12 How to Count Vanilla

Transparency Trade-Offs in Organic
Certification

SARAH OSTERHOUDT

The main feature of the international vanilla market is its total opacity.

Odoux 2003: 4

Introduction

International development groups and humanitarian programs have
long called for increased transparency in the places where they work —
whether this be clearer election policies or better accountability for the
government use of development funds. Increasingly, calls for trans-
parency resonate within global supply chains, to bring attention to
severe problems including child labor, worker abuse, sub-par food
safety standards, and environmental violations. For many commodities
it is not only development and government groups calling for trans-
parency, but also consumers, who seek assurances that their purchases
are not facilitating abusive social, economic, and environmental rela-
tionships (Guthman 2014; Raynolds 2000). Often, commodity trans-
parency is operationalized through the rubric of “traceability” and
certifications, which theoretically guarantee that certain environmen-
tal, social, safety, and economic standards are being met from the point
of production to the point of consumption for a given product (Besky
2008; Tracy 2016).

Developing commodity relationships that are environmentally sus-
tainable, socially just, and with the capacity to track health or safety
concerns is an important goal. Yet, the discursive rhetoric that circu-
lates around calls for transparent, certifiable, and traceable supply
chains often equates these attributes with fundamentally more moral
and ethical systems (Busch 2000; Moberg 2014; Mutersbaugh 2002).
Organizations promoting organic and fair trade certifications frame

! See, for example, Transparency International (www.transparency.org).
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them as “win—win” enterprises: farmers get better prices, development
groups accomplish sustainability goals, consumers have better prod-
ucts, and everything is funded by the free market (Arsel and Biischer
2012; Galvin 2011).

Framing these projects through a moralizing lens, however, obscures
the significant political, epistemological, and economic work that they
do in the places where they work. In this chapter, I focus on a vanilla
organic certification project in Madagascar to ethnographically exam-
ine what the project accomplishes, or not, and for whom. The case
study involves a partnership between an association of vanilla bean
farmers in the Mananara Nord region of northeastern Madagascar
and an international certification agency. I conducted fieldwork during
the pilot phase of the certification project in 2007, and then again in
2016 after the project had been in place for nine years. I observed the
interactions between smallholder vanilla farmers and certifying agents,
including vanilla field inventories and farmer training meetings.

The organic vanilla project reveals how organic certification pro-
cesses privilege certain forms of transparency and traceability, while
ignoring or undermining others. For vanilla organic certification, what
may seem opaque from the vantage point of certifiers and others
outside of local systems supports alternative forms of transparency
and ethical accountability, especially from farmer perspectives. The
processes that make particular aspects of supply chains more transpar-
ent for certain groups (including exporters, certifiers, and consumers)
replace or undermine local forms of transparency. At the same time,
globalized certification systems produce their own forms of non-
transparency, especially for the vanilla farmers who take part in these
initiatives. Smallholder vanilla producers are often not fully informed
about the pricing structures, certifier responsibilities, and decision-
making processes of organic certification (Galvin 2018; Moberg
2014; Tracy 2016).

Transparency is not an either/or state, but rather a spectrum of
negotiations and strategic positionings (Ballestero 2012; Duffy 2005).
Making some aspects of production and trade more transparent under-
mines transparency in other ways: beans may be counted, but other
things are then not counted. Some economic costs are recorded, while
others are obscured. It is the people and organizations with more
economic, social, and political power that can most successfully advo-
cate for the forms of transparency that best serve their own interests,
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even if they have the intention of supporting smallholder farmers.
Given the established literature in agrarian studies and environmental
anthropology, this dynamic is not surprising. This work notes how
systematic attempts of outsiders to write down, make known, codify,
and circulate renderings of local livelihoods tend to favor those in
power (Ferguson 1990; Goldman 2003; Hanson 2007; Scott 1998;
West 2005; 2006). Looking forward, certification programs could
better support smallholder farmers by adopting more inclusive defin-
itions of transparency that account for multiple forms of knowledge
production, relationships of social and economic capital, and moral
accountability.

