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Abstract: Alternative food and agriculture movements increasingly rely on market-based 

approaches, particularly voluntary standards and certification, to advance environmental 

sustainability and social justice. Using a case study of an ecological shrimp project in 

Indonesia that became certified organic, this paper raises concerns regarding the impacts of 

certification on alternative food and agriculture movements, and their aims of furthering 

sustainability and justice. Drawing on George Ritzer’s McDonaldization framework, I 

argue that the ecological shrimp project became McDonaldized with the introduction of 

voluntary standards and certification. Specifically, efficiency, calculability, predictability, 

and control became key characteristics of the shrimp project. While the introduction of 

such characteristics increased market access, it also entailed significant costs, including an 

erosion of trust and marginalization and alienation of farmers. Given such tradeoffs, in 

concluding I propose that certification is producing particular forms of environmental 

sustainability and social justice, what I term McSustainability and McJustice. While 

enabling the expansion of alternative food and agriculture, McSustainability and McJustice 

tend to allow little opportunity for farmer empowerment and food sovereignty, as well as 

exclude aspects of sustainable farming or ethical production that are not easily measured, 

standardized, and validated. 

Keywords: standards; certification; alternative food and agriculture; market-based 

approaches; shrimp aquaculture; social movements 
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1. Introduction 

Alternative food and agriculture movements have proliferated and become a significant component 

of the global agrifood system [1]. Such movements seek to counter the industrialized, output-oriented, 

and standardized character of much of food and agriculture. Put differently, the raison d'être of 

alternative food and agriculture movements is to develop agrifood systems that are diverse and 

democratic, produce safe and quality food, and embody social justice and environmental sustainability. 

Historically, organizations seeking to reform food and agriculture focused on pressuring the state to  

pass legislation and fund alternative agrifood research and development (e.g., Sustainable Agriculture 

Research and Education in the US). With ongoing neoliberalization further constraining the regulatory 

capacity of states [2], however, many alternative food and agriculture movement organizations began 

to turn to market-based approaches in the 1990s. Among the most prominent market-based approaches 

is the use of voluntary standards and certification [3–5]. The outcome has been an explosion of 

standards and certification programs for social, labor, and environmental issues. The most well known 

include organics [6,7], fairtrade [8,9], sustainable fisheries and aquaculture [10–12], sustainable 

agriculture [13,14], sustainable biofuels [15,16], and fair and safe working conditions for processing 

factory and plantation labor (SA8000) [5,17]. 

Given that alternative food and agriculture movement organizations are increasingly using market-based 

approaches, performance in the marketplace is a key measurement of movement success. Namely, 

sales and the number of actors—e.g., producers, processors, and retailers—who are part of alternative 

production systems have become important indicators of movement success. From such a market 

perspective, much of the alternative food and agriculture movement is having success, as the number 

of alternative agrifood products continues to proliferate, sales continue to increase, and the number of 

actors who are part of alternative agrifood chains continues to grow. For example, sales of organic 

products continue to rise and organic food and drink sales worldwide reached almost $64 billion in 

2012 [18]. Retail sales of fair trade products are also growing with sales reaching £1.32bn in 2011,  

a 12% increase on sales of £1.17bn in 2010 [19]. Fair trade producer organizations are now found in  

63 countries and Fair trade products are sold in over 60 countries [20]. 

While voluntary standards and certification have helped facilitate the expansion of alternative food 

and agriculture globally, this paper raises questions regarding the impacts that certification has on the 

aims of alternative food and agriculture. In this paper, I argue that the turn to market-based approaches 

generally, and the use of certification specifically, is affecting the structure, practices, and culture of 

alternative food and agriculture. Specifically, building on George Ritzer’s McDonaldization 

framework [21], I contend that certification may be producing the McDonaldizaiton of alternative food 

and agriculture initiatives. Ritzer maintains that much of society is coming to resemble fast food 

restaurants in that it is becoming increasingly organized around principals of efficiency, calculability, 

predictability, and control. Using a case study of an ecological shrimp project that became organically 

certified, my argument is that the principles of efficiency, calculability, predictability, and control are 

becoming organizing principles of certified alternative food and agriculture initiatives. 

The ecological shrimp project began in 1992 and connected Japanese consumer cooperative (co-op) 

members with Indonesian shrimp farmers interested in sustainable aquaculture. Initially, democratic 

governance and a high degree of trust between shrimp farmers and co-op members characterized the 
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project. In 2002, part of the project received organic certification, which led to significant changes in 

the organization and governance of the project. Specifically, with the introduction of formal standards, 

documentation, and audits as part of certification, the project became increasingly McDonaldized. The 

result was hierarchical decision-making, marginalization and alienation of farmers, and a focus on 

maximizing production. Thus, while certification increase market share for alternative food and 

agriculture, my findings indicate that such growth may entail tradeoffs. I contend that certification may 

be resulting in a particular form of sustainability and justice, that is, what I term McSustainability  

or McJustice. 

Data on the ecological shrimp project was gathered using extensive field research in 2004 and 2008. 

A total of 118 interviews were conducted with a variety of actors involved in shrimp farming in the 

region, including certified and non-certified shrimp farmers, certified and non-certified warehouse 

owners, project managers and organizers, hatchery owners, social movement organizations, national 

and regional government officials, and aquaculture specialists [22]. In 2004, data was collected on the 

origins of the organic shrimp project, views on certification, the potential implications of the project, 

and the relationship among different actors associated with the project. In follow-up research in 2008, 

key informants were re-interviewed to assess the ways in which the implementation of the project had 

progressed and changes in how actors viewed the project. Both sets of interview data were 

supplemented by participant observation whenever possible, which focused on the interactions among 

members of the project. Lastly, content analysis of archival data on shrimp aquaculture, alternative 

food and agriculture, and certification from websites, newsletters, and reports by transnational 

organizations, such as the Food and Agriculture Organization, national and international non-governmental 

organizations, and certification bodies was undertaken. 

