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Introduction

During the last few years, scientific consensus on climate change, including the magnitude of the
problem and its anthropogenic causes, has been established and spread to other sectors of society
(Costello et al, 2009; Rosenzweig et al, 2008). Within business, many actors are making com-
mitments to reduce the climate impact of their activities (Kolk & Pinkse, 2004). However, the
combined effect of such efforts lags far behind the actual need for new economic practices, and
mainstream business’ role in the increase of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions remains strong.

Among many possible reasons for the lack of a substantial business sector response to the climate
challenge are insufficient consumer demand and an unfavourable institutional setting. Regarding
the latter, the political sphere has not reacted amply to the challenge by creating regulation, cost
structures or incentives that would favour the vital transformation, and global competition makes
radical steps risky for individual actors.

Moreover, an inherent dilemma is that climate change presents a collective problem resembling
the tragedy of the commons (Hardin, 1968), while our social organisation, to meet goals and
challenges, largely rely on individual initiatives and market coordination (Armour, 1997). Our
capacity and preparedness to meet collective problems may even have been reduced, for the
benefit of improving economic competitiveness and meeting aspirations to consume, due to eco-
nomic liberalisation and globalisation during the last quarter of a century (cf. DesJardins, 2007).

According to conventional economic discourse, business actors are expected to seek growth,
maximize profits and focus economic interests near in space and time (cf. Egri and Pinfield,
1996). Ecosystems are mainly viewed as resources and sinks, underpinning the linear cradle-to-
grave system that became the engine in economic growth but also in environmental degradation
(cf. Goodland, 1995; Hudson, 2005). Hence, the emerging knowledge of a climate system in cri-
sis would create a fundamental conflict of understanding: “value creation”, a process in which the
conversion of natural elements is imperative, also means degradation.

The failed attempt to find a post-Kyoto solution in Copenhagen 2009, in spite of the general
agreement on the reality of the problem, may illustrate this conflict and the subsequent impotence
on global level. Negotiators reverted to established individual interests, conflicting although
largely based on the same economic rationality: Minimize expected costs on national levels and
the endangering of competitiveness, employment and economic growth. As equivalent forces and
priorities are persuasive also on industry, firm and consumer levels, the reliance on individual



initiatives, market solutions and voluntary agreements to demonstrate the possibilities of low-
carbon routes of action presents restrictions.

To begin with, climate change is, in the words of Stern, “the greatest example of market failure
we have ever seen” (HM Treasury, 2006:1). Research results are also conflicting as to what ex-
tent environmental problems, largely caused by the use of individual reason and market ex-
change, can be solved by voluntary means (Alberini & Segerson, 2002). Learning from Hardin’s
seminal article (1968), we would depend on coercion created by political measures to combat
climate change, but later research has presented guardedly optimistic views on institutional diver-
sity and the possibility to learn from earlier experiences of successful governance systems as
stewards of environmental resources (e.g. Dietz et al, 2003; Ostrom et al, 1999).

Nevertheless, when hopes are held for voluntary initiatives, we must recognize the potential ob-
stacles caused by assumptions and values regarding society, nature and business — upholding
and reproducing today’s unsustainable patterns of production and consumption (Hay 2005; Hud-
son, 2005). This includes our general tendency, rooted in our interpretation of Adam Smith, “’to
assume that decisions reached individually will, in fact, be the best decisions for an entire soci-
ety.” (Hardin, 1968:1244). Now, the climate challenge calls us to ask how actors, embedded in
the market system and economic discourse, voluntarily, can promote and accomplish changes in
economic behaviour that would be sufficiently rapid and radical.

Voluntary initiatives can take many forms, including attempts to create standards for industry and
labels for consumers. Such initiatives can be seen as attempts for regulation of behaviour on a
common, and when climate constitutes the common, we may all qualify as stakeholders. How-
ever, this paper discusses a delimited endeavour to manage the common; through the regulation
of food sector behaviour on the Swedish market. Investigating the development of a climate stan-
dard and a related label, the purpose is to assess the potential and limitations of this form of ini-
tiative in terms of change of food sector practices and, hence, management of the climate com-
mon. We have a particular interest in challenges arising from the diverse and potentially diver-
gent interests of the stakeholders, and underlying beliefs and assumptions about business and the
environment.

