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To be discussedTo be discussed

• Two contrasting images of international trade
– mainstream  versus sustainable

• Sustainable Global Product Chains:
– Why emerging?
– Multi-actor phenomenon
– Multi-level phenomenon

• Key question    7 perspectives
• Research Implications
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Image 1
Mainstream International Trade

Image 1
Mainstream International Trade

• South North trade 
– mainly raw materials, resources, agro produce, 

‘cheap’ commodities
– Unstable world market prices
– ‘Anonymous’ middleman and pulling down prices 
– Speculating
– Small farmer / producer looses this battle
– Small western consumer picks the fruits . . . 
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Image 2
Business case of EOSTA B.V.

Image 2
Business case of EOSTA B.V.

• Dutch firm, estd. 1990
• Turnover 2004  appr. € 60 mln

= medium size (or largest organic food wholesaler)
• 60 employees
• Imports many types of organic fruits (all 

continents)
• Exports most of it to EU countries and North 

America and Far East
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• Intensive interaction
– Knows and visits all it’s suppliers (also there in SA) 

• Applies product standards: 
– at least adhere EU EKO label / other organic 

produce schemes
• Additional Assessments:

– Product Quality
– Ecological Quality
– Social Quality

Image 2
Business case of EOSTA B.V.

Image 2
Business case of EOSTA B.V.
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• Pays guaranteed prices to farmers
– At least 20% higher then world market price,  or 

more when higher scores on Product / Ecological / 
Social Quality

– Pre-financing of exports / links with ‘sustainable 
bank’

• Supports new suppliers in transition to 
organic production and technical advice

• Direct communication to consumer about 
‘sustainability performance’

Image 2
Business case of EOSTA B.V.

Image 2
Business case of EOSTA B.V.
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The triple
assessment
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Explanation of the 
farm’s production

apporach
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More detail, 
but still simple
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• Dutch CSR Entrepreneurship prize (2004)
• Investors in People Award (2005) 
• Fruit Logistica Innovation Award nomination 

(2006)

• Serving a small, but growing market

Image 2
Business case of EOSTA B.V.

Image 2
Business case of EOSTA B.V.
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Sustainable Global Product Chains:Sustainable Global Product Chains:
relevance for science

• How to understand this phenomenon?
– Why does it emerge?
– Motivation, prospects on the market?
– What determines reliability?
– Sust. Dev.: perceptions at supply side?

• Is it a business model to be mainstreamed?
– More variance in models?
– Constraints and solutions
– Role of context variables: roles of business 

networks, competitors, governments, NGO’s etc.
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Why does it emerge?
A normative answer:
Why does it emerge?
A normative answer:

Growing wealth   +
Increasing pressure on our resource base: 

Planet Earth

2005 UN’s Millennium Ecosystem Assessment:

• Approximately 60% of the benefits that the global ecosystem
provides to support life on Earth (such as fresh water, clean air and a 
relatively stable climate) are being degraded or used unsustainably. 

• The transformation of the planet has contributed to substantial net 
gains in health, well-being and economic development. But not all
regions and groups of people have benefited equally from this 
process.

Dr Lee Jong-wook, Director-General WHO
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… and growing 
major impacts of consumption abroad.

… and growing 
major impacts of consumption abroad.

Impacts in 

developing

countries

(RIVM, 2003)



Copernicus Institute
Sustainable Development and Innovation

-4

-2

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

2001 2002 2003 2004 * 2005 *

World
High-income countries
Developing countries
East Asia and Pacific
Sub-Saharan Africa

Annual change
of international
trade volumes (%)

. . . making a 
global approach more relevant

. . . making a 
global approach more relevant
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The key question:The key question:

• Can voluntary cooperative strategies
for sustainable production and 
consumption in global product 
chains be successfull:

– To what degree?

– Under what conditions?
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Global product chains = Global product chains = 

• Combined social and physical/material
phenomena. 
– forms of globe-wide collaboration of all relevant 

actors in social product chain, focusing on 
improvement of the environmental, social and 
economic performance in the full product chain;

– requires comprehensive social sciences approach: 
addressing both the micro level, meso level and 
macro level
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Figure 1      Representation of a global product chain
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Research in
global product chains

Research in
global product chains

• Many disciplines, varying perspectives and 
key questions….
– roots in environmental sciences (LCA, DfE)
– environmental business management (SCM)
– But also (without focus on sustainability):

• Sociology / economic geography
• development studies
• economics, business administration (logistics)
• technical sciences 



Copernicus Institute
Sustainable Development and Innovation

Integrating research in
global product chains

Integrating research in
global product chains

At least 7 perspectives:
1. (socio-)environmental impacts of activities in the chain;
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
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(socio-)environmental impacts of activities in the chain:

LCA, MFA, CSR-reporting …..
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Integrating research in
global product chains

Integrating research in
global product chains

At least 7 perspectives:
1. (socio-)environmental impacts of activities in the chain;
2. individual firms in a chain; 
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
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individual firms in a chain:    motivation ?

