
If you’re reading this, you’re almost 
certainly well aware of the dangers 
of climate change.
But few of us experience it as something which disrupts our lives on a daily 
basis – at least, not yet.

Unless, that is, we are farmers – particularly ones in developing countries. 
Across large swathes of the global south, extreme weather events bearing all 
the hallmarks of climate change are becoming increasingly common. Seasonal 
rains on which farmers have depended for countless generations are failing 
- arriving at the wrong time; or raining too much, or too little. The result? An 
unpredictable mix of droughts and floods, of soil depletion and loss of vital 
nutrients. As one farmer in India commented: “We need someone to tell us 
what to plant and when, because the weather doesn’t tell us anymore.”

Warmer weather brings new pests and diseases, too. And as if this wasn’t 
enough, farmers are also struggling to compete in a world of volatile prices and 
political uncertainty.

Many of the key crops and ingredients that make up some of the most popular 
products on our shelves – from tea and coffee to bananas and prawns – come 
from growers in these regions. We’re in close touch with them, and as a 
result we’ve been hearing at first-hand how these challenges are making the 
simple business of bringing in harvests and earning a living for their families’ 
increasingly hard work.

Their stories reinforce the message conveyed in numerous expert studies: in 
short, the world is changing – and that means we need to change with it.

That’s why Sainsbury’s has launched an ambitious new programme to support 
our farmers in meeting these challenges - building resilient businesses and 
improving the quality of life for their communities.  In doing so we are also 
helping to secure the future of some of our best-loved products, too.

At its heart are the Sainsbury’s Sustainability Standards. These are, in essence, a 
new management framework, specially designed with farmers in mind.

They have been drawn up over three years with leading standards advisors, SAI 
Global, and peer reviewed by over 50 independent experts. We are now working 
towards meeting the requirements of  full ISEAL membership. The Sainsbury’s 
Sustainability Standards are designed to complement and build on over 70 
existing respected certification schemes, such as those of Fairtrade, Rainforest 
Alliance and Red Tractor. Like them, they will be independently audited.

And unlike other accreditations, our Standards will help their users – the 
farmers - to identify their particular strengths and weaknesses via a robust 
system of data collection, covering the full range of social, economic and 
environmental metrics. This will enable farmers to learn from each other, 
sharing best practice. But in addition to the data they generate themselves, 
they will also get access to the latest expert information and trends on their 
particular crops and circumstances – presented in a way that makes it relevant 
at the individual farm level.

On the basis of all this data, we will work with farmers and specialist advisers 
to draw up strategic action plans for implementation at the farm or producer 
group level. We recognise that many farmers will need help to bring these to 
fruition, and with this in mind we envisage setting up appropriate support 
programmes.

We’ve successfully piloted the Standards with our prawn farmers, and are now 
launching a new initiative focused on our tea producers in Kenya, Rwanda and 
Malawi. As from June, key lines of our bySainsburys tea, including Red Label 
tea, will carry a new label: ‘Sainsbury’s Fairly Traded’. This will show that the tea 
has been produced in accordance with our Sustainability Standards, and that 
the farmers have received a guaranteed minimum price, along with access to a 
‘social premium’, which will help fund the various support programmes.

That support could include everything from advice on soil conservation and 
pest management to finding ways to reduce costs – whether on inputs, energy, 
storage or transportation; and improving the health of farmers and their families 
through initiatives like nutrition gardens and domestic livestock rearing.

This is undoubtedly a significant new step for us – but it’s not a leap in the 
dark. It builds on two decades’ worth of sustainability initiatives. These range 
from our leadership in sustainable fishing, in partnership with the Marine 
Stewardship Council, through to our support for farmers in both the UK – via, for 
example, the Dairy Development Group – and internationally, through our Fair 
Development Fund, run in collaboration with Comic Relief.

This accumulated experience has helped inform our new strategy outlined 
above. As our CEO Mike Coupe writes, “We don’t pretend to have all the answers 
– far from it. This is about testing and developing new approaches, listening 
closely to our farmers and our advisers, and learning from them as we go along. 
It’s about finding out what works, and what can be taken to scale and adopted 
elsewhere in the supply chain.

“But while we are realistic about the size of the task we’ve set ourselves, we are very 
ambitious about its potential. In essence, it is about making our supply chain fit for the 
future. And that means securing the future of our customers’ best-loved products, and 
at the same time, a decent future, too, for our farmers, producers, their families and 
communities.”

Empowering
our farmers

“This is about long-term planning and working with our farmers to help them become stronger 
and more resilient, by sharing information, insights and investment we can truly help them in 
making decisions that will improve their businesses and communities.

“By providing farmers with advice, skills, resources, funding, alongside accountability, as well 
as listening and learning from them, we believe we can help empower them to secure a better 
quality of life for themselves, their workers, families and their broader communities.”
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