national data needs which would enable reporting 

against the AASF criteria, and delivery of AASF Version 4, including recommendations for regular review 

and ongoing iterations of the framework. 

Engagement with stakeholders throughout agricultural value chains, including from the finance and 

investment sector and international markets, will be vital to build confidence in and willingness to engage 

with the AASF, and ensure the value proposition is clearly reflective of stakeholder needs. 

 

The work to come will also consider systems for maintaining the currency and continuous improvement 

of the framework (including alignment with national engagement to the Taskforce on Nature-related 

Financial Disclosures and other major global frameworks) and integration with related market-based 

approaches, to enable consistency and cohesion across related projects with common goals. 

 

By clearly communicating the sustainability status and goals of Australian agriculture, the AASF aims to 

not only ensure the industry is well-positioned to maintain access to competitive financial products 

and maintain or improve markets, but also help Australian farmers future-proof their enterprises and 

natural capital in a fast-evolving world. 

 

 

 

 

  

The AASF presented as an overarching framework, to reiterate that there is no ranking hierarchy to the 

principles and criteria and that the elements of the framework (themes, categories, principles, criteria) are 

part of a spectrum - i.e. there are no ‘hard lines’ between the closely interrelated elements. (See Section 3, 

p24 for an enlarged version and more detail.) 
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Theme Categories V3 Principles (desired outcome or IDEAL STATE) V3 Criteria (conditions to be met to comply with a Principle)

C1. GHG emissions are reduced throughout lifecycle 

C2. Carbon emissions are sequestered throughout lifecycle 

C3. Where necessary (i.e. if C1 & C2 are impractical), GHG emissions are 

offset throughout lifecycle by purchasing recognised credits or 

participating in recognised projects

C4. Plant, equipment and machinery are appropriately maintained and 

operated to maximise efficiency 

C5. Activities which generate particulate matter are conducted within 

regulatory guidelines

P3. Soil health and functionality are protected and 

enhanced
C6. Soils are managed to provide ecosystem services, including sustainable 

agricultural production

C7. Land under productive agricultural management delivers beneficial 

environmental services

C8. Natural waterways are preserved and improved

C9. Farms support a diverse range of beneficial flora and fauna species

C10. Farm-related ecosystems are functioning and thriving 

C11. Water is used efficiently in agricultural systems

C12. Adverse impacts to surface water and groundwater quality are 

prevented

C13. The use of inputs and resources that cannot be reused or recycled is 

minimised

C14. Renewable sources of inputs are prioritised

C15. Residues and waste are reused or recycled

C16. Food and fibre is produced, packaged and distributed to world-leading 

standards of safety 

C17. Food produced by the industry is healthy and nutritional  

C18. Producers practice good antimicrobial stewardship

C19. Occupational health and safety are upheld in the working 

environment  

C20. Labour rights are respected and compliance with relevant legislation 

is demonstrated

C21. Physical health and mental wellbeing are valued and actively 

supported

C22. Profitability and competitiveness are encouraged

C23. A rewarding and enriching work environment is provided

C24. Human rights are respected unequivocally

C25. Workplace diversity is valued and actively supported

C26. Best practice on-farm husbandry is demonstrated

C27. Safe transportation of animals is demonstrated

C28. Humane end of life for farmed animals is ensured

C29. Industry contributes to local community economic growth and social 

capital

C30. Indigenous culture is recognised, valued and actively supported

C31. Community trust in the industry is upheld 

C32. Compliance with applicable laws and regulations is demonstrated

C33. Fair access to participate equally in markets is ensured

C34. Zero tolerance for bribery or corruption is demonstrated

C35. Government and industry develop and extend overarching national 

scenario planning for industry risks

C36. Industry participants develop, implement and regularly review risk 

management plans

C37. Innovation and infrastructure are well-resourced and supported by 

government and industry, and can be equitably accessed by industry 

participants

C38. Product provenance information is readily available (i.e. traceability)

C39. Information asymmetry in the supply chain is eliminated where 

perverse outcomes are a risk

C40. Carbon footprint accounting is harmonised

C41. Farms have systems in place to monitor risk, prevent and mitigate 

adverse impacts from biosecurity threats

C42. Industry has systems in place to monitor risk, prevent and mitigate 

adverse impacts from biosecurity threats

C43. Government has systems in place to monitor risk, prevent and 

mitigate adverse impacts from biosecurity threats

Ec
o

n
o

m
ic

 R
es

il
ie

n
ce

GOOD 

GOVERNANCE

P14. All industry participants behave ethically and 

lawfully

P15. Reslience is protected and enhanced by 

assessment, mitigation and management of risks

FAIR TRADING

P16. Unconscionable conduct is eliminated from 

the supply chain via demonstrated transparency 

and accountability 

BIOSECURITY

P17. Biosecurity threats are assessed, mitigated 

and effectively managed in systems of continuous 

improvement

En
vi

ro
n

m
en

ta
l S

te
w

a
rd

sh
ip

GREENHOUSE 

GASES & AIR

P1. Net anthropogenic GHG emissions are limited 

to minimise climate change

P2. Adverse impacts to air quality are avoided or 

minimised

SOIL & 

LANDSCAPES P4. Landscape degradation is avoided or 

minimised

P
eo

p
le

, A
n

im
a

ls
 &

 C
o

m
m

u
n

it
y

HUMAN HEALTH, 

SAFETY & 

WELLBEING

P9. Safe agricultural outputs are produced for 

public consumption 

P9. Safe working environments are provided for 

employees

LIVELIHOODS
P10. Fair access to a decent livelihood is provided 

within the industry

RIGHTS, EQUITY 

& DIVERSITY

P11.  Discrimination is not tolerated in an 

inclusive industry

ANIMAL 

WELLBEING

P12. Farmed animals are given the best care for 

whole of life 

SOCIAL 

CONTRIBUTION 

P13. Society benefits from the agricultural 

industry's positive contribution

BIODIVERSITY
P5. Biodiverse ecological communities are 

protected and enhanced

WATER
P6. Water resources are used responsibly and 

equitably

MATERIALS & 

RESOURCES

P7. Finite resources are safeguarded in circular 

economic systems

The AASF presented as a table. (See Section 3 and Appendices A, B for more detail.) 
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1. Background: why create an AASF? 

1.1 Context for an Australian agricultural sustainability framework 
Interest in sustainability of agricultural and food systems is increasing at an exponential rate in market, 

social and regulatory environments, driven by the realisation that sustainability is not a ‘nice-to-have’ 

virtue, nor a concept reserved for virtue-signalling. Rather, it is fundamental to the continuation of 

economic systems which depend on natural and social capital; capital that until relatively recently has 

been undervalued - or in many cases, not valued at all.  

Demonstration of sustainability is now well and truly embedded in mainstream investment as a 

demonstration of protection of future profits and shareholder attractiveness7. Sustainable practices are 

often inherent or implicit at the farm and farm business level. However, the broader sustainability 

investment focus is bringing a new context to the way those practices are defined, measured, monitored, 

and ultimately rewarded.  

Farming in Australia is undertaken in one of the most difficult environments and least subsidised policy 

landscapes in the world. As climate change causes an increase in the frequency and strength of natural 

disasters, farmers must cope with an extended range of financial risks while juggling productivity and 

efficiency goals. While farmers want to invest in sustainability measures and natural capital, these 

measures usually involve cost to the farming business. To date there has been no consistent way in 

Australian agriculture to share the additional costs of agroecological stewardship beyond the farm gate. 

Some unsustainable farming practices have immediate impacts and create impetus for change. For 

example, soil erosion caused by lack of groundcover is an obvious driver for improved practice. Other 

practices, which have less visible impact or for which the impact will not be experienced until well into 

the future, have tended to receive less attention.  

This is true not just of farming but of any process. An industrial process that is high risk for injury to the 

operator of that process is dealt with immediately, but if the same process has potential to cause injury 

or harm in the future, the appetite for change is less urgent. For a long time, the sustainability focus has 

been on those things that are tangible, immediate and material. Climate risk has not, until recently, fallen 

into that context.  

There is now overwhelming evidence that climate change has moved from something that will be 

experienced in the future to something that is tangible, immediate and material8. This change brings with 

it a fundamental shift in the drivers for climate action and improvements in sustainability. The growing 

understanding of how important sustainability is for lessening investment risk is a seismic shift that is 

fundamentally changing sustainability concepts and context.  

Sustainability is not a fixed construct. Definitions and drivers of sustainability change over time as our 

understanding of the natural world, our economic systems and our societies change.  

Australian agriculture must be ready to deliver against today’s sustainability context, and be able to 

identify the opportunity for doing so. 

AFI’s 2020 report Recognising On-farm Biodiversity Management was delivered on behalf of the National 

Farmer’s Federation (NFF) for Phase 1 of the Australian Farm Biodiversity Certification Scheme (a 

component of the Australian Government’s Agricultural Biodiversity Stewardship package). The project 

reviewed best practice management standards and collated extensive feedback from stakeholders with 

skin in the game to address the value proposition and potential barriers for adoption of a scheme within 

farming and NRM communities. More than 500 individuals contributed their thoughts, opinions and 

 
7 https://online.hbs.edu/blog/post/sustainable-investing  
8 https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg2/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGII_SummaryForPolicymakers.pdf  

https://www.farminstitute.org.au/report-recognising-on-farm-biodiversity-management/
https://online.hbs.edu/blog/post/sustainable-investing
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg2/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGII_SummaryForPolicymakers.pdf
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expertise to the project. In consultation for the biodiversity management project report, farmers 

identified the complexity, cost and difficulty of assessing and participating in multiple programs as 

barriers to participating in current sustainability/stewardship programs, including market-based 

initiatives. Stakeholders also emphasised that biodiversity is just one measurable aspect of a highly 

complex and interconnected system. 

The report found that to develop a mechanism where farmers are rewarded for their efforts in delivering 

biodiversity and sustainability outcomes which benefit their farms and the broader community9, the best 

results are likely to come from an overarching framework that connects and verifies current and 

emerging programs and provides farmers with choice. Verifying farm sustainability schemes under an 

overarching meta-standard can help to build an Australian sustainability ‘brand’ and benchmark 

outcomes for natural capital reporting systems, certification against consistent targets and schemes that 

require additionality and/or reporting of existing ecosystem services. 

Based on the outcomes of this work, the NFF undertook to develop a framework for Australian 

agriculture sustainability with a stable of research partners (Phase 2), with AFI delivering construction of 

the framework itself.  

This overarching framework for agricultural sustainability will: 

• help to bolster the Australian agricultural ‘brand’ by demonstrating the industry’s commitment 
to ongoing stewardship, while proactively identifying emerging challenges (e.g., regulatory, 
business, market or social licence); 

• assist farmers to continuously improve on-farm management practices; and 
• enable consistent understanding of intent through clear language and descriptors (i.e., 

in domestic and global markets, in government policy, and in industry programs). 

1.2 Rationale and value proposition 

The KG2 survey 
In November 2021, 612 Australian farmers were surveyed by KG2 on their understanding of sustainability 

via a 20-minute phone interview10 to inform the development of the AASF. The survey specifically aimed 

to identify the main sustainable farming practices undertaken by Australian producers, and understand 

farmers’ interpretation of the term ‘sustainability’. It also sought to gauge the current level of industry 

activities and support to farmers for sustainable farming practices; understand how market and 

consumer influences impact the farmer in the context of sustainability; and to gauge awareness of, and 

participation in, industry frameworks or schemes that demonstrate sustainability. 

Interestingly, the term ‘sustainability’ by itself had no clear definition or meaning to those surveyed; 

however, the concepts of ‘economic sustainability’ and ‘environmental sustainability’ were both clear 

and intrinsically linked in the respondents’ minds. Economic sustainability (perceived as profitability) 

always came first for the majority of respondents, whereas environmental sustainability was perceived as 

land care and management.  

The overwhelming majority of producers surveyed were undertaking (or had undertaken) at least one 

sustainable practice on-farm (95%); however, some did not realise they did, due to different 

interpretations or framing of the word. A majority (79%) felt that Australian agriculture was already 

sustainable now, citing the perceptions that more farmers are adopting sustainable practices (36%) and 

that farm businesses “have to be sustainable to make a profit” (17%). 

 
9 https://www.agriculture.gov.au/ag-farm-food/natural-resources/landcare/sustaining-future-australian-
farming  
10 The KG2 survey represented primarily Sheep, Beef, and Dairy producers: 375 people (60%); with Grain, 
Cotton, Sugarcane, Rice & Horticulture: 196 (33%) and 7% ‘other’. 

https://www.agriculture.gov.au/ag-farm-food/natural-resources/landcare/sustaining-future-australian-farming
https://www.agriculture.gov.au/ag-farm-food/natural-resources/landcare/sustaining-future-australian-farming
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In addition, 87% felt that Australian agriculture would continue to be sustainable “in the future” (defined 

as 5+ years), due to more farmers adopting new practices (29%), the growing awareness of requirements 

for sustainability (25%), a generally “more optimistic outlook” (17%) and potential improvement in 

production practices (17%). 

When asked about barriers to implementing sustainability practices, 41% said there were none, with 

finance/affordability (18%) and bureaucracy/red tape (11%) the notable identified obstacles. Cost was 

the most significant perceived downside to increasing sustainable practices, which included inputs 

(machinery, fertiliser and fuel costs) and unknown implementation costs (19%) as well as concerns about 

the ongoing profitability or viability of farm production (20%). An additional 13% of respondents saw 

increased bureaucracy and regulation as a barrier to increasing sustainability activities, and expressed the 

opinion that most consumers still value lower prices over sustainability.  

There was low knowledge of existing sustainability frameworks or schemes in the agricultural industry 

evident in the survey sample, and only 34% could name any industry frameworks for demonstrating 

sustainability. While the general concept of the AASF was well-received when introduced, producers 

expressed the need for more information on its operation and governance, and were generally not willing 

to support something that would create more “restrictions or regulation”. 

In summary, while almost all farmers are carrying out at least some sustainable practices on their 

farms, only a third are aware of the industry-developed frameworks which communicate those 

sustainable practices to agricultural sector stakeholders. Even fewer are using frameworks or other 

methods of sustainability reporting.  

Understanding sustainability requirements and reporting against them will become part of the farm 

business management skillset. Just as farm business managers currently require the appropriate skills to 

understand and report on financial metrics to access capital, they will soon need the skills to understand 

and report on sustainability indicators to successfully leverage a return on the natural capital they 

manage. The survey results suggest a significant gap in awareness of sustainability reporting and its 

developing importance for business.  

The lack of an evidence base for sustainability that is easily communicated to stakeholders will be a big 

barrier to capturing opportunity for Australian agriculture. In addition, the skills and tools needed to 

monitor, capture and report against the indicators within these frameworks are yet to be developed at 

scale for Australian farm businesses.  

The Gregg review 

Sustainability standards: A review of concepts and international practices for Australian agri-food 

enterprises and industries 

Dr Daniel Gregg was engaged by the AFI to undertake a desktop review of academic concepts and 

international practices for Australian agri-food enterprises and industries. The Gregg reviews (2021) have 

informed consideration on the rationale for and potential structure of the AASF presented here (Section 

3.2 Governance and ownership).  

Key findings from Gregg include: 

There is increasing complexity in the sustainability Standards, Certification and Accreditation (SCA) 

market, due to proliferation of competing and often overlapping certification programs.  

