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Good morning, 
 

The digital revolution has produced two winning business models: Aggregation (e.g. Amazon, 
Google) and Platforms (e.g. Microsoft, Apple). Applying these models offers useful insights on 
how sustainable origin might be future-proofed in the global supply chain.  
 
In this article, I discuss the risk of disruption to the business of sustainability certification, by 
suggesting who might lead the digital transformation in the first mile of the global supply chain, 
and how it can unfold.  
 

Olam, a new guardian of Fair Trade principles  

 
Olam Group is perhaps less known for its sustainability principles. Yet, earlier this year, Sunny 
Verghese, the founder of the trader, succeeded Paul Polman, former CEO of Unilever, as chair 
of World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD). A purposeful move by 
Verghese. WBCSD is a partnership of over 200 multinationals, many of them pledging to 
source 100% sustainably. Its council will be meeting in October in Olam's hometown, 
Singapore.  
 
If these sustainability commitments are just for show, brands' reputations are threatened 
whenever consumers discover the true conditions at origin. Conditions in the first mile 
are unclear at the best of times and businesses face substantial financial risks as a result.  
Part of the solution is being in-control of a connected first mile, as a form of insurance. 

Picture credit: Yann Arthus Bertrand 
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Idea in brief       
	

The digital revolution has 
produced two winning 
business models: Aggregation 
and Platforms. When 
transparency and traceability 
is embedded in these models, 
by design, a trader might be 
the new guardian of 
sustainability in the global 
supply chain. 

 The Aggregation Model is an 
intermediary between 
producers and buyers.  
It succeeds by controlling and 
owning the customer relation. 
Aggregators provide the best 
experience to customers, which 
attracts the most suppliers, 
which enhances the buying 
experience in a virtuous cycle. 

The Platform Model creates 
an ecosystem where 
differentiated applications 
thrive. It succeeds by 
facilitating the relationship 
between developers and 
end-users. Platforms can 
become a economic force 
for innovation. 

 
Verghese started in 1989 as an exporter of raw cashews from Africa. Those first decades, 
growth was moderate. In recent years Olam has been stepping up business. It is in possession 
of a well-stocked war chest. The trader counts two powerful investors as close friends. 
Temasek (Singapore's state-owned investment firm) and Mitsubishi Inc. together own 72% of 
shares. This year Olam secured US$500mn in sustainability-linked funding.  
Verghese has the resources to transform global sourcing and the company is investing in being 
in-control of the first mile.  
 

Verghese's strategic choice: Aggregation versus Platform 
Olam has set up a program called Olam Direct and a Digital Leadership Team to get things 
done. The organization has been exploring ways to add value, up and down the value chain, 
beyond traditional trading activities. Let's assume Olam wants to take the lead in ensuring 
buyers around the world can improve their access to trusted sustainable origin commodities, 
through digital technology.  
 
Will Olam do so by building the Amazon for Sustainable Sourcing controlling the buyer relation 
through a single interface on a digital marketplace (see drawing 1)?  
Or will he build a platform, more like a Microsoft for Smart Sustainable Origin Applications that 
facilitates developers to serve end-users, e.g. buyers, farmers or any other supply chain 
stakeholder with sustainable origin related needs (see drawing 2)?  
Depending on this choice, Olam will be following a very different path to growth. For a deep-
dive on the topic, I recommend Ben Thomson's inspiring Stratechery articles here.  
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Aggregation strategy 
 
As a trader, Olam serves the demand-side of the global supply, not the supply-side.  
If Olam follows an aggregation strategy it would strengthen its commitment to its current 
customers, brands and buyers in the global supply chain. The shift that brands are making 
towards sustainable sourcing is raising demand around the world, although not everywhere, at 
the same time and in the same volume. This can be a problem for individual sellers. Not so, for 
producers who join Olam's marketplace and benefit from its aggregated global demand.  
 

 
As an aggregator, Olam's focus is on owning the market of sustainable origin (winner takes all). 
It will be obsessed with the customer relation, offering a frictionless buying experience that 
basically says "look no further". Olam presents a variety of produce, qualities and origins to 
buyers, in a modularized way, through a single interface, effectively commoditizing suppliers 
(see drawing 1). 
 