The tragedy of the climate common

The climate system is a clear example of a common, such as it was treated by Garret Hardin in
1968, i.e. “a pasture open to all” (p. 1244). Presuming we are all rational beings, seeking to
maximize our gain, Hardin analyses our behaviour as being directed by a utility function with
two components: “’Since the herdsman receives all the proceeds from the sale of the additional
animal, the positive utility is nearly +1.” However, as “’the effects of overgrazing are shared by
all the herdsmen, the negative utility for any particular decision-making herdsman is only a
fraction of -1.” As long as we “’behave only as independent, rational, free-enterprisers” (Hardin,
1968:1245) the conclusion is clear: We are locked into a system that compels us to increase
activities that drive climate change.

We do not even need to meet strict criteria as maximizers for the problem to arise; preferences in
line with herdsmen in the example, together with inadequate institutions, suffice. The situation
today is also radically less favourable than when Hardin presented the problem in dramatic terms.
The general pressure on ecosystems is significantly higher (not least as we are now three billion
more people; cf. Erlich, 2009), global warming has emerged as a mega-threat to civilization, and



our institutional arrangements has moved further towards supporting “independent, rational, free-
enterprisers”.

In 1968, Hardin regarded the institution of private property as unjust, but still as an alternative to
the common as “Injustice is preferable to total ruin”. However, the effectiveness of this
institution was already questionable: ’Indeed, our particular concept of private property, which
deters us from exhausting the positive resources of the earth, favours pollution.” (Hardin,
1968:1245). In recent years, attempts have been made to expand property rights to deal with
climate change, but judging from the increase in emissions, the central economic institutions
(also including free market and trade) have proven very ineffective, both in terms of managing
social injustices and handling environmental problems (Markandya, 2009). The latter was
predicted by Hardin, who explained that the air and waters, which cannot be fenced, must be
protected by other means.

As the general solution, Hardin argued for social arrangements that produce responsibility (or
management, as emphasised in a later comment; Hardin 1998). These would be arrangements that
create coercion of some sort, but coercion that would be “mutually agreed upon by the majority
of the people affected” (Hardin, 1968:1247). Hence, although Hardin emphasised regulation and
internalisation of environmental costs, he was not that far from recognizing functioning self-
governing (local) institutions, which some of his critics has asserted (e.g. Dietz et al, 2003;
Ostrom et al, 1999). Such institutions, often found in subsistence societies, have, however, come
under pressure. This is not least due to the expansion of commerce, and the creation of
institutions to enable and regulate trade, transportation and competition; institutions that “shape
environmental impact, even if they are not designed with that intent.” (Dietz et al, 2003:1908).

Subsequently, humanity’s challenge to establish institutions to manage climate is difficult. The
reasons include the problem’s scope and scale, which exacerbates the difficulty of organizing,
agreeing on rules, and enforcing rules (Ostrom et al, 1999). Nevertheless, Dietz et al (2003)
suggest that we can learn from successful examples of governance of local resources. They
propose that three general principles are also relevant for problems at larger scale, such as climate
change, transboundary pollution, and biodiversity loss (Dietz et al, 2003:1910):

e Well-structured dialogue involving scientists, resource users, the public, and information
about environmental and human-environment systems

¢ Institutional arrangements that are complex, redundant, and nested in many layers

e Governance employing mixtures of institutional types and a variety of decision rules to
change incentives, increase information, monitor use, and induce compliance

Voluntary initiatives and delimitation of the common

Acknowledging the need for efforts of multiple types, voluntary systems for coercion have been
given particular interest following the failures of private markets and incapacity of international
regulation (Alberini & Segerson, 2002; Bostrom & Klintman, 2008). However, stakeholders to
such initiatives, or, following Ostrom et al (1999), users of the common, must not only highly
value the sustainability of the common-pool resource; they must also overcome the “dilemmas
they face in bearing the cost of designing, testing, and modifying governance systems” (Ostrom
et al, 1999:279). As “perceived costs are higher when the resource is large and complex, users
lack a common understanding of resource dynamics, and users have substantially diverse
interests” (Ostrom et al, 1999:280), it may be fruitful to reduce some of the complexity,



particularly when we deal with global commons and large-scale environmental problems. This
could for example be achieved if the common is managed through governance systems within
more limited areas or fields of activity.