• This is likely to be creating confusion amongst consumers, leading both to lower values for SCA 

systems (due to more competition) and lower trust as consumers are less able to determine 

which claims may be reliable.  
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• It is also creating confusion and increased costs for enterprises through increased search costs 

for the appropriate certification and duplication of certification costs for enterprises.  

• Increased complexity also increases the potential for ‘greenwashing’, creating risks within the 

sustainability SCA landscape itself.  

There are already well-established sustainability SCA schemes in the market which have both strong 

consumer credibility and established certification programs.  

• While these schemes may not yet be comprehensive, they are clearly targeted to be so.  

• Private sector approaches to sustainability have tended to have more success than public sector-

led programs or even broadly based industry-led programs (i.e. without a tight specific target, 

such as for the organic farming movement). However, industry and government have been able 

to effectively support sustainability programs through regulation of labelling and SCA schemes.  

• Additional support may be effective in the future, particularly targeted at reducing unnecessary 

duplication and seeking to reduce the potential for ‘greenwashing’.  

Key risks are emerging related to new or proposed market access rules on sustainability standards. 

• In addition to increasing private market segmentation (more an opportunity than a risk), there 

are indications that achievement of sustainability standards may become a requirement for 

access into large agri-food markets in the near future.  

• The European Community (EC) has developed a ‘Farm to Fork’ strategy that highlights ambitious 

targets around achieving sustainability in agricultural systems, and points toward potential to 

leverage its position as a dominant food importer to influence food exporting countries to adopt 

sustainability standards.  

• Given the history of European trade restrictions on the basis of scientifically dubious claims and 

the continued presence of trade restrictions even after being found in contravention of WTO 

rulings, trade restrictions could well emerge in this space.  

Certification programs remain limited in terms of costs for monitoring, effectiveness of standards at 

achieving target outcomes, evaluating efficacy (i.e. certification), the potential for elite capture, and 

standards inertia.  

• Dynamism in SCA schemes need not be only confined to competition in the standards space. 

Industry and government can support the development of efficient SCA programs through 

supporting research that can generate innovative approaches to both certification programs and 

to increasing consumers’ response to those.  

A range of possible objectives for the AASF were proposed in the Gregg review. These are neither 

exhaustive nor prescriptive: rather they are used to indicate areas where an industry-wide initiative such 

as the AASF may achieve the greatest potential benefit.  

For example, the AASF might aim to achieve: 

• Reduction in the complexity of the SCA landscape for sustainability initiatives (identified from 

the Biodiversity Phase 1 report) 

Given the increasing costs arising from complexity in the SCA landscape, there is potential for the 

AASF to act as a centralised ‘marketplace’ for accessing certification schemes, information on 

certification schemes and potentially facilitating greater coordination between current or future 

schemes and international standards.  
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• Reduction in duplication of scheme targets  

The potential for enterprises to require multiple different certificates for sustainability standards 

from different suppliers is likely to generate substantial duplication (unnecessary costs) and 

create the potential for arbitrary differentiation of standards by certification/accreditation 

companies leading to a diversion of resources away from effective innovation and increases in 

costs to food producers. The AASF may have a major role to play in seeking to standardise 

sustainability standards across domestically operating schemes and onward to international 

schemes such that any individual standard needs only to be certified once under the OECD-

promoted concept of ‘full mutual recognition’. This role may require either the AASF to establish 

itself as a holder of relevant international standards in the Australian context (in order to gain 

recognition as the domestic agent for those standards) or for legislation to ensure that 

certifiers/accreditors are seeking to certify against a recognised standard (where it exists) or to 

publish their standards for public use (where they do not exist) and to limit exclusivity over 

certification activities.  

• Management of market access risks  

As outlined above, a core emerging risk may be related to market access. The AASF may reduce 

this risk by facilitating the emergence of sustainability certifications that match sustainability 

regulations in overseas markets. In addition, the AASF may be able to act as a source of 

information to assist in negotiations around emergent sustainability regulations that may have 

limited scientific backing.  

In turn, an AASF should also seek to avoid: 

• Arbitrarily increasing the number of SCA sustainability schemes 

Creating a new sustainability SCA scheme and expecting to be able to effectively compete against 

the private operations currently in existence is likely to be a high cost and low-return activity. 

There is little support for a broadly-based industry-led sustainability SCA program in the 

literature. Such activities are more likely to add to the confusion within the market and are likely 

to crowd out legitimate private sector activities rather than generate substantively new 

standards.  

• Competing directly with the certification and accreditation industry 

There is an established (and growing) certification and accreditation industry within Australia. 

Certification programs are costly and complex to operate with costs largely passed on to users. 

Given the strong economic incentive toward lowering costs of certification (whilst maintaining 

reputation and standards) these activities will generally be better provided by the private sector. 

• Seeking to set standards independently of international bodies  

The AASF should not seek to develop new standards that are not tied to emerging international 

standards. Australia is a small country with limited power to influence global activities and thus 

should seek to have input to the emergence of international standards while standing ready to 

respond to standards that emerge from independent economies which are important as markets 

for food produce.  



Australian Farm Institute: Development of the AASF 2021-22 

14 
 

Communication of sustainability remains plagued with translation, efficiency and trust problems 

Communicating sustainability remains difficult due to incommensurability11 in sustainability metrics and 

assessments. Translating sustainability assessments into a ‘score’ or assessment that is understood by 

target stakeholders is often foregone or is costly.  

The lack of commonality between sustainability metrics generates market failure because stakeholders 

cannot assess sustainability or compare sustainability between different regions, industries or products 

because the measures used are different and even result in different ratings for the same 

products/industries (de Olde et al. 2017).  

In addition, there are unavoidable issues in communicating sustainability that differ between producers 

(the need to provide strong proof of sustainability claims) and industry (the need to generate reliable 

sustainability assessments that are free of positive bias). Both producers and industry stakeholders have 

conflicts of interest that must be addressed in these settings to generate assurance of sustainability 

achievements: in the context of producers they have a profit motive (outlined earlier) whilst for industry 

stakeholders there is a political motive to seek to improve the profile of their constituent producers.   

The FAO (2014) describes the issues in the context of the global sustainability communication landscape: 

Global trade and the governance of inter-state externalities on public goods (e.g. climate, 

biodiversity, food safety, financial stability), compounded by the proliferation of 

sustainability schemes, call for a multi-party cooperation that must be supported by 

“common rules” in order to reduce fragmentation, prevent conflicts, mitigate uncertainty 

and build capacities for effective sustainability. More accurate data and sound guiding 

principles to establish a common basis for assessing sustainability is needed. Tackling these 

challenges requires, among other things, a common language for sustainability, as well as a 

holistic approach to assessment and implementation that considers the complexity and 

relationships of all dimensions of sustainability. While there is now a wide awareness of the 

sustainability concept, there is also wide interpretation of the definitions and components 

of sustainability based on different disciplines and political beliefs and values. There is need 

to measure what matters; the dilemma is to measure what matters to whom and how? 

(FAO 2014 page iv) 

Closing the gap between the state and vision in sustainability communication 

All these problems are related to information in some sense, and the coordination of market signals. 

Thus, the key mechanisms proposed to be considered within the AASF are related to the creation of 

effective and efficient platforms that reduce confusion, reduce or remove information asymmetries, 

reduce transaction costs for contracting within a sustainability communication landscape, and provide for 

incentives to create effective and efficient sustainability communication regimes. 

The AASF must also account for the different outcomes or information pathways for consumers, 
producers and industry/government. The AASF should provide for efficient transmission of 
information along the entire supply chain regarding sustainability drivers (markets, consumers) and 
achievements (producers, processors, retailers), for efficient interaction with elements of the 
sustainability communication landscape (e.g. producers/sectors can efficiently select, and participate 
in communication programs) and for effective and efficient communication of sustainability 
policies/achievements at an industry/regional level (Figure 1). 

It is not only the diversity of the programs in the sustainability communication landscape which generates 

inefficiencies but also the cohesion within and between the categories of programs in this landscape (e.g. 

Schader 2019; Zijp et al. 2015; FAO 2014; Derkx and Glasbergen 2014). The core elements of an AASF-

 
11 i.e. lacking a basis of comparison in respect to a quality normally subject to comparison; having no common 
measure or standard of comparison. 
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facilitated sustainability communication landscape exist, but there is a lack of cohesion both between 

them and within them. The lack of cohesion is present across all categories and is both nurtured by and a 

cause of confusion in terminology and roles in this landscape. Figure 2 presents a vision for the 

sustainability communication landscape in the near future of a system in which sustainability 

communication terminology and roles are unambiguous – an outcome considered to be a core 

deliverable of an effective AASF.  

A lack of value realisation in the sustainability communication landscape is generated because of the 

systemic confusion in this landscape – confusion that arises from both the pace of change in this system, 

and from the somewhat unique characteristics it has (compared to, for example, taste or quality related 

aspects for food products).  

There is also a lack of system-wide and supply chain-long consistency and relevancy in sustainability 

principles and sustainability indicators meaning that the language of sustainability is rarely consistent 

between different agricultural industries, different locations and even within supply chains between 

different actors.  

The issues noted above are associated with three key requirements: 

(1) The need to provide information on the operation, roles, and types of programs within the 

sustainability communication landscape so it can be understood by both corporate (e.g. large 

firms with technical specialists) and non-corporate (e.g. single / small operators) enterprises; 

  

(2) The development of mechanisms to efficiently resolve information asymmetries between 

producers and the suppliers of sustainability assessment/verification programs, and;  

 
(3) A need to improve the flow of information between supply chain actors, consumers, and 

stakeholders.  
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Figure 1: Outcomes of the AASF for Australian stakeholders within the agricultural sustainability 
communication landscape 

 
Figure 2: Components of the sustainability communication landscape  
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2. Building a framework: how the AASF was constructed 

2.1 Overview 
To address the needs outlined in Section 1, the AFI was tasked with delivering the framework structure 

along with recommendations on the implementation, continuous improvement and ongoing governance 

of the proposed AASF. 

Based on a review of domestic and global agricultural sustainability initiatives, the framework structure 

was presented to stakeholders (Appendix – Table 7) in several iterations for feedback, along with 

recommendations on governance and potential structure for the AASF. While the work undertaken by AFI 

for Phase 2 of the overall project is complete with delivery of the third iteration detailed herein, it is 

important to note that this ‘final’ version (V3 – see Section 3.1) will in fact be the starting point for 

communicating Australian agricultural sustainability – the AASF can never be static.  

A further phase of work has been scoped with the NFF and DAWE, which will identify the specific 

governance arrangements and data needs required for practical implementation of the AASF, and 

provide a recommended structure for the AASF’s establishment and sustainable operationalisation. 

2.2 Project process 
The AFI undertook Element 1 in Phase 2 of the AASF project – framework development – in parallel with 

work on financial incentives and accounting systems (led by KPMG) and industry program alignment (led 

by Schusters Consulting Group), as outlined in Table 1. Other connected elements of this phase, including 

investigation of measurement systems and legal/tax impact analysis (involving CSIRO, Aither and KG2), 

have informed this major piece of work.12  

The process for developing the AASF has involved intensive research and extensive consultation. The AFI 

reviewed existing domestic and global schemes, and convened a specialist Expert Reference Group (ERG) 

to ensure a rigorous peer review process informed development of the framework. This group of 

academic, industry and NGO experts (Appendix C - Table 8) represented a cross-section of the best 

experience and insight available on the topic of verifying farm sustainability and biodiversity. The ERG 

provided invaluable feedback and advice on the relevance and suitability of existing systems, industry 

opportunities and gaps, as well as emerging global sustainability reporting trend and requirements. 

Table 1: Stages of the Element 1 Phase 2 work of the AASF conducted by the AFI 

Stage 1 

·        Literature review update 

·        Review of Global standards 

·        Expert group analysis 

·        AASF – 1st Iteration 

Stage 2 
·        Stakeholder consultation 

·        Consultation report 

Stage 3 

·        Monitoring & evaluation process 

·        Policy instruments or strategies 

·        Expert group analysis 

·        AASF – 2nd iteration 

Stage 4 
·        Concepts of governance 

·        AASF – third iteration 

 
12 More information on the other project elements is available on the NFF website. 

https://nff.org.au/programs/australian-agricultural-sustainability-framework/
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2.3 AASF structure and language 
This framework has not been created in a vacuum. It reflects the rapidly maturing sustainability schemes 

already operating in Australia and globally, mapping of existing industry-level sustainability goals into a 

catalogue of basic sustainability principles and criteria for the Australian agricultural industry. 

By developing a common set of sustainability principles for the agricultural sector that can be used over 

time to align sectoral and supply chain language towards a common understanding of sustainability 

deliverables, the AASF will communicate the overall status of Australian agricultural sustainability. 

To reflect the different needs of heterogeneous stakeholders, the framework uses an ESG 

(Environmental, Social and Governance reporting) structure under the three themes, and sustainability 

framework language to clearly direct users to material principles and criteria. 

The themes and categories of the AASF form a descriptive, not prescriptive, high-level navigation tool for 

identification of the sector’s sustainability goals and credentials – i.e., some categories overlap and could 

be housed under more than one theme, and some principles could apply to multiple categories. The 

AASF principles and criteria listed in the AASF form the heart of the framework and should be the 

reader’s focus point. These principles and criteria are based on globally recognised systems.  

Principles are the fundamental statements about a desired outcome. Criteria are the conditions that 

need to be met in order to comply with a principle. Indicators are the measurable states for the 

assessment of whether a criterion has been met. The AASF does not set indicators nor targets at this 

stage13. More detail on globally-accepted definitions of principles, criteria, indicators and metrics or 

verifiers is available at the FAO website. 

2.4 Domestic and global touchpoints 
Given that 72% of the total value of Australian agricultural output is exported14 and that market 

expectations for demonstration of sustainability credentials are growing worldwide, it is clearly important 

that the AASF aligns with the global context.  

Global sustainability initiatives do not usually consider Australian agriculture’s unique production 

conditions, which has led to the development of domestic commodity-based sustainability frameworks. 

However, these frameworks (being specific in nature) can sometimes be narrow to the point of excluding 

issues which are material to global stakeholders. In addition, there is a greater risk of industry capture 

with commodity-based frameworks, i.e. that they may focus on the positive but skirt around areas of 

difficulty. These are the issues the AASF seeks to resolve, by providing a common frame of reference 

across the entire agricultural value chain, and by offering Australian agricultural industry participants a 

gap analysis on material concerns. 

The AASF must be concordant with global standards to leverage stewardship efforts in the global 

marketplace and enable progress towards international sustainability reporting obligations.  

