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Abstract 
 
Organic agriculture has finally become a viable alternative to conventional produce for consumers. 
However, restrictions in the current trade system are preventing the industry from reaching the 
critical mass it needs to gain widespread recognition. The trade of organic products is fraught with 
technical barriers, many recognised by the World Trade Organisation (WTO), including the 
proliferation of multiple certification and accreditation bodies with differing standards1. Australia 
itself has two standards, one domestic and one export, that combine to form a costly and time-
consuming process for producers of organic goods2. The organic industry suffers from a lack of 
transparency, which is exacerbated by limited notification of new equivalency agreements. Efforts to 
forge one global standard, have thus far failed to gain broad recognition. In the place of multilateral 
agreements are equivalence, mutual recognition or harmonisation efforts. As the country with the 
largest portion of organic agricultural land in the world, Australia’s situation is unique. Therefore, 
this bargaining power can be utilised to place organic equivalence negotiations at the forefront of 
broader regional and bilateral trade agreements. The organic industry has incredible growth 
potential, now is the time for Australia to take charge and realise this opportunity.  
 

Recommendations 
 
1. The Department of Agriculture (DAFF) should fast track implementation of one national and 
export organic standard to reduce compliance costs for producers and certification bodies. Ensuring 
a rigorous standard will continue to build Australia’s reputation as a producer of quality organic 
goods. 
 
2. The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) should ensure WTO members are notified of 
new equivalency agreements in relation to organic produce under section 10.7 of the Techinical 
Barriers to Trade Agreement. This will highlight Australia’s position as a global forerunner in terms of 
furthering the trade of organics. 
 
3. Australia must consider inclusion of mutual recognition and/or equivalence negotiations as part of 
the agricultural package in regional and bilateral trade agreements using the European Union-Swiss 
agreement as a benchmark and the International Federation of Organic Agricultural Movement’s 
Family of Standards as a base. 
 
4. Australian Certified Organic (ACO) ideally needs a strong, targeted marketing campaign to build 
the label’s reputation in key markets like China where known brands are the ultimate social currency. 
 
 

  

                                                           
1
 World Trade Organization, Environmental requirements and market access: preventing green protectionism, 

2014. 
2
 Department of Agriculture, Organic and Bio-Dynamic Products, 2014. 
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Introduction 

Organic is no longer a buzzword used to represent a niche market, with food products bearing the 
label now stocked on the shelves of major supermarkets3. Consumer interest in the industry has 
increased simultaneously with concern for the environment, health consciousness and mainstream 
availability of organic goods. ACO highlights, ‘Overall consumption of organics is increasing and it 
appears the ‘late adopters’ are significant contributors to this growth’4.  

Certified organic foods are definied as those which ‘are guaranteed to have been produced in a 
manner that avoids the use of synthetic fertilisers, pesticides, hormones, genetically modified 
organisms and which strives to enhance natural biological cycles and to meet minimum animal 
welfare standards’5. Considering the limited size of the Australian market, exports are a necessity for 
local organic producers to achieve scale; while manufacturers often need to import certified organic 
ingredients which are not grown in Australia such as Cacao Beans6.  

Understanding the nature of organic trade and exploring how Australia can become a regional leader 
by facilitating trade flows is the core purpose of this research. The barriers that exist to agricultural 
trade in general will be assessed, before looking at the extra-layer of considerations needed for 
organic products. The current state of play in terms of organic certification will then be examined 
and alternative options for recognising standards across borders explored. From here, the role and 
degree of success to date of global organisations such as the WTO and International Federation of 
Organic Agricultural Movements (IFOAM) will be looked at. On a more local level, the importance of 
organic agriculture to Australia will be emphasised. Finally, the notion of including organic 
equivalence negotiations in broader trade agreements will be explored.  

