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Introduction 

Following the publication by the European Parliament of the study on ‘EU development cooperation and 
ethical certification schemes: impact, transparency and traceability’ in July 2020, Fairtrade International 
wrote to the European Parliament to say that the study contained ‘incomplete, inaccurate and misleading’ 
information. The authors of the study subsequently responded to Fairtrade's letter, writing that the report 
was based on ‘independent research’. The authors addressed their response to the Trans European Policy 
Studies Association (TEPSA), the contractor for the study in question. 

The European Parliament has decided to publish, in agreement with Fairtrade International and the 
authors of the study, the exchange of letters, providing additional arguments and information about the 
case, as an annex to the original study. With this complementary publication, the General Secretariat of the 
European Parliament seeks to provide transparency about the case and the different and divergent 
viewpoints presented, without taking any side in the dispute. 

 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2020/603487/EXPO_STU(2020)603487_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2020/603487/EXPO_STU(2020)603487_EN.pdf
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http://www.europarl.europa.eu/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EXPO_STU%282020%29603487
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EXPO_STU%282020%29603487
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https://www.fairtrade.net/news/why-fairtrade-supports-strong-euregulations-cocoa
https://www.fairtrade.net/news/why-fairtrade-supports-strong-euregulations-cocoa
https://www.fairtrade.net/library/promoting-living-incomes-in-the-cocoa-sector-policy-options-for-consumer-countries
https://www.fairtrade.net/library/promoting-living-incomes-in-the-cocoa-sector-policy-options-for-consumer-countries
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While we appreciate that the authors had a very broad topic and presumably limited budget and time 
period, we find that at times their assertions are based on outdated, limited or no concrete evidence.  
Certainly there is room for contextualization, however in a research paper, more is usually expected in 
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terms of data or observations to support what may be conditions or assumptions that are no longer 
valid. 
 
Some examples are shared below. 
 

2.1. Only Fairtrade data are used to illustrate the point of growth in certified cooperatives, yet Fairtrade 
actions related to the same are not included and neither is specific feedback from Fairtrade to the 
researchers on steps Fairtrade has taken on the increase in certified cooperatives. 

 

 

 

 
Related to 2.1. above, it is to be expected that cooperatives seek to become certified in order to 
increase their earnings from cocoa. In Fairtrade’s system, this include the Fairtrade Premium, which is 
currently $240/tonne.  
 

https://www.fairtrade.net/standard/spo
https://www.fairtrade.net/standard/spo
https://www.fairtrade.net/standard/spo-cocoa
https://www.fairtrade.net/news/new-certification-requirement-for-cocoa-and-coffee-to-boost-farmer-incomes
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2.4 . Claim that certification schemes are misrepresenting impact and/or self-commissioned research is 
designed to be overly positive  

 
This claim is made several times in the report, such as: 

https://files.fairtrade.net/publications/WACP-MR-1st-Edition.pdf
https://files.fairtrade.net/publications/WACP-MR-1st-Edition.pdf
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2.5.  Two Premium Development Plan examples are said to represent the general situation 
 

Continuing with the example of the Fairtrade Premium Development Plan information from point 1 
above, the authors quite remarkably claim that, despite these being the only two examples to which 
they gained access, “the examples selected here present an accurate and genuine illustration of the 

https://www.fairtrade.net/news/will-we-pay-the-price-it-takes-to-achieve-sustainable-cocoa-livelihoods
https://www.fairtrade.net/impact/how-we-conduct-research
https://www.fairtrade.net/impact/how-we-conduct-research
https://www.fairtrade.net/impact/our-theory-of-change
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general situation at farm level.” (p. 44). Especially given that the reports do not even appear to be the 
final official versions, it is an unfortunate claim. 