While an AASF should clearly not seek to match every existing global sustainability framework, program 

or scheme, some particularly relevant and related global programs have been considered in design and 

development of the framework, including but not limited to those noted below: 

• World Benchmarking Alliance for Food & Agriculture 
• Sustainability Assessment of Food and Agriculture Systems – SAFA 
• ISO 13065 Sustainability criteria for bioenergy 

 
13 Targets and metrics for sustainability reporting are currently set by market and/or industry programs. 
14 Snapshot of Australian Agriculture 2022 - DAWE 

https://www.fao.org/3/AC649E/ac649e0b.htm
https://assets.worldbenchmarkingalliance.org/app/uploads/2021/02/Food-and-Agriculture-Benchmark-methodology-report.pdf
https://www.fao.org/nr/sustainability/sustainability-assessments-safa/safa-usage/en/
https://www.iso.org/standard/52528.html
https://www.awe.gov.au/abares/products/insights/snapshot-of-australian-agriculture-2022#:~:text=Around%2072%25%20of%20agricultural%20output,agricultural%2C%20fisheries%20and%20forestry%20production
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• Roundtable on Sustainable Biomaterials (RSB) – Biomaterial feedstock production 
• The Montreal Process Criteria & Indicators 
• Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) Indicators 
• Sustainable Agriculture Initiative (SAI) Platform – Principles & Practices 
• ISO 26000 Social Responsibility 
• Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB) – Materiality Map 
• System of Environmental-Economic Accounting for Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries 

(SEEA AFF) 
• Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) Standards for Agriculture, Aquaculture, and Fishing 

 

A longer list of the many initiatives which have been considered is noted in the Appendix (Table 6). In 

particular the AASF seeks to strongly reflect the SAFA, GRI, SDGs and SAI, as well as leading Australian 

industry sustainability frameworks. Future work must also examine the role of the AASF within the 

requirements of the Taskforce on Nature-related Financial Disclosures (TNFD). The longlist of relevant 

global schemes was narrowed down in ERG workshops to focus on nine schemes for a project shortlist.  

While the language and format of these schemes were used as a basis to develop the first iteration of the 

AASF, the research team also used domestic frameworks to ensure local relevance for the AASF, and to 

supplement information gaps in areas specific to the Australian context. Figure 3 shows the process for 

developing the first iteration of the AASF. This process was to a large degree replicated for the second 

iteration, resulting in collaborative refinement for the third iteration (V3, presented here in Section 3) – 

see Figure 4. 

 

 

Figure 3: Process for developing iteration 1 of the AASF 

https://rsb.org/the-rsb-standard/about-the-rsb-standard/
https://www.montrealprocess.org/The_Montreal_Process/Criteria_and_Indicators/index.shtml
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/indicators/indicators-list/
https://saiplatform.org/our-work/reports-publications/sustainable-agriculture-principles-and-practices/
https://www.iso.org/iso-26000-social-responsibility.html
https://www.sasb.org/
https://seea.un.org/content/system-environmental-economic-accounting-agriculture-forestry-and-fisheries
https://seea.un.org/content/system-environmental-economic-accounting-agriculture-forestry-and-fisheries
https://www.globalreporting.org/media/tfnnvenb/gri-sector-standards-project-for-agriculture-fishing-exposure-draft-for-agriculture-aquaculture-fishing.pdf
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Figure 4: Feedback informed each AASF iteration 

The extensive feedback which informed each iteration of the AASF over almost 12 months ensured not 

only that the research team remained grounded in developing a pragmatic framework, but also provided 

open, ongoing channels for dialogue with key stakeholders. Key points made by stakeholders in this 

process included: 

“It should be communicated that the goals are like ladders: you don’t have to be over the top of 

the ladder, but you need to be on the rungs”. 

“The framework has a clear structure that communicates sustainability concepts in a clear and 

compelling way.” 

“Without clarity and purpose the AASF runs the risk of contributing to consumer confusion, 

diminishing their trust and aggravating emergent social licence risks – these must be clearly 

communicated at all stages.” 

“Careful consideration should be made regarding the wording and language used so as not to 

accidentally penalise specific sectors.” 
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3. The AASF today: structure and suggested governance 

3.1 Current framework structure (V3)  
The AASF themes - environmental stewardship; people, animals and community; and economic resilience 

- reflect the different needs of heterogeneous stakeholders (i.e. from farmers to financiers) by employing 

an ESG structure under the three themes. 

Within these themes are nested 13 non-hierarchical categories, 17 principles and 43 criteria describing 

the Australian agricultural industry’s sustainability status and goals. While the structure reflects ESG 

reporting, sustainability framework language is used throughout the AASF to ensure the principles and 

criteria are clearly recognisable to stakeholders already familiar with the growing ecosystem of 

sustainability reporting initiatives15.  

These themes, categories, principles and criteria are outlined below in Table 2-Table 416. Appendix B: 

Alignment of AASF principles with related initiatives is demonstrated in Appendix B. 

Table 2: AASF V3 - Environmental Stewardship 

Theme Categories V3 Principles  
(desired outcome or IDEAL STATE) 

V3 Criteria  
(conditions to be met to comply with a Principle) 

En
vi

ro
n

m
en

ta
l S

te
w

a
rd

sh
ip

 

GREENHOUSE 
GASES & AIR 

P1. Net anthropogenic GHG 
emissions are limited to 
minimise climate change 

C1. GHG emissions are reduced throughout lifecycle  

C2. Carbon emissions are sequestered throughout lifecycle  

C3. Where necessary (i.e. if C1 & C2 are impractical), GHG 
emissions are offset throughout lifecycle by purchasing 
recognised credits or participating in recognised projects 

P2. Adverse impacts to air 
quality are avoided or 
minimised 

C4. Plant, equipment and machinery are appropriately 
maintained and operated to maximise efficiency  

C5. Activities which generate particulate matter are conducted 
within regulatory guidelines 

SOIL & 
LANDSCAPES 

P3. Soil health and functionality 
are protected and enhanced 

C6. Soils are managed to provide ecosystem services, including 
sustainable agricultural production 

P4. Landscape degradation is 
avoided or minimised 

C7. Land under productive agricultural management delivers 
beneficial environmental services 

C8. Natural waterways are preserved and improved 

BIODIVERSITY P5. Biodiverse ecological 
communities are protected and 
enhanced 

C9. Farms support a diverse range of beneficial flora and fauna 
species 

C10. Farm-related ecosystems are functioning and thriving  

WATER P6. Water resources are used 
responsibly and equitably 

C11. Water is used efficiently in agricultural systems 

C12. Adverse impacts to surface water and groundwater quality 
are prevented 

MATERIALS & 
RESOURCES 

P7. Finite resources are 
safeguarded in circular 
economic systems 

C13. The use of inputs and resources that cannot be reused or 
recycled is minimised 

C14. Renewable sources of inputs are prioritised 

C15. Residues and waste are reused or recycled 

 

  

 
15 While mentioned previously, it is important to reiterate that this ‘final’ version (AASF V3) is not the end but 
the starting point for communicating Australian agricultural sustainability – the AASF can never be static. 
16 These tables are also presented as a text-only list in Appendix A. 
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Table 3: AASF V3 - People, Animals & Community 

Theme Categories V3 Principles  V3 Criteria  

P
eo

p
le

, A
n

im
a

ls
 &

 C
o

m
m

u
n

it
y

 

HUMAN 
HEALTH, SAFETY 
& WELLBEING 

P8. Safe agricultural outputs 
are produced for public 
consumption  

C16. Food and fibre is produced, packaged and distributed to 
world-leading standards of safety  

C17. Food produced by the industry is healthy and nutritional   

C18. Producers practice good antimicrobial stewardship 

P9. Safe working environments 
are provided for employees 

C19. Occupational health and safety are upheld in the working 
environment   

C20. Labour rights are respected and compliance with relevant 
legislation is demonstrated 

C21. Physical health and mental wellbeing are valued and 
actively supported 

LIVELIHOODS P10. Fair access to a decent 
livelihood is provided within the 
industry 

C22. Profitability and competitiveness are encouraged 

C23. A rewarding and enriching work environment is provided 

RIGHTS, EQUITY 
& DIVERSITY 

P11.  Discrimination is not 
tolerated in an inclusive 
industry 

C24. Human rights are respected unequivocally 

C25. Workplace diversity is valued and actively supported 

ANIMAL 
WELLBEING 

P12. Farmed animals are given 
the best care for whole of life  

C26. Best practice on-farm husbandry is demonstrated 

C27. Safe transportation of animals is demonstrated 

C28. Humane end of life for farmed animals is ensured 

SOCIAL 
CONTRIBUTION  

P13. Society benefits from the 
agricultural industry's positive 
contribution 

C29. Industry contributes to local community economic growth 
and social capital 

C30. Indigenous culture is recognised, valued and actively 
supported 

C31. Community trust in the industry is upheld  

Table 4: AASF V3 - Economic Resilience 

Theme Categories V3 Principles  V3 Criteria  

Ec
o

n
o

m
ic

 R
es

ili
en

ce
 

BIOSECURITY P14. Biosecurity threats are 
assessed, mitigated and 
effectively managed in systems 
of continuous improvement 

C32. Farms have systems in place to monitor risk, prevent and 
mitigate adverse impacts from biosecurity threats 

C33. Industry has systems in place to monitor risk, prevent and 
mitigate adverse impacts from biosecurity threats 

C34. Government has systems in place to monitor risk, prevent 
and mitigate adverse impacts from biosecurity threats 

GOOD 
GOVERNANCE 

P15. All industry participants 
behave ethically and lawfully 

C35. Compliance with applicable laws and regulations is 
demonstrated 

C36. Fair access to participate equally in markets is ensured 

C37. Zero tolerance for bribery or corruption is demonstrated 

P16. Resilience is protected and 
enhanced by assessment, 
mitigation and management of 
risks 

C38. Government and industry develop and extend overarching 
national scenario planning for industry risks 

C39. Industry participants develop, implement and regularly 
review risk management plans 

C40. Innovation and infrastructure are well-resourced and 
supported by government and industry, and can be equitably 
accessed by industry participants 

FAIR TRADING P17. Unconscionable conduct is 
eliminated from the supply 
chain via demonstrated 
transparency and 
accountability  

C41. Product provenance information is readily available (i.e. 
traceability) 

C42. Information asymmetry in the supply chain is eliminated 
where perverse outcomes are a risk 

C43. Carbon footprint accounting is harmonised 
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The AFI has found that when presenting the AASF in list or table form, stakeholders find it difficult not to 

see the structure as linear, inflexible in categorisation, and favouring some principles over others by 

ranking priority.  

We recommend that the AASF be graphically presented not as a list, but as a literally arched system of 

non-hierarchical principles demonstrating the Australian agriculture’s sustainability status and goals 

(Figure 5).  

The proposed graphic presentation shown in Figure 5 visually reinforces the overarching nature of the 

initiative, and reiterates that: 

• There is no ranking hierarchy to the principles and criteria (i.e. 4 is not more important than 11) 

• The elements of the framework (themes, categories, principles, criteria) are part of a spectrum -
i.e. there are no ‘hard lines’ between the closely interrelated elements.
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Figure 5: The AASF as an overarching framework 
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3.2 Governance and ownership 
Robust governance systems and a sustainable operating framework will be essential to the success of the 

AASF. Given the AASF cannot be static but must be responsive to developing market, economic, 

environmental and social drivers, such frameworks should seek that fine balance between being iterative 

and stable.  

Recent studies suggest that transformative governance is needed to enable the transformative change 

necessary for achieving global sustainability goals. While the discussion on how to govern such change to 

achieve, for example, biodiversity and sustainability goals, is still nascent, Visseren-Hamakers et al. (2021) 

argue that governance will only become transformative when it addresses the indirect drivers17 

underlying sustainability issues. Such governance must simultaneously be: 

1. Integrative - to ensure local solutions also have sustainable impacts elsewhere (across scales, 

places, issues and sectors) 

2. Inclusive - to empower those whose interests are currently not being met and represent values 

embodying transformative change for sustainability 

3. Adaptive - enabling learning, experimentation, and reflexivity, to cope with the complexity of 

transformative change 

4. Pluralist – recognising different knowledge systems 

The inevitable question when considering the proposed structure, implementation, operationalisation, 

maintenance and continuous improvement of the AASF is: who is responsible? Over the course of 

developing the AASF to its current state, many suggestions have been canvassed regarding the most 

appropriate ‘owner’ of the AASF.  

While it is outside the scope of this project provide a comprehensive recommendation on this question, it 

has been suggested that the AASF can only succeed if responsibility is tasked to a new, unencumbered 

entity. Such an entity could impartially represent the interests of the many heterogeneous stakeholders 

of the AASF and engender the trust from suppliers, consumers, supply chains and regulators which will be 

essential to success. This complex question should be thoroughly investigated in further research.  

In presenting these preliminary governance and ownership ideas, both academic and real-world 

examples (of both successful and unsuccessful governance arrangements) have been considered.  

As part of Phase 2, Dr Daniel Gregg undertook academic reviews on sustainability communication in agri-

food systems, which addressed covering roles in sustainability communication and potential structures 

and governance of the AASF. A summary of these reviews, which have informed the recommendations 

provided in this Section, is provided in Appendix E: Models of governance in relation to the AASF. 

In addition, consultation with the Expert Reference Group and industry stakeholders (see Appendix C: 

Additional tables, Table 7 and Table 8) on the practicality and functionality of existing and emerging 

governance structures for sustainability frameworks proved very instructive in shaping the proposal 

outlined below. 

 

  

 
17 Indirect drivers could be demographic, sociocultural, economic, technological, or relating to institutions, 
governance, conflicts, and epidemics.  
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3.2.1 Proposed structural arrangements of a potential AASF 
This section proposes a potential governance and operational structure for the AASF that could meet the 

key AASF roles outlined previously. The authors emphasise that the structure presented here is merely a 

starting point for discussion, and not intended to be read as a fully-formed implementation plan. 

Further work to identify the specific governance arrangements and data needs required for 

implementation of the AASF is strongly recommended (see Section 4). 

As noted above, governance for the AASF must be integrative, inclusive, adaptive, and pluralist, 

recognising and amplifying the different systems of insight and expertise across agrifood and 

sustainability communication ecosystems. 

The suggested structure incorporates independence and integrity (i.e. via a skills-based Board), industry 

input, integration and feedback (via dedicated communications functions and advisory groups), and 

continuous improvement (via innovation and technology). The relationship between these functional 

elements is depicted in Figure 6. This outline is based partly on the operation of the GLOBALG.A.P. 

program, a highly successful food safety assurance mechanism which has repeatedly adapted to 

criticisms that it is Euro-centric (via the creation of Technical Working Groups) and exclusive (via 

developing a range of national-level programs to allow easier access to supply chains by smallholders)18.  

Four core elements of the AASF are described in Figure 6, and detailed in Section 3.2.2 Roles of the AASF 

groups: 

(1) An AASF Board which manages the overall objectives of the AASF, votes on submissions by sub-

groups, and sets the membership of sub-groups. The AB will not typically be involved in 

operational aspects of the AASF, but will rather set strategic goals and seek to ensure that the 

AASF achieves good governance processes and seeks positive outcomes for core stakeholders.  

 

(2) The AASF Translation and Communication Group (ATC Group) which directly manages industry-

level groups and seeks to develop valid translations of global sustainability frameworks to the 

domestic context. This may include seeking membership of appropriate organisations on the 

basis of a set of standards that become approved as representing the Australian agri-food 

sustainability context.  

 
(3) The AASF Markets and Innovation Group (AMI Group) which manages the operation of 

sustainability communication and assurance mechanisms. The AMI also manages internet-based 

cohesion mechanisms including mechanisms to facilitate the emergence of sustainability-assured 

contracting systems and linkages to independent research/assurance organisations.  

 
(4) The Technical Working Groups (TWGs) are envisaged to operate at an industry level, and possibly 

within existing industry groups, to assist the ATC to operationalise efforts to obtain approval for 

contextualised sustainability frameworks for those industries, and to facilitate the operation of 

the AMI in interacting with sustainability researchers and assurance organisations.  