Contexts of Vanilla Production and Trade
Smallholder Vanilla Production

The Mananara Nord region of northeastern Madagascar is situated
along the Bay of Antongil, looking outward toward the Indian Ocean.
The bay has long been a site of global trade. The Dutch East India
Trading Company established trading posts in the region during the
early 1600s, and the area was a pirate hub throughout the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries (Ellis 2007; Pearson 1997). Throughout its
history, the region has produced a variety of goods for international
markets, including timber, honey, sugar cane, black pepper, and cacao.
Today, the three main cash crops in the area are cloves, vanilla, and
coffee. Cloves and vanilla have been in the region for nearly 100 years
and gained prominence as an export commodity during the French
colonial era. During colonial times, the French tightly controlled the
vanilla market, forcefully restricting smallholder farmers in Mananara
from cultivating vanilla beans in favor of supporting plantation pro-
duction systems further north (Osterhoudt 2017).

Today, the commercial center of the region is the town of Mananara
Nord, which is surrounded by many smaller rural districts and villages.
One of these villages is Behazo — the site of the following case study on
vanilla organic certification.” As with other villages in the region, the
majority of Behazo households engage in both subsistence and cash-
crop agriculture, organized into diversified and well-tended

2 The names of people, villages, and organizations have been changed.
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agroforestry fields. The region is known for producing high-quality
vanilla beans — an identity that farmers are understandably quite proud
of, given the difficulty of cultivating and curing vanilla.? In Behazo, the
scale of vanilla cultivation varies considerably from person to person,
ranging from a few kilograms of harvest to several tons. In this area,
vanilla cultivation is not primarily a wage-labor enterprise, as famers
tend to their own fields (although larger-scale farmers may hire help at
certain points in the vanilla harvest cycle).

In Behazo, and across many regions of Madagascar, farmers often
form local associations called fikambananas, usually comprised of
between twelve and fifteen men and women. In the Mananara region,
many of these associations focus on vanilla cultivation, with members
sharing labor, equipment, and information on vanilla markets and
cultivation techniques. Fikambananas also play a social function
within communities, organizing events and workshops. For a fikamba-
nana to be officially recognized by the Malagasy government, members
must register paperwork both with the administrative offices in
Mananara and in the provincial capital city of Toamasina. Beyond
associations, the next level of farmer organization is a farmer
cooperative, comprised of a group of twenty or so farmer associations.
While cooperatives today are increasing in number and strength in the
Mananara region, this is a relatively new development within the past
ten to fifteen years.

Vanilla Trade in the Global Market

The average vanilla bean travels a long and highly mediated path from
Behazo farmers to American and European kitchens. After harvest,
some producers sell their “raw” (uncured) green vanilla beans to other
families or associations for curing. Other farmers will cure their own
vanilla beans — a months-long process that involves carefully blanch-
ing, sweating, sun-drying, and sorting the beans. Households then sell
these “finished” beans to small-scale collectors who travel to villages to
buy vanilla to resell to larger collectors based in the town of

3 As an orchid, the vanilla plant requires constant attention and care and is
considered, along with saffron, to be among the most labor-intensive crops in the
world (Correll 1953).
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Mananara.* Mananara operators then sell this vanilla to export soci-
eties, often based in the larger port cities, which then export vanilla to
international import and wholesale companies, which then sell to
distributors in Europe and the United States. Distributors sell vanilla
within domestic markets, including to retail outlets and
food manufacturers.

Madagascar produces about two-thirds of the world’s vanilla
exports, over half of which are sold to the United States (Odoux
2003). The primary region of vanilla production is the Sambava region
in northeastern Madagascar, known as the “vanilla triangle,” to the
north of Mananara (Andriamparany et al. 2021). Insiders within the
international vanilla market describe Madagascar’s vanilla market as
“in no way standard” and “highly speculative and very sensitive to
rumors” (Odoux 2003: 4). The volatility of the vanilla market has
been especially pronounced since the 1990s, when the Madagascar
vanilla market was deregulated in response to pressure from inter-
national trade organizations (Salas 2007). The uncertainty within
Madagascar’s market reverberates throughout the international vanilla
industry, as other vanilla-producing countries adjust their vanilla
prices in response to Madagascar’s prices.

Market deregulation, combined with a cyclone that destroyed much
of Madagascar’s vanilla crop, contributed to a dramatic price spike in
2003, with export prices climbing from approximately $70 per kilo-
gram to $500 per kilogram (Salas 2007). This dramatic boom was
followed by an equally dramatic crash in 2004; by 2006, international
vanilla prices had lost about 75 percent of their 2003 value (Salas
2007). The market downturn hit rural Mananara farmers particularly
hard. With such low prices, many vanilla collectors simply stopped
coming to Mananara. The collectors who did continue to work in
Mananara offered growers extremely low prices for their gourmet
vanilla. The depressed vanilla market stretched on for more than a
decade, finally recovering around 2016.°

During the prolonged years of the vanilla bust, farmers struggled
to earn enough income to support their basic needs; many families

* It takes about six kilograms of “raw” beans to produce one kilogram of finished,
cured vanilla.