2.6. Presumption that differences between Fairtrade Development Plan and self-evaluation indicate 
fraud 

 

 

https://www.fairtrade.net/standard/trader
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In addition, the report citing the leaked NORC report, prior to its publication, as evidence of 
certifications’ lack of impact in reducing child labour, is inappropriately laying the responsibility for this 
at the feet of certifications. The NORC report, which has now been published, does not analyse the 
impact of certification. By contrast, the NORC report makes the case that child labour is a complex 
problem requiring multiple complementary solutions.  The researchers have quoted a report to support 
their own conclusions when the report they quote does not comment on certification. This is 
unfortunate.  
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FLOCERT operates a comprehensive competence management and 
maintenance process for all auditors and staff, including onsite and offsite training modules, annual 
report evaluations, feedback cycles, onsite auditor observation and performance reviews. This is a 
cornerstone of good practice in quality management at audit level. 
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 Exporters have initiated seedling distribution programmes which are embedded as part of the 
overall certification programme. (p. 52) 

o 

o 

 



  

 

Fairtrade response -- EU development cooperation and ethical certification schemes  21  

 



  

 

Fairtrade response -- EU development cooperation and ethical certification schemes  22  

 

 

https://www.fairtrade.net/library/2019-2020-annual-report
http://incofinfaf.com/about-us/
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https://www.fairtrade.net/about/projects
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https://www.fairtrade.net/news/higher-fairtrade-price-boosts-ivorian-cocoa-farmers-incomes-by-15-million-in-q4
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10 February 2021 

Trans European Policy Studies Association (TEPSA) 
Rue d’Egmont 11, Brussels 

 
 

Subject: Letter from FairTrade International responding to and requesting correction of EP Study 
on 'EU development cooperation and ethical certification schemes: impact, transparency and 
traceability' 

 

We have well received the letter sent by Fairtrade International to  dating the 22

January 2021. 

Our first reaction is our surprise to see that our report has triggered 21 pages of comments. As 

researchers, we find quite interesting that Fairtrade has taken so much time time to do this image-

cleaning exercise. 

Our second reaction is to remind that this report is the output of independent research based on 

facts we gathered and on field observations. We understand that Fairtrade disagrees with some 

aspects of the methods and the analysis. However, by deontology we refuse any major changes in 

the report. Notwithstanding, we see the need to clarify the following three points:  

- Anonymizing the name of the cooperative, which was accidentally mentioned in the annex,

should be corrected. This was clearly a small mistake from our side. We do not quote

personal sources without the proper referencing and/or permission.

- Fairtrade clarifies that this coop has lost it certified status in 2019. From our point of view, it

does not change anything the picture. Since the cooperative has been certified for several

years and since it could re-gain its certified status soon. The point of the study is to highlight

that cooperatives are put in a structural position to ‘play’ with certification and this fact

should be scrutinized.

- In our study, we could probably be clearer about the focus the EU- tender gave to the FT

system; however, we explicitly refer to ‘certification systems in the cocoa sector’ and hence

the study is not exclusively on Fairtrade. Hence, if the reader has only the Fairtrade system in

mind -as we understand the Fairtrade letter- some topics might seem inaccurate (e.g.:

auditor/CB selection process, 3.5, 3.5, 3.6, etc.). The report should be read (was intended) as

a generalization of certifications schemes operating in cocoa and not an exclusive Fairtrade

critique.

We are also amazed about the constant mentioning that we (especially Ruf, which looks like a 

personal attack?) should have reported wrongdoings or fraud suspensions to Fairtrade, in order for 

Fairtrade to investigate these. This is unacceptable. It is not the researchers’ jobs to report such 

claims. We understand that Fairtrade assumes that their system (i.e.: complaints mechanism) works 

perfectly; however, there seems to be little incentive to report fraud suspensions since not enough 

people are 'whistle-blowing' the wrongdoers.... 