The remaining sections of the article are organized accordingly. First, Ritzer’s McDonaldization 

framework is reviewed and applied to food and agriculture. In particular, the ways that the industrial 

food and agriculture system is McDonaldized, and the ensuing development of alternative food and 

agriculture movements are emphasized. Second, I provide an overview of shrimp aquaculture and 

social and environmental issues associated with it. Third, a history and overview of the ecological 

shrimp project is presented. Fourth, I examine the ways that the project became McDonaldized with 

organic certification, and the implications this has had for the project. In concluding, I introduce the 

notions of McSustainability and McJustice as an outcome of the McDonaldization of alternative food 

and agriculture. 

2. McDonaldization, Industrialized Food and Agriculture, and Alternatives 

Building on Max Weber’s theory of rationalization [23], George Ritzer [21] observes that high 

levels of formal rationality and bureaucratization characterize more and more sectors of American 

society, as well as an increasing number of other societies. He presents the fast-food restaurant as 

emblematic of this new form of social organization and argues that society is undergoing what he 

terms “McDonaldization.” Specifically, Ritzer identifies four primary components of McDonaldization: 

efficiency, calculability, predictability, and control. First, efficiency means maximizing output and 

minimizing inputs. In the context of the fast food industry, this entails the use of organizational rules 

and regulations to help ensure highly efficient work by employees. For example, the cashiers in fast 
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food restaurants tend to use “scripts” to communicate with customers. Such scripting of conversations 

is designed to minimize the time it takes to serve a customer and thus, maximize the number of 

customers that can be served. 

Second, calculability describes the quantitative character of fast-food restaurants. For example, a 

key focus of fast food restaurants is the size and cost of meals as well as the time it takes for customers 

to get their food. In McDonaldized settings, quantity comes to represent quality. The logic behind this 

is that “a lot of something, or the quick delivery of it, means it must be good” [21] (p. 14). Third, 

predictability entails ensuring that products and services are the same both across space and time. 

Many customers take great comfort knowing that fast-food restaurants offer no surprises and they can 

get the same food regardless of location. For example, McDonaldization enables a person to get the 

exact same Egg McMuffin in a McDonald’s in New York City or in a rural Texas town. In addition to 

supplying predictability to customers, McDonaldization also makes work experiences predictable in 

that work is largely standardized both within restaurants and across fast food industry. 

Lastly, McDonaldized systems are characterized by significant control over the people who are part 

of them. In fast food restaurants, skilled work is largely limited to the design and improvement of 

McDonaldized settings. Thus, most workers have very little autonomy as nearly all processes are 

prescribed, and the hierarchical structure of McDonaldized settings ensures worker discipline. In other 

words, workers are little more than cogs in a machine. Similarly, customers are also quite disciplined, 

as they have to follow a multitude of rules, such as waiting in line, carrying their food, and clearing 

their own tables. For example, a prominent science and technology scholar, Susan Leigh Star [24], 

who was allergic to onions, documented how difficult customizing orders are at McDonald’s and thus, 

how little voice customers have regarding what they eat. 

From Ritzer’s perspective, McDonaldization has both positive and negative effects on society.  

On the one hand, McDonaldized systems enable society to do many things that were not possible in the 

near past. They have increased efficiency, product uniformity, and have helped make global 

standardization possible. Additionally, they tend to be highly profitable for corporations. On the other 

hand, Ritzer argues such systems can generate what he terms the irrationality of rationality, by which 

he means that they become so rational they begin producing social issues and problems. For example, 

fast food restaurants also tend to serve unhealthy food, rely on environmentally degrading forms of 

agriculture, and be alienating places to work. Thus, McDonaldization is ‘double-edged’ in that it has 

both benefits and drawbacks for society [21]. 

Applying this framework to food and agriculture, the industrial agrifood system can be understood 

as an example of McDonaldization in food and agriculture. Beginning with the post WWII period, 

food and agriculture have become increasingly industrialized and organized according to the principles 

of efficiency, calculability, predictability, and control. For example, in the US, much of agriculture has 

become characterized by productivity, mechanization, dependence on massive chemical inputs, and the 

use of standardized crops [25–31]. Thus, similar to fast food restaurants, the industrial agrifood system 

has largely been structured around the principle of abundant and cheap food [32]. This has led to a 

reorganization of agriculture in which large farms produce much of the food grown in America. Less 

than 2% of Americans are farmers today [33], and in 2007, 125,000 farms produced 75% of the entire 

value of US agricultural production, with the average farm size being 418 acres [34]. Additionally, the 



Sustainability 2014, 6 8096 

 

McDonaldization of agriculture has shifted power from farmers to the transnational corporations, such 

as input companies, processors, and retailers. 

While the industrial food and agriculture system is highly productive, it is also characterized by 

significant irrationalities in the form of a myriad of social and environmental problems. First, given the 

corporate control of the industrial food system, there are issues associated with transparency, 

democracy, and accountability. For example, food safety crises continue to be fairly commonplace [35], 

food insecurity continues to be a global problem [36–38], and food sovereignty for many people is 

extremely constrained [39–41]. Additionally, the healthiness of food is increasingly questioned given 

the proliferation of diet-based illnesses and obesity [26,42]. Second, agriculture is beset by a series of 

environmental problems that threatens its sustainability, including high resource use, water and air 

pollution, soil depletion, production of greenhouses gases, and loss of biodiversity [26,43,44]. Lastly, 

labor issues continue to be a problem in much of agriculture at all levels from the farm to the retailer, 

as such jobs are often low paid, and tend to be characterized by hazardous working conditions [45–47]. 

