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Abstract

The transition from soft to hard law is reshaping global agri-food governance, particularly
in relation to sustainability and corporate responsibility. This article analyzes this shift
by examining two regulatory approaches: voluntary instruments such as the OECD-FAO
Guidance for Responsible Agricultural Supply Chains and binding EU directives like the
Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD) and the Corporate Sustain-
ability Reporting Directive (CSRD). Using a qualitative and interpretive methodology,
the study combines a literature review and two case studies (Nicoverde and Lavazza) to
explore the evolution from soft law to hard law and the synergies and analyze how these
tools are applied in the Italian agri-food sector and how they can contribute to improving
corporate sustainability performance. Findings show that soft law has paved the way
for more rigorous regulation, but the increasing compliance burden poses challenges, es-
pecially for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). These cases serve as virtuous
examples to illustrate how soft and hard law interact in practice, offering concrete insights
into the translation of general sustainability principles into corporate strategies. A hybrid
governance framework—combining voluntary and binding tools—can foster sustainability
if supported by coherent policies, stakeholder collaboration and adequate support mecha-
nisms. The study offers practical insights for both companies and policymakers navigating
the evolving legal scenario.

Keywords: responsible agri-food supply chain; due diligence; ESG reporting; corporate sus-
tainability reporting directive (CSRD); European sustainability reporting standards (ESRSs)

1. Introduction
In recent years, the agri-food sector has been subjected to growing public and in-

stitutional attention towards environmental, social, and economic sustainability. Rising
consumer expectations, the activism of civil society organizations, the boost provided
by sustainable finance and numerous scandals related to unfair practices along supply
chains have made the adoption of tools that promote corporate responsibility increasingly
urgent [1,2].

In this context, the growing complexity of global challenges—from climate change to
the regulation of digital markets—has highlighted the need for more flexible and scalable
regulatory instruments. Hence the growing role of soft law, alongside (and not in opposition
to) hard law. In particular, we are witnessing a significant shift from the “moral rules”
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of soft law—voluntary instruments such as guidelines, recommendations and codes of
conduct—to the binding regulations of hard law, which introduce rigorous legal obligations,
liability systems and sanctions for violations [3].

The boundary between binding law and non-binding guidelines has become increas-
ingly blurred, shaping a regulatory ecosystem in which soft law and hard law coexist,
interact and mutually influence each other. This process reflects a broader evolution
in global governance, in which rules are constructed through widespread practices and
reputational pressure and not only through top-down obligations.

This paradigm shift is not only normative, but also cultural: we are moving from
an idea of responsibility as a spontaneous adherence to ethical principles to a vision in
which sustainability becomes an integral part of compliance with the law. The agri-food
sector, characterized by complex, global and often opaque supply chains, is at the center
of this transformation [4]. In this context, regulation also plays a role in providing ethical
guidance and building trust among supply chain stakeholders.

The aim of this article is to analyze how—and with what tools—this transition is
taking place, examining two distinct yet interconnected approaches:

• Soft law: non-binding instruments that influence behavior and complement hard law.
In this work, this definition is represented by international guidelines and standards
such as those of the OECD and OECD-FAO [2].

• Hard law: legally binding rules and regulations, enforceable through formal legal
mechanisms. In this work, particular attention is paid to two European directives:
the Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD) and the Corporate
Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) [5,6].

The synergy between soft law and hard law emerges when non-binding instruments,
such as guidelines or codes of conduct, anticipate or accompany the development of
binding regulations, acting as both a testing ground and as an interpretative benchmark
for legislators and courts. As Trubek observes, “soft law often functions as a precursor to
binding norms, shaping the terrain on which formal regulation is later constructed” [7]. In
this sense, soft law encourages new rules, building consensus and legitimacy that hard law
later makes permanent.

At the same time, the interaction between the two levels generates a mutually re-
inforcing effect: hard law confers authority and stability to rules already sedimented in
practice through soft law instruments, while the latter provide flexibility and adaptability.
As Snyder points out, “the real strength of soft law lies in its capacity to complement hard
law by ensuring adaptability within an evolving legal order” [8]. The result is a progressive
evolution of the legal system that avoids the need for constant legislative revisions.