 
18 Whilst there remain concerns around exclusivity, the adaptability of the GLOBALG.A.P. program should be 
regarded as a positive example of how careful thinking about governance structures can facilitate positive 
outcomes in non-government quality assurance regimes. 
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Figure 6: Core elements of a proposed AASF structure 

3.2.2 Roles of the AASF groups 
This section outlines a more detailed picture of the essential roles, responsibilities and composition of the 

AASF elements, linked to the structure conceptualised for the AASF in Figure 6. The roles/responsibilities 

outlined here are not meant to be exhaustive: new challenges and/or alternative visions may provide 

reasons to adapt or add to these roles and responsibilities in the future.  

The AASF Board 

The AASF Board operates as the overarching strategic element of the AASF. The Board sets the strategic 

direction of the AASF, approves any major changes/updates to the framework and/or membership, seeks 

to assess performance of the different groups and whether existing governance mechanisms are 

effective/efficient, and manages corporate governance matters for the overarching AASF group.  

NB: the question of who should be appointed to this Board - and how it should in itself be governed - 

requires further investigation, see Section 4. 

Board Role 1: Approve membership of the various groups 

The AASF Board sets out membership rules for the ATC, TWGs and AMI groups, organises election 

processes for those, maintains a membership register for each group, and approves membership of the 

groups after elections/appointments.  

Board Role 2: Approve changes to operations 

The AASF Board approves suggested changes to operations/roles of the ATC, TWGs and AMI groups 

based on periodic reviews and submissions by those groups or by independent external reviewers. In 

addition, the AASF Board can request reviews of these groups in order to seek evidence for changes to 

operations to support the broader AASF Group ambition.  
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Board Role 3: Approve submissions for new sub-frameworks or updates to existing frameworks 

Industry agriculture sustainability frameworks (IASFs) that have been submitted by a TWG and approved 

by the ATC are then submitted to the AASF Board for final approval. Only approved IASFs can be used to 

communicate sustainability achievements under the AASF Group.  

Board Role 4: Approve new TWGs as submitted by the ATC Group 

The ATC may periodically seek the creation or removal of TWGs in order to meet industry sustainability 

goals and in recognition of changes to either global sustainability requirements or to contextual elements 

at an industry level. The changes are submitted by the ATC to the AASF Board for approval.  

Board Role 5: Oversee the operations of the ATC and AMI 

The AASF Board will directly oversee the operations of the ATC and AMI groups in terms of their goals, 

allowable activities, and other factors deemed of interest by the AASF Board. The Board may direct either 

group to prepare a submission against relevant issues and seek independent review of those groups. ATC 

and AMI groups both prepare reports on activities and achievements for each Board meeting.  

Board Role 6: Corporate governance and reporting on the AASF Group activities to stakeholders/trustees 

Finally, the AASF Board will have a formal requirement to manage the AASF Group in a way that 

facilitates achievement of AASF objectives. Formal mechanisms may be established for the code of 

conduct of Board members should be established, possibly on the basis of formal corporate governance 

rules (e.g. if the AASF is incorporated as a not-for-profit entity). The Board should prepare at least an 

annual report on activities and performance of the AASF Group.  

AASF Translation and Communications Group (ATC) 

The ATC group works directly with Technical Working Groups (TWGs) to achieve commensurability19 with 

international frameworks whilst allowing for contextual factors within the Australian context. The ATC 

group is focused on providing for formal mechanisms to communicate sustainability to target markets, to 

generate cohesion from industry-level frameworks upward to international frameworks via the AASF 

itself, and to provide for promotion of industry-specific adaptations of the AASF as valid approaches to 

measuring sustainability in those contexts.   

ATC Role 1: Develop the AASF, maintain the AASF and provide training/extension materials to facilitate 

understanding and application of the AASF 

The AASF would ideally directly match international frameworks with high levels of acceptance, such as 

the FAO SAFA (2014). The ATC can also provide for tools/guidance on the usage of the AASF that may 

include measurement techniques for each attribute of the AASF. Two main frameworks are viewed as 

strong potential candidates for ‘translate’ to/from the AASF:  

(1) The FAO SAFA (2014) is a framework that is operated by a large inter-governmental organisation 

and with support from the largest agricultural research/governance organisation in the world 

(the FAO), and;  

(2) The SAI Global set of farm sustainability programs (FSA, ERBS and SDP for cropping, beef, and 

dairy respectively) is a high-visibility platform, with a high level of acceptance and built-in 

capabilities to benchmark the AASF against.  

 
19 Commensurability provides for translation and cohesion. It means that factors that are intended to mean 
the same thing are measured in similar ways across different metrics. Two concepts or things are 
commensurable if they are measurable or comparable by a common standard. 
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For SAI Global, there is already a very high level of acceptance within European and North American 

markets. In addition, the SAI Global FSA program has strong ties to the GLOBALG.A.P. framework, 

providing some producers with scope economies in sustainability and food safety assurance. The FAO 

SAFA platform is less focused on reporting for supply chain assurance and more on allowing 

communication of assessments at an industry, regional, or national level based on representative 

research programs implementing the SAFA. Mapping the AASF to both of these platform types provides 

for linkages to a general sustainability communication tool (the FAO SAFA) whilst allowing for 

development of market-based assurance mechanisms that can provide for improved efficiency and 

accessibility of sustainability communication.  

ATC Role 2: Generate a digital interaction platform for the AASF alongside a manual for usage (‘digital 

first principle’) 

A key innovation in supply chain assurance in recent years has been the increasing use of digitalised 

chain-of-custody and proof-of-provenance programs to improve the efficiency of quality assurance and 

marketing of that within food supply chains. The FAO SAFA, GLOBALG.A.P. framework, and the SAI FSA 

have implemented their programs as digital tools. The AASF should have a ‘digital-first’ focus seeking to 

use modern software development systems in order to increase engagement and the usefulness of the 

AASF program. Having a digital mechanism will also facilitate further developments around chain-of-

custody and certification innovations.  

ATC Role 3: Focus on international engagement to generate formal acceptance of the AASF framework 

(and sub-frameworks from the TWGs) by international organisations 

In developing a sustainability framework that is benchmarked against internationally-accepted 

sustainability frameworks (the AASF), the ATC will develop a powerful tool to engage with global market 

regulators seeking action on sustainability outcomes in agri-food supply chains. Actively seeking out 

approval of the AASF will both provide for a pathway to engage in trade negotiations more effectively 

and provide for higher levels of validity for the AASF and its derivatives. By presenting a clear governance 

structure, as outlined in Figure 6, and outlining the efforts toward achieving validity at a local and 

international level for the AASF and its industry-level derivatives the ATC can communicate these efforts 

as being at the forefront of global leadership in sustainability frameworks and programs.  

ATC Role 4: Coordinate translation/contextualisation efforts by TWGs 

A major innovation in the GLOBALG.A.P. framework has been the creation of National Technical Working 

Groups (NTWGs). These groups have facilitated greatly enhanced reach of that framework and have 

allowed food industries within particular countries to better match their own industry, environmental 

and regulatory context to the GLOBALG.A.P. program. In Gregg 2021b, a similar mechanism was 

identified as allowing for contextualisation of the AASF to industry-level contexts as an approach to 

facilitate incorporation of the peculiarities of each industry in terms of overarching sustainability 

measures/outcomes identified in the AASF and translated to the global context.  

This role is depicted in Figure 7 as a coordination mechanism between industry-level Technical Working 

Groups (TWGs) and global frameworks. The TWGs within the AASF are conceptualised as have a far more 

restricted focus (industry-level, within a country) compared to the NTWGs within the GLOBALG.A.P. 

framework (national-level). The difference is based on the fact that the GLOBALG.A.P. framework is 

globally-focused, and so contextualisation is first focused on the national level. In the case of the AASF 

program, the AASF itself represents that global→national contextualisation process.  

The TWGs within the AASF allow for distinct approaches to sustainability within each agri-food industry in 

Australia providing for a basis both for innovation (industries are free to seek ‘new’ methods to measure 
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or conceptualise sustainability attributes) and for resilience (failure of a single framework to achieve 

global acceptance or that becomes outdated does not affect other industry-level frameworks).  

 

Figure 7: The ATC as a coordination mechanism between global sustainability communication frameworks 
and industry-level frameworks in Australia 

AASF Markets and Innovations Group 

The AMI seeks to facilitate market-based mechanisms to achieve efficient sustainability assurance 

outcomes within agri-food supply chains. It also provides for mechanisms allowing innovation in 

sustainability assurance and measurement and utilises approved frameworks, as held by the ATC, the 

facilitation of procurement of sustainability assured produce and engagement with appropriate 

certification frameworks.  

The AMI roles are less well-defined than those of the other groups being more focused on achieving 

objectives of efficiency, accessibility, and effectiveness of the overall AASF Group. As a result there needs 

to be allowance for longer phase of ‘discovery’ of those roles, for example through undertaking trial 

implementations that would allow for a greater level of investigation of the operation of the AMI group 

to achieve the overall aims outlined earlier. The roles outlined here for the AMI below are thus less 

detailed than those for the other groups.  

AMI Role 1: Enable market-based sustainability communication mechanisms 

Market-based assurance mechanisms are the key major programs used in the sustainability landscape to 

effectively communicate sustainability achievements by producers and/or within the supply chain. The 

ubiquity of asymmetric information throughout the sustainability assurance landscape means that there 

is potential for market failures at several points. As outlined in Gregg 2021a, these information 

asymmetries mean that open-market procurement approaches are difficult to achieve when a buyer is 

seeking sustainability assured produce (outside of boutique, relational supply chains). A core role of the 

AMI group is to establish a digital sustainability assurance mechanism that provides for open market 

sustainability assurance in order to both facilitate the efficient achievement of sustainability-assured 

procurement in agri-food supply chains originating in Australia and to reduce the extent to which 

sustainability assurance occurs within ‘captive’ value chains as an ‘insetting’ process (see breakout box).  
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The core role of the AMI is viewed to be establishing mechanisms that facilitate engagement by 

producers and supply chain actors with sustainability action and communication (including assurance) 

and that simultaneously achieves these outcomes whilst avoiding market capture concerns such as those 

outlined in the box above. Specifically, the AMI should seek to establish mechanisms that provide: 

• For producers to communicate sustainability outcomes as both a producer and at the product 

level 

• For supply chains to seek engagement with producers who have achieved particular 

sustainability outcomes 

• For sustainability assurance actors to be assessed in terms of coverage of sustainability 

frameworks by producers, supply chain actors, and retailers 

• For assurance providers to more effectively map services to align with broadly-accepted 

sustainability indicators 

• For the integration of digital innovations, for example digital chain-of-custody assurance 

mechanisms 

AMI Role 2: Act as the interaction point between private sector actors (e.g. producers, supply chain 

agents, retailers) and AASF information stocks and AASF formal governance mechanisms (e.g. the 

industry-level frameworks) 

The AMI can also act as a mechanism to improve information flows between the more technical 

operations of the AASF (i.e. as being undertaken by the ATC and TWGs) and market/government actors. 

This role might include the publication of the AASF and IASFs, and the presentation of information on 

certification frameworks that are directly linked to the AASF.  

Captive value chains and sustainability ‘insetting’ 

Food supply chains are often characterised as having powerful ‘lead firms’ (supply chain actors that 

hold substantial leverage over their supply chain partners – upstream and/or downstream). These 

lead firms operate supply chain structures that can be represented as ‘captive’ governance 

structure. Captive supply chain structures typically involve a large supply chain actor that exercises 

substantial market power over smaller suppliers/downstream agents. For example, large food 

retailers in Australia can be viewed as operating captive supply chains wherein they establish strict 

supply arrangements with domestic food producers (e.g. Smith 2006 outlines the major food 

retailers in Australia as having many of the characteristics that are associated with captive value 

chains).  

Whilst captive governance programs can help individual lead firms achieve more complex outcomes 

within their supply chains (e.g. sustainability in production), they also come with substantial 

potential costs. ‘Preferred’ suppliers are few in number, and the strict governance needed to 

achieve lead firm objectives is rarely shared across different lead firms or across markets. The links 

or technology that ties a producer to a particular lead firm are often specific to that particular 

captive value chain. This leads to high switching costs, substantial lock-out of other (potentially 

more efficient) producers, and a potentially substantial reduction in efforts toward market-wide 

innovation (as technologies to achieve governance outcomes are proprietary and held privately 

within the captive value chain).  

The ‘insetting’ of sustainability activities through captive value chains may appear a fast way to 

generate industry-level sustainability outcomes, but they also represent strategies that are likely to 

lead to major long-term costs, both direct costs (efficiency losses) and indirect costs associated with 

anti-innovation incentives, justice concerns, and low levels of technological progress (UNIDO 2015).  
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AMI Role 3: Providing for interaction, research/discovery programs within the AASF, registration of 

members (producers, supply chain actors, retailers, certifiers, assurers) and exploration of a mechanism to 

generate a business case for the AASF operation via a digital market coordination mechanism 

Consider the role of digital technologies to support vastly improved communication of sustainability 

drivers, requirements, investments and outcomes up and down the supply chain. Consider the role of this 

program as a central piece supporting a business case for the AASF to operate as an independent and 

financially sustainable organisation that has the interests of agricultural producers as the main objective.  

Technical Working Groups 

TWGs provide technical guidance allowing translation of accepted sustainability frameworks to a 

particular context (e.g. an Australian agri-food industry). This guidance is targeted at being a formalised 

translation of the AASF, accepted as an internationally-relevant sustainability framework in itself.  

TWG Role 1: Adapt AASF language to match attributes of sustainability within the referent industry 

The overarching national-level AASF is focused on providing a framework that is accepted in international 

markets and that maps effectively to existing/future global sustainability frameworks. This may mean 

that there are cases where the language used in the AASF is necessarily vague for a particular industry 

context. The TWGs will provide mechanisms to provide for clarity over expectations/measures at an 

industry level. The TWGs will seek to increase clarity of sustainability attributes within the AASF and to 

seek approval for alternative definitions, where those are made, with the ATC.  

TWG Role 2: Identify attributes of the AASF that are automatically achieved in an industry context 

Global sustainability communication frameworks often take a ‘kitchen sink’ approach – including a large 

range of factors that are largely irrelevant to the Australian context. To reduce the burden of 

sustainability assessment / communication at the farm and supply chain level within Australia, TWGs can 

identify these contextual factors, provide the evidence for their being met at an industry level, and work 

with the ATC to mitigate the need for those factors as assessable items within the referent industry.  

TWG Role 3: Maintain an approved adaptation of the AASF to the industry context and ensure that 

adaptations are supported by robust data, research, or regulations 

The TWGs will seek approval of language and contextual adaptations of the AASF to the referent industry 

context with the ATC. Each TWG will retain a copy of their ATC-approved sub-framework and detailed 

information on the relevant points of difference between the overarching AASF and the industry-level 

AASF (i.e. an ‘IASF’). Any changes, either proposed or approved, must be supported by robust data, 

research and/or regulations that support those. Independent review by appropriate experts will be seen 

as a key measure of acceptability for evidence with regulations and peer-reviewed research providing the 

key evidence to use in assessing the validity of proposed changes to the AASF for an IASF.  