Alternative food and agriculture movements can be understood as a response to the McDonaldization 

of food and agriculture and the plethora of social and environmental problems it has generated. While 

alternative food and agriculture movements are characterized by significant diversity and embody a 

variety of causes (e.g., farm worker rights, environmental sustainability, and animal welfare, and 

nutrition and health), [48,49], they often share the goal of embedding food and agriculture in networks 

where social, economic, and ecological relations are fair, just, and democratic [50,51]. 

Historically, alternative food and agriculture movements largely focused much of their efforts on 

the state. Most notably, this included securing government support for alternative agriculture (e.g., 

research, funding, and policies), and increased social and environmental regulation of food and 

agriculture [13,52]. However, while such an approach did result in important gains in many places, 

movement organizations are constrained in the kinds of changed they have been able to achieve, 

especially with the neoliberalization of many states over the past three decades [2]. Consequently, 

much of the alternative food and agriculture movements has shifted their efforts to market-based 

approaches [17,53–55], especially the use of voluntary standards and certification [3,56,57]. 

Typically, in market-based governance approaches, non-governmental actors develop a set of 

voluntary social or environmental standards that define alternative forms of production (e.g., 

environmentally sustainable and/or fair and safe labor conditions). Independent third-party certifiers 

ensure the implementation of the given standards through the use of audits. Lastly, alternative products 

are often labeled (e.g., fairtrade and Rainforest Alliance) to differentiate them from conventional 

products. Thus, through the use of standards and certification alternative food and agriculture 

movement organizations are working to develop and govern alternative forms of production. If 

successful and certified alternative products gain significant market share, such movement 

organizations will be able to shift food and agriculture towards more sustainable and just practices [4,58]. 

In short, in this approach, alternative food and agriculture movements are relying on the “the invisible 

mouth” [59]—actual and potential consumer demand–as a tool to change food and agriculture. The 

idea is that by pressuring food and agriculture companies, movement organizations will be able to 

“harness the profit motive to innovative and efficient social and environmental solutions” [60] (p. 313). 

Given the success of some alternative food and agriculture initiatives using this approach, such as 
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organics and fair trade, the use of voluntary standards and certification by alternative food and 

agriculture movements is growing [5,8,10,14,58]. 

While alternative food and agriculture movements are increasingly using certification, and 

certification has received considerable research attention, there is a dearth of research on the ways that 

certification may be affecting the structure, practices, and culture of alternative food and agriculture. 

Thus, a key research question becomes the implications of certification for the internal dynamics of 

movements, as well as the kinds of social and environmental changes that can be achieved. To begin to 

address this research gap, using Ritzer’s McDonaldization framework the remaining portions of this 

article examine the transformations that occurred in an ecological shrimp project after it received 

organic certification. 

3. Aquaculture: Industrialization and Alternative Movements 

Seafood consumption is rising globally. Consequently, the proportion of marine fish stocks 

estimated to be overexploited (i.e., fished beyond sustainable yield) or depleted is increasing. In 2010, 

the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) estimated that 53% of the world’s marine fish stocks 

were fully exploited (at their maximum sustainable limits), 28% overexploited, and 3% depleted [61]. 

Given the highly stressed state of fisheries, aquaculture is rapidly becoming a more significant source 

of seafood. Today, it is the fastest growing segment of animal-food production, with an average annual 

growth rate of 6.6 percent [61]. Approximately half of the global seafood supply now comes from 

aquaculture, and estimates indicate that aquaculture’s portion will continue to grow in the future [62]. 

While geographical expansion has been a key component to increasing aquaculture production, 

intensification has also been a significant factor. Similar to the green revolution, which industrialized 

much of agriculture in the global South, the blue revolution industrialized much of aquaculture, 

particularly high-value species such as shrimp [63]. For shrimp farming, the result has been a shift 

from traditional, extensive forms of shrimp farming towards greater use of industrialized aquaculture 

practices [64]. Specifically, the industrialized shrimp aquaculture has entailed increases in stocking 

densities, greater pond density, and the introduction of synthetic inputs, such as feed, antibiotics, 

medications, and pesticides. Similar to livestock operations, there has also been a shift to large firms 

controlling much of shrimp aquaculture through vertical coordination [65,66]. The result has been that 

feed, hatcheries, farming, and processing are becoming increasingly consolidated and concentrated [62,63]. 

In short, with industrialization, aquaculture has become McDonaldized in that efficiency, calculability, 

predictability, and control characterize much of shrimp aquaculture today. 

While the blue revolution produced tremendous increases in productivity, a host of social and 

environmental issues have also accompanied it. First, the geographical expansion and increased pond 

density has led to degradation of coastal environments, especially mangroves [67,68]. Second, with the 

shift towards a few high value species, there has been a loss of genetic diversity, which affects 

susceptibility to disease and environmental stresses [62]. Third, chemical use has created concern over 

water pollution and the effects on neighboring ecosystems [69]. Fourth, there has been a growth of 

land and resource conflicts, with farmers and communities losing access to coastal lands in some 

instances [70]. Lastly, research indicates that inequality tends to increase with the industrialization of 

aquaculture [71,72]. 
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In response to such social and environmental concerns, as well as food safety issues, multiple 

efforts to govern and/or reform industrialized shrimp aquaculture have emerged. Increasingly 

prominent are market-based approaches that use voluntary standards and certification [12,73–77]. 

