
 

Good Agricultural Practices 

GAP Certification: Is It Worth It? (Excerpt) 

Increased concerns about foodborne illness from fresh produce and the attendant economic loss from foodborne 
illness have motivated many growers to voluntarily adopt good agricultural practices (GAPs). GAPs help reduce 
microbial contamination on their farms and improve food safety systems. However, GAPs won’t increase 
consumer demand for fresh produce unless growers let buyers know that they have taken steps to improve food 
safety on their farms. Consumers usually have no way to know whether or not fresh produce is grown with GAP 
practices.  

Third-party GAP certification offers a way for growers to let buyers know that they follow appropriate food 
safety practices on their farms. Third-party GAP certification is voluntary—it is not yet mandated by law. Growers 
must measure the economic cost against the benefits before deciding whether to pursue certification.  

Economic Benefits 

GAP adoption and certification offers two primary benefits: (1) economic risk reduction, and (2) improved 
market access opportunities. 

Economic Risk Reduction 

Although GAP and third-party certification do not guarantee food safety, they do reduce the risk that a 
foodborne disease outbreak will originate on the farm. The risk of large economic losses—such as a catastrophic 
drop in sales (especially if contaminated produce is traced to the farm operation), damage to the farm’s 
reputation, and potential lawsuits—is also reduced with GAP adoption and certification. However, the benefit 
from risk reduction accrues to the grower only in the event of an outbreak. To more accurately estimate the 
economic benefit of GAP adoption certification, a grower needs to calculate the farm’s potential economic 
losses in case of an outbreak, both with and without GAP certification. Accurately estimating the probability of 
an outbreak is practically impossible, so the benefit of GAP certification often depends on the grower’s own 
perception of the outbreak risk.   

Another important, but subtle, benefit of GAP adoption and certification is what economists call the “positive 
externality” effect to the entire fresh-produce industry. Each grower who becomes certified reduces his or her 
farm’s risk of spreading foodborne illness and, therefore, lowers the risk of an outbreak that affects the entire 
community of growers. In contrast, if a grower does not adopt GAPs and doesn’t become certified, when an 
outbreak is traced back to his or her farm, both the non-compliant producer and the industry as a whole suffer, 
which is known as the “negative externality” effect.  

Improved Market Access Opportunities 

GAP certification opens markets for producers to expand sales to major supermarket chains, school systems, 
restaurants, and other market outlets (Calvin, 2003). Many retailers and foodservice buyers now require third-
party GAP certification as a condition of purchase. In 1999, for example, Safeway, the third-largest U.S. food 
retailer, expanded its food safety program, requiring all suppliers of certain food commodities to verify that they 
follow government food safety standards and specifications in production and packing. Other large retailers 
have followed suit. Research covering a select group of U.S. fruit and vegetable shippers indicated that in 1999, 
almost half of those studied provided third-party audits for GAPs for at least one of their buyers. While shippers 
were not always happy about complying with this request, most indicated that they would implement 
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verification programs in response to changing buyer preferences (Calvin et al., 2001). In this study, shippers tried 
to distance themselves from growers with no third-party GAP certification. These shippers recognized that they 
can reduce risk by requiring growers to provide third-party audits for GAP. Only growers with this type of third 
party certification can take advantage of the market opportunities these shippers offer.   

Although growers could conceivably conduct their own food safety and GAP audits, third-party audits by 
reputable companies, individuals, or groups are more credible. An important issue for growers is finding a 
reputable third party to do the GAP certification. There is no government oversight of third-party audit firms, an 
issue of concern in the fresh produce industry (The Packer, 2002). Standards may vary among auditing firms and 
the retailers requiring audits. Growers should choose the third party certifier carefully. North Carolina growers 
should contact the North Carolina Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services for information about 
credible third-party auditors. See the end of this document for contact information.          

Economic Costs 

Weighing against the potential benefits of GAP adoption and certification are the costs, which are often 
immediate and sometimes large. When a grower decides to have a third-party audit, the first step is to 
implement GAPs in the production process. Costs of adopting these GAPs can include large capital investments, 
such as water purification equipment, or more moderate expenditures, such as training workers to improve 
hygiene and upgrading record-keeping technologies. There is no “one-size fits all” set of practices that allow 
growers to become automatically GAP certified. Growers are free to choose the most cost-effective combination 
of practices to satisfy GAP requirements. Therefore, two growers in different areas with different environmental 
conditions could both adhere to GAP principles and be certified, but use different methods to do so.   

Another important immediate cost of third-party GAP certification is hiring the certifier. Typically, growers hire 
third-party firms to first evaluate the food safety systems in their operations and suggest ways to meet GAP 
guidelines. In 2001, a U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) report estimated the cost of third-party GAP 
evaluation at $300 to $500 per farm (FDA, 2001). An evaluation would include the documentation necessary to 
assure continuous compliance with GAPs. Once they implement GAPs, growers can decide to have their 
operations certified by third parties or periodically audited for compliance. In 2001, the FDA estimated that the 
typical cost of an audit and certification is similar to the cost of an evaluation: $300 to $500 per farm (FDA, 
2001). Although not current, these figures provide an idea of the immediate certification costs. North Carolina 
growers can take advantage of a “cost share” program that the state Department of Agriculture offers to help 
shoulder the cost of a third-party audit. 

For more information about third-party GAP audits in North Carolina contact: 

NC GAP Certification Assistance Program 

Division of Marketing 

NC Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services 

Mailing Address: 1020 Mail Service Center, Raleigh, NC 27699-1020 

Physical Address: 2 West Edenton St., Raleigh, NC 27601  

Tel. No.: 919-733-4216  

FAX: 919-715-0155 
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Find full article at:   http://www4.ncsu.edu/~rmrejesu/Food_Safety_Risk/ag-709%20final%20printed.pdf 
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