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Oversight Committee 
Minutes 

Meeting 22: 23-24 March 2021 
Teleconference meeting 

 

 

Present: 

OC members: Martin Boon, Martin de la Harpe, Richard Kwarteng, Marike de Pena, Sugumar 

Raman, Iresha Sanjeewanie, Ludwig Tanchot, John Young (Chair) 

 

Fairtrade International S&P: Alina Amador, Eleonora Gutwein, Ana Rosas, Gudrun Schloepker  

 

FLOCERT: Theresa Glammert-Kuhr 
 

Disclaimer:  

The Fairtrade International (FI) Oversight Committee (OC) aims to reach consensus, but decisions may not 
always reflect the opinions of all people.  

 

Item 1 – Opening  

The chair opened the meeting and stated that the quorum was met.  
 
Agenda: The chair informed the OC about the change in the agenda, which was agreed unanimously. 
 
Conflict of interest:  
A conflict of interest was reported for item 4 (for decision 8). Respective member will abstain from voting on 
this agenda point and decision.  
 
Ground Rules:  
The chair reminded the OC about the ground rules for the meeting:  

 All confidential information shared within the committee is kept confidential and should not be 
circulated or disclosed outside the committee. This does not apply to the public minutes. 

 All decisions will be based on consensus whenever possible. 
 
A&O News:  

 The Assurance Manager (AM) informed the OC that the new position of Assurance Coordinator 
had been approved and the selection process is ongoing. 

 
Review of actions items:  

 The Exceptions report for 2019/2020 is on the agenda for this meeting.  

 Following up on the complaint from the last meeting, Standards Unit to develop the interpretation 
note as agreed by the OC. The Interpretation note is planned to be published in April 2021.  

 Verbal update on the implementation of improved remote audit approach on the process for the 
remote interviews and site visits is planned for this meeting.  

 The topic of conducting pilots is on the agenda for discussion for this meeting.  



 

22nd OC Meeting – 23 March 2020 
2 

 

 Following up from the last meeting, AM added risks mentioned by the members to the Assurance 
and Licensing Risk Management Plan. The latest version will be sent to the OC members in April 
2021.  

 OC requested to have a breakdown of allegations and complaints per topic, and more information 
about the appeals committee scope, composition, responsibilities and members. This topic is 
planned for June 2021.  

 

Item 2 – Updates  

ISEAL evaluation  
The Independent evaluation of FI against the ISEAL Assurance code is going to take place in August 
2021. The AM is finalizing the system review and updating the procedures to reflect the changes in 
certification due to the COVID pandemic.   
 
Migrant workers in the Dominican Republic  
The work in the Dominican Republic is ongoing, a roadmap is developed, and a dialogue with 
stakeholders on possible local and global actions is taking place at the moment. 
 
Unfair trading practices  
A task force is being set up, work is coordinated by the AM. An action list and a ToR is being drafted and 
revised at the moment. OC to be updated on the work regularly.  
 
Addressing the imbalance in supply and demand in coffee and cocoa 
The AM gave an update on the implementation of the new certification requirements in coffee and cocoa, 
a measure that was approved by the FI Board to address the imbalance in supply and demand in these 
two commodities. The process was amended again in Q1 with clarifying the scope, the decentralization is 
ongoing, to be finalized by 1st April 2021, and update was given also on the change in the number of 
application for certification. An FI Board decision is planned for June 2021 on the way forward, joint paper 
to be prepared by the PNs, NFOs and FLOCERT, the collection of the information for the evaluation to 
start soon.  
 
Compliance status against the Requirements for Assurance Providers v2.0 (RAPs) and Licensing Bodies 
(RLBs) 
The AM gave an update on the compliance status of the Assurance Providers (APs) and Licensing Bodies 
(LBs) against the RAPs and RLBs. FLOCERT will receive an onsite audit in Q2 2021. Fairtrade Label 
Japan will not transition their certification to FLOCERT but they are going to hire a certification manager to 
address impartiality. Fairtrade Australia and New Zealand will also be audited in Q4 2021. Results of the 
self-assessments of LBs will be presented in June 2021. 
 