Today, multiple non-governmental organizations set voluntary standards for sustainable aquaculture 

and certify their compliance, including international certification bodies, such as the Soil Association, 

Naturland, and the International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements. The international trade 

association, the Global Aquaculture Alliance, as well as leading global retailers, GlobalGAP, have also 

developed aquaculture standards that address sustainability and justice issues and use certification 

respectively. Furthermore, the Consortium on Shrimp Farming and the Environment, which includes 

the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the Network of Aquaculture Centres in Asia-Pacific, 

the United Nations Environmental Programme, the World Bank, and the World Wildlife Fund, has 

launched the Aquaculture Stewardship Council to oversee the implementation of sustainability 

standards for a range of aquaculture products, including shrimp. Thus, the use of voluntary standards 

and certification is becoming a key approach to counteracting the negative effects of industrial 

aquaculture today. 

4. The Ecological Shrimp Project 

The ecological shrimp project is located on the eastern coast of the island of Java in Bojokulu. 

Bojokulu is an area that has long been known as a milkfish and shrimp farming site. Farmers in 

Bojokulu have used traditional aquaculture practices for over 300 years. Traditional shrimp farming 

practices entail a poly-cultural system, rely on the surrounding ecosystem to supply shrimp feed, and 

replace water in shrimp ponds (tambak) using tidal flows [78]. Thus, they tend to use minimal artificial 

inputs, such as shrimp feed, supplements, antibiotics, synthetic chemical pesticides and fertilizers. 

Beginning in the 1980s, the Department of Marine Affairs and Fisheries introduced blue revolution 

technologies and practices to shrimp farmers in the region. Many of the local shrimp pond owners who 

could afford to implement such technologies and practices did so and moved away from traditional 

practices. While shrimp output increased, the adoption of blue revolution practices and technologies 

has also led to a myriad of social and environmental problems. 

It is against this backdrop that a Japanese NGO, Sustainable Network (SN), initiated an ecological 

shrimp project in Bojokulu in 1992. SN was originally funded by several progressive Japanese co-op 

organizations, whose mission is to increase the sustainability and justice of food and agriculture. 

Embodying the goals of the co-op, the ecological shrimp project sought to secure safe and quality 

shrimp for co-op members, promote environmental sustainability in Bojokulu, and improve the 

economic welfare of shrimp farmers. To accomplish these goals it worked to link shrimp farmers who 

use traditional practices with co-op members in Japan. Building on their commitment to food 

sovereignty, co-op members believed that partnering with shrimp farmers would lead to better 

understanding of each other’s needs and interests. This would enable the development of a shrimp 

supply chain that was beneficial for all stakeholders. To accomplish this, a key component of the ecological 

shrimp project was building personal relations and trust between co-op members and shrimp farmers. 

From the very beginning of the ecological shrimp project, SN worked to facilitate relations between 

Japanese co-op members and Indonesian shrimp farmers. For example, to begin to overcome cultural 
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and language barriers, SN hired an Indonesian aquaculture specialist who was originally from the 

region, and who had received his Ph.D. in aquaculture at a Japanese university. SN officials and a group 

of co-op members also traveled to Bojokulu multiple times, where they visited shrimp ponds and 

warehouses, and discussed with farmers what should be the appropriate criteria for “sustainable shrimp 

farming”. These efforts brought to light several differences between Indonesian farmers and Japanese 

co-op members regarding sustainability that would need to be bridged for the project to be successful. 

The most notable difference between farmers and co-op members was the use of chemical inputs.  

At the time, farmers got their fry from hatcheries where application of antibiotics was common. Some 

farmers also used chemical pesticides in their ponds to kill predatory animals, such as snakes. In 

contrast, from the perspective of SN and co-op members, sustainable farming did not include the use 

of chemicals. Through a series of discussions a compromise was reached in which the Japanese co-op 

members accepted the use of antibiotics at the hatcheries, given the lack of technological resource 

available to produce fry without antibiotics, and the farmers agreed to stop using synthetic chemicals 

in their ponds. 

Once standards were established and the project was up and running, implementing the standards 

was the responsibility of farmers. Farmer compliance with the standards was not formally monitored. 

Building on the process used to develop the standards, SN worked to build further relationships 

between farmers and co-op members and establish trust. This included continued visits to the pond 

community in Bojokulu by co-op members and also visits by some farmers to Japan. When co-op 

members visited the pond community in Bojokulu, they met with farmers, took part in harvesting 

activities, and had forums with farmers and project managers discussing the project and issues that had 

arisen. In interviews, farmers expressed that they tended to like the co-op members’ visits. For 

example, one farmer commented, 

At least once a year, they came here. They tried to listen to our story. They had 

tolerance. They at least tried to understand us, and our conditions. There, we can see 

their respect for us. Therefore, we also tried to understand them. 

Another farmer similarly remarked,  

We were very happy if consumers actually come to our pond and at least try to know 

our difficulty and environment of production. It encourages us to produce better shrimp. 

It’s human-to-human relationship, right? We all like that. 

SN also arranged for farmers from the project to visit co-op members in Japan on multiple occasions. 

On such visits, farmers would have discussions with co-op members about the project, visit co-ops, 

and partake in social functions, such as cooking and eating a meal that included shrimp from the 

project. Thus, a key part of SN’s management included significant efforts to foster communication and 

build relationships between farmers and co-op members. Consequently, according to interviewees, the 

ecological shrimp project was initially characterized by high levels of trust and respect between 

farmers and co-op members. 

In 2000, a European buyer approached SN with interest in purchasing shrimp from the project. 

