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Ch 8   Operation of WFTO Guarantee System 

8.2 Management of Guarantee System 

8.2.1   Approval and Sanctions Procedures 

Overview 

Members’ compliance with the WFTO Standard is assessed at regular intervals based on the 

member’s monitoring schedule, resulting in approval or sanction of the organisation. 

The Approval and Sanctions process takes place after the Monitoring audit, which is looked 

at alongside the updated Self Assessment Report of the organisation1. (For details on approval 

cycle see chapter 7.1. Overview of Guarantee System.) 

For FTOs categorised as medium or high risk the approval process will be at least every 4 

years, while an FTO categorised as low risk after two successful audits, will only go through 

the approval process every 6 years.  

Approval and sanctions decisions are taken by the WFTO Board, based on a 

recommendation of the WFTO Standard and Guarantee System committee or the WFTO 

Guarantee System Manager.  

Approval and Sanctions Process 

1. The WFTO Guarantee System Manager screens the report from the auditor alongside the 

latest Self Assessment Report. The Improvement plan which the FTO identified during 

their Self Assessment and finalised with the auditor, is also looked at. Any feedback 

received through the WFTO Fair Trade Accountability Watch is also taken into 

consideration. The main objectives of this assessment are to: 

 ensure that all critical aspects of non compliance with the Standard are reflected in 

the assessment findings; 

 that the proposed Improvement plan is adequate to address the identified 

weaknesses or non compliances;  

 where there are serious non compliances, with the participation of the Standard and 

Guarantee System committee and approval by the Board, set corrective actions with a 

timescale for the FTO; 

 make a proposal to approve the organisation (with or without agreed improvement 

measures) or initiate the sanctions procedure (see below); 

 Any critical cases are referred to the WFTO Standard and Guarantee System 

committee, before the approval or sanction decision is proposed to the WFTO Board. 

2. If approved, the FTO receives a WFTO Guarantee System certificate valid until their next 

scheduled approval date. They also receive information on permitted claims and label 

limitations (e.g. product restriction, if relevant), as well as the agreed Improvement plan. 

In the case of more serious non compliance the FTO receives the corrective actions 

                                                 
1 The FTO is also assessed at the time of the Peer visit report to check there are no serious issues which need attention before the 

Monitoring audit is due. 
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required with the timescale indicated, when another external visit or report may be 

required before approval. The FTO confirms the final Improvement plan and provides an 

update on corrective measures already implemented. 

3. In the case where corrective action is not met within the required timescale, or the non 

compliance is too severe to wait, the organisation receives a written notification of start of 

the sanctions procedure.  

4. The FTO has the right to appeal against the approval decision (e.g. suspension, demotion 

or termination of membership). See Appeals procedure (8.2.4). 

Approval Requirements 

The FTO can be reapproved as a guaranteed member if it meets the applicable mandatory 

compliance criteria of the WFTO Standard and demonstrates adequate progress in 

addressing progress criteria, as agreed in the FTO’s previous Improvement plan. 

Not meeting a mandatory criterion of the Standard constitutes a ‘non compliance’.  

In the case of any serious non compliance that cannot be decided by the Guarantee System 

Manager based on previous cases, the matter is referred to the Standard and Guarantee 

System committee who will make a judgement based on an individual assessment of the 

history, specific situation, level of non compliance and measures to be taken by the FTO. The 

committee will decide whether the organisation can still be approved subject to an agreed 

Improvement plan or corrective actions, or needs to be referred to the Board as part of the 

sanctions procedure. In simple cases the Guarantee System Manager may take the approval 

decision instead of referring the matter to the committee. 

The individual evaluation of the situation is based on the following considerations: 

 Level of non compliance (not met at all, or almost met the requirements). 

 Severity of the overall situation found.  

 Awareness of the FTO of the situation (e.g. Self Assessment, previous Improvement 

plans) and demonstrated activities in the past to address the problem. 

 Proposed corrective actions – are they realistic plans backed up by adequate 

resources and understanding to resolve the non compliance?  

 Number of non compliances with mandatory criteria and whether they can be 

reasonably well corrected within the agreed time frame. Non compliance with a 

number of mandatory criteria indicates an overall weakness in adhering to the WFTO 

Principles and should normally lead to sanctions. 