Grievance Mechanism  
The AM announced that the Grievance mechanism was approved by the FI Board and is now entering 
into the phase of implementation. The OC will be kept informed about the progress.  

 
Young plant benchmark 
The benchmark for assessing the recognition of two other schemes certifying young plant growers in 
Europe was not successful. The consultant found that the equivalency for most of the compared 
requirements could not be declared, therefore the potential of ‘Declaration of equivalency’ was ruled out. 
The project group is now looking into finding other efficiencies to reduce the cost and audit burden for the 
young plant growers in Europe. 
 
Remote audit approach 
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An update was given by the Assurance Scheme Manager (ASM) at FLOCERT, on the implementation of 
the measures to further strengthen the remote audit concept; specifically, on the process for the remote 
interviews and site visits. It was mentioned that the regions were able to re-plan on short notice and to 
meet audit targets. Overall, approximately 40% of last years’ audits were remote, 60% on-site.  

 

Item 3 - Exceptions report  

The AM presented an overview of category A and B exceptions for 2019 and 2020. All category A and B 
granted by the LBs are now administered in the product registration software, called ‘CONNECT’. Due to 
organizations on-boarding recently and cleansing of data, some of the information available had to be 
handled with care. The exceptions report had figures on the exceptions granted for each product category 
and exceptions type in relation to the number of licensed products. There was a decrease in the number of 
exceptions granted from 2019 to 2020, which was mainly due to reasons in the decrease in the number of 
active or new licensed products, also to data cleaning projects by the LBs. The OC requested to analyse 
some of the figures further, to understand the reasons for the number of exceptions in a particular category. 
Also, it was mentioned, that exceptions granted by the APs have to be looked into in more detail, also in 
relation to the volumes affected by the exceptions. 

Next steps: 

 AM to publish on FI’s website the aggregated summary of the exceptions granted in the past years. 

 AM to provide more information to the OC on the reasons for exceptions in cocoa and sugar; on 
retro-certification; and on land use extensions. 

 

Item 4 – Exception Policy  

The ISEAL Assurance Code requires the scheme owner to conduct regular reviews of its assurance 
scheme to ensure it remains adequate, effective and able to maintain integrity. In its November 2016 
meeting the OC decided to commence a full system review. As part of this process the Exceptions Policy 
was revised.  
The Exceptions Policy is part of Fairtrade International Scheme’s documents and it regulates how 
exceptions are granted to the Fairtrade Standards and standard-related policies and guidelines.   

Objectives of the revision 

 Develop an Exceptions Policy that supports Assurance Providers and Licensing Bodies in their daily 
operations.  

 Foster rigor in the exception decision-making process in Fairtrade.  

 Provide clarity regarding roles and responsibilities in the exceptions process and regarding the 
exceptions themselves. 

 Strengthen Fairtrade International’s oversight over exceptions to maintain consumer’s confidence 
in Fairtrade and the integrity of the system. 

 Harmonize operational policies and tools for the exceptions process to enable effective global 
operation.  

 Develop a system for collecting quality performance data and other exceptions related data 
efficiently.  

 Engage with stakeholders to identify areas of concern or improvement for the Trader Standard 
clause 2.2.4 Exceptions for the use of non-Fairtrade ingredient 
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Revision timelines 

  Scoping: August 2020 

 Research and Project assignment: October – November 2020 

 Consultation: February – March 2021 

 Drafting final proposal: March 2021 

 OC decision: March 2021 

 Publication: May 2021 

 Implementation: Q3-Q4 2021 

 
The consultation had four parts, it focused mainly on exceptions for food composite products, as defined 
in the Trader Standard, as well as on exceptions for the Hazardous Material List (HML) and Category B 
exceptions. FI received 19 feedbacks (4 individual opinions and 15 collective opinions)  
 
The review of the Trader Standard section 2.2.4 was out of scope for the consultation. However, the 
guidance section for this requirement in the Standard, specifically the conditions and reasons under which 
an operator can apply for an exception was consulted on as needed.  