However, the European buyer requested the project have organic certification from an established 

certifying body. Compared to the self-assessment the project was using, the potential buyer viewed 
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certification as a more reliable form of conformity assessment. SN saw the opportunity for a new 

market as a way to expand the project and allow more farmers to participate in it. Thus, soon after the 

European buyer approached them, SN convened an open forum in Bojokulu to gauge local interest in 

organic certification. They invited project stakeholders, including shrimp warehouse owners, pond 

owners, NGOs, and government officials. More than 100 people attended the meeting, and an 

overwhelming majority voiced support for organic certification. Hence, with the support of the 

Bojokulu shrimp farming community, SN and a group of shrimp farmers began the process of 

acquiring organic certification. In July 2002, Green Soil, a leading European certifying body, certified 

part of the ecological shrimp project as organic and an organic division within the project was 

established. Subsequently, organic shrimp was sold to the European buyer and ecological shrimp 

continued to be sold to the Japanese co-ops. 

Two years after receiving organic certification the European buyer terminated its contract with the  

project [79]. However, project managers maintained certification for an additional four years in hope 

of finding new buyers. In the meantime, shrimp produced in the organic division of the project were 

sold to Japanese co-ops. Overtime, the project managers found the requirements of certification useful 

for managing the entire ecological shrimp project, and thus, gradually began to implement parts of 

them in the ecological shrimp project. This shift in governance led to changes in Japanese co-op 

members’ relationship with the shrimp project. Specifically, while co-op members initially viewed 

trust-based relations with the farmers as sufficient for ensuring sustainable shrimp, they found 

certification useful in that it limited their need to be actively involved in the project. Thus, while a 

formal distinction remained between the organic division and the larger ecological shrimp project, the 

principles, measures, and the audits of the organic division were increasingly implemented throughout 

much of the ecological shrimp project. 

To entice local farmers to join the project, a high base price was paid to farmers and warehouses in 

both the ecological and organic divisions. Additionally, a one US dollar premium was paid for each 

kilogram of organic shrimp, which was divided between the warehouse and shrimp farmers. At the 

time of my first site visit in November 2004, of the approximately 15,000 hectare of shrimp ponds in 

Bojokulu, 5000 hectare of ponds were participating in the ecological shrimp project and approximately 

half of them (2500 hectare) were registered with the organic division of the project. In May 2008, the 

managers of the ecological project decided not to renew organic certification and terminated the 

organic division of the ecological shrimp project. The reasons for this decision are discussed below. 

5. Organic Certification: McDonaldization of Sustainable Shrimp Farming 

Prior to certification, democratic and participatory relations in which both farmers and co-op 

members were able to have a voice characterized the ecological shrimp project. Thus, as noted above, 

the ecological shrimp project had established strong relations of trust between farmers and co-op 

members. However, with the introduction of organic certification, the governance of the project and 

the relationship between farmers and co-op members underwent significant changes. Specifically, the 

shared governance, mutual understanding, and personalized relationships that had characterized the 

ecological shrimp project were largely displaced, and the project became rationalized and bureaucratic. 

In short, the project became increasingly McDonaldized. The three subsections below examine the 
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McDonaldization of the project with introduction of formal standards, documentation requirements, 

and audits. 

5.1. Standards of Sustainable Farming 

McDonaldization is evident in both the standard-development process and the resultant organic 

standards. Prior to receiving organic certification, the standards used in the ecological shrimp project 

were the outcome of ongoing dialogue between shrimp farmers and co-op members. Consequently, 

both farmers and co-op members were able to express their views and have voice in the development 

of the standards. As a result, the standards were informal, allowed farmers flexibility in the  

practices they used, were adaptable to changing conditions, and incorporated farmer’s experiential and 

historical knowledge. 

With organic certification, both the development of the standards and their content became more 

formalized. In order to develop “universally applicable” standards, Green Soil bases their standards 

on scientific knowledge and best practices. As scientific knowledge is commonly perceived to be 

impartial and culturally neutral, science-based standards are thought to exclude bias and personal 

preferences [80,81]. In developing the organic standards, Green Soil proposed the following process. 

First, Green Soil would share its core principles and general organic standards with the projects 

managers of the ecological shrimp project. Second, project managers would put together a local 

standard-development committee to adapt the general organic standards to shrimp aquaculture in 

Bojokulu. Lastly, Green Soil would review, amend, and approve the standards. From the perspective 

of Green Soil, developing standards in this way would result in organic standards that are based on 

scientific evidence, but are also tailored to local conditions. 

Following Green Soil’s proposal, the managers of the ecological project established a local 

standard-development committee to tailor Green Soil’s standards to the conditions of Bojokulu. The 

committee consisted of four famers from the ecological shrimp project who had long been using 

sustainable farming practices and an aquaculture specialist who assisted in developing the ecological 

shrimp project. However, while formally the committee was given the opportunity to amend the 

standards, they quickly realized that their ability to do so was constrained. Specifically, committee 

members found their proposed changes were often not accepted because they were not based on 

scientific knowledge, but experiential knowledge they had gained through farming. In other words, 

because the knowledge of the committee was not calculable in that it was not easily quantifiable and 

not supported by tangible evidence, it lacked legitimacy in the eyes of Green Soil. Hence, committee 

members noted that they felt marginalized in the standard-development process and that their 

perspective was not respected. 

The organic standards that resulted from the process were much more calculable than the standards 

of the ecological project. Specifically, they established quantifiable metrics that farmers are required to 

comply with, including: specified stock density (maximum: three seedlings/m²), the use of polyculture 

with milkfish, specified location of ponds (with a minimum of seven meters between the rim of the 

ponds and river), no chemical inputs, the planting of mangrove trees around the ponds and their dikes 

(with a maximum of seven meters between trees), and various documentation requirements. As the 

standards were based on Green Soil’s core organic principles, they also resulted in the standardization 
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of both farming practices and the shrimp produced in the project. In this way, the ecological shrimp 

project became predictable in that it adhered to similar standards to Green Soil’s other organic 

certified projects. Lastly, as farmers had little input into the development of the standards, the standards 

functioned as a form of control in that they specified to farmers how to sustainably farm shrimp. 