Differences between conventional and organic agricultural trade 

Organic trade agreements and negotiations currently sit parallel to broader trade regulations. This 
means those trading in certified organic products must consider not only organic trade agreements 
but also general agricultural regulations. Despite many rounds of negotiations, a number of tariff 
and technical barriers to agricultural trade still exist7. A recent DFAT report highlighted ‘sudden 
changes in duty rates and the use of specific or mixed tariffs increase unpredictability and the cost of 
importing goods into some regional markets, negatively impact on the competitiveness of efficient, 
low-cost producers such as Australia’8. Additional barriers include tariff rate quotas, pre-export 
quarantine periods and state trading periods of agricultural commodities9. This means businesses 
trading in organic produce have to consider not only standard agricultural procedures, but also 
complicated organic equivalency measures. Similarly, Australia’s strict biosecurity laws also need to 

                                                           
3
 Biological Farmers of Australia, Organic Market Report, 2012. 

4
 Australian Organic, Health crisis prompts change in eating habits, 2014. 

5
 S Lockie, K Lyons, G Lawrence & J Grice, ‘Choosing organics: a path analysis of factors underlying the selection 

of organic food among Australian consumers’, Appetite, Vol. 43, 2004, p. 135 
6
 IBISWorld, Organic Farming in Australia, Industry Report. X0013, p. 8. 

7
 UNCTAD, FAO & IFOAM, ‘Harmonisation and Equivalence in Organic Agriculture’, Vol. 6, 2009. 

8
 Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2012, Barriers to Australian Trade and Investment in Regional 

Comprehensive Economic Participating Countries. 
9
 ibid. 
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be considered by those importing or exporting organic agricultural products. An Organic Produce 
Certificate (OPC) must accompany all incoming or outgoing goods, however they are quarantined by 
customs for biosecurity risk in the same manner as conventional produce10. This means certain 
restrictions, such as those on apples originating from the East coast of Australia due to fruit fly 
concerns, hold true for organic and conventional agricultural products11. 

Understanding organic certification and equivalence 

The only way consumers can differentiate organic produce from conventional produce and farmers 
can protect the integrity of their product is the mark of a certification body12. Organic certification 
was initially a form of branding, but with the onset of legislation it became a professional service for 
regulatory compliance13. The presence of multiple certification bodies subsequently gave rise to 
accreditation schemes, which need broad market recognition to enforce minimum standards14. In 
Australia the market is semi-regulated, with DAFF responsible for the two current standards15: 

1. The National Standard for Organic and Biodynamic Produce, (export standard).  
2. The Australian Standard for Organic and Biodynamic Products – coded as: AS6000 

This National Standard’s organic export program is governed by Export Control Orders, which give 
‘prescribed goods’ status to organic produce under the Export Control Act 198216. Any person 
producing organic goods for export is required to comply with a third-party certifying organisation 
that is audited by the Australian Quarantine and Inspection Service (AQIS)17. Exports make a 
significant contribution to the overall growth of the industry, as figure 1 highlights below, hence it’s 
critical to ensure the process is as simple as possible for producers. 

  

                                                           
10

 Department of Agriculture, loc.cit. 
11

 ibid. 
12

 Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, Organic Claims, 2014 
13

 O Kung Wai, Cooperation between Conformity Assessment Bodies in Organic Certification, 2005. 
14

 L Lohr, ‘Implications of organic certification for market structure and trade’, American Agricultural 
Economics Association, Vol. 80, No. 5, 1998. 
15

 Department of Agriculture, loc.cit. 
16

 R Neeson, ‘Organic standards and certification in Australia’, Primefact, Vol. 1047, No. 8, 2010, p.1. 
17

 ibid. 
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Figure 1: Organic Industry Trade Balance18 

 

 

Negotiations are currently taking place between DAFF and industry bodies to simplify the two 
standards under one umbrella, however it is not clear when this will be completed19. The standards 
are not legally binding. In theory they could be used in disputes brought to the Australian 
Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC), however there have been no cases recorded using 
AS6000 to date20.  