Sanctions Procedure 

This is applied where there are issues which are too severe to be dealt with in the 

Improvement plan, or where necessary corrective actions have not been taken. Step 3 needs 

Board decision. 

Step 1  Formal communication regarding problems and immediate corrective action 

  required 

Step 2  Notification of sanctions procedure – formal warning 
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Step 3  Sanctions may include the following, depending on the severity of the issue: 

 Temporary suspension of membership  

 Restrictions on use of Product Label 

 Demotion to provisional membership  

 Termination of membership – Member is indicated as terminated on 

the WFTO website for a period up to 3 months, and if an appeal is 

pending this will be stated. 

At any time an audit can be called to check claimed corrective action. The cost for this will be 

covered by the WFTO member. For any decisions made on membership status in Step 3 the 

member can appeal (see Appeals procedure). 

Two years after their membership has been terminated, an organisation may apply again for 

membership if it can show that the problems have been resolved. They will be required to do 

a new self assessment and undergo another Monitoring audit. The status of Provisional 

member will not apply for reapplications. 

Sanctions for non fulfilment of membership obligations 

The sanctions procedure can also be used for members who do not fulfil their membership 

obligations, but in this case there is no right of appeal. Obligations for trading members 

include submission of SARs every 2 or 3 years, cooperation with Peer visits and Monitoring 

audits including payment of costs incurred, and for all members payment of membership 

fees as well as submitting (audited) financial records annually. 

Timetable in relation to SARS and scheduled audits and peer visits: 

Deadline for SAR or 

assessment visit 

+30 days + 30 days  

(i.e. 60 days after deadline) 

Reminders have gone 

out 4 months before 

and on due date. 

Informal communication re 

sanctions procedure. Any 

circumstances to take into 

account? 

Notification of start of 

sanctions procedure (as 

above). 
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8.2.2 WFTO Guarantee System Complaints procedure 

Scope 

There are 2 types of complaint: 

1. Those about the Fair Trade compliance of a WFTO member. 

2. Those about the operation of the WFTO Guarantee System. 

Complaints relating to sanctions decisions of WFTO are covered in the Appeals procedure 

(see Appeals procedure below 8.2.3). 

Procedure 

1  Complaints against individual WFTO members 

1.1  Complaints can be submitted in any format to WFTO but use of the WFTO Fair Trade 

Accountability Watch (FTAW) is strongly recommended. If they are not submitted via 

the FTAW site (Ch 7.2.5 Overview) they will be logged onto the site by the Guarantee 

System Manager. They can be submitted by anyone, including:  

 WFTO members, either in the same country or in another country, stating any 

relationship between them; 

 employees and ex-employees of a WFTO member;  

 producers and ex-producers of a WFTO member; 

 by non WFTO members, stating their relationship with the member they are 

complaining about; 

Issues may also be raised during Monitoring audits and Peer visits to peers or auditors, 

who should submit them to WFTO.  

Complaints made informally to staff or Board members can be passed to the Guarantee 

System committee to recommend if any action should be taken. 

1.2  All complaints logged onto the FTAW site will generate an automatic notification to 

the WFTO Guarantee System Manager, who will normally forward the complaint to the 

member concerned to give them the chance to respond2. If the complainant requests to 

remain anonymous the FTO will not be informed of their identity, but it is preferred that 

they give their name and contact details to WFTO when they lodge the complaint on the 

FTAW site. 

1.3  If the complainant wishes that their identity is not divulged to the FTO concerned, 

but it is thought that the wording of the complaint will make it evident, the Guarantee 

System Manager may agree a rewording of the complaint with the complainant. 

1.4  The complainant will receive notification that his/her complaint has been received 

and is being dealt with according to the complaints procedure. 

1.5  The information provided will be duly considered by the Guarantee System Manager 

and followed up by WFTO according to a risk based approach. All complaints will be 
                                                 
2 Reasons for not informing the member would only be if the complaint was insubstantial or not relevant to WFTO. 
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shared with the Standard and Guarantee System committee who can offer advice and 

make recommendations. The Board will also be informed of complaints which come in. 

Together with the Standard and Guarantee System committee, the Guarantee System 

Manager will decide if the complaint is minor or major, and act accordingly:  

 Minor allegations (raised only singularly, without substantial information or data 

and / or contradicted by audit findings) are briefly investigated further and are 

considered for the next regular audit during which they are followed up and 

cross verified by means of workers’ interviews, site inspections and document 

reviews as applicable. 

