
Sustainability is a journey that doesn’t end when a certificate 
is awarded. Fixed sustainability benchmarks that apply to all 
farmers are key to upholding a high standard of certification, 
but in our 2020 Certification Program, we are going a step fur-
ther to help farmers make even more progress on sustainabil-
ity goals. Our new Sustainable Agriculture Standard will help 
empower farmers to adopt a model of continuous improvement 
in line with our reimagining of certification. In addition to tradi-
tional pass/fail certification requirements, farmers will also be 
able to set targets most beneficial for their unique context.

How does tHe continuous improvement  
approacH fit witHin tHe new standard?

In the Farm Requirements of our 2020 standard, there are core 
requirements and improvement requirements. 

Core requirements outline key sustainable agriculture practices 
that always have to be met in order to achieve certification and 
are measured according to a pass/fail model. 

Improvement requirements are designed to further promote 
and measure progress on sustainable practices. They are divided 
between mandatory and self-selected. Some improvement 
requirements are pass/fail while others are measured with Smart 
Meters.

wHat are smart meters?

A novel feature of our 2020 standard are Smart Meters. Smart 
Meters give farmers a way to set goals for their farm based on 
what’s most beneficial and feasible within their specific context. 
Rather than having predefined targets set by the Rainforest Alli-
ance, farmers themselves will set the targets for these improve-
ments and define the necessary actions needed to achieve them.  

Farmers will conduct a baseline assessment and define targets 
for Smart Meters before their first certification or in the first year 
of certification (depending on the requirement), plan and imple-
ment actions to achieve the targets, and monitor results. They 
will then use the data collected on Smart Meter requirements to 

reflect on yearly and to adapt measures in case little or no prog-
ress is shown. This creates a feedback loop that enables farmers 
to continuously improve their practices. 

How are smart meters audited?

There are mandatory and self-selected Smart Meters. For the 
mandatory Smart Meter requirements, the quality of the data 
and the actions undertaken will be verified during audits. The 
results themselves will not influence the certification decision. 
However, if no data has been collected or if the quality of the 
data is very low, this may have consequences for certification. 
For the self-selected Smart Meters, only the quality of the data 
will be audited. 

WHAT’S IN OUR 2020 CERTIFICATION PROGRAM?

continuous 
improvement  
and smart meters
Empowering farmers to be the drivers of their success

reimagining certification and tHe 2020 
certification program 

Reimagining certification is our long-term vision for the 
future of certification. It is part of our wider strategy at the 
Rainforest Alliance to drive change through our four main 
areas of work: climate, forests, livelihoods, and human rights.

In June 2020, the Rainforest Alliance takes the first step 
on its journey towards “reimagining certification” with the 
publication of its 2020 Certification Program. We’ve been 
working on this new program since 2018, when the Rainfor-
est Alliance and UTZ merged. 

The 2020 Certification Program—including a new Sustain-
able Agriculture Standard—is a unique opportunity to really 
change the way that certification works and how it delivers 
value to the many people and businesses around the world 
that use it.

Between June 2020 and mid-2021, the Rainforest Alliance 
will roll out the new program around the world, including a 
comprehensive training plan. Audits against the new pro-
gram will begin in mid-2021. 



wHy are we taking tHis approacH? 

Smart Meters support farmers in identifying the most effective 
measures they can take to achieve even more sustainable 
production. We have taken this approach to gain better insights 
into the performance of farms and their improvements over time. 
It also allows farmers to set their own targets that fit their local 
context. For example, while all farmers are required to conserve 
on-farm natural ecosystems as a core requirement, they can 
each set their own annual targets for the improvement of natural 
vegetation cover on their farm area. The data collected from 
Smart Meter indicators enables farmers to better display their 
efforts and quantify the benefits of more sustainable practices 
which contributes to better market access and prices for their 
goods.

How is tHis different from our previous  
standards?

Both the UTZ Code of Conduct and the 2017 Rainforest Alliance 
Sustainable Agriculture Standard have gradual improvement 
systems where more requirements have to be met each year. All 
of them are pass/fail and mandatory. 

How does tHis new approacH support otHer 
rainforest alliance work?

In line with our reimagining of certification, Smart Meters support 
our goal to become more data driven. Smart Meter data will give 
farmers, companies, and the Rainforest Alliance better insights 
into farm performance, and allow us to see where further support 
is required. The data can also be used for external reporting on 
the continuous improvements made by farmers, the Rainforest 
Alliance, and companies. Supply chain actors can ask farmers to 
use specific Smart Meter data for their own reporting and aggre-
gated Smart Meter data can be used for advocacy purposes—for 
instance, to show the living wage gap in certain countries. 

In our new certification program, the Supply Chain Requirements 
will also adopt a continuous improvement model. Many of them will 
follow a “stepwise approach” which gradually introduces new crite-
ria for environmental, social, and economic conditions over time.

want to know more?

Read more about what to expect in our new certification pro-
gram. For specific questions, email us at cs@ra.org.
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REQUIREMENT TYPE COMPLIANCE MEASUREMENT

Core Requirements
These outline key sustainable agriculture practices that always have to be met in 
order to achieve certification. They are formulated as pass/fail criteria.

• Always pass/fail
• In some cases, the core requirement will contain a 

set threshold (i.e. payment of minimum wage) that 
must be measured and reported against.

Mandatory Improvement Requirements 
Requirements that chart a farmer’s practices 
towards greater sustainability that must be 
implemented over time. 

Most requirements are pass/fail with improvements 
made in steps: level one must be reached by the end of 
year three and level two must be reached by the end of 
year six.

Some requirements are Smart Meters. Compliance is 
determined by verifying the quality of the data and the 
actions undertaken (not by the results themselves).

Self-selected Improvement Requirements 
Chosen by farmers based on their risk assessment or 
aspirations. A certification body will verify the quality 
of the data. If the quality of the data is low, it won’t 
influence the certification decision, but farmers won’t 
be able to share and promote the improvement. 

• The farmer defines if and when they want to verify 
these requirements.

• Some requirements are pass/fail, with no levels.
• Some requirements are Smart Meters, with 

compliance determined by verifying the quality of 
the data.

Improvement 
Requirements
Additional require-
ments designed 
to further promote 
and measure 
progress on the 
key sustainable 
agricultural 
practices outlined 
in the core 
requirements.
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