 In Australia there are currently seven certification bodies, with ACO being the dominant industry 
force21. While these certification bodies must comply with the minimum national and export 
standards, they are free to enforce more stringent measures22. These standards encompass 
everything from paddock to plate, including ‘any treatment, preparation, and packaging of the 
product’23. Additionally, a farm must be under ‘organic management’ for a minimum of three years 
before its products can be considered certified organic24. Certification bodies will review farms on an 
ongoing basis to ensure consistent compliance. Naturally, this process is time-consuming and costly 
with producers paying a membership fee, application fee, inspection charge and soil-testing fee25. 
Exporting adds another layer of expenses that differs depending on what markets producers are 
aiming to access. For example, ‘to export to the US the producer must be accredited under the US 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) National Organic Program. Australian certifiers undertake 

                                                           
18

 IBISWorld, op.cit., p. 18. 
19

 Organic Trade Association, Trade and Equivalency Agreements, 2013. 
20

 H Willer and L Kilcher, 2012, The World of Organic Agriculture. Statistics and Emerging Trends 2012, FiBL, 
Frick, Switzerland and IFOAM, Bonn Germany. 
21

 Neeson, ‘Organic standards and certification in Australia’, loc.cit. 
22

 ibid., p.2 
23

 ibid., p.1 
24

 Australian Organic, Australian Organic Mid-year report, June 2014 
25

 R Neeson, Conversion and certification for organic farming, Primefact, Vol.1036, Vo. 8, p. 3 
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accreditation on your behalf with annual fees ranging from $475 to $68026. 

Beyond Australian borders, certification standards and efficiency in enforcing them varies wildly. The 
‘lack of international standards, as well as the high cost of multiple inspection, certification and 
accreditation requirements’ has been cited as a fundamental challenge for the industry that many 
organisations have attempted to overcome27. This boils down to the fact climatic conditions; 
geographies and regulatory environments differ between countries and regions28. On one end of the 
spectrum you have fully regulated organic markets such as Canada, through to semi-regulated 
markets like Australia and then there are markets where the government has no involvement in 
organic certification29.  

In many cases, ‘certification is likely to have been done by different bodies at different stages to 
different regulations, standards and norms’30. Additionally, the certification of each component must 
cover the preceding stage with the final certification assuming responsibility of all prior 
certifications31. Where standards differ between countries there are three options for facilitating 
trade: mutual recognition, equivalence and harmonisation32. Equivalence is commonly used because 
it recognises different standards all seek to fulfill a common goal. Equivalency can achieve expanded 
market access for producers and manufacturers, market growth and consistent demand for organic 
products33. Equivalence can be negotiated between two-government level regulatory bodies such is 
the case with the US-Canada Organic Trade Agreement34. Alternatively, the equivalence agreement 
can be between two certification bodies as ACO has recently negotiated with the Organic Food 
Development and Certification Centre (OFDC) of China35. The regulatory nature of the market and 
level of importance the government places on organic trade dictates which method is chosen. 

Harmonization is far more time-consuming to achieve because it involves a process through which 
two or more nations adopt a common certification standard36. This is not only difficult, but also 
undesirable because of the regional variations that made the standards different in the first place37. 
Mutual recognition is similar to equivalence, where under these agreements the parties ‘mutually 
accept each other’s conformity assessment procedures’ as equivalent in order to ensure compliance 
with prevailing regulatory requirements38. Equivalence and mutual recognition are referred to 

                                                           
26

 ibid., p.4 
27

 World Trade Organization, loc. cit. 
28

 IFOAM, How governments can regulate imports of organic products based on the concepts of harmonisation 
and equivalence, 2011 
29

 CBC News, 2011, Canada’s Rules for Organic Food. 
30

 Kung Wai, op. cit., p.2. 
31

 ibid. 
32

 IFOAM, How governments can regulate imports of organic products, loc. cit. 
33

 Organic Trade Association, loc. cit. 
34

 H Willer and L Kilcher, loc. cit. 
35

 E Keating, ‘Bellamy’s Organic in plum spot to list as $95 million public company this month’, Smart Company, 
7 July 2014, retrieved 29 August 2014 
36