5 Beginning around 2019, vanilla prices experienced another dramatic boom event,
with export prices reaching $600 per kilogram (Osterhoudt 2020).
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dedicated less time to their vanilla crops, concentrating on the clove
market instead. Other farmers became curious about new forms of
trade relationships including organic certification, which in 2004 was
beginning to gain momentum in international markets. In Behazo, one
such group was the local fikambanana VOKATRA, whose members
contacted the Peace Corps Madagascar office to request a volunteer to
help them pursue new market opportunities. Peace Corps agreed to the
request, and, in 2005, at the lowest point in the vanilla market, my
partner and I arrived at the village of Behazo as Peace Corps volunteers
charged with the task of helping to develop an organic certification
program in partnership with local vanilla farmers.

Cultures of Transparency

Fast forward two years, as I stand behind a table that was set up in
front of a farmer’s home. In front of me, dozens of scattered papers are
pinned under rocks to prevent them flying away, but they fly away
regardless. A representative of the organic certification group ECOFIN
stands next to me; she is weary and grumpy after enduring a two-day
pickup truck ride to the village to certify vanilla fields. As I struggle
with papers, two farmers from VOKATRA are yelling at one another,
as other farmers chime in from the side. As I watch, tensions continue
to rise, along with the volume of voices. In other words, things are
a mess.

This scene developed after many months of trying to organize an
organic certification project for the twelve farmers of VOKATRA - an
organization that had been together for many years, and which
included some of the most skilled and successful vanilla farmers in
the region. To lead up to the visit from ECOFIN, the farmers had
attended informational meetings and workshops on organic certifica-
tion. Together, we had filled out multiple inventory forms for each
farmer, for each of their fields. These forms detailed, among other
things, field locations and histories, as well as which crops farmers
cultivated and the specific agricultural techniques they used to care for
their land. The ECOFIN agent was in Behazo for several days to
ground-truth this paperwork and to inspect the practices of
participating farmers.

The fight unfolding in front of everyone occurred after one member
of the association accused another member of using fanafody — or
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pesticides — to ward off pests on his vanilla flowers.® The accuser
worried that this action would ruin the certification for all farmers,
as the inspector emphasized that certification would be an all or
nothing affair: if one farmer breeched protocol, the whole association
would be rejected for certification. The accused farmer shouted back
angrily and then stormed off, declaring that he was quitting
VOKATRA. Others followed. The project, and the very organization
that was meant to be empowered by the certification, was disintegrat-
ing. It was later formed again, but, on that day, things looked bleak.

Trade Agreements: The Written and the Spoken

The dramatic altercation between farmer association members had
been foreshadowed since the beginning of the certification project,
which had consistently encountered a range of suspicions, misunder-
standings, and frustrations. These stemmed in part from the fact that
the ECOFIN project, as with most projects of organic certification,
primarily equated traceable knowledge with written knowledge. For
ECOFIN, legible, transparent traces were written traces, as exemplified
by the requirements for voluminous paperwork, numbered harvest
batches, and written contracts (Hetherington 2012; Mutersbaugh
2002; Randrianarivelo et al. 2013; Skaria 1996). A written trail theor-
etically allows knowledge to cross scales between vanilla farmers, trade
intermediaries, and consumers, allowing actors separated by space to
keep track of the movement of materials through supply chains. Such
legible paperwork is assumed to support more ethical relationships of
trade and to eliminate dishonest practices.

Privileging written forms of knowledge, however, overrides the oral
forms of traceability that Malagasy farmers carefully establish within
their own trade relationships. In many regions, spoken agreements are
a component of speech-making and public pledges, and bind together
people and ancestors in social contracts (Bloch 1998). In many of the
fikambanana certification meetings I observed, for example, one
person would present information and ideas in an oral format, then
another member would repeat back the information to confirm what
was said. Often, the person responding would elaborate on key points
or raise follow-up questions. These interactions followed familiar oral

¢ Fanafody is also the Malagasy word for medicine.
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templates for public rhetoric common in this region of Madagascar
(Osterhoudt 2017). This format leaves space for people to raise ques-
tions, confirm plans, and establish leadership. Such spoken inter-
actions, done before a group, also create a community of listeners
who can hold parties accountable for promises made.