Interestingly, Fairtrade already asked this to Dr. Ruf in 2018 after several wrongdoings were 

identified (Report for the EU commission in 2018)1. The reply was already clear. By deontology, 

researchers are not denouncing those who put themselves at risk and break the ‘omerta’. Moreover, 

Fairtrade refuses the fact that most wrongdoings of the certification system (again, not only 

Fairtrade, but RA and Utz as well) are general, not the exception.  

 

We cannot devote much time to address every subject raised in Fairtrade’s letter. However, we need 

to comment on this particular subject, since it sheds some light on the systemic failure of 

certification. Where is the incentive for researchers to 'assist' Fairtrade by means of failing 

complaints because their own policies are not being followed? We see no institutional incentive at all 

to adhere to the Fairtrade system (at any level of the chain) nevertheless to fail in complains. This 

points towards an assurance system, which is blind towards the ‘wrongdoers’ and rather designed to 

deliver a sense of good feeling for the system users and their political environment. Of course, this is 

only a hinch, since we all lack a proper independent evaluation of the assurance system around 

certifications systems active in cocoa -again not only Fairtrade!  

 

We are thus tempted to ask Fairtarde and the new Rainforest Alliance to open the books -or more 

precisely ‘traceability systems’. If they would please 'open up their traceability systems' for 

independent researchers to perform cross-checking of what independent research can find on the 

field vs. what is reported in their systems would be very valuable for the European Parliament. 

 

Following the 21 pages of comments, let’s address the issue more specific to Fairtarde which 

precisely put forward its specificity: the minimum price supposed to be highly beneficial to 

smallholders. In 2018, the report demonstrated that the minimum price was too low and thus not 

operational most of the time, except in the period of March-August 2017. But the report also 

demonstrated that 95% of farmers did not even get one Cfa Franc of this minimal price. The reasons 

were similar to the weak payments of the premium, related to the structural problems of the 

‘exporter/certification/cooperative’ system. As reminded by the FT letter, in 2019, this price has 

quite significantly increased to 240 US per ton. In principle, FT can be congratulated for this effort. 

On paper, this clearly represents a windfall. As written in our report, we were aware of this change 

and precise that the timing and budget of the survey prevented us from surveying its impact in 

households.  However, there is not much reason to hope that the management of this windfall has 

much changed in 2020/21 compare to 2018. Today, our preliminary insights tend to show that the 

bulk of the windfall has evaporated. It looks extremely naïve to believe that this minimum price has 

significantly reached farmers in 2019/20. We ‘feel’ something like a small improvement, mostly due 

to the increasing competition between ‘cooperatives’ and a beginning of better smallholders’ 

awareness, which is already a progress in itself. But the quantitative evaluation remains to be done. 

We are ready to do it if the EU can fund an independent survey.  

For the time being, the conclusion of our independent surveys is clearly that smallholders hardly 

benefit the mainstream certification schemes, which are unsuited. They lie to the consumers by 

pretending to protect the environment and create child labour-free chains, etc. while they contribute 

to hide the terrific rates of deforestation and increase labour and risks to producers who already face 

many risks by definition. 

 
1 Ruf, Francois, Konan, A., & Galo, A. 2018. Decline in the cocoa prices and « fair trade » in Côte d’Ivoire. Fair for 
whom? Report for the EU. 



It does not mean that nothing can be done. Since 2018, our main argument is that most efforts 

should focus on capacity building for farmers themselves in order to reduce the informational 

asymmetry with cooperatives and exporters. Then we can hope that farmers, the theoretically 

central and key piece of the value chain can weigh a little bit more and defend their own interests by 

themselves and one day achieve a ‘fairer’ profit sharing within the cocoa value chain. 

At least, the Fairtrade letter has the merit to open the debate. Hence, to finish on a positive note, can 

we suggest organizing a kind of webinar among all of us: Fairtrade, the authors of the report, TEPSA 

and the European Parliament? 

Finally, we explicitly mention that we would have no objection to have the Fairtrade letter published 

together with our report and this response letter from our side.  

Yours sincerely, 

Enrique Uribe Leitz and François Ruf 