 J Polak,‘Trade as an Environmental Policy Tool? GEN, Ecolabelling and Trade’, 2003, WTO Public Symposium, 
retrieved 1 September 2014 
37

 ibid. 
38

 Veggeland, F, & Elvestad, C, ‘Equivalence and Mutual Recognition in Trade Arrangements’, Norwegian 
Agricultural Economics Institute, 2004, p.8 



 

 

Facilitating organic growth: regional trade solutions, with global potential 

 Global Voices WTO Youth Delegation 

Aprile Wenke (QUT Business School) 

 
Page 7 

 

  

interchangeably, however they respectively target differences in standards and differences in 
compliance39. This recognition effectively provides equivalence to these countries' certification 
systems, thus allowing market access for Australian organic products accredited under those 
systems. 

The role of global organisations  
 
As the organic sector continues to grow rapidly, so do the differences in governmental and private 
sector organic standards. This has developed ‘a non-transparent market place causing problems for 
producers and traders as well as consumers’40. As a significant impediment to ongoing growth, this 
challenge has not gone unrecognised and an international effort to standardise regulations across 
the world was initiated in 2002. The International Task Force on Harmonisation and Equivalence in 
Organic Agriculture (ITF) was jointly developed by IFOAM, The United Nations Conference Trade and 
Development (UNCTAD) and The Food and Agriculture Association of the United Nations (FAO)41. 
The achievements of this task force, as well as the role of the WTO, will be discussed within the 
context of facilitating organic trade. 

The World Trade Organisation (WTO) 

The term ‘organic’ is essentially a process claim, not a product claim42. Therefore, ‘products of 
organic agriculture are defined by the technology and inputs used, and not explicitly by the inherent 
properties of the product itself’ 43 . Therefore, The Codex Alimentarius Commission (Codex) 
Guidelines recognize regulations of organic farming will be comprised more of technical measures 
such as labeling, as opposed to sanitary concerns like food safety44. Hence, organic market 
regulations that intentionally or unintentionally create barriers to trade ‘fall under the WTO 
Agreement on Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT)’45. Some of the technical barriers to organic trade 
that currently exist include: ‘multiple certification requirements, redundant government regulations, 
private sector standards and import regulations’.46. 

Article 10.7 of the TBT agreement states that ‘a WTO member shall notify other members when it 
has reached an agreement with another country on issues related to technical regulations, which 
may have a significant effect on trade47. However, to date there has only been one case where a 
WTO member has given notice under this article in relation to organic agreements. This was the 
Japanese recognition of the USDA National Organic Program as equivalent to the grading system 
under the Japanese Agricultural Standard48. 

                                                           
39

 ibid. 
40

 ibid. p.36 
41

 UNCTAD, FAO & IFOAM, How governments can regulate imports of organic products, loc.cit. 
42

 Veggeland, F, & Elvestad, loc. cit. 
43

 ibid. p.36 
44

 ibid. 
45

 UNCTAD, FAO & IFOAM, ‘Trade Agreements as Potential Mechanisms for Mutual Recognition of National 
Organic Regulatory Systems’, Global Organic Market Access, 2012, p. 2. 
46

 Organic Trade Association, op.cit., p.2. 
47

 UNCTAD, FAO & IFOAM, Trade Agreements as Potential Mechanisms for Mutual Recognition, op. cit., p. 6. 
48

 ibid., p.7 

http://www.codexalimentarius.net/web/index_en.jsp
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The 2012 Organic Market Access Report highlighted preconditions for ‘the inclusion of organic 
products in trade agreements are that the sector and the trade have substantial volume’49. Hence, 
organic equivalence or mutual recognition agreements are not generally notified under article 10.7 
because trade volumes are relatively small and not expected to have a significant impact on global 
trade. However, article 10.7 also encourages members to ‘enter into consultation with other 
members to conclude similar agreements or to arrange their participation’50. The notification of 
equivalence outcomes under the WTO’s TBT agreement would increase transparency in the global 
marketplace and stimulate further negotiations between members. 