The certification programs, however, largely ignored such spoken
and dialogic methods for establishing transparency. As such, they
overlooked the important social, economic, and cultural weight given
to verbal contracts and oral performance to cement relationships,
including relationships of trade. Instead, the certification organization
insisted that, to be transparent, agreements must be written down;
including a spoken component to trade agreements was not regarded
as necessary to the process.

Yet written agreements between certification agencies and farmer
associations are often written in a language and in terms that farmers
are not familiar with. Farmers are not given space to negotiate the
terms of these contracts, which are drawn up by certification agents in
consultation with the private sector partners who plan to buy the
certified products. Written agreements are therefore usually negotiated,
written, and safeguarded by individuals considered to fall outside of
local networks of trust (Skaria 1996).” This produces trade agreements
that are more transparent for certification agencies and other extra-
local actors, but less transparent for farmers.

The exclusive reliance on written knowledge also has implications
for accountability — an essential component of transparency projects.
In the case of any potential dispute within certification projects, the
written contracts will carry much weight in the resolution process. For
many Malagasy farmers, however, written contracts are more difficult
to enforce than their oral counterparts (Bloch 1998; Osterhoudt 2017).
For example, if farmers feel that a written contract has been broken,
they will likely be required to find recourse through the courts — a
system highly skewed against smallholder farmers. The formal court
system contrasts with more local ways to settle grievances — for
example, through a council of elders or analogous community govern-
ance structures such as dina agreements for local natural resource

7 From a historical perspective, Malagasy farmers recount stories of colonial trade
relationships, in which foreign traders kept notebooks recording what they owed
to farmers. If this notebook was lost, the farmers had no recourse to demand
payment from traders who took their products (Osterhoudt 2017).
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management (Rakotondrabe and Girard 2021). A council of elders,
however, would likely not feel confident to comment on the intricacies
of an international trade contract drawn up in French or English if it
came into dispute, nor would the nonlocal partners in the contract be
likely to agree to settle any claims in this way.

Weritten contracts therefore set up processes of accountability that
favor certification agencies and vanilla buyers, who can more easily
enforce contracts if the farmers are seen to break agreements. Farmers,
on the other hand, do not have the same available resources to enforce
written contracts if the certifiers do not follow through on the agreed
terms, or if they engage in corrupt or dishonest practices. This protec-
tion from accountability confers much power on certification agencies
(see also Moberg 2014).

Of course, many local processes of accountability are also skewed in
favor of farmers with more political influence and economic resources.
Yet, while both processes have their strengths and weaknesses, one is
more fully situated at the local level, which brings transparency in its
own right: farmers better understand what is stacked against them
within more local systems, and have established strategies for
navigating them.

Field Inventories: How to Count Vanilla

The emphasis on written records privileges knowing things through
counting and inventories — popular tools of many development and
conservation initiatives (Li 2007; Muehlmann 2012; West 2006). Yet,
counting is not without cultural nuance and political maneuvering. For
example, organic certification programs require farmers to carefully
estimate their anticipated vanilla harvest for the season. These esti-
mates are recorded in individual field inventory sheets and then com-
piled across all farmers in the association. Harvest estimates are used to
determine the quantity of vanilla that becomes organically certified;
this number also helps to determine the cost of annual organic
certification.

Most often, organic certifying agents are worried that farmers over-
estimate their production for the year. If the group is certified for an
anticipated ten tons but produces only seven tons, farmers could
potentially bring in three tons of “counterfeit” vanilla and claim it as
part of the ten tons under certification. Thus, the certifier who came to
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the village for Behazo’s pilot project was keenly interested in verifying
that the estimates farmers gave for their vanilla production matched
what she saw in the fields. To accomplish this task, we visited several
sample fields to ground-truth data on the farmers’ projected yields.

Once in the fields, however, the certifier noticed the opposite trend to
what she had anticipated: instead of exaggerating the extent of their
vanilla vines under cultivation, the farmers had consistently underesti-
mated the number of vines — often to a significant degree. Observing
this trend, the certifier remarked dismissively that the farmers did not
seem to know what was growing in their own fields. Calling an
impromptu meeting, she then took time to explain to farmers how to
count their own vanilla vines. I was surprised by her conclusion that
farmers lacked skills to estimate their own vanilla production — in my
experience, vanilla farmers had a good knowledge of how many vines
they had under cultivation.