In short, the relationship between soft law and hard law should not be understood in
terms of opposition but rather as functional complementarity. Soft law offers guidance and
experimentation tools that facilitate the emergence of new rules, while hard law ensures
binding force and legal certainty. Together, they shape a dynamic regulatory model capable
of balancing innovation and stability. As Abbott and Snidal emphasize, “hard and soft
law are best understood as complements rather than substitutes within a continuum of
legalization” [3].

In this regard, this paper intends to explore how soft law instruments have anticipated,
guided or strengthened the evolution of binding rules, questioning whether this coexistence
represents an opportunity for effective governance or, conversely, a risk to legal certainty.

Specifically, the paper is structured to answer the following research questions:

1. Can soft law and hard law truly coexist harmoniously without overlapping and
generating tensions and ambiguities in their application?



Sustainability 2025, 17, 8952 3 of 32

2. Can soft law instruments serve as a point of reference for guiding agri-food companies
toward more sustainable, inclusive and human rights-respecting practices?

3. Can the evolution from soft law to hard law in the agri-food sector help ensure greater
accountability throughout the entire production chain?

4. Are the applications of soft law and hard law instruments in the case studies exam-
ined, guiding the transition toward a more equitable, transparent and sustainable
food system?

Case studies have proven to be a particularly effective methodology for analyzing
complex issues such as those addressed in this paper [9].

The paper is organized as follows.
Section 2 describes the research methodology adopted, illustrating the case selection

criteria, the sources used and the analytical approach followed.
Section 3 explores the role of soft law in multilevel governance and its evolution, then

analyzes an operational tool applied to the agri-food sector: the OECD-FAO Guidance on
Responsible Business Conduct. Its concrete application is illustrated through a first case
study, Nicoverde-Nicofrutta.

Section 4 focuses on hard law, with particular attention to the recently approved
European directives (CSDD and CSRD) and their application through a second case study,
Lavazza, that demonstrates their practical effects.

Finally, Section 5 presents some conclusions and future directions, focusing on the
prospects for integrating hard and soft law and the potential role of shared responsibility
as a lever for a deeper and more systemic transformation of agri-food supply chains.

2. Methodology
This study adopts a qualitative and interpretive research approach [9,10], which is par-

ticularly suited to investigating complex and evolving phenomena such as the interaction
between soft and hard law in the agri-food sector. The methodology is based on a trian-
gulation of sources: a structured literature review, normative and institutional document
analysis, and two in-depth case studies.

The research aims to explore how companies interpret and implement soft and hard
law instruments in real-world contexts. To do so, we selected two contrasting case studies
that exemplify the voluntary application of soft law guidelines (Nicoverde-Nicofrutta) and
the implementation of binding European legislation (Lavazza). The selection followed
a purposive sampling strategy [11], based on criteria such as:

• relevance of the agri-food sector in terms of environmental, social and economic impacts;
• diversity of legal instruments adopted (soft vs. hard law);
• availability of documentary and secondary sources (company reports, sustainability

disclosures, official documents, scientific literature);
• access to decision-making and implementation processes within companies;
• willingness of companies to participate in interviews;
• alignment with the new EU regulatory framework under study.

For the first case, semi-structured interviews were conducted with key informants
(e.g., sustainability managers, supply chain officers), both cases were supported by a review
of internal policies, sustainability reports and third-party evaluations. The interview data
were analyzed descriptively, using a thematic content approach without formal coding,
given the exploratory nature of the study.

This approach allows for an in-depth understanding of the practical implications of
legal tools in two different regulatory contexts.

However, we acknowledge some methodological limitations:
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• the number of case studies is limited, which restricts the generalizability of findings to
the wider agri-food sector.

• the selection of companies was not random and may be biased toward more
sustainability-oriented firms.

• the interviews provide self-reported perspectives that may reflect reputational con-
cerns or internal narratives.

• the lack of longitudinal data limits the assessment of long-term impacts.

Despite these limitations, the case study offers valuable insights into how compa-
nies navigate evolving regulatory environments and how hybrid legal frameworks may
influence business practices.

To enhance transparency, the sources of data for the case studies are presented in
a tabular format following the “data attributes–sources–details” scheme (Table 1). This
allows readers to understand the type of information used, its origin, and relevant method-
ological details.

Table 1. Data Sources for Case Study Analysis.