The WTO also recognises that from the exporter’s perspective, it is not only regulatory access to a 
market that is a barrier.  The dominance of particular certification labels in certain markets is also a 
major hurdle. In some instances, the certification body attempts to protect its own producers by 
restricting foreign access to the label51. This is a form of subtle protectionism that often adds 
another layer to the complexities of organic trade. Linking back to the issue of transparency is the 
implication that developing countries are often the ones most disadvantaged by the current model 
of negotiating equivalency agreements. This is because they ‘do not have the bargaining power to 
engage their target countries in equivalency negotiations’ and their governments are less likely to 
include organic issues in broader trade negotiations52. Hence, the global trade of organic products is 
currently heavily skewed towards large powerhouses such as the EU and US that control organic 
trade regulations and have the power to forge equivalency agreements. 
 
The frameworks to improve transparency, equity and facilitate global trade flows already exist 
within the TBT agreement; member countries now need to recognise organic trade presents a 
significant opportunity that can no longer be sidelined. 
 

IFOAM and the ITF task force 

IFOAM is a private body representing over 500 farming organisations across 100 countries53. All 
members agree to follow basic IFOAM principles in setting their organic standards, while several EU 
countries also use IFOAM standards for granting import licenses54. To reduce the prolific trade 
impediments that exist in the organic industry, IFOAM jointly initiated the ITF in 2002. Throughout 
the journey of this taskforce, harmonisation and equivalence were promoted as the most promising 
approaches to reduce technical barriers to organic trade. 

The ITF concluded in 2011 and developed two practical tools aiming to reduce organic trade 
barriers55. One of these tools is for recognising organic certification bodies, while the other is for 
determining the equivalency of production and processing standards56. The task force called for 

                                                           
49

 ibid 
50

 ibid. p.16 
51

 Veggeland, F, & Elvestad, loc. cit. 
52

 UNCTAD, FAO & IFOAM, Trade Agreements as Potential Mechanisms for Mutual Recognition, loc. cit. 
53

 Lohr, loc. cit. 
54

 ibid. 
55

 ibid. 
56

 UNCTAD, FAO & IFOAM, How governments can regulate imports of organic products, loc.cit. 
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cooperation from all levels, including certification bodies, accreditation forces and governments, to 
implement these tools and simplify trade processes57.  

IFOAM aims to become the peak body for the entire global industry with their latest Family of 

Standards. These allow private or public bodies to ‘conduct equivalence assessments of each 

standard against one single  international reference, called COROS—Common Objectives and 
Requirements of Organic Standards’58. The uptake of this Family of Standards is crucial for the global 
organic marketplace, because before equivalence or mutual recognition of standards can occur 
between countries there must be some degree of standardisation. This sounds like a global solution 
to the biggest challenges facing the organic industry, however to date IFOAM has largely failed to 
realise its grand vision. As a private entity that relies on relationships with certification and farming 
organisations, IFOAM’s authority is limited. At the same time, the agreements and standards are 
non-binding further reducing the cross-border impact. Perhaps in the same way multilateral 
solutions are difficult to achieve through the WTO, a global approach to organic standardisation is 
fraught with challenges. Similarly, the industry remains marginalised in many countries. Until trade 
volumes become significant so that governments take notice, organic trade agreements will not be 
elevated to a political level. For now, IFOAM must continue to forge new relationships and promote 
the COROS standards as a key link between certification bodies around the world. 

Australia’s current positioning 

Organic farming is currently one of Australia’s best performing industries and is expected to grow at 
a rate of 8.4% a year in the 5 years through 201959. Australia has the largest area of organic farmland 
in the world 12.1 million hectares, yet organically farmed products still represent only 1% of total 
farmgate sales60.  