3.2.3 Scenarios for testing the proposed AASF mechanisms 
This section outlines a strategy to test the core mechanisms of the AASF Group as an approach to 

developing a clear business case for the suggested structure. The strategy outlined here focuses on the 

two core implementation groups: the ATC and the AMI. The strategy is described as mechanisms to 

consider evidence for achieving the AASF objectives, repeated here in Table 5.  
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Table 5: Linking AASF objectives to AASF roles as an intermediary 

Objective Role as an intermediary 

Increasing commensurability in sustainability 
frameworks (providing for linkages to common 
metrics for sustainability) 

The AASF as a mechanism to facilitate realisation of 
legitimacy around sustainability assurance 

Reducing complexity in the sustainability complexity 
landscape (promoting cohesion in the sustainability 
landscape) 

The AASF as a mechanism to promote cohesion in 
the sustainability landscape 

Increasing the efficiency with which supply chain 
actors access produce with required levels of 
sustainability and with sufficient assurance around 
that. 

The AASF as an enabler of market-based 
sustainability communication and assurance 
mechanisms 

Improving the ability of industries and regions to 
communicate 'sustainability' to core stakeholders 

The AASF as a mechanism to facilitate effective and 
efficient linkages to global sustainability programs 
(commensurability) 

The test cases outlined here are purposely limited in scope. They are targeted at cases that involve 

substantial development already or that are prospective technologies to achieve a market-based 

sustainability communication and procurement mechanism that is viewed as potentially allowing for 

establishment of a financially sustainable business case for the AASF Group.   

Acceptance of the AASF as a translation of global frameworks 

The key objectives of the ATC group are:  

(1) to seek global acceptance of the AASF as a sustainability framework;  

(2) an effective translation of the AASF to widely-accepted global sustainability frameworks to 

facilitate efficient sustainability communication both domestically and internationally, and;  

(3) the development of contextualised versions of the AASF to specific industries in Australia that 

are accepted globally in the same way that the overarching AASF is.  

A ‘low-hanging fruit’ perspective is taken: focusing on feasible test cases, but also ones that can reveal 

the potential value case for the AASF ATC Group. Firstly, the ATC operates as a mechanism coordinating 

TWGs to achieve contextualisation of sustainability frameworks to agri-food industries in Australia. To 

this end, two industries have been selected as candidates with a high level of development of 

sustainability frameworks as industries that can assist in considering mechanisms to generate a broadly 

accepted AASF and its translation to industry-level contexts:  

• the Australian sheep sustainability framework20, and  

• Sustainable Winegrowing Australia, the Australian wine industry sustainability framework21.  

The global context must also be considered. To this end, the FAO SAFA framework and the SAI Platform 

are outlined as potential candidates. The FAO SAFA framework is an open platform that will provide the 

AASF the most flexibility in generating an accessible, efficient and effective platform for sustainability 

communication. The SAI Platform programs, in contrast, are not open but already include benchmarking 

methods, cover over 120 members across the world and are directly linked to the GLOBALG.A.P. 

framework.  

There is thus a trade-off in considering the direction of the AASF program:  

 
20 https://www.sheepsustainabilityframework.com.au/ 
21 https://sustainablewinegrowing.com.au/ 

https://www.sheepsustainabilityframework.com.au/
https://sustainablewinegrowing.com.au/
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• choose an ‘open’ framework that provides for substantial flexibility to achieve goals but that 
requires more direct investment and effort, or  

• choose a ‘closed’ platform that provides for direct access to established programs, albeit with 
limited product/commodity coverage and with several issues reviewed later in this document.  

These concepts are depicted in Figure 8 below, and key components of the test cases (sheep, FAO SAFA, 

winegrowing) are presented in the following breakout boxes.  

 

Figure 8: A suggested test-case application of the ATC Group 
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Sheep Sustainability Framework 

The Australian sheep meat and wool industries are, by any measure, globally important. We are the 

largest producer of all wool types by value and volume, the second largest producer of lamb and 

mutton, and the largest exporter sheep meat and fine wool (Sheep Sustainability Framework 2021). 

Production of sheep products is also highly heterogeneous, ranging from smaller, highly intensive 

farms to extensive operations run in marginal rangelands. Sheep production is also materially 

important from a land management perspective covering almost 10% of the Australian land mass and 

18% of the agricultural land area.  

The Australian sheep and wool industries have already invested substantial resources into creation of 

product-level traceability systems, farm auditing systems, and market communication programs to 

tell the ‘story’ of Australian sheep meat and wool. In response to growing interest in sustainability, 

Sheep Producers Australia (SPA) and WoolProducers Australia (WPA) recently partnered with 

Australian Wool Innovation (AWI) and Meat & Livestock Australia (MLA) to develop a sustainability 

framework for sheep meat and wool production in Australia.  

As with the AASF, the Sheep Sustainability Framework (SSF) does not seek to be proscriptive in farm 

activities – producers will not be required to meet the guidelines included in the SSF but will be able 

to use it as a mechanism to change farm production practices and to communicate sustainability 

achievements. Currently there are no formal linkages between the SSF and global sustainability 

frameworks.  

FAO SAFA 

In 2014 the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) published the SAFA report providing for an 

overarching sustainability metric that explicitly seeks to generate cohesion in the sustainability 

landscape for agri-food industries. SAFA (FAO 2014) appears to match a large portion of activities that 

have been undertaken so far in the AASF program. 

As an umbrella framework, SAFA acts as a convener, or harmonizing agent of all 

sustainability tools to coordinate efforts in order to build convergence. 

Collaboration is driven by the recognition that problems and solutions have to be 

shared. There is a strong interest in aligning with a global reference framework 

and collaborating to build trust in global supply chains. SAFA recognizes that 

there is equivalence in different approaches to measuring sustainability. SAFA 

also recognizes existing sustainability schemes (e.g. environmental and social 

certification) and efforts (e.g. life-cycle assessment tools) as key resources for 

conducting a SAFA. The use of existing rules, norms and standards expedites 

assessment for users, while avoiding duplication by integrating existing data 

FAO (2014, p10) 

The FAO SAFA is only a metric with limited contextual scope: there is no operational aspect of the 

SAFA that has an explicit focus on supply chain engagement and industry linkage. As a result, there 

has been limited application of the FAO within supply chains as a mechanism to communicate 

sustainability either through self-assessment or through formal certification programs.  

However, the FAO SAFA is far more open than the programs falling under the SAI Platform. The latter 

typically require membership fees that can be substantial both for produce-buying companies and for 

producer companies. Thus, whilst the SAI Platform programs are well-developed, appear to have 

substantial market support, and are associated with a basic ecosystem of assurance mechanisms, the 

FAO SAFA is a potentially more open global platform for the AASF to engage with.  
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Sustainable Winegrowing Australia 

The Australian wine industry is vastly different in operation to that of the sheep meat and wool 

industries. It covers a tiny fraction of Australian agricultural land centred on areas with reliable 

irrigation infrastructure, and often in close proximity to capital cities or major regional cities. In 

contrast to the sheep meat and wool industry, a large portion of wine industry value is focused on 

domestic factors: wine consumption and tourism. The latter is particularly important for smaller 

producers. There is also substantially greater concentration of production in the wine industry with 

South Australian plantings accounting for over 50% of total wine grape planting areas in Australia. Yet 

there are similarities to the sheep meat and wool industries, too. Like those industries, wine Australia 

ranks highly on production and export statistics globally: Australia is the sixth-largest wine producer 

and the fourth-largest exporter of wine by value in the world.  

In terms of sustainability efforts, and communication of those, the Australian wine industry is 

considered a national leader. Wine Australia, the peak marketing body for wine, has been aware of 

growing consumer demand for sustainability outcomes to be embodied in wine products they 

consume. This knowledge has helped Wine Australia, supported by the Australian Wine Research 

Institute and Australian Grape and Wine (the peak industry body for wine production) to lead 

Australian agricultural industries in development of a sustainability framework that provides for a 

comprehensive sustainability communication mechanism.  

The process of developing a sustainability communication mechanism is now in its third formal 

iteration in a short period of time, now called ‘Sustainable Winegrowing Australia’ (SWA) and 

previously being known as EntWine and Sustainable Australia Winegrowing. SWA is a trademarked 

program, allowing wine producers to formally undertake certification of their sustainability actions in 

order to display the SWA logo.  

Whilst the Australian wine industry appears to have a more developed sustainability program 

compared to the sheep meat and wool industry, there are also concerns that are apparent in 

comparison between the two. The seemingly regular changes in naming, labelling and marketing of 

sustainable wine in Australia generates confusion amongst producers, consumers and other industry 

stakeholders. Finding relevant information on what the SWA label means, in terms of actual actions 

by producers and the certification regime, is difficult - and is not helped by the short history of name 

changes in this domain.  

The difficulty of obtaining clear information on sustainability actions is also contrasted against the 

sheep meat and wool industry: the latter have a fully transparent sustainability framework that is 

easily found and freely available. The former use a paywall to reduce the transparency of the 

sustainability framework reducing the ability of interested stakeholders to assess the validity of 

sustainability claims by the Australian wine industry.  

There is scope for the AASF to learn from previous activities of the Australian wine industry with 

respect to sustainability communication, namely focused on creating an environment that allows for 

increasing sustainability actions on farms and communicating those at an industry level, and also in 

allowing for formal certification activities that provide for producers to seek to generate assurance 

around sustainability activities in a robust way. There is also scope for the AASF to generate improved 

cohesion in the wine sustainability framework, both with respect to globally-accepted frameworks 

and to improve communication through enhanced transparency and reduced ‘churn’ in framework 

labelling.  
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4. The path forward: what happens next 
The AASF and its comprehensive development remains a critical component of institutional infrastructure 

that can allow Australian agricultural and food industries to achieve value, sustainability, efficiency and 

equity goals into the future.  

Evidently there already exist comprehensive sustainability frameworks for agricultural and food 

industries (e.g. the FAO SAFA framework). The AASF does not seek to duplicate these initiatives, but 

rather can add value by seeking to translate them into a domestic context (i.e. provide for 

commensurability with international frameworks) and to ensure that those translations are accepted as 

valid sustainability translations. It is unlikely that global agrifood supply chains will be accepting of each 

country having an individual sustainability framework, due to the costs of translating frameworks without 

a clear mapping of the ‘language’ of sustainability between industries, locales, and nations. Thus, creation 

of a mechanism for effective and valid translation to global frameworks is important and can support 

development of a sustainability communication market, associated supply chain benefits, and future 

innovation.  

Existing mechanisms for sustainability communication, and associated ecosystems of frameworks, 

industry support, assurance mechanisms and supply chain linkages are available. However, these 

mechanisms fail on either effectiveness, efficiency, and/or equity criteria. The AASF has an imperative to 

operate for the benefit of the whole industry. The outline here provides a mechanism which both 

enhances validity of the AASF itself and that could generate (potentially large) associated benefits from 

increasing the static and dynamic efficiency of sustainability communication and integration of that into 

supply chain procurement processes.  

Throughout the research undertaken in the development of the AASF a range of problems have been 

repeatedly identified: i.e., the ubiquity of asymmetric information problems, the capture of supply chain 

assurance mechanisms by large industry actors, and the centrality of AASF mechanisms in achieving 

efficiency in sustainability communication at a national, industry, supply chain, and producer level. 

Ignoring these concerns, and the potential of an appropriately designed AASF to ‘fix’ them, will remove 

the potential for Australia to lead the world on sustainability communication in agricultural and food 

industries - and to lead the world on institutional mechanisms that achieve ubiquitous goals around 

equity (fairness, justice), effectiveness (doing what we intend to), and efficiency.  

The AASF as outlined here is a program that is, itself, sustainable in every sense that the AASF describes 

(equitable, effective and efficient). To seek less would risk the AASF being unsustainable and thus 

somewhat duplicitous (i.e. seeking an institutional environment for sustainability communication that 

fails on its own sustainability criteria, particularly around equity aspects of sustainability).  

However, the work presented here (while thorough) is merely a starting point. We strongly recommend 

further work to identify the specific preliminary governance arrangements and data needs required for 

implementation of the AASF, which could in turn inform delivery of a recommended structure for the 

AASF’s timely establishment and sustainable operationalisation. 

Activities identified by the AFI for further discovery to progress the AASF include:  

• Working with DAWE, industry and other key stakeholders to evaluate options for AASF 
governance and structural arrangements, considering cohesion with the Agriculture 
Biodiversity Stewardship Package (e.g. the Farm Biodiversity Certification Scheme). 

• An assessment of how AASF structural arrangements can assist in addressing the national 
data needs which would enable reporting against the AASF criteria. 

• Recommendations for the practical establishment of the AASF, including: 
o defining requirements for the sustained, independent resourcing of the AASF  
o potential timeframes for achieving this independence 
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o describing activities the eventual AASF administrator will need to support. 

• Delivery of AASF Version 4, including recommendations for regular review and ongoing 
iterations of the framework. 

• Engagement with stakeholders along agricultural supply/value chains, including from the 
finance and investment sector and international markets, to:  
o build confidence in and willingness to engage with the AASF, and  
o ensure the value proposition is clearly reflective of stakeholder needs. 

• Identifying individuals and organisations likely to champion the AASF, and developing 
capacity for these informal ambassadors to: 
o clearly communicate and promote the value proposition of the AASF 
o support implementation activities by fostering cross-sectoral and cross-industry 

collaboration. 

• Methods / systems for maintaining the currency and continuous improvement of the 
framework (including alignment with national engagement to the Taskforce on Nature-
related Financial Disclosures and other major global frameworks) –  
o to ensure the AASF is fit for purpose for markets and the finance / investment sector. 

• Integration with related market-based approaches (including emerging environmental 
services and the development of the voluntary biodiversity stewardship market) –  
o to enable consistency and cohesion across related projects with common goals. 

Parallel to this, work should also be undertaken to ‘pilot’ the AASF via a practical feasibility test in the 

domestic supply chain; to deliver a communication, capacity building and outreach program to engage 

with industry and the wider community; and to facilitate a ‘community of practice’ of existing / emerging 

frameworks and schemes to enable collaboration which increases alignment and enables information 

sharing. 