Examples of local-level governance are when California or New Jersey presents relatively far-
reaching GHG legislation (in spite of federal resistance; Bunzl, 2009). Other examples involve
delimitation of the common itself, such as governance systems for sustainable management of
water resources in a basin (Falkenmark et al, 2004). A similar model, involving a focus on
specific practices, is given by the rules and certification schemes for sustainable forest
management set up by various non-state actors. Such schemes typically track products from
approved forestry practices through the supply chain to the stage of product labelling
(Gulbrandsen, 2005). Most prominent among these is the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), an
international system established by the WWF, industry, indigenous peoples’ groups, and forest
workers’ associations. Thus, it involves a variety of stakeholders on international and national
levels, aiming to manage local resources and ecosystems with global consequences, not least
regarding biodiversity and climate. The chosen means, however, are rules for specific economic
practices (forestry).

Studying competition between FSC and other certification schemes, Gulbrandsen (2005:351)
found “an inherent dilemma in balancing the standard-setting ideals of inclusiveness and
attending to the needs of industry”. Consultation with a broad range of stakeholders was vital for
the credibility, but differences in opinions and interests hampered decision-making. Similarly, but
from another type of sustainable forestry initiative, Driscoll (1996) concluded that dialogue,
common evidence and shared experience among a broad range of stakeholders facilitated conflict
management, but while compromises were attained on some issues (e.g. clear-cutting), value
conflicts among stakeholders largely remained.

The role of stakeholders

Most scholarly efforts have discussed stakeholders in relation to a given venture in the form of a
firm, and not as users of a common. Frequently, departure is taken from Freeman’s (1984:46)
definition of stakeholder as anyone “who can affect or is affected by the achievement of the
organization’s objectives”. Out of these two criteria, the literature tends to emphasise the former;
e.g. according to Jensen (2002), the core premise is not only that organisations must address a set
of stakeholder expectations, but also to understand what influence stakeholders have over
particular issues and, consequently, which stakeholders that are the most important to manage.
This is addressed by Mitchell et al (1997), who suggest that stakeholder saliency depends on
managers’ perception of a stakeholder’s power to influence, the legitimacy of its relationship
with the firm, and the urgency of its claims.

This common approach can, however, be criticized for its instrumentality, suggested to hamper
the development of a responsible stakeholder interaction (e.g. Van Buren, 2001). Rather than
focusing on bilateral relationships between stakeholders and the focal organization, an alternative
is to consider the stakeholder network; according to Calton and Payne (2003:8), “an interactive
field of discourse occupied by those who share messy (complex, interdependent, emergent)
problems and who want/need to talk about them” (cf. Wicks & Freeman, 1998).

While food and climate certainly constitutes such a problem area, the network approach to
stakeholders also seems to meet propositions by Dietz et al (2003) and findings by Driscoll
(1996:168), who conclude that “complex social problems can be solved only with the resources



and willingness of many organizations”. However, different interests and identities among
stakeholders can cause conflict and resistance (cf. Gulbrandsen, 2005). Hence, a focus on
differences and conflict is found fruitful, also because it clearly contrasts with the typified, and
unsatisfactory, models of the (tragedy of the) common as well as of the perfect market, in which
actors’ identities and interests are assumed to be adequately described as rational and
maximizing.

Methodology

Our case, “Climate labelling for food” (CLF), provides an interesting opportunity to study a
change process (cf. Pettigrew, 1997) in a sector with considerable emissions and links to people’s
everyday habits as well as to international trade. As a particular feature of the context, in relation
to an initiative to regulate behaviour, the food sector (in Sweden and elsewhere) has been very
regulated, but recent decades have seen substantial efforts to develop market mechanisms,
competition and trade.