The relevance of traditional certification could be put on its head when Olam 
succeeds in embedding trust in the sustainability of origin, in a data-driven way.  
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Supplier appeal 
Third-party sellers can choose to join the marketplace and benefit from the efficiencies of 
aggregated demand. Olam turns CAPEX into OPEX for sellers by eliminating the need for 
capital investment in warehousing, logistics and customer support. When they sell, they pay a 
relatively small variable fee. These are operational expenses, not capital expenses.  
 
Olam on the other hand, has a strategic advantage that its third-party sellers do not have. It 
can be seller - competing with suppliers - and marketplace owner, at the same time. This always 
puts third-party sellers on the marketplace two steps behind. 
 
Firstly, Olam gains a powerful window on the success of sellers and could use these insights to 
squeeze them out, by undercutting prices, or take over best-in-class suppliers.  
Secondly, Olam can leverage its fulfillment infrastructure, by sharing it with third-party sellers. 
Taking a fee for inventory management, if offers customer support, warehousing and logistics. 
This is on top of the fee for handling e-commerce transactions. In other words, an aggregator's 
high fixed costs made as a seller, are offset by returns to scale as a marketplace owner.  
 
For third-party sellers, Olam offers a take-it-or-leave-it proposition, which many end up taking. 
 

 

 
 
 

By comparison, Amazon is highly selective about the goods it sells under its own brand, 
Amazon Basic, on Amazon.com. As a seller, they choose the most profitable goods. They 
sold $91bn in 2016, 48% of goods, on Amazon.com. As a marketplace owner, they collect 
an average of 15% tax on the remaining 52% of goods sold by third-party sellers, plus 
fees for storage and dispatching the inventory of these sellers. This totaled $32bn in 2017, 
up from $23bn in 2016. The proceeds are reinvested in improving the buyer experience - 
the focus is not on the suppliers. Even so, over one million new sellers joined Amazon's 
marketplace last year. They are lured in by the aggregated demand - 310mn active 
customer accounts - and an increasing percentage of suppliers (19%) selling over $1mn 
annually on Amazon.com.  
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Platform strategy 
 
Although smart-farming is worth an estimated $7.53bn, it still is a highly fragmented market. 
Most developers are unable to scale their application. Many smallholder farmers in developing 
countries, producing anything from coffee to rice, are struggling to survive, let alone produce 
sustainably or invest in new technology. As a result, digital transformation is out of reach for 
the majority of farmers around the world.  
 

Creating a stage for application developers 
To promote innovation among third-party suppliers, the aggregation model is less suitable. By 
contrast, platform dynamics are typically designed to boost developer differentiation, creating an 
ecosystem in which they thrive (see drawing 2). Olam creates a stage for sustainable sourcing 
applications, that attract end-users - e.g. farmers, auditors, buyers - to the platform.  
 
To make it work, Olam develops a platform infrastructure on which third-party developers can 
build, run and monetize their apps. The existence of these apps will improve farmers' ability to 
produce sustainably, facilitating the supply-side. Other apps would improve buyers' ability to 
source sustainably, facilitating demand. End-users on the platform benefit from access to a 
variety of apps related to sustainable sourcing, each addressing unique customer pain-points. 
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On a platform developers have access to essential building blocks (i.e. application program 
interfaces or API) so they can produce best-in-class apps. The presence of these apps on the 
platform attracts users, in turn attracting more developers. The developers on the platform 
control their own customer relations, while Olam collects a tax on the usage of its underlying 
infrastructure. Also, it can collect a commission on the revenue that developers make. In other 
words, Olam will reap the rewards of developers' innovative productivity by addressing the 
pain-points of application development and usage.  
 

The developers on the platform control their own customer relations,  
while Olam collects a tax on the usage of its underlying infrastructure. 

 

End-users of sustainable sourcing tools 
In an earlier article, Fair Trade Disrupted - The Digital First Mile, I have outlined why key 
players in sustainability certification should embrace digitization in the first mile. 
Traditionally, it is the certification business' business to ensure supply chain transparency 
and traceability. By verifying conditions on the ground, their labels represent trust. Yet, 
careless production methods and fraud continue to cause stress to planet and people1.  
 