constraints ?

methods ?
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Integrating research in
global product chains

Integrating research in
global product chains

At least 7 perspectives:
1. (socio-)environmental impacts of activities in the chain;
2. individual firms in a chain; 
3. firms interacting in a chain;
4.
5.
6.
7.
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Global product chainsGlobal product chains

firms interacting in a chain:         normative theories:    6 steps

• analyse entire life cycle 

• decide on objectives of environmental excellence 

• select possible improvements 

• analyse economics of improvements and choose

• implement the improvements themselves & engage in inter-firm cooperation 

• develop systems of control (third parties?)
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Global product chainsGlobal product chains

firms interacting in a chain :    many methods:
- inquiries, questionnaires

- procurement strategies: requirements

- preferred suppliers

- joint programs, collaboration

- co-makerships

- verticalisation     etc…..
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Integrating research in
global product chains

Integrating research in
global product chains

At least 7 perspectives:
1. (socio-)environmental impacts of activities in the chain;
2. individual firms in a chain; 
3. firms interacting in a chain;
4. forms of organization and interaction in full chains; 
5.
6.
7.



Copernicus Institute
Sustainable Development and Innovation

retailer
t

consumer
t

inputs
t

retailer
t

wholesaler
t

consumer
t

inputs
t

manufacturing
t

exporter
t

retailer
t

wholesaler
t

consumer
t

inputs
t

exporter
t

retailer
t

consumer
t

disposal
t

inputs
t

manufacturing
t

exporter
t

retailer
t

wholesaler
t

consumer
t

inputs
t

retailer
t

consumer
t

inputs
t

Western countryDeveloping country

Adding complexity:  mulitple chains     =    product channel

- Competing strategies
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Adding complexity:  mulitple chains     =    product channel
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- Third parties 

- NGO partnerships
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Integrating research in
global product chains

Integrating research in
global product chains

At least 7 perspectives:
1. (socio-)environmental impacts of activities in the chain;
2. individual firms in a chain; 
3. firms interacting in a chain;
4. forms of organization and interaction in full chains; 
5. competition between comparable chains;
6.
7.
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Subsequent Market StrategiesSubsequent Market Strategies
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Market strategies on both sides? Market strategies on both sides? 
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Responsive Market StrategiesResponsive Market Strategies
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Market strategies at both sides?Market strategies at both sides?
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Connecting market 
strategies at both sides? 

Connecting market 
strategies at both sides? 
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Integrating research in
global product chains

Integrating research in
global product chains

At least 7 perspectives:
1. (socio-)environmental impacts of activities in the chain;
2. individual firms in a chain; 
3. firms interacting in a chain;
4. forms of organization and interaction in full chains; 
5. competition between comparable chains;   
6. relations of actors inside the chain with connected 

societal networks; 
7.
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Conditions for success of business & NGO partnerships

- organisational form, nature of activities

- transparancy

- competition with other forms of SC governance

NGO
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Figure 3  
Representation of a global product channel in its social networks
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Integrating research in
global product chains

Integrating research in
global product chains

At least 7 perspectives:
1. (socio-)environmental impacts of activities in the chain;
2. individual firms in a chain; 
3. firms interacting in a chain;
4. forms of organization and interaction in full chains; 
5. competition between comparable chains;
6. relations of actors inside the chain with connected 

societal networks; 
7. dynamics between all global chains of a specific 

commodity in time and in space. 
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Netchain approach & dynamicsNetchain approach & dynamics
• Global Commodity Chains theory (Gerrefi)
• Global Production Networks Theory (Coe, Hess)
• Netchain approach (Lazzarini, 2001)

• Global competition ....
• Sustainability ? ? ?
• Comparing netchains 

between countries
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Sustainable Product Chain Management
many dimensions

Sustainable Product Chain Management
many dimensions

As physical-material entity
• physical flow of materials / (semi-)products 
• environmental impacts: traces left at each ‘link’ of 

chain

As social entity
• interacting social actors 
• accumulation of added value 
• logistic efficiency of the product flow 
• structuring of channel: power, rules of conduct
• distribution of fairness / justice 
• embedded knowledge in productive practices 

supply production wholesale retail consumer disposal
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Key Q’s and levels of analyisKey Q’s and levels of analyis
Individual variations in motivation & opportunities

strategic choices? Required capacities (N versus S)

Interacting variations in forms & methods

conditions for success? Inclusiveness (N versus S)

Chains variations in governance    /   competition in channels

Structures? Formulation of SD concept (N versus S)

Netchains roles of market, governments & civil society

enabling strategies?? (N versus S)

Global global dynamics, trends

trade regimes, harmonizing SD norms (ecolabels)

m
ac

ro
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

 m
ic

ro



Copernicus Institute
Sustainable Development and Innovation

Thanks for the attention !!!Thanks for the attention !!!
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