CLF was initiated by the leading Swedish labelling organisation for organic food, KRAV. It was
soon joined by The Swedish Seal of Quality, SSQ, an organisation labelling conventional
Swedish produce. These organisations signalled a comprehensive effort to cover the sector’s
GHG impact, involving a large number of stakeholders. Further, the issues related to the initiative
are “complex, interdependent, emergent” (Calton & Payne, 2003), suggesting the formation of a
stakeholder network focusing on the climate common where actors with differing viewpoints are
likely to meet.

Secondary data was gathered throughout the study, covering ongoing and retrospective events.
Reports, internet pages, newspaper articles, newsletters, and documentation concerning the
initiative such as referrals and the standards, provided an overview of the initiative, its context,
arguments and key stakeholders. It was also used to understand stakeholder positions taken on
environment, the organisation of the sector, and the initiative itself. Access was good through
personal contacts, on-line documentation, and a public debate leaving traces in newspapers and
reports.

In order to gain an in-depth understanding of different actors’ positions relative the initiative, 24
semi-structured interviews were performed with project management, KRAV and SSQ
employees, and actors partaking in the stakeholder network forming around the standard
development process. The latter were selected in order to represent organisations affected by and
affecting the initiative; mainly based on their role in the Swedish food industry (such as retailer,
producer, consumer organisation, environmental NGO, etcetera) or their expressed views relative
the initiative.

Interviews, mainly conducted in 2008 and 2010, were recorded and transcribed in verbatim.
Complementary data has also been gathered via participation in a workshop and a conference
where the basis of the rules was presented. The analysis was based on a search for main areas of
stakeholder interests and conflicts, presumably decisive for the navigation and outcome of the
CLF project.

The case: Start-up, key actors and rationale

The idea for a climate standard and label had been around in the KRAV organisation for several
years, but the timing was perceived to be right when the climate issue was lifted in the public
debate during 2006. The project developed in a situation where global warming was becoming



the environmental problem, and several other initiatives directed to control or reduce the climate
impact of business emerged in Sweden and elsewhere. Early examples include UK retailer Tesco
and the Carbon Trust.

The launch of the initiative can also be related to the idea of steady improvement of the organic
standard: It is important for KRAV as a labelling organisation to continue developing and to
incorporate environmental dimensions that are salient to consumers. In order to identify relevant
dimensions and to ensure a wide acceptance of the standard, it is also important to reach many
stakeholders. When SSQ joined the initiative in 2007, the alliance was, however, met with some
surprise due to competition and conflict between conventional farming (branded by SSQ) and
organic production. Yet the two organisations were already connected via for example KRAV’s
board.

The two partners approached other actors to exchange views, build support and finance the
development. During autumn 2007, a few other actors within the food industry joined the
initiative as active partners. Some were closely related to KRAV and SSQ; particularly
Lantménnen and the Federation of Swedish Farmers (LRF). Others were the Swedish Board of
Agriculture (a governmental organisation) and two dairy companies, Milko and Skanemejerier.
Among their motives to the commitment was the urgency of the climate problem and the interest
to learn more about climate and standardisation/labelling.

During the first phases of standard development, many other actors were also involved in
different ways, including the Government (which explicitly recommended existing labelling
organisations to begin the process), CSO’s (such as The Swedish Consumers Association),
different industry actors (including the largest retailer, ICA), and research institutions (such as the
Swedish Institute for Food and Biotechnology). Some of the stakeholder communication was
structured through workshops and reference group meetings, held as part of the development of a
standard during the first year.

As regards the advancement of the process, two potentially conflicting perspectives were inherent
already in the formal goals (and appeared in the data; see below). Not only would climate impact
be reduced, but the CLF would also enhance industry’s competitiveness. To accomplish this dual
ambition, the overarching means, both formally and dominating in discussions, was to offer and
communicate ‘climate-friendly’ choices to consumers. Accordingly, most stakeholders
demonstrated a clear belief in the role and responsibility of consumers. However, the project’s
choice to rely on information and voluntary change did not appear as a matter of discussion
among stakeholders — but rather as taken for given. Subsequently, in the initial stages of the
process, the development of the standard was instrumental in order to reach a label. In this
standard development, where the direct role of industry is central, discussions clearly started out
from the actual activities and interests of each stakeholder and not only the scientific facts
concerning climate.

