
National Initiative for Sustainable Agriculture (NISA) 
Framework and Process 

 
I. Framework:  Two closely linked but distinct components would be needed to develop 
national sustainability assessment protocols that are regionally appropriate and can 
drive change at the farm level: 

1. An entity to provide national coordination and harmonization between multiple 
regional and local crop-specific initiatives 

2. Regionally based groups of producers and experts to prioritize, conduct and 
evaluate assessments for crops or production systems at a local scale. 

 
National Activities 
1. Facilitate the establishment of crop- and region-specific working groups and 

insure appropriate balance of producers, extension specialists, and members of 
the supply chain. 

2. Identify the key processes that are most instrumental in influencing desired 
outcomes 

3. Track, coordinate and harmonize regional programs  
4. Provide data collection tools to facilitate sustainability assessments 
5. Evaluate the scientific basis of national sustainability measurement tools and 

metrics 
6. Incorporate national metrics into assessment process that can be implemented 

by producers (Keystone Field-to-Market, Stewardship Index for Specialty Crops, 
etc.) 

7. Facilitate grant writing to support assessments and the tools to conduct them 
8. Write appropriate national assessment reports that incorporate regional findings 
9. Communicate results, successes and challenges to all parts of the supply chain, 

its support groups, agencies, NGOs and the general public 
10. Communicate with appropriate state and federal agencies 

 
National Structure 
1. Coordinator with exceptional organization, communication, and political skills 

and practical experience with production systems 
2. Support staff to interact with ongoing assessments, as needed 
3. Active, working Advisory Board with appropriate representation from farmers, 

extension and research specialists with specific crop expertise, supply chain, 
processors, support and supply groups, agencies and NGOs 

 
Regional Activities 
1. Define the specific regions and/or production systems to be assessed 
2. Prioritize sustainability assessment needs in each region 
3. For each region, form a network with crop expertise that includes producers, 

agricultural organizations, research and extension specialists, processors, supply 
chain components, support groups and suppliers, agencies and NGOs. (The 



network group could be appointed by the appropriate producer association or 
advisory board in the region) 

4. Identify the key measurements that are most influential to outcomes 
5. Conduct regional crop assessments in collaboration with the national network, 

using nationally developed tools when available 
6. Compile results and suggest changes to the farming systems that could be made 

or new tools that need to be developed to help drive change on the ground level 
7. Develop strategies for implementation and timing of future assessments to 

measure change 
 
Regional Structure 
1. Regional expertise groups should be nimble, flexible and assembled to assess 

sustainability in specific crops or cropping systems 
2. Specific needs and makeup of the groups should be defined by the relevant 

crops/production systems in each region 
3. Expertise groups would plan, conduct and evaluate specific assessments and 

coordinate with national groups in developing and implementing national 
sustainability assessments 
 

II. Process:  Crop-specific sustainability assessment protocols would be developed, 
conducted and evaluated at the regional level with national harmonization through the 
advisory board using the following process steps:   
 

Assessment 
1. Identify criteria to be included in the assessment 

- Environmental, economic, social sustainability parameters 
- Region-specific prioritization of needs based on issues, markets, 

opportunities 
- Sustainability measurement tools and metrics to be used 
- National criteria or examples from other regions or production systems 

2. Conduct assessment to determine current level of sustainability 
- Practices, inputs and outcomes depending on identified informational 

need and commitments of producers 
- Costs and returns of specific management practices 

 
Evaluation 
1. Identify the current status of sustainability for each crop in each region, including 

strengths, accomplishments, weaknesses and challenges 
2. Determine the range of sustainability and variability between farm units within a 

region 
3. Identify tools needed to improve outcomes 
4. Communicate regional outcomes to supply chain, end users and national 

coordinating group 



5. Communicate plans for improvement and potential costs to producers or the 
supply chain (costs could be costs to producers, supply impacts, quality losses, 
etc…) 
 

Implementation   
1. Establish goals for sustainability improvement 

- Scaled or tiered assessment based on market value 
- Third-party vs. self evaluation 
- Goals for improvement and timeframe 
- Traceability 
- Raw product management 
- Food and horticultural products vs. commodity, feed and biofuels 

2. Develop an implementation strategy  
3. Coordinate implementation plans with national leadership and other regions 

 
Educational Programs and Tools 
1. Develop producer and supply chain tools for assessing and improving 

sustainability 
- Workbooks for production and supply chain 
- Researched-based tools and recommendations on production BMP’s  
- Educational tools aimed at the supply chain and consumers on 

achievements, challenges and costs of agricultural production 
 

National Harmonization and Promotion 
1. Develop assessment protocols for national sustainability that harmonize the 

specific needs of regional production 
- Avoid regional comparisons 
- Facilitate improvements on a regional/national scale toward identified 

outcomes 
2. Identify appropriate initiatives to address emerging issues 

- Market expectations/demand (foreign and domestic) 
- Value of sustainability improvements vs. cost to producer 
- New research to answer specific questions 

3. Protect data security 
- Maintained by producer associations or individual farms 

4. Communicate success and achievement to supply chain, end users and 
consumers 

- Move toward harmonization of existing private assessment approaches 
to reduce complexity, producer burden and cost 

5. Achieve producer recognition for sustainability improvement and return on 
investment  

 