  

                                                           
57

 Kung Wai, loc. cit. 
58

 Global Organic Market Access Project (GOMA), 2012, Organic Equivalence Tools. 
59

 IBISWorld, loc. cit. 
60

 ibid. 
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Figure 2: Share of Global Argricultural Land (millions of hectares)61 

 

Hence, the industry is expected to become increasingly important to the Australian economy. 
However, the domestic industry does not operate in isolation – exports have increased at an 
annualised rate of 13.7% in the 5 years to 2014, while imports continue to form an important 
component of value-added organic food products62.  

The Chinese market is becoming increasingly important for Australian organic farmers and 
manufacturers. Recent food scares and security issues are pushing affluent consumers to look for 
healthy and safe options for their family. In 2006 China was already the 4th largest consumer of 
organic products and they are heavily reliant on imports to supplement the limited domestic 
industry63. According to Brooke Tonkin, Senior Industry Analyst at IBISWorld, “Australia has a strong 
reputation as an exporter of quality and safe foods, and these consumers are willing to pay more for 
organic produce”64. 

  

                                                           
61

Willer and Kilcher, op. cit., p. 25 
62

 ibid., p. 17 
63

 B Xie, L Tingyou, & Q Yi, ‘Organic certification and the market: organic exports from and imports to China’, 
British Food Journal, Vol. 113, No. 10, 2010. 
64

 Australian Organic, loc. cit. 
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Figure 3: Export destination for Australian-produced organic goods65 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Australia’s 2013 National Food Plan emphasises ‘Increased demand for food across the world will 

create new export opportunities for the Australian food industry. Asian food demand in particular is 

expected to outpace local food production, leading to higher imports to the region’66. However, 

there is scant reference to any specialty food production methods such as organics, despite 

convincing submissions by the Organic Federation of Australia (OFA)67. This reinforces the notion, 

organic agriculture is still a marginalised industry and its growth potential is not widely recognised. 

Within the Asian region, organic standards tend to be less developed than the EU or US, making 
exporting to these countries time-consuming and difficult. Japan is a notable exception in this regard. 
In China the system is overseen by the OFDC and the certification and accreditation system has two 
main actors: The Certification and Accreditation Administration of China (CNCA) and China National 
Accreditation Service for Conformity Assessment which respectively act as an approval body and 
official accreditation body68. There are also around 30 certification bodies that are approved by 
CNCA and accredited by CNAS69. As previously mentioned, ACO has recently signed an agreement 
with the OFDC which has seen a Chinese inspector based in Australia and relevant producers given 
market access to China. While a fantastic achievement, this agreement does not cover the whole 
industry in Australia and excludes producers certified by the other six bodies. Equivalency of the 
broader Australian National Standard or AS6000 with the Chinese Organic Standard would allow a 
fairer and more consistent approach to organic trade within the region.  

                                                           
65

 IBISWorld, op. cit., p.18. 
66

 Department of Agriculture, National Food Plan, 2013, p.22, retrieved 10 September 2014  
67

 Organic Federation Australia, 2012, Submission to DAFF on the National Food Plan, retrieved 10 September 
2014 
68

 B Xie, L Tingyou, & Q Yi, op.cit 
69

 ibid. 
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Another layer to consider when exporting is the consumer’s perception of the label, because the 
presence of multiple certification and accreditation labels is often considered confusing70. This is an 
important concern when exporting internationally, because the quality, safe brand image of 
Australian organic products is reliant on a consistent approach. There is little point opening global 
markets for Australian products if they are not appropriately marketed to international consumers. 
Despite Australia’s reputation for producing clean and safe food products, anecdotal evidence 
suggests the national certification labels are not well known internationally.  Considering, Asian 
consumers in countries like China place high emphasis on known brands this a key challenge moving 
forward. Therefore, discussions must be instigated in regards to synthesising Australian certifications 
under one label for export. In the mean time, ACO is well placed in terms of market access, naming 
and size to develop its brand in Asia. However, a highly targeted marketing campaign is needed to 
build the reputation of the label, which is a costly exercise that may need broader support.  