Challenges in arriving at a standard and label

A wide variety of stakeholders were involved in the relatively open discussions which culminated
in a referral round concerning draft rules in May/June 2008. In our data, the following appeared
as key areas for stakeholder interests, conflict and navigation by the CLF management.

Environmental versus commercial interests. Many stakeholders, representing different camps
(some businesses, research and civil society organisations with environmental or ethical profiles),
emphasise the urgency of climate change and the need for swift action. While the majority



appeared to consider CLF as representing a relevant response to a shared problem, some argue
that the direction was not strong enough; e.g. not on par with reductions pointed out by the [IPCC
(the Centre for Sustainable Agriculture in a referral response). Key ideas among stakeholders
which emphasise climate goals concern societal as well as behavioural change and continuous
learning. We also find a caution that a label may over time cement existing structures and prevent
future large scale change. On the other hand, some conventional growers were concerned that the
standard would be too hard. Regarding the promotion of competitiveness, commercial
stakeholders appear concerned about how to develop a label that consumers can understand.
Some stakeholders were also uneasy about negative effects on trade, due to the project’s national
scope and the transport-related emissions.

Is there enough knowledge? Claims about lack of knowledge, upon which to base the standard,
was either related to postponement or to support of a quick launch. The former argumentation
was represented by retailing organisations, suggesting that insufficient scientific knowledge
threatens the trustworthiness of a label. In contrast, a Sigill respondent stated that we know quite
a lot actually; the question is how much we can handle. The project management points out that
LCA alone may not be the best approach even if all data was available; comprehensive updating
depending on season, cultivation method etcetera would be required. It would also not take into
account other environmental goals. As a conclusion, as there is no time to lose, production-
system based labelling is the only option.

Should all be able to comply? Whether or not to open the label for products with very high
carbon footprint was often addressed as the choice between ‘beef or beans’. As livestock is a key
contributor to GHG emissions, and as vegetable produce will always be a better choice than meat,
the choice to brand any product category was criticised. Some stakeholders, including Animal
Rights Sweden, suggest that by principle, food from animals should not be climate labelled.
Others, most notably commercial actors, argued that it was important to guide the consumer to
the best products in each category. The importance of meat producers in the process was openly
recognized by the CLF management, and the label was decided to only approve and not grade
products.

Vertical, horizontal and geographical scope. Although the official ambition of the CLF was
comprehensive, an early decision was to exclude climate impact occuring after products had been
delivered to warehouses in the retailing system. Thus, much of the effects of retailer’s
organisation, and consumer transportation, storing and cooking, were excluded. An ecological
food wholesaler, Kung Markatta, criticised the CLF for having started with the “easy” areas and
symbolic issues such as freight transport, but leaving important issues to a later stage. In response
to such criticism, the CLF management pointed out that areas with strong climate impact, such as
organogenic soils, were targeted, even though it may result in socioeconomic problems. Further,
rules for many areas, such as packaging and storage, were developed. Turning to the initially
Swedish scope of the label, this prompted many stakeholders to warn about protectionist
outcomes. Some, such as retailers, appeared to do so because it would hamper their businesses,
while others advocated free trade more generally. Sometimes, the issue was turned into an
argument about third world solidarity or social justice, most notably among fair trade
representatives and smaller import organisations dealing with ecological and fair trade products.

Should a label be freestanding, add-on, or integrated with existing labels? Many stakeholders
argued that the initial direction of the process, a freestanding or add-on label, gave an
exaggerated focus on one environmental criterion. Some of the strongest critique came from the



Swedish Society for Nature Conservation, arguing that organics, the best system available,
should be updated on climate effects. Actors from different camps also argued that a freestanding
or add-on label would devalue existing KRAV or SSQ labels and be difficult for consumers to
comprehend. On the other hand, some organic growers were concerned that their KRAV
subscription could be lost if new rules were incorporated into the existing framework.