When I spoke with farmers about this discrepancy a few weeks after
the inspection, they explained to me that people did not miscount their
vines; rather, they deliberately underestimated their harvest numbers.
They gave several reasons for this decision. One was that the younger
farmers did not want to publicly announce that they had more vines
than the elder farmers, which would be a sign of disrespect that could
disrupt social relationships within the fikambanana. People with a
potentially large vanilla harvest did not want to become a target for
theft, nor for people asking them for money or favors. Many vanilla
farmers did not want to commit to specific production numbers,
knowing the many challenges that could prevent a good harvest,
including cyclones, pests, or diseases. Finally, being a new project,
farmers were hesitant to pledge all of their vanilla to certification,
preferring to follow the risk-hedging strategy of diversifying
their trade relationships across various buyers and markets
(Osterhoudt 2017).

Thus, it was not that the farmers needed to be educated on how to
count their vines, but rather that they had specific reasons for mis-
counting them in the first place. In the end, it was the “numerically
correct” counting desired by certification agents, and not the “socially
correct” forms of counting useful to farmers, that prevailed. Before
ECOFIN agreed to certify the vanilla as organic, farmers were required
to go back and “correct” the anticipated yield numbers on their
inspection sheets.
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Representing Transparency: The Spreadsheet

The organic certification project not only privileged certain forms of
writing and counting, but also how this information was represented
(see also Galvin 2018). Most notably, the process encouraged
mastering the Excel sheet format, as became evident during a follow-
up visit I made to the organic certification project in 2016. Nine years
after the first disastrous attempt at organic certification, I again sat in
on a meeting between Behazo farmers and an ECOFIN agent. This
time, the farmers were part of a large cooperative, with professional
leadership and a membership of hundreds of farmers. The meeting was
not held outside a village home, but in a fancy hotel in Mananara.
Instead of scattered papers pinned under rocks, the cooperative repre-
sentatives worked on laptops, with the field inventory data neatly
presented in the form of Excel spreadsheets. The data were beautifully
legible, arranged in neat columns. Looking at the screen, the ECOFIN
agent complimented the group on its work. There was a cursory visit to
a few vanilla fields, but the spreadsheet inspired trust, and the ground-
truthing of reported harvest numbers no longer played as much of a
role in the proceedings.

I left the meeting impressed by how well the farmers had figured out
what the murky system of transparency was supposed to look like,
through the eyes of the certifier. They realized the connection that
certification programs make between the quality of information pre-
sented and the presumed quality of the thing that the information
represents (Galvin 2018; Hetherington 2012; Tracy 2016). With the
presentation of an Excel spreadsheet that inspired trust, the materiality
of the vanilla vines faded into the background.

Economic Transparency, to a Point

A common goal of transparency projects is to bring to view problem-
atic economic relationships, such as corruption, predatory lending,
paying workers nonliving wages, and extreme profit capture. Organic
and fair trade programs, for example, often circulate narratives that
criticize “middlemen” involvement in commodity trade networks, con-
necting the activity of trade intermediaries to decreased profits for
farmers. Certification agencies promote their projects as an alternative
to this model, noting that participating farmers receive higher prices
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for their products, in part by forging more direct linkages between
farmers and consumers (Osterhoudt et al. 2020).

This baseline narrative, however, does not disclose how certification
agencies themselves act as “middlemen™ in the trade process. These
organizations charge significant costs for certifications. Although
farmers and businesses may receive welcome price premiums for
organically certified vanilla, these premiums must be balanced against
the considerable direct and indirect costs to farmers and businesses to
obtain certification. Organic certification in Madagascar is conducted
by accredited for-profit entities, and they charge a good deal for their
services — services that must be performed each year. For businesses
engaged in certification programs, they must often hire teams of people
to manage certification paperwork and reporting requirements, repre-
senting another significant expense.

In addition to the direct costs of certification fees, the organic
certification  process  includes  significant  indirect  costs
(Randrianarivelo et al. 2013). For farmers, there are the indirect costs
of lost work time and the need to purchase new materials required to
pass certification, such as vanilla bean drying racks, wooden storage
boxes, or forms of organic fertilizer. There are also the indirect costs
for both farmers and businesses that come from hosting certifying
agents during their site visits. These agents stay in villages for several
days, and often expect to be shown a “good time” by farmers. After
nine years of hosting ECOFIN project representatives, for example,
farmers noted that they feel pressured to buy the agent lavish food and
drinks and put them up at the most expensive hotel in the region.
A happy agent, they say, is more apt to give them a better inspection.

