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Institute for Marketecology (IMO) 
 
Internal Control System (ICS) & 
Smallholder Group Certification  
 
 

IMO is specialized since many years in the certification of smallholder 
farmers groups and presently certifies more than 300 smallholder 
farmers groups world-wide. The certified groups vary in size from 20 
to 25'000 farmers and produce a great variety of crops (coffee, 
spices, cocoa, fresh or dried fruits, rice, cotton, nuts, etc.) 
Smallholder farmers can be certified as a group with their own 
Internal Control System (ICS). The external inspection of a group with 
an ICS focuses on evaluation of the efficiency of the ICS and only a 
representative percentage of farmers must be inspected by IMO 

directly, which greatly reduces the costs for certification of a large group of small (and often remote) 
farmers. 
 
 

IMO’s experience in ICS 
 
IMO has been one for the first certifiers to develop an adapted control 
system for organic groups, based on the existence of an Internal Control 
System instead of inspection of many individual smallholder farmers 
each year.  
Our staffs are highly qualified in evaluation of Internal Control Systems 
(ICS) and are very familiar with the specific situation of smallholder 
producers in developing countries. 
We are highly experienced in pre-audits for producer groups who wish to 
set up or optimize their Internal Control System (ICS) and in trainings for 
inspectors or certification staff in how to evaluate an ICS and check the 
group's compliance. 
 
 

Milestones  
In 1999 IMO and Naturland published the first Manual on Quality Assurance in Smallholder Groups, which 
in its second edition (2002) remains one of the most important documents on this issue. 
In 2003 and 2004 IMO developed for the International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements 
(IFOAM) several new key documents on smallholder group certification, based on the results of a broad 
harmonization process within the organic movement.  

·  Smallholder Group Certification Guidance Manual for Producer Organisations  
·  Training Curriculum for Producer Organisations in how to set up or harmonize an Internal Control 

System (slides, exercises, background text)  

·  Training Curriculum for inspectors and certification staff in evaluation of an Internal Control System 
(sample ICS inspection protocol, slides, exercises, background text)  

All documents can be ordered from the IFOAM download shop; IMO clients may request also a 
Word/PowerPoint version from their IMO office. 
Various trainings (varying from short introductions to 6 day seminars with practical training) have been 
held over the past years for ICS staff of organic producer groups as well as for inspectors from different 
certification bodies. 
Since end 2004 IMO is further developing the group certification approach to cover also other quality 
standards (such as Utz Kapeh, EUREPGAP, fair-trade, HACCP, etc.) This ongoing project is financed and 
initiated by the Coffee Support Network (CSN) and HIVOS (Netherlands). 
Currently IMO organizes for CSN different one-week training courses in ICS evaluation and development 
with special focus on Utz Kapeh. 
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Certification requirements for Smallholder Groups 

Farmers groups (farmers’ associations/ cooperatives or processors with contracted smallholder 
farmers) may be certified as a group under the following conditions: 

-  Existence of an ICS 

-  Common marketing of the produce as a group 

-  Homogeneity of members in terms of location, production system, products 

The EU additionally restricts smallholder group certification (with reduced external control) to 
developing countries only. 

 

 

The requirements for a formal Internal Control System that allows IMO to delegate the inspection of 
all members to the ICS can be summarized as follows:  

·  Existence of procedures and forms (ICS Manual)  
·  Awareness of risks and critical control points  
·  Existence of an internal organic standard, i.e. a summary /interpretation of the requirements 

for organic production that can be understood by farmers and ICS staff  
·  Documentation of effective procedures for internal farm inspection, internal approval and 

dealing with non-compliances  
·  Qualified personnel and a clear structure of the ICS 
·  Training of farmers as well as of ICS staff  
·  Handling and supervision of the organic Product Flow by the group 

Detailed requirements for an ICS as presently applied by IMO are outlined in the IFOAM guidance 
manual for producer organisations. For certification according to different standards, the same ICS 
requirements apply. However, the group must ensure to cover the external requirements of all chosen 
standards in their internal control procedures. 

 

 
Feel free to contact us,  
we will be pleased to answer all your questions in detail. 
 
 

 


