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The increasing willingness of public authority to delegate social and environmental 
regulation to the private sector has led to the establishment of a large number of 
voluntary standards, labels and certifications on sustainability in the past few 
decades. In the agro-food and forestry sectors, many of these have taken the form 
of ‘stewardship councils’ and ‘sustainability roundtables’ that explicitly signal their 
multi-stakeholder nature in their titles.  
 
Although other sustainability initiatives, such as Fairtrade, also have important 
multi-stakeholder elements, stewardship councils and roundtables showcase them 
explicitly either from their very inception or soon after the basic design of the 
standard and certification system is set in place, usually by a small group of 
initiators. A particular set of institutional features is used by these initiatives to 
establish a legitimate presence as a governance instrument, to fend possible 
criticism, and to ‘sell’ their systems to potential users of certifications and labels  
 
Multistakeholder schemes in the agro-food and forestry sectors that have 
’stewardship’ or ’rountable’ in their title include: the Forest Stewardship Council 
(FSC, established in 1993), the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC, 1999), the 
Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO, 2004), the Roundtable on Responsible 
Soy (RTRS, 2006), the Roundtable on Sustainable Biofuels (RSB, 2009), the 
Aquaculture Stewardship Council (ASC, 2010), and the Sustainable Beef Roundtable 
(SBR, under way). Other multistakeholder initiatives that take a ‘Better’ 
nomenclature and have similar institutional architectures are Bonsucro (formerly  
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the Better Sugar Cane Initiative, 2008) and the Better Cotton Initiative (BCI, 2009). 
In addition to these, we find a host of other multistakeholder initiatives, including 
those that were developed in the coffee sector and then expanded to other 
commodities, such as Fairtrade (1989/1998), Rainforest Alliance (1993), Utz (2002), 
and 4C (2006).  
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There are significant differences between stewardship councils and roundtables, 
and within each category as well, both conceptually and in terms of how their 
operations have been carried out historically. The concept of ‘stewardship’ signals a 
more paternalistic preoccupation with subjects and environments that need 
protection – it suggests, explicitly or implicitly, that neither subjects nor their 
governments (national or local) are able to provide adequate protection 
(Vandergeest and Unno, 2012). ‘Roundtable’, at least definitionally, signals a more 
equal seat for a range of stakeholders at the discussion table, although in most 
cases governments are excluded, or sit only as ‘observers’.  
 
Despite these definitional differences, in practice both sustainability roundtables 
and stewardship councils (collectively referred to SRs from now on) are built around 
a common set of ‘must have’ institutional features: (1) an executive board or a 
board of directors; (2) an assembly or council, often with specific chambers that 
represent different stakeholder interests; (3) technical advisory committees of 
appointed experts; and (4) a executive director with support staff that handle the 
day-by-day operations.  
 
This institutional and governance setup is meant to ensure (if not just signal) a 
degree of professionalization, participation of relevant stakeholders in key decision-
making processes, and transparency.  
 
SRs are also becoming ever more sophisticated in how they facilitate formal  
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participation of relevant stakeholders and how they manage processes and use 
technologies that ensure some provision of input into deliberations even from 
more marginalized actors. Yet, as Cheyns (2011) and Djama et al. (2011) so vividly 
show in relation to RSPO and RTRS, there are serious gaps between being part of 
the process and being able to shape outcomes, given that process consultants use 
the expedients of urgency, reaching consensus, and pragmatism to steer processes 
in specific directions, and define categories of ‘stakeholders’ and acceptable 
formats of engagement  
 
With the concept of ‘roundtabling’ I want to capture a specific way of setting up, 
managing and especially marketing the governance of sustainability and the 
dynamics of change within this setup. A now substantial literature often refers to 
‘multi-stakeholder initiatives’ (or MSIs) in denoting this group of approaches to 
sustainability. The term aptly captures their institutional qualities, but does so 
statically. The term signaled something distinctive in the emerging debate on 
private authority in the 1990s, but since most private or hybrid sustainability 
initiatives have come to incorporate some multi-stakeholder features in one way or 
another, it now refers to the ‘new normal’. I argue that the term ’roundtabling’ 
better emphasizes the current process of fitting a variety of commodity-specific 
sustainability situations into a form that not only ‘hears more voices’ (as in ‘multi-
stakeholder’) but also portrays to give them equal standing at the table of 
negotiations (roundtable), thus raising higher expectations in terms of 
accountability, transparency, inclusiveness and ‘proper’ democratic process.  
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•A five-member Board is elected by the General Assembly  
•an academic and four industry representatives.  

•The Board appoints the Executive Board, which takes care of the day-by-day 
management through the private company ISCC System GmbH 
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This raises the issue of whether ‘roundtabling’ is actually leading to counter-
productive outcomes for ensuring sustainability in agriculture and forestry in 
competitive certification markets. The ever more complex web of institutional and 
governance features, development and managerial systems, time- and resource-
consuming meetings, and the enactment of procedures to meet codes of good 
practice in standard setting and management slow down processes, add costs, and 
create stakeholder fatigue. All of this is opening space for mainstream competitors 
to establish substantial presence in the market for sustainability certifications. 
These initiatives also tend to more easily discriminate against small players and 
actors in developing countries.  
 
Mandatory biofuel sustainability certification in the EU is the first of its kind in the 
agro-food and forestry, as it creates a captive market for sustainability. It also allows 
analysts to focus on the key features of how competition unfolds in sustainability 
certification markets without the confounding factors of first-mover advantage and 
small size of the market.  
 
EU regulation could have also required a minimum set of standards on the quality 
of procedures, participation, transparency and accountability of EU-recognized 
certification initiatives. This would have assured a far more democratic process, 
more meaningful participation from feedstock producers in the South (especially 
smallholders) and a more equitable distribution of benefits.  
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EU regulation, however, limited itself to indicate what parameters of sustainability 
should be included in certification systems (and especially GHG emission 
reduction). As a result, the most business-friendly, top-down and global North-
focused biofuel certification scheme has monopolized the market thus far. This was 
a lost opportunity and does not bode well for the future of sustainability in 
agriculture and forestry. It also places doubts on whether regulation can claw back 
some power from private authority and/or shape multi-stakeholder initiatives to 
deliver common welfare gains for all players global value chains, as some scholars 
have suggested (Mayer and Gereffi 2010).  
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