In their project narratives, however, certification agencies do not
make readily visible the direct and indirect costs they charge to farmer
associations and vanilla buyers. Organic certification agencies often
present their work as purely a social mission, instead of as a socially
minded business, and many consumers do not realize that they rely on
extracting profits from the commodity chains they certify. Overall,
while making some forms of economic costs transparent, certification
programs obscure their own role as economic actors within the vanilla
commodity chain.

Ultimately, certification agencies act in a role analogous to the
“middlemen” they criticize, as they capture significant profit and value
from agricultural supply chains. These outside agencies often replace
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local Malagasy individuals involved in the vanilla supply network —
usually younger Malagasy men and women from local villages who
transport vanilla from place to place, connecting farmers with buyers.
Organic certification projects, instead of empowering local Malagasy
individuals to perform the paid work of certification, bring in people
from outside the region to profit from the vanilla trade. Certification
projects also open up space for people like me — an American with no
experience in vanilla farming — to capture forms of value within the
vanilla supply chain (Corson 2016; Guthman 1998). In the end, certi-
fication programs do not eliminate trade intermediaries as much as
they replace local intermediaries with extra-local ones (Osterhoudt
et al. 2020).

Discussion: Transparency, Knowledge, Power

During the public argument between VOKATRA members, the farmer
accused of wrongdoing at one point angrily shouted: “If you don’t
trust me, just test my vanilla beans for pesticides!” Indeed, this state-
ment raises a key point about the process of organic certification.
If organic certifications were only about keeping chemicals out of the
ground, all that would be needed for a successful certification would be
to randomly test products for contamination. Instead, organic certifi-
cation comes with a suite of auxiliary complications: paperwork, field
visits, trainings, and audits. This raises the question: If these require-
ments are not necessary to make a vanilla bean organic, what types of
work are they doing? Which forms of knowledge, profit, and power do
certification programs enable, and which do they obstruct? And who
tends to ultimately benefit from organic certifications?

Certification organizations often present their work as driven by
social concerns, as they claim to promote more transparent — and
morally desirable — relationships of trade. Yet, as we have seen with
the Behazo case study, framing traceability and transparency as exclu-
sively morally driven projects obscures the underlying forms of eco-
nomic, social, and political work that these projects do. Through the
ECOFIN organic certification programs, local forms of knowledge,
accountability, and economic profit are gradually replaced by extra-
local forms (cf. Corson 2016; Jaffee 2012; Webb 2012). As a result,
while organic certification projects may increase transparency for cer-
tain groups, they decrease transparency for others.
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As the opening quote of this chapter notes, the global vanilla supply
chain, like many global commodity chains, is a highly opaque system.
This murkiness has negative consequences for smallholder farmers,
who often lack the power or resources to navigate the market to their
advantage. Making the power structures, economic interests, forms of
patronage, and deep historical roots of exploitation in the vanilla
industry more transparent unquestionably holds much potential to
empower farmers in Madagascar and in other vanilla-producing
regions of the world. Transparency programs with this goal could
focus their attention “up” the chain, examining the role of export
groups, state-led regulatory policies, multinational food corporations,
and the organic certifying agencies themselves in the vanilla commod-
ity network. Yet, vanilla certification programs do not focus transpar-
ency efforts on systems at these levels. Instead, they focus on
smallholder vanilla growers and their fields. This approach repeats
the oft-critiqued tendency for development groups to focus on local
symptoms, instead of extra-local drivers, of challenges such as eco-
nomic exploitation, political insecurity, and environmental degrad-
ation (Andriamahery and Zhou 2018; Blaikie 1985).

Moving forward, certification projects can adopt a more nuanced
and equitable approach to transparency that recognizes the trade-offs
inherent in projects of visibility. As commodity chain projects cannot
achieve perfect transparency, they can mindfully select which forms of
economic, political, and environmental relationships to bring to the
fore. They can continuously ask which types of transparency are
important to whom, and how alternative forms of transparency can
be included within project designs. Such an orientation would under-
score that transparency is not as much a question of which groups have
better ethics, but of which groups have more power to define what
becomes seen and what remains hidden.
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