1. Unavailable Ingredient: refers to an ingredient or derivative for which Fairtrade standards exist, but that 
is not currently being sold / processed by any trader as Fairtrade. The current definition leaves room for 
different interpretation, therefore the proposal is to make it clearer what can be acceptable as ‘unavailable’.   

New proposal: 

“Unavailable ingredient refers to an ingredient or derivative for which Fairtrade standards exist, but that is 
not currently being sold / processed as Fairtrade by any a Fairtrade certified trader in the manufacturer’s 
region and for which import from outside the manufacturer’s region would require unreasonable effort.”  

Decision 1 
The proposed change in the definition of the unavailable ingredient, with the condition that ‘unreasonable 
effort’ is specified was approved unanimously.  

2. Regional design of the unavailable ingredient: Currently the unavailable list has 3 main regions which 
are Europe; Canada/USA and ‘rest of the world’, the current design gives advantages to traders in Europe 
and Canada. New proposal: to introduce two additional regions where NFOs and FMOs are based, which 
are Australia/ New Zealand and Japan/ South Korea and North Korea/ Hong Kong/ Macau/ Mainland China/ 
Taiwan. 

Decision 2 
Introducing the proposed new regions to the unavailability list was approved unanimously.  

3. Sourcing constraints: Currently there are no rules for constraints like minimum batch, order size, bans, 
tariff barriers, etc. Those exceptions are granted in different exceptions categories. To bring more 
transparency, the proposal is to add a new category under Category A, Type I, a ‘Sourcing constraints’ for 
minimum batch size or minimum order size or export/import ban limitations. 

Decision 3 
To introduce the new condition for exception for minimum batch/order size and export/import bans under 
‘sourcing constraints’ was approved unanimously.  

4. Organic or conventionally grown: Under the current policy, there is no rule or guidance on how 
manufacturer is requested to source a Fairtrade ingredient when only the organic is available and the 
conventional is not available.  
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A concern was raised that while the organic can be sold under conventional under the conventional price, 
it can only be the case when the producer is willing to sell under the conventional price, it should not be 
because the manufacturer or buyer is requesting it. If the trader agrees to sell organic at the conventional 
price, they would still need to pay the organic differential and premium to producers. The Chair reminded 
the committee that this concerns mainly the importers and traders. 

Decision 4 
Sourcing the organic variant of a Fairtrade commodity in cases when the conventionally grown (non-organic) 
is not available as Fairtrade will be recommended but will NOT be required, was approved unanimously.  
Therefore, no exception will be defined for this situation.  

5. Exceptions for the use of products in the Red list of the HML:  

FI maintains a HML of agrochemicals (including pesticides) that are identified as Highly Hazardous in some 
form or other to human and animal health as well as to the environment. The Red List is a ‘prohibited’ list 
and includes materials that must not be used on Fairtrade products. Following the full HML review in 2015, 
derogations (i.e. exceptions) are no longer possible. This means that producers/traders can no longer apply 
for an exception to use any chemicals or pesticides listed on the Red List. The only case in which an 
exception may be granted is in highly exceptional circumstances, such as during an epidemic or other cases 
of force majeure. Recent needs from members and customers to use materials listed on the Red list 
indicated to FI that a regulated process is needed to manage requests related to the use of these prohibited 
materials.  

The OC members highlighted that since the use of red list material is prohibited, special care needs to be 
taken when assessing request for exceptions. Validity timelines have to be defined, and exceptions could 
be granted for as short period as possible based on expert advice. Possibility to have an extension should 
not be allowed. The OC also mentioned that exceptions on this topic should only be granted by a body that 
already has knowledge from the field, therefore proposed that decision on exceptions for the use of the red 
list material would be granted by the OC.  

Decision 5 
To allow exceptions for the use of prohibited material under highly exceptional circumstances, for a period 
as short as possible, based on expert advice was approved. Exceptions will be granted by the OC, only in 
cases where no alternative was found (highly exceptional circumstances and monitoring system to be 
further defined in the exceptions policy).  (6 in favour and 1 abstention) 

6. Collective exceptions: In some cases, exceptions are required to an entire region or country or product 
category due to reasons that affect all the operators in that region or country or product category. Cases 
such as pest outbreak, draught, change in regulation, pandemic etc. The proposal is that in such cases a 
‘collective’ exception could be granted, to allow all the operators affected to benefit from this exception when 
the full application of a Fairtrade standard requirement is temporarily not possible. This way fairness would 
be ensured, and in critical situations the decision making process would be quicker and more efficient. The 
Exceptions Committee would have the mandate to grant collective exceptions following certain criteria (to 
be defined by the Exceptions Committee). 