5.2. Documenting Sustainable Farming 

Prior to organic certification, co-op consumers largely trusted farmers to follow the standards. 

Hence, farmers were almost entirely accountable for conformity-assessment. With organic 

certification, a formalized and bureaucratic governance structure was developed. Specifically, an array 

of documentation templates for farmers and inspectors was developed to evaluate farmer and 

warehouse practices. This resulted in efficiency, calculability, predictability, and control becoming 

prevalent characteristics of the project. 

As part of organic certification, Green Soil required the development of an internal control system 

(ICS). An ICS is a document and audit based conformity-assessment system for ensuring compliance 

with the standards. To develop and manage the ICS a local organization, Perlindungan Alam (PA), was 

established. One of the initial tasks of PA was to develop documentation templates to assess farmer 

compliance with the standards. Similar to the standard-development process, Green Soil provided 

model templates, PA then tailored them to the project, and Green Soil amended and approved them. 

The documentation requirements entailed, first, that farmers who were interested in joining the 

organic project register their ponds. Following registration, officials from PA would visit the farmers 

to explain the project and inspect the ponds. Next, if a farmer was approved to join the project, they 

had to a sign a membership agreement form, which established a contractual agreement between PA 

and the farmer. The contract specified that the farmer consented that he understood the standards and 

agreed to adhere to them. Upon joining the project, PA created a membership file for each farmer, 

which contained information on the farmer and his ponds. 

Once farmers became part of the organic project, they had to complete production documentation 

forms that detailed their farming activities. Necessary information included when, how much and from 

which hatchery they got their shrimp fry, when and how much of the shrimp and milkfish fry they 

released into the pond(s) [82], and date and usage of the organic pesticide, and information on any 

other inputs that they used. Farmers also had to complete harvest documentation forms that detailed 

the date and time harvesting began and ended, and how much and which kinds of shrimp and milkfish 

were harvested from which pond. 

Similar to the introduction of formal standards, the development and implementation of 

documentation practices also led to the McDonaldization of shrimp farming. First, as the documents 

became the official record of farmer compliance with the standards, the information required by the 

documents became the most significant measurements for assessing the sustainability of farmer 

practices. The result was increased calculability in that the recorded information in the documentation 

forms became the priority, as opposed to the actual sustainability of farming practices. Second, the use 

of standardized documentation templates increased predictability throughout the project. Specifically,  

it contributed to the standardization of not only the shrimp, but also farmer practices and the ways that 

farmers (and inspectors) evaluate their practices. Third, the use of standardized documentation 
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templates also increased the efficiency of governing the project, as the same set of documents could be 

used to assess all farmers. Lastly, the documentation templates functioned as a form of control in that 

they established rules and requirements that farmers had to abide by. In other words, combined with 

the formalized standards, the documentation requirements further prescribed to farmers how to farm 

and measure their practices. 

5.3. Auditing Sustainable Farming 

In addition to document requirements, farmers were also subject to audits as part of the conformity 

assessment process with organic certification. Specifically, farmers were incorporated into a multilayered 

audit system that consisted of ICSs, certification bodies, and accreditor organizations (see Figure 1). 

The introduction of such conformity assessment practices and their implementation across the 

ecological shrimp project displaced the personalized relationships and trust that were part of the 

ecological shrimp project. The result was the further McDonaldization of the project as audits 

increased efficiency, calculability, predictability, and control in the project. 

With the development of a multilayered audit system, shrimp farmers had to undergo a series of 

audits by PA as part of the ICS. For example, each pond had to have at least one unannounced 

inspection per production cycle (i.e., 90 days). Additionally, inspectors were also required to be at 

ponds during harvest time to oversee the shrimp harvest. During audits, inspectors would typically 

examine farmers’ documentation, question farmers as to their practices, complete inspection 

documents, and search the huts and ponds for chemical input packages or containers. Following 

inspections, farmers were evaluated and assigned a pass or fail grade. If they passed, they could sell 

their shrimp as organic and receive the price premium. Audit results were recorded and if a farmer 

failed three consecutive audits they faced termination from the organic project. This indicates that with 

the introduction of audits formal sanctions also became part of the project. 

Figure 1. Multilayered Audit System in the Organic Shrimp Project. 
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In addition to farmers, Green Soil also assessed PA and the ICS annually. Green Soil would send a 

team of external auditors to Bojokulu to conduct the audit. Auditors would audit a random sample of 

the documentation filled in by both farmers (approximately 15% to 20% of member farmers) and PA 

inspectors. They would also visit a random sample of ponds and take soil and water samples, and 

question farmers regarding their farming practices. Similar to the audits of farmers, Green Soil also 

issued a pass or fail grade to PA and the entire organic shrimp project. In order to stay certified, the 

project had to pass its annual audit. Lastly, Green Soil was also audited annually. As part of its 

accreditation process, the International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements (IFOAM) 

audited Green Soil to ensure that its certification process was objective, transparent, and effective. 

The implementation of these multilayered audits resulted in the significant McDonaldization of the 

project. First, at all levels, that which is being audited must be measurable and thus, based on tangible 

evidence. Additionally, it must be objective in the sense that it is, at least in principle, independently 

verifiable. In short, audits imply calculability and the application of audits across the organic shrimp 

project resulted in calculability becoming a central characteristic. Second, a key function of the 

multilayered audit system was essentially to standardize all aspects of the project, including the 

standards, farmer practices, the shrimp, the documentation templates, and the auditing practices 

themselves. Hence, the introduction of audits contributed to making a differentiated product—organic 

shrimp – predictable. This meant that the shrimp were supposedly produced using practices similar to 

other organic shrimp from different sites. Third, the multilayered audit system increased the efficiency 

of governing the organic shrimp product. Specifically, the use of standardized audit practices, in 

conjunction with the documentation templates, lessened the skill, knowledge, and resources needed to 

monitor farmers and their practices. 