By clearly communicating the sustainability status and goals of Australian agriculture, the AASF could 

not only ensure the industry is well-positioned to maintain access to competitive financial products 

and maintain or improve market access, but also help Australian farmers future-proof their enterprises 

and natural capital in a fast-evolving world.  
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5. Appendices 

Appendix A: AASF themes, categories, principles and criteria as a list 

AASF Themes: 

• Environmental stewardship 

• People, animals and community 

• Economic resilience 

AASF Categories: 

• Greenhouse gases & air 

• Soil & landscapes 

• Biodiversity 

• Water 

• Materials & resources 

• Human health, safety & wellbeing 

• Livelihoods 

• Rights, equity & diversity 

• Animal wellbeing 

• Social contribution  

• Biosecurity 

• Good governance 

• Fair trading 

 

AASF Principles (desired outcome or ideal state) 

P1. Net anthropogenic GHG emissions are limited to minimise climate change 

P2. Adverse impacts to air quality are avoided or minimised 

P3. Soil health and functionality are protected and enhanced 

P4. Landscape degradation is avoided or minimised 

P5. Biodiverse ecological communities are protected and enhanced 

P6. Water resources are used responsibly and equitably 

P7. Finite resources are safeguarded in circular economic systems 

P8. Safe agricultural outputs are produced for public consumption  

P9. Safe working environments are provided for employees 

P10. Fair access to a decent livelihood is provided within the industry 

P11.  Discrimination is not tolerated in an inclusive industry 

P12. Farmed animals are given the best care for whole of life  

P13. Society benefits from the agricultural industry's positive contribution 

P14. Biosecurity threats are assessed, mitigated and effectively managed in systems of continuous 

improvement 

P15. All industry participants behave ethically and lawfully 

P16. Resilience is protected and enhanced by assessment, mitigation and management of risks 

P17. Unconscionable conduct is eliminated from the supply chain via demonstrated transparency and 

accountability  
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AASF Criteria (conditions to be met to comply with a principle) 

C1. GHG emissions are reduced throughout lifecycle  

C2. Carbon emissions are sequestered throughout lifecycle  

C3. Where necessary (i.e. if C1 & C2 are impractical), GHG emissions are offset throughout lifecycle by 
purchasing recognised credits or participating in recognised projects 

C4. Plant, equipment and machinery are appropriately maintained and operated to maximise efficiency  

C5. Activities which generate particulate matter are conducted within regulatory guidelines 

C6. Soils are managed to provide ecosystem services, including sustainable agricultural production 

C7. Land under productive agricultural management delivers beneficial environmental services 

C8. Natural waterways are preserved and improved 

C9. Farms support a diverse range of beneficial flora and fauna species 

C10. Farm-related ecosystems are functioning and thriving  

C11. Water is used efficiently in agricultural systems 

C12. Adverse impacts to surface water and groundwater quality are prevented 

C13. The use of inputs and resources that cannot be reused or recycled is minimised 

C14. Renewable sources of inputs are prioritised 

C15. Residues and waste are reused or recycled 

C16. Food and fibre is produced, packaged and distributed to world-leading standards of safety  

C17. Food produced by the industry is healthy and nutritional   

C18. Producers practice good antimicrobial stewardship 

C19. Occupational health and safety are upheld in the working environment   

C20. Labour rights are respected and compliance with relevant legislation is demonstrated 

C21. Physical health and mental wellbeing are valued and actively supported 

C22. Profitability and competitiveness are encouraged 

C23. A rewarding and enriching work environment is provided 

C24. Human rights are respected unequivocally 

C25. Workplace diversity is valued and actively supported 

C26. Best practice on-farm husbandry is demonstrated 

C27. Safe transportation of animals is demonstrated 

C28. Humane end of life for farmed animals is ensured 

C29. Industry contributes to local community economic growth and social capital 

C30. Indigenous culture is recognised, valued and actively supported 

C31. Community trust in the industry is upheld  

C32. Farms have systems in place to monitor risk, prevent and mitigate adverse impacts from biosecurity 
threats 

C33. Industry has systems in place to monitor risk, prevent and mitigate adverse impacts from biosecurity 
threats 

C34. Government has systems in place to monitor risk, prevent and mitigate adverse impacts from 
biosecurity threats 

C35. Compliance with applicable laws and regulations is demonstrated 

C36. Fair access to participate equally in markets is ensured 

C37. Zero tolerance for bribery or corruption is demonstrated 

C38. Government and industry develop and extend overarching national scenario planning for industry 
risks 

C39. Industry participants develop, implement and regularly review risk management plans 

C40. Innovation and infrastructure are well-resourced and supported by government and industry, and 
can be equitably accessed by industry participants 

C41. Product provenance information is readily available (i.e. traceability) 

C42. Information asymmetry in the supply chain is eliminated where perverse outcomes are a risk 

C43. Carbon footprint accounting is harmonised 
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Appendix B: Alignment of AASF principles with related initiatives 

The following tables demonstrate how the AASF principles align with international and domestic sustainability schemes, 

standards, frameworks and related initiatives. The illustrations presented here are not exhaustive and do not represent 

the entirety of available examples. The authors are aware of many more potential candidate cases, particularly in 

Australian agriculture. These examples represent a selection of AASF principles, not the entire list (P1-10, P17). 

PRINCIPLE 1 
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PRINCIPLE 2 
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PRINCIPLE 3 
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PRINCIPLE 4 

 

  



Australian Farm Institute: Development of the AASF 2021-22 

45 
 

PRINCIPLE 5 
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PRINCIPLE 6 

  



Australian Farm Institute: Development of the AASF 2021-22 

47 
 

PRINCIPLE 7 
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PRINCIPLE 8 
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PRINCIPLE 9 
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PRINCIPLE 10 
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PRINCIPLE 17 
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Appendix C: Additional tables 
Table 6: Schemes reviewed by AFI in development of the AASF V1 

Global Sustainability Global Agriculture  Domestic Agriculture 
Taskforce on Climate-Related 
Financial Disclosures (TCFD) 

Roundtable on Sustainable Palm 
Oil 

Smartcane Best Management 
Practice (Australia) 

Taskforce on Nature-Related 
Financial Disclosures (TNFD) 

Global Roundtable for 
Sustainable Beef 

Aboriginal Carbon Foundation 
(carbon credits) 

Climate Disclosure Standards Board Roundtable on Responsible Soy Australian Eggs Sustainability 
Framework 

Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) – 
agricultural standards 

Forest Stewardship Council Beef Sustainability Framework  

Integrating Reporting Framework 
(IR) 

Programme for the 
Endorsement of Forest 
Certification  

Behind Australian Grains 

Sustainability Accounting Standards 
Board (SASB) Index 

Sustainable Forestry initiative Dairy Sustainability Framework 

Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP) Marine Stewardship Council Australian Government Emissions 
Reduction Fund 

IFRS Aquaculture Stewardship 
Council 

Hort360 (Growcom) 

Impact Management Project (IMP) Bonsucro Horticulture Sustainability 
Framework (under development)  

WEF IBC common metrics Vive Programme Making More from Sheep 

ISO2600 Social Responsibility & 
ISO13065 Sustainability criteria for 
bioenergy  

Sustainable Agriculture Institute 
(SAI) Farm Sustainability 
Assessment program (FSA) 

MLA CN30 Project 

CSL Biodiversity Action Plan  Sustainable Apparel Coalition 
(SAC) Higg Index 

MyBMP (cotton) 

Climate Disclosure Standards Board 
(CDSB) 

Better Cotton Initiative National Feedlot Accreditation 
Scheme (NFAS)  

System of Environmental Economic 
Accounting (SEEA) 

UTZ and Rainforest Alliance 
(merged in Jan 2018) 

Reef Credit Scheme (by Green 
Collar) 

International Organisation of 
Standardisation (ISO) 

Common Code for the Coffee 
Community 

Sustainable Grain Australia (Canola 
into EU) 

UN Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) 

Fairtrade Sustainable Winegrowing Australia 

ISEAL Alliance Joint Accreditation Scheme 
Australia & NZ (JASANZ) 

Territory Conservation 
Agreements (TCA) 

FAO Sustainability Assessment of 
Food and Agriculture Systems 
(SAFA) 

International Sustainability & 
Carbon Certification (ISCC) 

NSW Biodiversity Offset Scheme 

 
Sustainable Agriculture Network 
(SAN) Sustainable Agriculture 
Framework 

QLD Land Restoration Fund 

 
Global Good Agricultural 
Practices (GAP) 

Midlands Conservation Fund 
(Tasmania)  

 ISO 13065 Sustainability criteria 
for bioenergy 

Australian Sustainable Products 
(ASP Certified) 

   Roundtable for Sustainable 
Biomaterials (RSB) – Biomaterial 
feedstock production 

AgCarE (AgForce) 

  Montreal Process Criteria & 
Indicators 

 

https://www.sustainableaustralianbeef.com.au/
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Table 7: AFI stakeholder consultation list22 

Organisation Feedback format 

Australian Pork Limited Zoom discussion + Written submission 

Beef Sustainability Steering Committee Zoom discussion + Written submission 

Canegrowers Zoom discussion 

Cattle Council Australia Written submission 

ClimateWorks Zoom discussion + Written submission 

Cotton Australia Zoom discussion 

Dairy Australia Zoom discussion 

Farmers for Climate Action Written submission 

GrainGrowers Ltd Zoom discussion 

Grain Producers South Australia Zoom discussion 

NFF Sustainable Development and Climate Change Committee Online project updates and discussion 

OBE Organics Written submission 

Property Rights Australia Written submission 

Queensland Farmers’ Federation Written submission 

Red Meat Advisory Council Zoom discussion + Written submission 

Sheep Sustainability Framework Steering Committee Zoom discussion 

Victorian Farmers Federation Zoom discussion  

Wine Australia Zoom discussion 

WoolProducers Australia Zoom discussion 

Table 8: ERG members for the AASF 2021-22 project 

Name Position / Company Speciality 

Dr Libby 
Pinkard 

CSIRO Group Leader, Landscape Intensification Environmental science; 
climate response 

Jack 
Holden 

General Manager Sustainability, Fonterra Australia; 
Chair, SAI Platform Australia 

Agribusiness; sustainability 
drivers for business 

Prof. 
Andrew 
Macintosh 

Professor and Associate Dean (Research) ANU; Chair, 
Emissions Reduction Assurance Committee  

Climate Policy 

Robyn 
Leeson 

Principal at STR Consulting; vice-chair Global 
Sustainability Standards Board (GSSB)  

Sustainability strategy & 
reporting 

Prof. Alex 
McBratney 

Director - Sydney Institute of Agriculture at the 
University of Sydney 

Soil science; precision 
agriculture 

Prof. 
Richard 
Eckard 

Director of the Primary Industries Climate Challenges 
Centre (PICCC), University of Melbourne  

Agricultural innovation; ag 
climate response  

Prof. 
Annette 
Cowie 

Adjunct Professor - School of Environmental and Rural 
Science UNE; Principal Research Scientist -Climate, NSW 
DPI  

Sustainability assessment; 
GHG accounting in agriculture  

Sean 
O’Reilly 

Previously: Managing Director Macquarie Infrastructure 
and Real Assets (MIRA)23 

Finance, investment; 
agribusiness  

 
22 NB: In addition to the official project consultation, AFI also took part in many ad hoc discussions with industry 
stakeholders about the rationale for and progression of AASF development 
23 NB: Mr O’Reilly left the ERG when he changed roles in Nov 2021 

https://www.saiplatformaust.org/
https://www.globalreporting.org/standards/global-sustainability-standards-board/
https://www.globalreporting.org/standards/global-sustainability-standards-board/
http://www.piccc.org.au/
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Appendix D: Glossary of terms 

Accreditation  

Accreditation is a specific organisation’s process of certification, i.e. the act of granting credit or 

recognition for a particular status or activity. According to the International Organization for 

Standardisation (ISO), accreditation is the formal recognition by an independent body (generally known 

as an accreditation body) that a certification body operates according to international 

standards. Certification is thus a result of the accreditation process.  

Baseline  

A baseline refers to a minimum starting point used for comparisons. In the context of the AASF, a 

baseline may be used to compare against an indicator.   

Benchmark  

Benchmark refers to a point of reference against which things may be compared i.e. a reference period.   

Biodiversity  

Biodiversity refers to biological diversity, the variety of living things found in a particular place which may 

be defined in size from micro (an acre on one farm) to macro (the variety of creatures present in a 

country or on the whole planet); i.e. the variety of different plants, animals and micro-organisms and the 

ecosystems of which they are a part. Species richness (the count of species in a given area) is the most 

commonly understood measure of biodiversity, for example numbers of birds/species per 

hectare; however the term also encompasses genetic variety within species and the variety of and 

within ecosystems created by species.  

Best management practice (BMP)  

Agricultural best management practices (BMPs) are actions taken by agricultural producers to improve 

their long-term productivity, profitability and sustainability. While ‘management practice’ is a generic 

term, BMP is understood to refer to specific programs (usually industry-led) which enable producers to 

benchmark their practices against industry standards, identify opportunities to improve their business 

performance and demonstrate good stewardship of resources (animals, land, water) to consumers.  

Certification  

Certification is the formal attestation or confirmation of certain characteristics via the provision of an 

official document to someone (a person) or something (an organisation). This confirmation is 

often supported by an external review, assessment or audit. Accreditation is an action of the certification 

process.  

Commensurability  

Commensurability provides for translation and cohesion. It means that factors that are meant to mean 

the same thing are measured in similar ways across different metrics. Two concepts or things are 

commensurable if they are measurable or comparable by a common standard. 

Criteria  

Criteria refer to the conditions which need to be met in order to comply with a principle.    

Indicator  

An indicator is the measurable state/s which allow the assessment of whether or not a particular criterion 

has been met i.e. they ‘indicate’ whether a criterion has been met or not.   

 

 

 



Australian Farm Institute: Development of the AASF 2021-22 

55 
 

Meta-standard   

Originally meaning “beyond”, in current vernacular ‘meta’ refers to that concerning or providing 

information about members of its own category (e.g. meta-data is data about data). In this context, a 

meta-standard refers to an overarching standard which informs other related standards, specifically in 

the field of agricultural biodiversity and sustainability.  

Metric  

The unit used to measure an indicator. For example, a metric for the indicator of carbon may be million 

grams per hectare of C or Co2e.  

PCI  

PCI refers to ‘principle, criteria and indicator’ structure of a framework (please refer to relevant 

definitions for each of these terms). This is a common structure used in sustainability frameworks 

globally.   

Principle  

The fundamental statements about a desired outcome. This statement is the aspirational (but achievable) 

goal of the agricultural sector in the sustainability journey.   

Program  

In the context of this work, program refers to any sustainability and/or environmental stewardship 

initiatives currently implemented or being developed in the agricultural/land management space. 

This may include (but is not limited to) schemes, frameworks, certifications and BMPs.   

Sustainability  

The obvious definition of sustainability is the ability to be sustained, i.e. maintained or supported into the 

foreseeable future. The common understanding now prevalent (derived from the Brundtland 

Report of 1987) is the ability to meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their needs. Sustainability is comprised of three pillars: ecological, human, and 

economic health or vitality (sometimes referred to as planet, people, profit). Sustainability presumes that 

resources are finite, and should be used wisely with a view to long-term consequences and priorities.  

Target  

A specified goal or objective relating to a sustainability outcome. Sustainability targets will not be 

determined by the AASF. The AASF may provide a pathway for achieving and demonstrating 

success towards a sustainability target set by industry of the market.    

Verification  

More general than certification, verification refers to a process which delivers evidence that establishes or 

confirms the accuracy, validity or truth of something (e.g. a claim or practice).  
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Appendix E: Models of governance in relation to the AASF 

An extract of reviews by Dr Daniel Gregg (2021), available at www.farminstitute.org.au  

 

The attributes of AASF suggest a simple model (such as a regulatory-target model, described below) will 

not be sufficient, as this fails to recognise the crucial role of intermediaries. In addition, governance for 

the AASF must ensure the framework itself and the processes which serve its implementation are 

defensible, and beyond any perception of ‘green-washing’ or ‘gold-plating’ (Figure 12). 

In order to present an evidence-based proposal for governance of the AASF which can meet the need for 

transformative change, the following sections address conceptual roles in sustainability communication; 

specifically, the potential role of the AASF as an arbitrator or intermediary in a ‘Regulator-Intermediary-

Target’ (RIT) model.  