Originally, a standard dealing with certain product areas was scheduled to be delivered to the
project owners in June 2008. Following the draft referral, the launch of the label was, however,
postponed. Although some stakeholders were sceptical to the CLF and others choosed to pursue
parallel or competing initiatives, the work continued. The process now became more closed as
compared to its previous arrangement, meaning that there was less stakeholder interaction.
During 2009, sets of standards and related background material were presented for a number of
production and product areas. It was also decided within KRAV to, stepwise, integrate the
climate standard with the organic rules. When this integration was made operational in 2010,
KRAYV suggested that it was unique within the organic farming world with its climate rules.
Subscribers to the existing KRAV-standard would also be able to accommodate the new climate
criteria. The SSQ however opened up for the possibility to have a climate label as add-on to the
regular SSQ standard. In June 2010, the first labelled products were presented.

Discussion

This paper has been an attempt to investigate the scope for market actors to, through voluntary
standard setting, unlock the system that so far has compelled us to increase activities that drive
climate change (cf. Hardin, 1968; Hudson, 2005). This “system” is not only constituted by
institutional rules and structures concerning individual property, international trade, etcetera,
which encourages individual maximization rather than management of the climate common.
Corresponding assumptions and values, such as the firm belief in individuals, technology and
market solutions, also uphold and reproduce the current unsustainable use of the common (Hay,
2005).

Nevertheless, voluntary initiatives for sustainable management are taken; fuelled by the
environmental problems themselves, but also possible to relate to the alternatives given and
pressures perceived on competitive market. Hence, ventures within sustainability can be analysed
as solutions to environmental problems but also as competitive moves. Both of these perspectives
are applicable to our case. The initiator KRAV, anchored in the organic movement, has
sustainable development as its objective but is also deeply embedded in the market system,
needing to attract commercial users to its standard and consumers to its label. During the standard
development process this duality is seen in the navigation and compromises between different
positions. Conversely, actors with mainly commercial interests may use the process to gain
legitimacy as ‘green’ and progressive.

Although the outcome is ambiguous as an attempt for prudent management of the common, there
are arguments for why an initiative such as the CLF, in which some of the complexity associated
with governance of the climate common is reduced, could be successful (cf. Ostrom et al, 1999).
Largely based on the shared understanding of the problem, grounded in scientific explanations,
standards were ultimately produced. These standards would be market leading and call for
change beyond legislative requirements, even though large mainstream actors dominated the
process. The broad ambitions to include and communicate with stakeholders, in accord with



findings by Dietz et al (2003), Driscoll (1996) and others, was however changed after the wide
critique received in the draft standard referral.

The change towards a more closed project, involving a few but important upstream organisations,
could partly be explained by consolidation within the group of sponsors, but it also meant further
reduction of complexity. From there on, the emerging standard was not only confined to a
specific practice and geographic market, but its development was also kept within the group of
assigned parties (project team, steering group, expert committee), without the open and largely
public communication with stakeholders, which, in the initial stages, basically included any user
of the common.

We may thus conclude that the partial success of the project became dependent on balancing
conflict solution with conflict avoidance. We can also identify a move from a process
characterized by influence from a stakeholder network towards a project network and a more
conventional project organisation, with a limited number of members with sufficient
commonalities. This development is in line with literature on projects and temporary
organisations, suggesting that early steps can be open for various inputs, whereas a more closed
approach is necessary later on, when action is required (Lundin & Sdderholm, 1995).
Subsequently, the acknowledged problems with achieving action in stakeholder networks
(Warner, 2006), would be reduced.

As regards the potentially more fundamental conflicts relating to differences in assumptions and
values, some were clearly avoided. In this category we find the integrity and assumed
responsibility of consumers as well as the economic interests of producers; the latter particularly
manifest in the issue of meat. Undeniably, the CLF has been dominated by mainstream actors,
which poses constraints for the radicality of the outcome. Environmental criteria are now
incorporated into market activities step-wise, in a pace that does not disturb or harm prevailing
economic and social interests. Also here, one can refer to a central theme in Hardin’s article, to
criticise the “implicit and almost universal assumption of discussions” (Hardin, 1968:1243) that
problems have technical solutions, in contrast to posing new demands on human values or ideas
of morality.
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