To combat these problems, innovators apply smart technology to improve traceability 
and transparency in the supply chain. When implemented responsibly and at scale, they 
have the potential to lift smallholders out of poverty and verify local environmental and 
social conditions. Some examples of apps for end-users on a platform: 
• NL CheckApp: Compliance tool for farmers of wild-collected-natural ingredients 

offering a digital workflow for more efficient certification2; 
• Smart Agriculture Myanmar (SAM): Aims to provide personalized farming advice and 

stimulate financial inclusion for 550.000 food producers3; 
• Forrest+: Mobile app from Earth Observation that helps governments and industries 

remove illegal logging from the supply chain4;   
• AgRise: Affordable insurance product covers Indian smallholders for extreme 

weather events and flood damage to their crop. Created by SwissRe for the 
International Water Management Institute.5  

• AtSource: Olam's own sustainable and traceable sourcing solution that aims to 
provide buyers with environmental and social insights, from farm to retail customer.6 

• AntFinancial: Alibaba's application that enables the easy detection of counterfeit rice, 
also gives consumers access to rice origin information7. 

 
If developers are to serve hundreds of millions of end-users around the globe, they need 
economies of scale that only a platform model can provide.  
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Olam as first customer 
Olam is already a developer and end-user of sustainable sourcing tools. As mentioned, this 
year Olam launched AtSource, a tool that offers buyers access to producer and supply chain 
information. Earlier, Olam Farmer Information System (OFIS) was launched. It is targeting 4.6 
million producers, the majority of them smallholders, providing farmers with sustainable 
production tools and a digital wallet to pay directly for farmers' crop.8.  
 
It makes sense for Olam to be the platform's first and best customer. The next step is to 
leverage the investment in platform infrastructure, and open it up to third-party suppliers. 
These developers now start using the platform efficiencies to create something entirely new.  

 
Today there are many strategies and uncoordinated digital initiatives, 
preventing them from scaling and having a significant impact.  

 

Platforms versus Aggregators: embedding sustainability 
 
As a digital disrupter, Olam can make a difference by designing a new manual for sustainable 
sourcing, that respects human rights and protects the environment. Whether it chooses an 
aggregator or platform strategy.  
 
The elephant in the room is the very real link between rock-bottom commodity prices and the 
effect on human rights. In cocoa for example, between 20% and 60% is produced as certified, 
but does not get sold as certified, and fails to generate a premium9. The certification 
investment risk, lies with the farmer and can prevent sustainable production from scaling. 
Farmers, just like buyers, need control over their ability to recoup or insure this investment.  
 
The answer lies in embedding transparency and traceability in the design of the digital model 
of choice. The aggregator or platform owner can unlock this to users, by design: 
• Aggregator: On a marketplace, the customer has access to a near-limitless choice of 

supply, that can be sliced and diced for comparison, in a single interface. This helps buyers 
to increase sustainable sourcing from 30% to 100%, by selecting the right suppliers. Filters 
allow selection based on the sustainable nature of produce and the ability to trace 
produce back to its origin. Olam can go as far as guaranteeing verifiable standards on 
supply that is distributed through its own fulfillment services.  
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• Platform: As a platform owner, Olam can offer building blocks that enable developers to 
embed the authenticity of sustainable origin. For example, farmer registration that is tied to 
Fair Trade certification documents, digital wallets or National Identification (e.g. India's 
Aadhaar10). To enable traceability, the platform can offer the recording and execution of 
transactions from farm to fork, using distributed ledger technology (DLT)11. Without a trusted 
authority, DLT (e.g BlockChain, IOTA) enables apps to store and access verifyable data12.  

 
Guardians of Sustainability 
So where does this leave the ISEAL Alliance, the organization that prides itself in upholding the 
highest standards in sustainability?  
A new digital landscape needs a credible guardian of sustainability that takes learnings from 
key players in certification: standard bodies, auditing authorities, traders/buyers and marketing 
bodies. For these players, it is time for a reality-check. Their approach to change, with different 
strategies and uncoordinated initiatives, is failing to make an impression on the first mile. 
 