Lastly, the multilayered audit system functioned as a system of control in that it disciplined farmers, 

project managers, and Green Soil. As it was a hierarchical system, whether or not farmers were 

farming sustainably, whether or not the project sufficiently complied with standards, and the degree to 

which Green Soil was competent were largely decided in a top-down manner. For example, if farmers 

did not pass audits they were removed from the project, if too many farmers did not meet the 

standards, the project could potentially be de-certified, and if Green Soil was not an effective certifying 

body it could be de-accredited. 

6. Implications of McDonaldization 

The McDonaldization of the ecological shrimp project with organic certification had several 

positive impacts. First, certification legitimated the project in the eyes of European buyers. This not 

only enabled farmers to gain access to the organic market in Europe, which offered better prices than 

conventional markets, but also established their reputation as a high quality shrimp production site. 

Second, with certification, the efficiency of the project increased. For example, all the rules were 

prescribed and thus, farmers simply needed to follow the required standards to farm sustainably, and 

PA officials just had to abide by the inspection standards in checking farmer practices. Third, the 

increased predictability of the project was also beneficial. For example, post-certification there was 

less variation in the quality of the shrimp produced, which enhanced its market value. Lastly, the 

development of formal standards and a conformity-assessment system meant that the European buyers 
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and Japanese co-op members no longer had to be as actively involved in the initiative. Thus, they were 

able to pursue other interests and projects.  

However, certification and the ensuing McDonaldization also negatively impacted the project. First, 

with certification and the formalization of standards and conformity-assessment, less effort went into 

fostering and maintaining relations of trust. Consequently, trust between farmers and co-op members 

declined, as well as between project managers and farmers. For example, speaking of the changes in 

the project, one project manager commented, “contractual agreements are quite stiff and lack flexibility. 

It’s based on rationality, documentation, contracts, and signature. There is no human-to-human 

relationship entailed.” Many farmers expressed unhappiness and frustration with such changes.  

The following farmer’s comment is illustrative of this position: 

We really care the ways that we are treated. We want to be treated with respect. The sense 

of respect is a key component to the Javanese culture. People need to be cared. That’s the 

Javanese people’s system… [The project] has become very business oriented now. [The 

project managers] don’t respect us any more. 

In other words, personal relationships and relations of trust were largely replaced with notions of 

efficiency, calculability, predictability, and control, which frustrated and alienated many farmers. 

Second, the McDonaldization of the project also affected how communication took place within the 

project. Specifically, project managers’ mediation of communication between farmers and consumers 

also frustrated some farmers. In interviews, some farmers commented that they now had to play a 

“message game” in that whenever farmers had a question for co-op members they had to ask the 

inspectors, who then would deliver the question up the hierarchy to PA officials, then SN officials, and 

lastly to the co-op members. Speaking of this process, one farmer lamented, “by the time the 

information gets to us, the content often changes and is unclear.” The result of such a bureaucratized 

communication structure was a further erosion of trust between farmers and co-op members. 

Third, the McDonaldization of the project affected the roles of farmers and co-op members to the 

project, as well as their commitment to the project. Most notable is that many farmers in interviews 

indicated that they had little say in the project. And, as their performance was evaluated according to 

the extent to which they conformed to the standards, they felt that they were being treated as objects of 

control. Speaking of the changes among farmers, an SN official remarked: 

With certification, member farmers have become puppets. They just follow the rules that 

were set up by the certifier. Now, they neither think, nor try to improve their farming 

practices. They just passively follow all the rules and procedures that were prescribed. 

They stopped thinking, stopped participating in the project. Thus, their morale became low. 

Consequently, commitment by farmers to the project lessened. Similarly, engagement by co-op 

members decreased as the project became increasingly bureaucratized. For example, speaking of 

changes in the co-op consumers, a PA official commented in the following manner: 

[Japanese] co-op members have definitely changed over time with the certification. Their 

awareness has become low, no more visits, little understanding of what is going on at the 

production site… There is no dialogue between consumers and farmers now. What we 

have now is a very impersonal network. 
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Thus, with the introduction of formal standards and a conformity-assessment system, co-op consumers 

disengaged from the farmers.  

Fourth, the McDonaldization of the project eroded the original democratic character of the project. 

This is evident in the standard-development process, which members of the standard-development 

committee viewed as hierarchical and undemocratic. For example, one committee member commented 

of the process:  

[Certifiers] develop universal standards based on their own perspectives and ideas. Then, 

they impose such standards on suppliers throughout the world. They just determine that 

their standards are the standards… They won’t listen to different perspectives or opinions 

from us. They are not flexible.  

Similarly, another committee member noted, “We are not allowed to decide what sustainable shrimp 

farming is by ourselves. It is our ponds. It is our sustainability.” With the implementation of the 

documentation templates and audits, many farmers expressed that the project had become increasing less 

participatory. In interviews farmers often noted that they were powerless. The result was that many 

farmers felt that outsiders were managing the project according to their needs and wants. Given their 

powerless position, for some farmer simply meeting the standards or not getting caught not-complying 

with them became their primary objective, as opposed to improving the sustainability of their  

farming practices. 

Lastly, the objectives of the project became increasingly output-oriented following certification.  