Understanding roles in sustainability communication 

Communication as influence 

A core objective of the AASF is to ‘communicate the sustainability status and goals of the Australian 

agricultural industry to markets and to the community’. Communication in this sense is both used to 

inform and to influence. Information (on sustainability status) is sought to be communicated, in general, 

in order to avoid risks associated with perceptions that may arise in the future if sustainability 

achievements were not effectively communicated.  

Influence on sustainability status is communicated more explicitly through formal sustainability assurance 

channels wherein producers seek to gain access to more secure or more lucrative supply chains/markets 

and where consumers/investors seek to influence firms to undertake sustainability actions within their 

supply chains.  

The AASF can seek to provide both higher effectiveness and efficiency of existing sustainability assurance 

programs and to provide for pathways for industries (rather than individual producers) to communicate 

sustainability achievements/investments to target markets.  

Thus, whilst the discussion in the following section is considerably on ‘influence’ and ‘regulation’, these 

terms can be taken as synonymous with communication, and specifically with the types of 

communication that are targeted by the AASF (and within the sustainability communication and 

assurance landscape more generally).  

The role of intermediaries in complex governance systems 

The complexity and concerns within the sustainability communication landscape mean that traditional 

governance models such as the ‘regulator-target’ (RT) model in the governance field (Abbott et al. 2017a) 

(or similarly the ‘principal-agent’ (PA) model in economics) – see Figure 9 – are unable to adequately 

reflect the issues that the AASF must resolve.  

These traditional models involve relatively static roles for actors – they are either actors seeking to 

influence (the principal or regulator) or are actors that are under the influence or attempted influence 

(the agent or target) of others. Furthermore, these traditional models do not easily allow for the 

existence of ‘intermediaries’ in influence or communication mechanisms.  

In traditional models of governance there is no role for an AASF. Simple models of governance will 

understate the complexity of the sustainability communication landscape and the potential for both 

positive outcomes, and major failings to be generated from intermediaries between those seeking 

sustainability outcomes and those undertaking sustainability investments/actions.  

http://www.farminstitute.org.au/
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The sustainability communication landscape also involves a context in which the majority of actors act 

both as influencers and as influenced (or target) actors. Additionally, many actors are not the target or 

originator of programs of influence but act as facilitators of influence. Furthermore, ‘influence’ in the 

sense of the sustainability communication landscape remains overwhelmingly voluntary – actors, 

particularly the targets of influence, can choose to be a part of these systems or not as suits their own 

needs. Voluntary engagement implies value for those seeking participation. Yet this potential value is 

diminished through inefficiency, captured through poor governance, or unrealised through 

ineffectiveness of institutions governing the operations encompassed within the sustainability 

communication landscape.  

 

Figure 9: Regulator-Target and Principal-Agent models 

The lack of flexibility and nuance in classical models of influence indicates the need for a more general 

model of governance: one that can incorporate the complexity associated with the necessity of having 

intermediaries operating to provide sustainability assurance between consumers (or investors) and 

producers and thus a governance model that involves more diversity in roles than embodied in two-party 

contracting/governance models.   

The Regulator-Intermediary-Target (RIT) model 

The ‘Regulator-Intermediary-Target’ (RIT) model is a recent extension of traditional views of regulation to 

include ‘regulatory-intermediaries’ and to broaden the applicability of regulatory governance models to 

contexts that entail less formal ‘regulation’ and more ‘collaboration’ in achievement of objectives (Abbot 

et al. 2017b). A core rationale for the intermediaries in the RIT model, as an extension of the traditional 

RT model, is that they allow for sharing of expertise and feedbacks, facilitate implementation of new 

collaboration regimes, provide for externalised monitoring of target groups/individuals, and build 

communities of assurance and trust around core objectives (Abbott et al. 2017b).  

Figure 10 presents a more complex representation of a governance system: one in which traditional 

influence pathways can still exist, but in which they are moderated by intermediaries or can be directed 

through intermediaries.  

 
Figure 10: Pathways to an intermediary role between the ‘regulator’ and the ‘target’ 

Source: Adapted from Abbott et al. (2017) and Kourula et al. (2019). 
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In Figure 10 there are three additional actions (adapted from Kourula et al. 2019, page 142):  

1) Role assignment in which the regulator formally defines the intermediary role(s);  

2) Role appropriation in which an intermediary takes the initiative in defining its role independently 

of choices by the regulator or target(s), and;  

3) Role promotion in which targets promote the intermediary into a particular role.  

The three main roles (R, I, and T) are explained in the following.  

Regulators in the sustainability communication landscape 

Common understanding of a ‘regulator’ is that such an actor is one with law-making powers. Powers that 

can be used to directly codify desired or undesired behaviours of targets. However, this view is overly 

limited, reducing the understanding of governance issues to ones that rely on governmental edict, or law. 

Black (2001, p142) provides a more comprehensive understanding of regulation as: 

“a process involving the sustained and focused attempt to alter the behaviour of 

others according to defined standards or purposes with the intention of producing 

broadly defined outcome or outcomes.” 

That is, a ‘regulator’ in the RIT model is not (necessarily) a governmental regulator – it is a stakeholder 

that seeks to influence other actors in the supply chain to achieve sustainability outcomes, usually 

embodied in food/agricultural products. That is, in the context of the sustainability communication 

landscape regulators are ‘drivers’ of sustainability actions.  

However, an actor acts as a regulator not only when they seek sustainability outcomes from others, 

but also when they seek to influence mechanisms to achieve those. This form of influence can be 

positive (i.e. as a tool to improve efficiency or effectiveness of the sustainability 

communication/value pathway) or negative (i.e. when implemented as a mechanism to subvert 

those processes). A more nuanced definition of a ‘regulator’ operating within the sustainability 

communication landscape might then be: 

Any actor that seeks to obtain sustainability outcomes from other actors in the supply 

chain or to influence, capture, or moderate the mechanisms that communicate 

sustainability actions, measurement or outcomes including influencing of core 

‘regulators’.  

Understanding how actors can influence core objectives, for good and for bad, is a critical element of the 

RIT governance model and a core requirement to conceptualise how the AASF can operate to achieve 

greatest value for Australian agricultural producers (and agri-food supply chains) from interacting with 

the global sustainability communication landscape.  

Targets in the sustainability communication landscape 

The use of ‘targets’ as the language of the agent in the RIT model has hardly less baggage associated with 

it compared to the ‘regulator’, and perhaps more.  

The interpretation of this language is that ‘targets’ are the target of influence, communication, and/or 

regulation (formal regulation). The definition of targets within the RIT model is thus simply the flipside of 

that of regulators:  

Any actor that is the target of influence by another actor within the sustainability communication 

and assurance landscape (this includes supply chain firms and agricultural producers). However, 

‘targets’ can also be other actors, including governments and industry organisations who might 

be targeted by powerful organisations in order to moderate expectations or to obfuscate around 

sustainability achievements (i.e. to greenwash).  
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The definition of regulators and targets above indicates the influence can flow both ways. Firstly, the 

primary direction of influence is obvious, being from consumers or investors demanding sustainability 

outcomes to producers and their associated supply chains providing products produced using sustainable 

processes. Secondly, influence can flow in other directions, either as a facilitation mechanism to improve 

the efficiency and effectiveness of the sustainability communication (value) pathway from (to) producers 

(consumers) or as a perverse mechanism that undermines those processes including through regulator 

capture, and exploitation of information asymmetries.  

An example of the latter is the capture of Credit Ratings Agencies (CRAs) by the targets (banks) of 

regulators (government) before the Global Financial Crisis, and even after that despite promises to 

reduce reliance on these ‘intermediaries’ (Kruck 2017). What is interesting about the case of CRAs is that 

they were originally created as positive intermediaries in the financial risk management landscape but 

were influenced by banks (the original targets) to subvert the original intent of a distributed governance 

system with the result that financial risks were not properly accounted for within the financial system 

(Kruck 2017). That is, the intermediaries in the legislated governance system also acted as targets in a 

process of regulatory capture. This example shows how the RIT model allows for complex governance 

descriptions and a deeper understanding of how to manage those in complex systems such as in agri-

food supply chains.  

Intermediaries in the sustainability communication landscape model 

Intermediaries act to facilitate a range of essential functions in complex influence/regulatory systems 

including:  

• gathering information 

• conveying market/regulatory signals 

• clarifying norms 

• verifying compliance (or facilitating verification) 

• enforcing mandates (or transmitting them), and  

• providing feedbacks from targets to regulators (Lytton 2017).  

In gathering and conveying information, intermediaries can also act as a translation layer from broadly-

defined global (or national) regulations/standards to local contexts and to seek approval of those 

translations as accredited versions of the referent standard for a particular context.  

The RIT model can incorporate complexity by allowing for nested regulatory systems and through explicit 

incorporation of feedbacks; feedbacks that are in general facilitated by intermediaries. For example, food 

safety schemes such as the GLOBALG.A.P. program incorporate a process wherein the overall RIT 

program (retailer-intermediary-producer) nests a secondary RIT framework as an intermediary. This 

process is depicted conceptually in Figure 11.  

Havinga and Verbruggen (2017) also show that multiple intermediaries can be used as a redundancy 

mechanism – by having multiple pathways for influence/regulation the actor seeking to generate 

behavioural change can have increased surety in achieving that through the use of multiple pathways. 

Alternatively, multiple pathways might be used to reach cohorts of targets that are differentiated based 

on how they interact with the governance system.  
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Figure 11: How the RIT incorporates complexity (nested governance systems and feedbacks) 

Loconto (2017) shows how the RIT framework relates to the ISEAL Alliance, in particular that concerns 

around fraud (i.e. asymmetric information concerns) have been considered through the use of 

independent verification methods (‘assurance’ and ‘accreditation’). Yet there remain concerns around 

the validity of different assurance-related governance systems, particularly within the sustainability 

communication landscape (Loconto 2017). This remains a moving field.  
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Table 9: Examples of regulators, intermediaries and targets 

Actor Description Example 

Regulator ‘Regulators’ in the RIT model are 
those that ‘set the rules’ and the 
target stakeholders. They include the 
‘drivers’ of sustainability actions (e.g. 
consumers, investors) as well as 
formal regulators (e.g. the European 
Commission, and the Australian 
Government). 

Consumers/Investors ‘regulate’ the 
sustainability characteristics of their 
purchases/investments – and thus set 
‘regulations’ around supply chain and 
production processes for those (i.e. they 
‘demand’ sustainability characteristics in 
their purchased products). Retailers can 
also act as ‘regulators’ in this sense (e.g. 
Global-G.A.P. signatories).  

Intermediary The intermediary provides a linkage 
between the ‘regulator’ and the 
‘target’. Intermediaries can take many 
forms, including being enterprises 
that carry out certification, credit-
rating and inter-governmental 
organisations that translate 
governmental sustainability 
regulations into actions, measures, 
and assessment regimes. 

Industry groups can provide for improved 
cohesion in both communicating 
sustainability requirements to producers 
and communicating sustainability 
achievements to ‘regulators’. They can 
formulate best-practice management 
instructions, and provide information on 
accreditation/certification pathways.  

Target Targets are the actors that are sought 
be ‘regulators’ to undertake the core 
sustainability actions. In the context 
of agricultural/food supply chains this 
is both primary producers, as well as 
processors (e.g. waste materials), 
logistics (e.g. carbon emissions from 
transport) and wholesalers/retailers 
(e.g. packaging, carbon emissions).  

Products and/or producers are the core 
target of sustainability programs. 
Consumers/investors seek to assure 
themselves or their shareholders about 
sustainability credentials of products they 
purchase or producers they invest in. 
However, producers also target 
consumers: seeking to influence behaviour 
and purchase intentions through marketing 
sustainability achievements.  

 

The AASF as an intermediary in an RIT model 
The sustainability communication landscape involves distributed influence and information pathways, 

suggesting that the AASF requires the implementation of a distributed governance model; i.e. one that 

can incorporate the complexity associated with the necessity of having intermediaries facilitating the 

communication of sustainability objectives from consumers (or investors) to producers and the 

achievements of producers to consumers (or investors).  

In contrast to the traditional governance models, the RIT model provides a clear framework for the role 

of the AASF as an actor that facilitates positive outcomes within the sustainability communication 

landscape and the description of the range of roles the AASF can, or should, fulfil. Specifically, the RIT 

model outlined here shows that the AASF can facilitate positive outcomes in the sustainability 

communication landscape by acting as an intermediary between the range of actors.  
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Case study: Governance failure in the Australian construction industry 

The Australian construction industry is one that is increasingly characterised by a failure of a 

distributed governance structure involving intermediaries generating large-scale failures in quality 

assurance associated with building standards. The case of the Australian construction industry is one 

that paints a portrait of the potential for quality assurance regimes, such as that which the AASF 

seeks to moderate, to generate adverse outcomes (unintended negative effects not associated with 

core objectives) and even perverse outcomes (unintended negative outcomes that actually 

undermine core objectives).  

Core issues identified by Shergold and Weir (2018) and CFMEU (2019) are: 

• Inadequate descriptions of standards and documentation of products 
• Weak oversight of regulatory organisations due to inadequate funding and/or a lack of 

skills/resources to undertake effective enforcement 

• A reliance on private certification organisations acting as intermediaries that appear to be 
captured by targets (i.e. by builders) 

The costs of this governance failure are severe both in terms of failures from defective quality 

assurance over the last ten years (estimated at $6.2 Billion AUD by the CFMEU 2019) and, potentially 

more importantly, from the erosion of trust in quality assurance regimes within the building industry. 

This cost means that buildings, and in particular apartment buildings, constructed over the past 10 

years may be viewed as ‘lemons’ and that further such construction will be unlikely to avoid the 

problem of quality verifiability associated with markets for lemons (Akerlof 1970) that generates 

major market failures. This latter factor is a key source of risk within the agri-food sustainability 

communication landscape and a key aspect that remains largely unresolved.  

The recommendations contained within the Shergold and Weir (2018) report considering quality 

assurance concerns in the Australian construction industry largely mimic those in the review report of 

Gregg (2021b). Specifically, Shergold and Weir (2018) recommend1: 

• The development of a nationally consistent approach to registration of building practitioners 

• Increased collaboration between core regulators (e.g. state governments) and regulatory-
intermediaries (e.g. local councils or private surveyors) to improve the cohesion and 
effectiveness of quality assurance 

• A system to improve integrity of quality assurance organisations 

• The creation of an information sharing regime to reduce information asymmetries 

• Improved documentation of standards and methods  

• Greater oversight of certification regimes 

• Improved information management to facilitate ongoing management of quality assurance 

The issues with governance systems in the Australian construction industry demonstrate the type of 

case that it is critical for the AASF to avoid.  

The AASF can act as an intermediary that reduces or avoids the potential for information 

asymmetries to drive ‘lemon market’ outcomes: outcomes that may result in major changes to 

market access, and impact on the potential for Australian produce to be marketed as ‘sustainable’ 

both to domestic consumers and to international ones.  

Without a strong, and ethical, intermediary to facilitate effective and efficient operation of 

sustainability communication, there remains a considerable risk for similar issues to arise in the 

sustainability communication landscape in the near future.  
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In Gregg (2021b), four main actions were identified as key mechanisms to resolve core concerns within 

the sustainability communication landscape (described in detail in Table 10). The four key mechanisms 

relate primarily to conveying information in order to resolve information asymmetries and, secondly to 

mitigation of inefficiencies in the communication of sustainability assurance.  