ISEAL, however, can articulate a common vision for sustainable sourcing. It has years of 
experience on sustainability in the first mile, thanks to members like Fairtrade International, 
Rainforest Alliance/UTZ and Marine Stewardship Council. It is in a unique position to ensure 
this expertise is included in the design of a new digital landscape. Not by facilitating more 
individual initiatives, but by partnering with leaders of digital transformation who can deliver 
impact at scale.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
About Marijn Driessen 
Marijn Driessen is strategy consultant. In 2009, she founded FluidNations to focus on digital strategy and 
marketing, through brand building and internet-driven business models. FluidNations works closely with partners 
who are leaders in Internet of Things, the global supply chain and sustainability. If you'd like us to check out your 
value chain, feel free to reach out to Marijn at marijn@fluidnations.com. 
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1 FAO, 2018, More people, more food, worse water? A global review of water polution from agriculture. 
Agriculture uses 70% of "blue water" (i.e. the 1% of available fresh water) adding a deadly dose of 
agrochemicals. Developing countries account for 25% of the world pesticide use in farming, but they suffer 
99% of the world's deaths due to pesticides.	
2 Profound NL CheckApp will roll-out after successful first year results of certification compliance app. 
3 Smart Agriculture Myanmar will offer rice paddy farmers real-time and personalized crop calendars 
4 Earth Observation uses remote sensing data and personal tracking devices to trace the journey of 
tropical hardwood from the place of origin.  
5	In 2017, a service called AgRISE (Agricultural Remote sensing Insurance for Security and Equity) was 
launched in India. It seeks to provide all farmers, no matter how small, with the security that insurance can 
provide. Of $140 billion reported for damages in all economic sectors between 2003 and 2013, agriculture 
reports an estimated loss of $30 billion. Smallholders are particularly vulnerable to crop damage from 
extreme weather events. They stand to benefit greatly from affordable insurance products. 
6 Olam describes AtSource as: "A sustainable and traceable sourcing solution that will provide unrivalled 
environmental and social insights into the journey of agricultural raw materials and food ingredients from the 
farm to manufacturing and retail customers. AtSource will also enhance Olam’s ability to assess and positively 
influence the environmental footprint of the 4.7 million farmers in the company’s supply chain, the vast majority 
of whom are smallholders growing crops such as cocoa, coffee and cashew in emerging markets." 
7 AntFinancial has developed a tool where consumers can access production and logistics information 
including where the rice was harvested, which type of seed was used, packaging and transportation 
information. Every package of "Wu Chang rice" sold by flagship stores on Alibaba's Tmall e-commerce 
platform displays a QR code that customers can scan using Alipay to obtain information about the food's 
origin. 
8 Olam launched OFIS to collect and analyze smallholder farmer data. 
9 Abstract from Cocoa Barometer 2018: "One of the major challenges, however, is to see how cooperatives and 
certification can roll out their reach beyond the easily organised farmers towards the harder to reach, more 
distant farmers. This might be easier if all certified cocoa could be sold as certified, and therefore at a premium; 
depending on the standard, between 20% and 60% of cocoa that is produced as certified does not get sold as 
certified". Fountain, Huetz-Adams (2018), Cocoa Barometer 2018 
10 Unique Identification Authority of India describes the Aadhaar number as a 12-digit random number 
issued by the UIDAI (“Authority”) to the residents of India after satisfying the verification process laid down 
by the Authority. Any individual, irrespective of age and gender, who is a resident of India, may voluntarily 
enrol to obtain Aadhaar number.  
11 Recommended reading on the difference between Blockchain and Distributed Ledger Technology (DLT) 
by Max Thake. "DLT is an umbrella term used to describe technologies which distribute records or information 
among all those using it, either privately or publicly. Other systems, like IOTA for example, which is uniquely 
designed for IoT applications, are not based on the original Blockchain. As entrepreneurs become more aware of 
alternative options, we could see a shift to other forms of DLT."  
12 BlocRice is an initiative supported by Oxfam Novib to enable verifiable direct payments to smallholders, 
for their role in the global supply chain. It uses Blockchain technology to register transactions and 
payments to ensure transparency and traceability. 

																																																								