 Major allegations (raised by several stakeholders or workers OR not substantially 

contradicted by audit findings and concerning mandatory compliance 

requirements) are always followed up in detail, with all investigations and 

findings fully documented. 

1.6  If the complaint is deemed serious enough to investigate further, the member 

complained about is informed that WFTO is investigating the complaint and given the 

right to submit any further information. If requested the informant’s identity is kept 

strictly anonymous in communications with the subject of the complaint. 

1.7  For major allegations WFTO may take the following actions: 

 send the complaint to the appropriate national and or regional committee for any 

comments based on their knowledge of those involved; 

 indicate documentary evidence the complainant and/or the one complained about 

should send within 30 days;  

 Based on the response from the national/regional committee and/or any 

documentary evidence, WFTO may either decide to take no action, or decide on 

the following: 

o indicate measures the organisation must take within a time scale (when a 

report with documentary proof of the changes should be submitted); 

o appoint someone within WFTO to establish the extent of changes needed 

in the member organisation; 

o recommend that a conciliator be appointed if appropriate provided that 

conciliation proceedings are agreed by both parties; 

o commission an investigation or audit covering the complaints and any 

Principles implicated – to be done by an external consultant or within 

WFTO. This can be a regular Monitoring audit or have specific ToR to deal 

with the complaints. The cost of the audit shall be covered by the member 

organisation in question. 

1.8  If WFTO decides on an investigation or Monitoring audit, this should be carried out 

within 6 months. If the organisation does not cooperate with this, WFTO may decide to 

terminate their membership in line with Sanctions procedures. 

1.9  Once any audit or investigation report is received, it is sent by the WFTO Global 

office to the member investigated for comment before the WFTO Board, on a 
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recommendation from the Standard and Guarantee System committee, may take one of 

the following decisions: 

 no action because of insufficient evidence of verity of complaints, and close the 

procedure; 

 request measures the organisation must take within a time scale (when a report 

should be submitted with proof of the changes after which WFTO can take no action or as 

below); 

 demotion to the status of provisional membership until measures are taken and a 

revised SAR submitted (after which they may receive another Monitoring audit); 

 suspension from membership and process of sanctions procedure. (See Approval 

and Sanctions procedure 8.2.1 above); 

 termination of membership. 

1.10  The complainant will be informed about the progress and final decision of WFTO 

within 15 days of any major step or final decision. 

1.11  If suspended from membership, demoted to Provisional membership or their 

membership is terminated, the organisation has a right of appeal. (See procedure for 

Appeals 8.2.3 below.) 

1.12  In case of termination, the membership will be informed of the decision. At this 

time it will also be communicated whether the organisation can still be considered as a 

Fair Trade supplier by other members. If the Board decides they are not compliant with 

the core Fair Trade Principles, then they cannot be a Fair Trade supplier and the Product 

Label may not be used on their products. If the Board does not make a decision against 

them as a Fair Trade supplier, nevertheless until a supplier visit is carried out which 

confirms their adherence to the core FT Principles, the Label may not be used on any of 

their products.  

1.13  If the member does not appeal within 1 month the sanctions procedure may result 

in termination of membership. 

1.14  A WFTO member whose membership is terminated may apply for membership 

again after 2 years if they can show satisfactorily that the problems have been resolved. 

They will also undergo another Monitoring audit before they can be admitted as 

members upon Board approval. 

2  Complaints about the operation of the WFTO Guarantee System 

2.1 Complaints can be submitted in any format, to WFTO. 

2.2 Complaints can relate to personnel within the regional offices and the global office 

as well as any persons involved in the WFTO Guarantee System processes.  

2.3 Complaints can relate to the manner in which WFTO provides services, including 

but not limited to: 

 failure to respond to registration relevant correspondence within a reasonable 

 amount of time, 
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 unprofessional behaviour by a WFTO staff person or auditor. 

Complaints relating to sanctions decisions of WFTO are covered in the Appeals procedure. 

2.4 Complaints should contain enough information to make investigation possible 

including, wherever possible, details of: 

  the individuals involved, 

 the events giving rise to the complaint, 

 relevant communication regarding the complaint should be attached. 