Mechanisms based on information flows are aimed at resolving perceived market failures in the 

sustainability communication landscape by reducing the potential for fraudulent sustainability claims, i.e. 

either ‘green-washing’ or ‘gold-plating’ (Figure 12).  

 

Figure 12: Green-washing vs gold-plating in sustainability communication 

Regarding inefficiencies, mechanisms are outlined to improve the operation of the sustainability 

communication landscape with a specific view to substantially reducing transaction costs associated with 

either communicating sustainability down the supply chain (i.e. from producers, through processors and 

downstream supply chain actors, to consumers) or for processors and other supply chain actors to more 

effectively contract for produce that is ‘sustainability assured’. Inclusivity and efficiency mechanisms are 

also addressed with a focus on the operation of programs that can be considered as ‘Voluntary 

Sustainability Standards’ including that they are sometimes exclusionary of smaller producers (Henson 

and Humphrey 2009).  

Specifically, if the AASF is to be seen as legitimate as a mechanism to support Australian agricultural 

producers to adopt sustainability programs (and to communicate their actions in this regard), it should 

actively seek to avoid capture by large supply chain organisations and large agricultural producers. This 

latter aim is both just and efficient; i.e. the AASF can provide for the opportunity to generate increased 

achievement of sustainability outcomes by Australian agricultural producers than would be the case if 

sustainability processes are purely internalised within a few large supply chain pathways.  
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Table 10: Problems within the sustainability communication landscape and mechanisms to address these 

Problem Mechanism 

Incommensurability in 
sustainability frameworks 
(lack of a common metric 
for sustainability) 

Promoting a relevant global sustainability metric as a ‘common language’ 
to assess sustainability and provide a respected ‘translation’ of that to the 
Australian context. 

Complexity in the 
sustainability 
communication landscape 
limits understanding of 
risks and opportunities 

Providing a central information portal that describes the sustainability 
communication landscape in unsophisticated language and providing a 
heuristic to allow users to understand their responsibilities (producers) or 
objectives (consumers) and signals (all) with respect to sustainability. 

Low efficiency of 
sustainability 
communication  

Creating a mechanism that provides producers with information on: 

• What sustainability requirements/targets (from the metric) that they 
need/should achieve to access target markets or to make particular 
sustainability claims (reduced barriers to entry to begin considering 
sustainability programs) 

• Which types of program are required to effectively communicate 
sustainability actions/outcomes to target audiences (e.g. 
consumers/regulators) (reduces search costs that act as barriers to entry 
to undertake sustainability programs) 

• Compares different specific programs against the required targets in 
terms of coverage (reduces asymmetric information that can lead to 
green-washing and gold-plating). 

And 

Provides supply chain actors with easily accessible information on: 

• The coverage of different sustainability assessment/assurance schemes 
against a widely accepted sustainability metric 

Communicating 
sustainability is costly and 
ineffective for industry 
and/or government 

Providing for information that allows industry groups and independent 
actors (e.g. researchers) to assess performance against the chosen 
sustainability metric and to communicate that in a way that is effective 
for target audiences. 

 

Promoting cohesion in the sustainability communication and assurance landscape 

Intermediaries often compete for relevance in order to carve out a space for themselves in 

the transnational community they aim to associate with, and to sustain their positioning 

therein (Buthe 2010). Their legitimacy is usually seen to depend on pluralism and 

inclusiveness (input legitimacy), procedural fairness, transparency and impartiality 

(throughput or procedural legitimacy), and with the effectiveness and diffusion of the 

rules they seek to promote (output legitimacy).  

Mehrpouya and Samiolo 2019 (p220) 

The competition for relevance, outlined by Mehrpouya and Samiolio (2019), generates confusion in the 

sustainability communication landscape (Loconto 2017) as actors who ostensibly have the same intention 

seek differentiation to secure market share (Loconto and Fouilleux 2014).  

Whilst innovation is critical in generating ongoing productivity and profitability gains over time, arbitrary 

differentiation through seeking to segment markets, based on perceived but not actual material 

differences, can generate both confusion and inefficiency. For example, the clash of ‘Beta vs VHS’ in the 

videocassette technology competition ending in the late 1980s, railways having different gauges (and 
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thus incompatibilities) between state borders, all generate inefficiencies in that customers need to 

acquire different capital stocks in order to make use of arbitrarily differentiated technologies.  

There is substantially greater scope for the sustainability communication landscape to be beset by 

multiple different standards, a vast array of certification organisations with varying coverage, and with a 

range of different drivers seeking different sustainability outcomes mapped to different standards.  

The AASF can seek to reduce the incidence of arbitrary differentiation and thereby reduce search costs 

and transaction costs associated with interpreting signals in the sustainability communication landscape 

and seeking to engage with formal institutional mechanisms (e.g. sustainability assurance) within that 

landscape.  

In this case the AASF could operate as an information transmission mechanism. With an established, full-

coverage, sustainability framework the AASF would provide a central point for seeking information on: 

• The exact sustainability demands of consumers, investors, downstream supply chain actors (e.g. 

processors) and formal market regulators (both now and prospective) 

• The coverage of sustainability standards (and associated assurance regimes)  

These two operations are depicted in the RIT model as shown in Figure 13. Here, the AASF operates as a 

central information point coordinating demands for sustainability achievements (in terms of the 

attributes of an accepted sustainability framework) and the ecosystem of suppliers of sustainability 

communication/assurance services.  

 

Figure 13: The AASF as a mechanism to promote cohesion in the sustainability communication landscape 

Facilitating effective and efficient linkages to global sustainability programs (commensurability) 

… because of their central position between regulators and targets, intermediaries 

provide valuable feedback to regulators. They pass on the views and experiences of 

targets, and also draw on their own experiences to advise regulators of rule ambiguities, 

problems of implementation, and potentially more efficient approaches 

Abbott et al. 2017a 
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As suggested earlier, a key role of the AASF could be to operate as an approved translation mechanism 

from globally accepted sustainability frameworks and standards to the Australian context. As an example, 

within the GLOBALG.A.P. framework a set of actors, the National Technical Working Groups (NTWGs) 

provide a translation layer from an overarching set of standards to a local context – allowing for 

differences in interpretation, measurement, and potentially automatic conferral of certification for 

particular attributes of the GLOBALG.A.P. standards if those can be shown to be regulated through an 

alternative mechanism with sufficient reliability (e.g. through formal food safety regulations associated 

with a working assurance mechanism). Figure 14 outlines the AASF operation as a translation layer within 

an RIT governance system.  

 
Figure 14: The AASF acting in an intermediary role as an approved/accredited domestic translation layer 
for international sustainability frameworks/standards 

Acting as a formalised translation layer has three benefits: 

1. A clear pathway is provided for domestic producers and supply chain firms to engage in the 

sustainability communication and assurance landscape.  

a. This lowers the barriers to supply chains engaging in sustainability communication, 

including to drivers such as investors interested in ESG reporting. 

2. Gaining approval of a translation contextualised for Australian environments and institutions 

provides a mechanism to legitimise key differences in the Australian sustainability context, and 

to influence the development of sustainability frameworks globally to incorporate Australian 

concerns.  

3. In addition, there remains an opportunity for the AASF to lead practical adaptations of global 

agricultural sustainability frameworks by seeking to create a practical translation of those to a 

domestic context, and to feed back insights on that to the holders of those frameworks.  

a. This work appears to be limited currently and may help to enhance the overall view of 

Australian efforts toward agricultural sustainability.  



Australian Farm Institute: Development of the AASF 2021-22 

67 
 

Enabling market-based sustainability assurance mechanisms 

Given the absence of “hard” sanctioning powers that characterizes non-state regulatory 

processes in transnational governance, the rules that intermediaries are involved in 

promoting frequently take the form of voluntary standards and best practices. The 

adoption of such standards and best practices by targets is usually achieved by means of 

reputational and competitive pressures, which intermediaries help exercise directly or 

indirectly, by enabling others, such as civil society organizations, to mobilize those 

market-based compliance mechanisms (Bartley 2007; Overdevest 2010). 

Mehrpouya and Samiolo 2019 (p220) 

Market-based assurance mechanisms are the key major programs used in the sustainability 

communication landscape to effectively communicate sustainability achievements by producers and/or 

within the supply chain. The most well-known example is that of organic certification: largely operated by 

private organisations in most regions (but not the United States). Being ‘market-based’ does not mean 

that these mechanisms are efficient, or even effective. The main reason for ‘market failure’ in this 

context is outlined in Review 1 as arising from the ubiquity of asymmetric information throughout the 

sustainability assurance landscape means that there is potential for market failures at several points. Also 

as outlined in Review 1 (Gregg 2021b) these information asymmetries mean that open-market 

procurement approaches are difficult to achieve when a buyer is seeking sustainability assured produce 

(outside of boutique, relational supply chains).  

 

Figure 15: The AASF as an intermediary supporting efficient market mechanisms for the procurement of 
sustainability-assured produce 

Indeed, there is anecdotal evidence that large processors, wholesalers, and retailers are increasingly 

seeking to ‘insource’ procurement of primary produce in order to increase surety over sustainability 

claims. This practice involves contracting with a limited number of larger producers over a longer term in 

order to secure quality-assurance outcomes in their supply chains. Whilst this is clearly valuable to those 

supply chain firms in the short term, it is also an indicator that markets have failed to provide for 

assurance over relevant quality differentiation of produce and producers – in this case producers that can 

be verified as sustainable.  

Demander (e.g. supply 

chain enterprise)

[R.1]

Producers

[T.2]

Supply chain actors (e.g. processors or exporters) can 

access the AASF database of sustainability-assured 

producers in order to secure sustainability-assured 

produce

AASF

[I.1]

Producers sustainability credentials and 

contractable produce are listed on the data 

exchange for access by suppliers.

Certifiers

[R.2 & I.2]
Certifiers assess producers (R.1) and 

provide sustainability credentials to the 

AASF database (I.2).



Australian Farm Institute: Development of the AASF 2021-22 

68 
 

The practice of insourcing to improve sustainability assurance generates barriers to smaller firms from 

accessing sustainability assured produce and reduces innovation in both supply chain operations and in 

the achievement of sustainability outcomes. The GLOBALG.A.P. program has a simple ‘find a producer’ 

internet-based tool that provides some semblance of the required functionality to realise a market for 

sustainability-assured produce, but additional work would be needed, including the ability of producers 

and suppliers to both contract through the platform and for certifiers to have secure input access in order 

to share certification efforts.  

Realisation of legitimacy around sustainability communication 

When mobilized as part of transnational multistakeholder initiatives […] performance 

measurement and quantification can easily become vehicles of conflict as well as 

mechanisms through which closure to controversies is achieved in the name of the 

objectivity and rigor typically ascribed to numbers (Porter 1996). Performance metrics can 

be powerful ways of creating the relative consensus or “reasonable disagreement” (Mena 

& Palazzo 2012) that multistakeholder initiatives depend upon, yet the relationship 

between the use of metrics and the legitimacy of the regulatory processes they underpin, 

and its implications for compliance, remain far from settled 

Mehrpouya and Samiolo 2019 (p222) 

The positive outcomes for canola growers in being able to maintain access to the European biofuel 

market24 were partly a result of a linkage facilitated between the canola industry and research 

organisations. This partnership generated a strong perception of validity in Australian-grown canola 

sustainability claims to European market regulators.  

It is unlikely that industry groups seeking to independently communicate sustainability achievements 

would be viewed as having strong validity (independence). However, those same communication efforts 

supported by independent research appear to be regarded as effectively valid when tied to a mechanism 

to generate assurance over sustainability efforts at an individual level (even when that assurance is 

relatively weak).  

This is viewed as an additional area that the AASF can facilitate as an intermediary in the sustainability 

communication landscape. Figure 16 outlines this intermediary role with the AASF operating to facilitate 

interactions with independent research or assurance organisations.  

 
24 Australian canola growers sell into the European biofuel market by certifying their canola as sustainable. 
Research has helped maintain access to this significant market: European Canola Market - GRDC 

https://grdc.com.au/resources-and-publications/all-publications/publications/2018/european-canola-market


Australian Farm Institute: Development of the AASF 2021-22 

69 
 

 
Figure 16: The AASF as an intermediary to facilitate independent assurance and research 

In this role the AASF provides a central platform for researchers and independent organisations to:  

(1) Access sustainability criteria that are globally accepted;  

(2) Access sustainability reporting data that can be compared to population surveys or data to 

generate industry performance outcomes;  

(3) Provide for a centralised mechanism that provides for improved effectiveness and reduced cost 

of assurance programs (e.g. sampling and checking of certified producers as a mechanism to 

generate assurance over certification programs themselves), and;  

(4) Provide reporting of sustainability research outcomes and centralisation of literature, data and 

reporting on those.  

Summarising the role of the AASF as a central intermediary  

The overall principles of governance within and between the different potential roles of the AASF 

outlined herein are shown to be largely complementary. The AASF can act to resolve critical issues within 

the sustainability communication landscape by acting as a regulatory intermediary, with a particular 

focus on information related to governance roles that: 

(1) Increase cohesion: Communication and strengthening of roles within the sustainability 

communication landscape 

(2) Achieve efficiency: Improving the transmission of sustainability objectives and achievements up 

and down the agri-food supply chain 

(3) Enable effective communication: Creating effective pathways and mechanisms for sustainability 

communication  

(4) Translate sustainability: Creating an accepted framework for the translation of global/regional 

sustainability frameworks incorporating a domestic context 

In these roles there remain concerns that are potentially amplified in a multi-level governance 

framework, namely: capture of programs by powerful interest groups, failure to achieve meaningful 
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translation from core sustainability objectives to target actors, inertia, technological lock-in and more. 

Examination of these roles indicates opportunities for the AASF to generate valuable gains for Australian 

agricultural industries, specifically: 

• Integrate the concept of technical working groups as a core mechanism of the AASF, seeking to 

create international acceptance of Australian translations of selected global sustainability 

frameworks integrating local contexts  

o i.e. industries, environmental conditions, institutional conditions etc. 

• Explicitly seek to collaborate with international sustainability frameworks to extend their reach 

to Australia.  

o In addition, seeking to generate accepted mappings from the AASF to a wide range of 

existing sustainability frameworks such that the standards-holders for those schemes 

accept achievements made against standards covered by the AASF framework.  

• Moderate exclusivity concerns (McNaughton and Lockie 2017; Loconto and Fouilleux 2014) by 

creating a market-based mechanism for supply chain actors to externalise their supply chain 

sustainability assurance investments.  

o Externalising sustainability assurance can reduce lock-in, transaction costs in procuring 

for sustainability-assured produce, and substantially reduce barriers to entry so that 

smaller supply chain firms can engage more easily with markets seeking sustainability-

assured produce, or to leverage the sustainability achievements of Australian producers 

in the future.  

• Provide for an open and accessible tool for external agents to efficiently and effectively assess 

and communicate the sustainability achievements of Australian agri-food producers.  

o Specifically, by providing sustainability framework mappings the AASF can increase the 

frequency of positive externalities from research activities (such as for the Australian 

canola industry).  

o In addition, operating in this role may serve to substantially reduce the costs of 

assurance within the sustainability communication landscape potentially increasing 

engagement with formal sustainability assurance programs in the future.   

 