It was clarified that the collective exceptions can only be a temporary solution, under Category B, 
exceptions. Also it was mentioned, that if the revised version of the Exceptions Policy requires more 
expertise from the EC, the setup of the EC needs to be adapted accordingly.  The OC requested the AM to 
come back with a proposal on how to strengthen the producers’ expertise within the Exceptions Committee.  

Decision 6 
To allow collective exceptions to be granted by the Exceptions Committee in cases where a situation affects 
several operators and the full application of a Fairtrade standard requirement is temporarily not possible 
was approved unanimously, with the condition that in each case, the EC should seek to get PNs to give 
input prior to the exception is granted.  
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Decision 7 
The final wording of the revised Exceptions Policy was delegated to the Director S&P 

8. Israel under Europe in the unavailable ingredient list: Israel is part of the “rest of the world” region for 
unavailability, however, most of the ingredients is possible to source from Europe, therefore the EC asked 
it possible to assign Israel to the Europe region, rather than the ‘rest of the world’. This was not part of the 
consultation, but referred to the OC by the EC.  

Decision 8:  

To add Israel to region Europe in the unavailability ingredient list was approved (5 in favour, 1 abstention 
and 1 conflict of interest).  

Next Steps:  

- AM to finalize wording for S&P Director approval in April – May 2021 
- AM to publish the revised Exceptions Policy v2.0 in May 2021 
- AM to organise webinars to members in Q3 
- Fairtrade system to implement the new Policy by the end of Q4 2021 

 

Item 5 – French North to North project pilot status update  

The OC was updated on the current status of the pilot in terms of business standards and compliance with 
Fairtrade procedures.  It was explained that there are three main user levels for the North to North (NN) 
standard: Farmers, traders and brands 

It was stated that the local project team in France will respect the PNs condition to start North to North 
trading with composite products that include a percentage of certified products from the South.  

Three standards have been drafted for three levels of implementation:  

1. Farm: quite new and created from the scratch  
2. Collecting bodies 
3. Trader/Manufacturer 

All the aspects of Fairtrade guarantees are defined in these standards: eligibility, trade, farming practices, 
social and labour rights, collective organization, premium, traceability, product composition. 

In the beginning, the MHFR team reached out to FI S&P with the intention that the NN standards should be 
developed together with the S&P Unit. The S&P Director explained that a joint development of the standards 
is not possible due to resource constraints and that the ownership of the NN standards is within MH France 
as to completely develop these standards.  It was also mentioned that on their effort to ensure compliance 
with Fairtrade standards, MH France has developed an experimental framework for them to follow up with 
FT standard setting procedures. 

MH France explained that Environmental practices and animal welfare are topics being considered in the 
development of the NN standards and for that, research is ongoing with the guidance of local experts in 
France.  

For the logo of the NN products, the official brand guidelines of Fairtrade will be respected, just an indication 
of the NN standards would be added.  

The transition of ownership of the NN Standards from MH FR to FI will be difficult and costly, therefore the 
ownership of the standards must remain with MH FR until the structure/resources to a proper owner 
transition is in place. 
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Item 6 – ITEM CANCELED 

 

Item 7 – Planning 2021 session: 
 
The discussion covered the topics in planning that are connected to the strategy. In the new strategy the 
aim of Pillar 2 is to improve the product portfolio of Fairtrade and product innovation. Therefore, it is 
expected that member organizations will innovate more and conduct pilots.  
 
Currently, there were three types of pilots identified: 

 Cooperation with other schemes- to either recognize other schemes or declare equivalency of 

certain criteria. The aim is to achieve efficiency in auditing; 

 Piloting new schemes -  when the current scheme does not meet the need e.g. Textile standard 

where a new pilot has been approved; 

 New geographical scope for Fairtrade/local standards - such as the French pilot and the Italian 

pilot. They all may have implications on Fairtrade mark use (on pack/off pack) etc.  