2.5 The complaint will be considered by the Board of WFTO. Where the complaint is 

about the operation of the WFTO Board, an Appeals Committee will be convened. 

(See procedure for Appeals below 8.2.3 and ToR Appeals committee Annex 11.2.11). 

2.6 Appropriate corrective action will be taken where a member of staff or auditor is 

found to be at fault. 

2.7 Where the system is found to be lacking this will be addressed during a review of 

the system by the Standard and Guarantee System committee. 

2.8 The complainant will be informed about the progress and final decision of WFTO 

within 30 days of any major step or final decision. 
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8.2.3 Appeals process  

Members who feel aggrieved by a decision of the WFTO Board regarding their membership 

(i.e. temporary suspension or suspension, demotion to provisional membership, termination 

of membership), arising from the Guarantee System Approval or Sanctions procedures, may 

appeal the decision. (See constitution Article IX 2.4 and 2.6 for instances where appeal is allowed.). 

Members expelled by the Board for reasons outlined in the Constitution Article IX 3 may also 

appeal using this process. 

Sanctions relating to non fulfilment of obligations of membership (i.e. payment of fees, 

monitoring obligations, submitting financial accounts) are not open to appeal. Members may 

also not appeal against a decision to be subjected to an investigation or audit. 

Provisional members who are not admitted as members after a Monitoring audit may also 

appeal the decision but organisations who have applied to be members but are not admitted 

as Provisional members, may not use the Appeals process. They may however appeal to the 

WFTO Board, through the Guarantee System Manager, if they feel they have been unfairly 

rejected. 

The WFTO AGM approves the members of the Appeals committee. (See ToR for Appeals 

committee 11.2.11) 

The Appeals procedure  

1. The aggrieved member writes to the Guarantee System Manager appealing the 

decision. The appeal must be logged within one month of the contentious 

decision. Together with the appeal, the member must provide clear information 

and any documents pertaining to the appeal. If no reason is given to back the 

appeal, it may not be accepted. 

2. The Guarantee System Manager writes to the member to acknowledge receiving 

the appeal within 15 days of its receipt. 

3. The Guarantee System Manager informs the Board and the Standard and 

Guarantee System committee of the appeal within 15 days of receiving it and logs 

the appeal on the secure part of the website for members of the Appeals 

committee.  

4. At this point the Board may reconsider their decision after consulting with the 

Standard and Guarantee System committee and based on the documentary 

evidence submitted by the member. 

5. If the Board does not reconsider their decision within 15 days of receiving the 

appeal, the Guarantee System Manager refers the appeal, in writing, to the Chair 

(or Vice Chair in his/her absence) of the Appeals committee within 30 days of 

receiving the appeal. The letter (which can be sent by email) must be authorised 

by the Board. All documents of interest to the appeal will be attached with the 

letter. 
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6. The Appeals committee reviews the information and documents pertaining to the 

appeal. In conducting its work, the Appeals committee may : 

 Request any additional information from the interested parties. 

 Interview or discuss the case with any of the interested parties. 

 Send representatives to visit the affected parties, depending on the availability 

of funds. In certain cases the appealing organisation may be asked to cover the 

costs of the visit. 

 The Appeals committee must in all its decisions make reference to the rules of 

the Guarantee System. It may not overturn a decision of the Board regarding 

non compliance of a member with the Standard unless it can demonstrate that 

the member is in compliance with the disputed requirements of the Standard. 

7. The Appeals committee prepares a report no more than 60 days after receiving 

the letter of appeal from the Board should no field visit be required. Should a field 

visit be necessary, this report should be prepared within 90 days. 

8. The Board will, on receiving the decision of the Appeals committee: 

 Ratify its decision, if it agrees with or accepts it. 

 Reconfirm its original decision:  

a. If the Appeals committee decides in favour of the member against 

the Board decision, the decision of the Appeals committee stands. 

b. If the Appeals committee agrees with the sanction applied to the 

member, then the Board decision stands. 

9. The membership will be informed of the outcome of the appeal within 1 week of 

the final decision. 

10. WFTO members will be informed of the outcome of the Appeal and the status of 

the organisation’s membership. WFTO may not share audit or investigation 

reports with members but they may be requested from the organisations 

involved. However if any part of a report is quoted misleadingly by the 

organisations involved, WFTO has the right to share the full report with 

members. 

 

 

 


