
 
 

Sustainable certifier pioneers 'new world for agriculture' 

As 10-year anniversary approaches, Food Alliance proves its own sustainability 
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Food Alliance, a Portland, Ore.-based organization that certifies farms and food processors as sustainable, has 
emerged in recent years as a major player in agriculture.  
 
With increasing numbers of consumers questioning where their food originates and how it gets to their plate, its 
profile could rise even higher in the near future.  
 
The nonprofit organization, which certified its first farm as sustainable in 1998, today has certified more than 
300 producers in 15 states, Canada and Mexico.  
 
The company also began certifying food processors last year. And it recently branched into certifying pork 
producers. Pure Country Pork in Ephrata, Wash., is the first farm to be certified by Food Alliance under a new 
national standard for pork production.  
 
"It's really a new world for agriculture," Pure Country manager Paul Klingeman said. "More and more people 
want to know where their food is coming from and how it is being produced."  
 
Food Alliance also in recent months began offering organic certification to its customers.  
 
Ken Bailey, a cherry grower from The Dalles, Ore., who serves on the alliance's advisory board, has watched the 
organization grow from an operation with a regional focus to an operation with a national and even 
international focus.  
 
Much of the growth has occurred because of changes in consumer attitudes, he said.  
 
"The last year or two, we've seen much more interest. Buyers have become much more aware and much more 
active at looking at certification," he said.  
 
Sustainable certification isn't for every grower, Bailey said. For some smaller growers, it might be hard to justify 
the expense to become certified.  
 
But for others, he said, certification can be a vital part of staying in business.  
 
"E. coli scares and China contamination scares have raised interest and raised the value to have at least a good 
tracking system and verification of what you've done with the product," Bailey said.  
 
Food Alliance, which is preparing to celebrate its 10-year anniversary as a food certifier next year, actually 
started in 1992 as an idea of officials at Washington State University, Oregon State University and the 
Washington State Department of Agriculture.  
 
"It was started based on an idea that you could reach consensus on what are the practices that result in good 
stewardship, and then get markets to acknowledge and recognize and reward folks who perform those 



practices," Food Alliance executive director Scott Exo said.  
 
Exo, who joined the organization in 1999, said the group's originators are to be commended for realizing 
certification would rise in importance and for dedicating resources to marketing the certification.  
 
"They didn't make the mistake of assuming that their task was to build the best certification possible and 
everything else would take care of itself," Exo said. "They devoted equal attention to creating a function within 
the organization to cultivating companies that were interested in buying the certified products.  
 
"You could design the best certification possible, but if the producers don't get any more business as a result, we 
haven't delivered."  
 
Food Alliance is based in an inauspicious-looking, older office building in North Portland. The organization 
employs seven full-time staffers in Portland, three in the Midwest and one in California.  
 
The staff spends much of its time developing certification standards for different commodities, Exo said.  
 
The on-the-ground inspections are performed by inspectors that are trained by Food Alliance.  
 
Often an operation is asked to tweak its operation to qualify for the certification. Other times, operations need 
large-scale changes to meet the strict standards of Food Alliance.  
 
Certification is not expensive, Exo said. Until a farm or ranch grosses more than $175,000 a year, it pays Food 
Alliance only $400 a year, he said.  
 
"Even someone making a million is probably paying us only $800 or $900 a year," he said. "That's one diesel 
delivery."  
 
Farmers, ranchers and processors who obtain certification are required to file reports each year and are visited 
by Food Alliance inspectors once every three years.  
 
As part of the certification, Food Alliance checks to ensure operations have safe and fair working conditions, 
raise only non-genetically modified crops, incorporate natural pest-control methods where possible and use the 
least toxic pesticides available when using chemical treatments.  
 
Animal operations are required to treat animals in a healthy and humane manner and raise livestock without 
added hormones or antibiotics.  
 
Food Alliance also requires farmers and ranchers to establish tracking systems that enable operations to trace 
back the origin of a problem should one arise.  
 
The standards are designed to help protect water and soil resources and to preserve wildlife habitat while 
ensuring producers strive to reach new levels of sustainability, Exo said.  
 
They differ from organic certification standards in several ways, Exo said.  
 
"Organic looks at a unit of land and what happens on that land," Exo said. "Food Alliance looks at what are the 
broader environmental impacts and human impacts of that production.  
 
"Food Alliance certification is based on a hierarchy of best management practices that are well understood to 
produce a certain stewardship result."  
 



Much of Food Alliance's recent growth has come from the food service industry. The industry, in responding to 
consumer questions, has begun demanding its suppliers obtain certification.  
 
"It's a tool they use to respond to questions they get," Exo said.  
 
"Until recently," he said, "the food and agricultural system was all about functionality and price. Now people are 
increasingly asking how it is grown."  

 

 
 