Regional dynamics: what role do bilateral and plurilateral trade agreements 
play? 
 
Regional trade agreements are becoming increasingly common as the multilateral approach falters 
within the WTO; they now cover more than fifty percent of international trade. Current plurilateral 
agreements high on Australia’s agenda include the Trans Pacific Partnership (TPP) and Regional 
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP). Simultaneously, several bilateral free trade 
agreements (FTA) have come to fruition in recent years, including the recent Korea-Australia FTA. 
The latest ITF report recommends countries look at cooperating and including organic equivalence 
negotiations in regional trade agreements71. This is appropriate because to begin with only half of 
the WTO’s members have any organic standards in place and some will never have the capacity to 
farm organically72. With this in mind, it seems a natural progression for Australia to consider 
integrating standards of organic equivalence in current regional trade negotiations.  
 
The benefits of this approach are numerous because including equivalence of organic products in 
trade agreements is less time and resource demanding than forging separate agreements73. By 
raising the ‘issue to a political level, requirements will be less onerous and developed in the spirit of 
WTO agreements rather than being based on line-by-line comparisons of standards'74. It makes 
sense to include organic equivalence in trade negotiations because in most cases agriculture is 
already a key point of discussion. The benefits of such a solution to all parties involved appear 
reasonable, which raises the question: why hasn’t it been considered previously? It appears to come 
back to the relatively small trade volumes of organic products, which means limited recognition. At 
the same time, in countries like Australia where the market is largely unregulated, government level 
institutions have little involvement with the industry. Therefore, making a clear economic case for 
the involvement of organics in broader trade agreements will be key to building awareness and 
raising negotiations to a political level. 

                                                           
70

 R Harbaugh, J Maxwell, & B Roussillon ‘Label Confusion: The Groucho Effect of Uncertain Standards, 
American Economic Association, 2010. 
 
71

 UNCTAD, FAO & IFOAM, How governments can regulate imports of organic products, loc.cit. 
72

 H Willer and L Kilcher, op cit. 
73

 UNCTAD, FAO & IFOAM, Trade Agreements as Potential Mechanisms for Mutual Recognition, loc. cit. 
74

 ibid. 
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The WTO has noted that there are 91 trade agreements currently in place that include or refer to the 
TBT agreement. However, only one – the EU-Swiss Agreement on Agriculture – includes mutual 
recognition of organic standards 75 . This agreement has proved a successful mechanism for 
facilitating trade between the EU and Switzerland. While this is the sole example in terms of organic 
standards, mutual recognition has been successfully negotiated for other industries. The US-
Singapore FTA states that ‘each party shall take steps to implement the APEC Mutual Recognition 
Arrangement for Conformity Assessment of the Telecommunications equipment’76. It works to 
provide mutual acceptance of the results of testing and equipment certification procedures. 
Australia could adapt this process when negotiating FTA’s by including a section on recognising the 
other countries organic certification system as equivalent given they were both based on a 
fundamental set of standards such as COROS. Considering trade agreements generally include 
periodic reviews of their implementation, parties to the agreement could agree to include potential 
equivalence of organic products in such reviews77. 
 

Conclusion  
 
Organic agriculture represents an industry with strong and long-term growth potential for Australia. 
Simplifying the trade system and opening new markets will allow it to continue developing. Using 
broader trade agreements and existing frameworks will allow Australia to forge new ways of 
facilitating equivalence and mutual recognition of organic certificaiton standards. This will solidify 
Australia’s position as not only a quality producer of organic products, but also a leading industry 
voice. Beyond the technical requirements, considering consumer’s needs and building the brand of 
Australian certification labels will further the competitive advantage that comes with the country’s 
agricultural reputation. Capturing this regional leadership position will ensure significant growth for 
Australia’s organic industry and help bring the spark back to the agriculture sector.  
  

                                                           
75

 ibid. 
76

 ibid. 
77

 ibid. 
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