In other words, according to many interviewees, quantification in the form of producing more 

sustainable shrimp and enlarging the project became key objectives. For example, an official with PA 

commented, “the project has become increasingly dominated by the idea, ‘if you don’t sell, you cannot 

change anything.’” However, the push to expand the project also resulted in a weakening commitment 

to the project’s original aims. On the one hand, the increasingly output oriented philosophy led to the 

reconceptualization of farmers as subjects to be controlled who had to be disciplined rather than 

partners in a joint project to achieve mutual goals, and as a result, the project began to encounter more 

disagreements, conflicts, and antagonisms. On the other hand, whereas pre-certification the farmers 

who partook the project were largely committed to the idea of sustainable farming, many of the 

farmers who joined the project post-certification were primarily interested in the economic incentives 

and not fully committed to the environmental components of the project. Hence, the number of farmers 

who were not fully complying with standards and falsifying documents increased. 

In sum, while the McDonaldization of the shrimp project had benefits in terms of market access and 

efficiency, it also had the effect of making it quite similar to industrialized shrimp farming. This is a 

point that some in the project came to realize. For example, an official with PA commented:  

I don’t think there is much difference between the intensive shrimp system and organic 

shrimp system. The only difference between them is that organic shrimp system deals with 

niche products and that is all. Both focus on producing something that can be sold in the 

market. To sell the product, you have to make buyers happy, and accommodate with their 

demands and needs. You begin to prioritize buyers’ demands over those of producers to 

sell. As long as you use market as a tool, this mindset is going to dominate the project. 
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Thus, while the use of organic certification was to assist the actualization of the goals of the ecological 

shrimp project and thus, to counter the McDonaldization and industrialization of shrimp farming, 

ironically, it led to the McDonaldization of ecological shrimp project. Put differently, whereas the 

intended objectives of industrialized and alternative forms of aquaculture are divergent—one mass 

production for mass consumption, the other sustainable and just production—the governance of the 

project and the treatment of farmers in the ecological shrimp project became quite similar to those in 

conventional systems. As a result, in seeking to expand the scope of the project and its impacts through 

a highly rationalized, bureaucratic, and market-oriented approach, the use of voluntary standards and 

certification eroded the original objectives of the project, and created many of the same problems 

associated with the industrial aquaculture, such as alienation and marginalization of farmers and a lack 

of trust between stakeholders. 

After seeing the changes in the project and reflecting on their impacts, SN and PA decided not to 

renew organic certification in 2008. In interviews, they noted that while certification did have some 

benefits it ended up undermining many of the original aims of the ecological shrimp project. SN, PA, 

and the co-op consumers decided to return to the original project design and focus on trying to rebuild 

relationships and trust between farmers and co-op members. 

7. Conclusions 

Alternative food and agriculture movements have found voluntary standards and certification to be 

an effective approach for advancing their causes, and as a result, increasingly rely on them today. 

While based on a single case study, the findings from the ecological shrimp project raise concerns 

regarding the increased use of certification by alternative food and agriculture movements and 

highlight challenges to enhancing the sustainability and justice of food and agriculture through the use 

of certification. Specifically, the argument of this paper is that certification can lead to the 

McDonaldization of alternative agrifood initiatives, and has both benefits and drawbacks for 

alternative food and agriculture movements themselves, and their aims of furthering sustainability  

and justice. 

I contend that in using certification, alternative food and agriculture movements are advancing a 

particular form of social change, that is, what I term McSustainability and McJustice. With 

McSustainability and McJustice, production practices are standardized, initiatives are organized 

bureaucratically, and farmers are subjects who need to be controlled and disciplined. Compared to 

industrialized food and agriculture, with McSustainability and McJustice, alternative food and 

agriculture is likely to be more sustainable in that the environmental impacts are lessened, and more 

just as there are price premiums for farmers. Additionally, McSustainability and McJustice allow for 

greater market access and geographical expansion; thus, increasing the scale and scope of alternative 

agriculture. Thus, McSustainability and McJustice will counteract the many of the worst 

environmental and social abuses of the global agrifood system. It will also allow the expansion of 

more environmentally sustainable and socially just practices to greater economies of scale, such as the 

expansion of environmental sustainability and social justice standards to planation system agriculture 

(e.g., Fair Trade and the Roundtable for Sustainable Palm Oil). In this way, the McDonalization of 
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alternative agriculture will increase the impact of alternative food and agriculture movements and the 

sustainability and fairness of food and agriculture. 

However, there are also limitations to the kinds of changes that McSustainability and McJustice can 

achieve. Most notably, with McSustainability and McJustice, sustainability and justice are limited to 

social and environmental issues and aspects of food and agriculture that can be measured, 

standardized, and validated. Given that not all aspects of sustainable farming or ethical production are 

easily measurable through the use of formal standards, documents, and audits, some forms of 

sustainability and justice are likely to be marginalized and/or excluded. Additionally, alternative 

agrifood practices that are inefficient and cannot be organized bureaucratically also face the threat of 

marginalization. For example, with McSustainability and McJustice, there is little opportunity for 

farmer empowerment and food sovereignty in alternative agrifood initiatives, both of which are 

important aims of some, if not all, alternative food and agriculture movements. 

Thus, the possibility that the use of voluntary standards and certification is producing 

McSustainability and McJustice of food and agriculture raises important questions for proponents of 

alternative food and agriculture movements. First, what kinds of changes are they trying to achieve? 

That is, what form of sustainability and justice are they trying to advance? Second, what are the best 

approaches for increasing the sustainability and justice of food and agriculture? Depending on the 

answers to these questions, the findings of this paper indicate that alternative food and agriculture 

movements may need to diversify their approaches. Specifically, robust forms of environmental 

sustainability and such aims as farmer empowerment and food sovereignty may require other 

approaches in addition to certification. Hence, greater inclusion of, and experimentation with, other 

organizational forms and modes of governance, such as re-localization and participatory and reflexive 

governance, may be necessary for the realization of other forms of sustainability and justice beyond 

McSustainability and McJustice. 
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