The objective of the discussion was to understand the expectations of the committee members and further 
follow up short term / long term actions, which would include the development of a framework or a 
procedure on how to conduct pilots in general.  

Discussion 

It was mentioned that it is important to understand how the priority would be set for conducting pilots, i.e. 
who would decide on prioritized pilots. The PNs mentioned that there are high expectations regarding the 
equivalence/recognition of other schemes due to multiple certification schemes at the producer level. 
Some suggestions were mentioned on how to go about the recognition, which schemes should be 
recognized. It was clarified that it cannot be assumed that there is a direct link between recognition and 
cost (certification vs audit fee). Onsite time is only one cost element - managing processes around a 
recognition is also an effort. Efficiency in terms of the certification costs for Fairtrade might not be 
achieved with the recognition, even in case when other schemes would recognize Fairtrade, however, it 
could potentially reduce the costs for producers. The OC agreed, that there is a need to develop a 
framework for conducting pilots. While innovation and trialing should be encouraged, it has to stay within 
certain boundaries to maintain the credibility and the high level of assurance.   
 
Next steps:  

- AM to develop framework for piloting in Q3-Q4 2021 
- AM to develop procedure on transitioning pilots to the scheme 2022 
- AM to look into possibilities of ‘recognition’ and see to what extend the expectations could be met  

 

Item 8 – Smart Assurance 

FLOCERT presented the proposal for a new trader audit program. The audit program comprises of 
different assurance tools that would be combined to fit the reality of and risk associated with individual 
traders.  

As the proposed changes would affect compliance with the RAPs, the OC was invited to give guidance on 
the preferred option to continue either with a variation request or RAPs review, and on any improvements 
or guarantees if necessary, to enable future approval. 
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Clarifications, discussions and comments versed around the following: 

- The relevance to maximize the use of current information platform such as Connect platform, 
particularly for medium and low risk traders.  

- Clarification of the follow-up process after a digital audit, which will be the same as after any other 
audit. If NCs are identified, these need to be corrected. The customer would also be informed of 
observations. 

- For pure traders, it was commented that initial audit has to be onsite as there are risks of illegal 
operations not being detected. It was furthermore suggested to consider conducting an onsite 
audit as well after a few years (e.g. every other renewal audit).  

- The model will allow to increase assurance efforts and cover part of Fairtrace maintenance costs, 
without the need to increase the annual certification fee.  

- Self-assessment as assurance tool is in the planning but not yet developed. It is considered 
important for a trader to prepare better for auditing to succeed.  

- The scope of the approach presented covers only traders. Producers also certified as trader 
would be considered primarily as producers and the current certification approach applicable for 
producers would then be followed.  

- Linked with a recent report released by Greenpeace that seeks more transparency, it was clarified 
that the proposed approach, has been designed to increase credibility, and not as a transparency 
mechanism. 

On next steps towards approval, the following conclusions were drawn:  

The AM suggested to conduct a partial review of the RAPs to allow implementation, as there are anyway 
a few other changes to be done in due course linked with the ISEAL Assurance Code. A partial review 
would not require APs to conduct a self-assessment again.  

The AM pointed out that the proposal from FLOCERT is very good and it is a way forward that proposes 
to utilize the resources and tools available. It is, however, also important to work with FLOCERT to identify 
and address potential risks linked with the new approach. 
 

 

Item 9 – AOB  

On the request of one member of the OC, S&P Director gave an update on FI’s reaction to the 
Greenpeace report. Greenpeace announced it in Q4 / 2020 that a report will be published. Prior to the 
publication, FI gave input by providing a thorough look at all standards, identifying areas that needed 
clarification. After the publication, a response was sent. There is also a reactive statement prepared. 
Director of S&P will clarify the steps taken with the External relations and communications team and share 
further information during the SC meeting the following day.  

Next meeting 

Next OC meeting is scheduled for the 28/29 of June 2021. Exact times to be confirmed in due course. 

The meeting was formally closed 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