Data Attributes Sources Details

Regulatory EU Directives,
Italian legislation

Hard law documents on
sustainability, food quality,

and corporate due diligence
(2010–2023)

Voluntary standards OECD-FAO Guidelines,
company codes

Soft law instruments guiding
CSR, sustainability reporting
and agroecological practices

Corporate sustainability
tools

Annual reports,
sustainability reports

Data on operational
strategies and initiatives
(Nicoverde 2018–2022;

Lavazza 2017–2022)

Management statements
on corporate strategy

Semi-structured interviews,
specialist magazines for

a wider audience

Interviews with company
representatives; press articles
on sustainability initiatives

Academic & policy
literature

Peer-reviewed articles,
policy papers

Contextual analysis of
agri-food sustainability.

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

3. The Evolution of Soft Law in Global Regulation: Between Flexibility
and Responsibility
3.1. Soft Law in Multilevel Governance: Regulatory Flexibility in a Dynamic Regulatory Context

In the contemporary legal landscape, the concept of soft law has assumed an in-
creasingly important role, especially in supranational contexts, where binding legislation
often proves insufficient or fragmented [12,13]. The term soft law refers to those atypical
and non-binding legal instruments—such as resolutions, recommendations, or codes of
conduct—which, while not having binding force, significantly influence the behavior of the
entities to which they refer [14].

They are therefore legal or almost-legal acts that, while not enforceable or subject to
sanctions for violation, have regulatory efficacy and often anticipate the future evolution of
binding law [12]. These tools include recommendations, codes of conduct and guidelines
that, especially in the agri-food sector, guide businesses towards virtuous practices on
crucial issues such as human rights, environmental protection, decent work, traceability
and supply chain governance.

In international law, soft law is often preferred by a variety of actors—states, busi-
nesses, international organizations and civil society—to address complex issues that require
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rapid and shared responses and for which binding law is sometimes inadequate. As [3]
observe, the adoption of non-binding rules, or those characterized by attenuated obligations
and weaker enforcement mechanisms, brings significant advantages: it facilitates imple-
mentation, reduces the impact on state sovereignty, offers tools for managing uncertainty
and facilitates compromise between actors with divergent interests.

Because of its flexibility, soft law allows for addressing rapidly evolving issues, pro-
motes consensus on controversial issues and contributes, through practices and decla-
rations, to the development of customary international law. In this context, it performs
various functions: it can have a preparatory role, anticipating future binding obligations;
a supplementary function, clarifying or specifying existing norms and a guiding role, guid-
ing behavior in highly complex or volatile areas. Furthermore, it represents a flexible and
adaptable normative instrument, particularly useful in those contexts where formal law
fails to intervene promptly or adequately [15].

In his contribution to soft law in the Handbook of International Organizations,
Bogdandy [12] proposes a functional classification of instruments in the multilateral context,
distinguishing between:

• prescriptive soft law (e.g., regulatory guidelines);
• interpretative soft law (e.g., political or legal declarations);
• procedural soft law (e.g., technical standards and procedural rules).

The author emphasizes, however, the ambivalence inherent in these instruments:
while on the one hand they foster consensus and flexibility in legislative development, on
the other they can lead to a weakening of transparency and democratic control, especially in
the dynamics of international governance [16], in his textbook of international law, devotes
ample space to the topic, recognizing its growing importance in contemporary law and
its relevance in the construction of an increasingly complex and multilevel legal system.
Table 2 summarizes the main strengths and critical issues of soft law in this context.

Table 2. Strengths and critical issues of soft law.

Strengths Critical Issues

• Adaptability and flexibility • Lack of sanctions

• Promotes self-responsibility
and transparency

• Dependence on goodwill and
social/market pressure

• Used spontaneously by
many companies

• Risk of greenwashing or
social-washing if not followed by
credible controls

• Works well in international contexts
where binding law is fragmented

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

The study of soft law is therefore essential for understanding not only the transforma-
tions underway in international law, but also the role it can play as an effective regulatory
tool in strategic sectors such as the agri-food sector.

In the context of the growing fragmentation of the global production process—now
a physiological feature of the modern economy [17]—there is an emerging need for reg-
ulatory tools capable of coordinating a multiplicity of actors and responsibilities along
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value chains. In this scenario, soft law emerges as a key regulatory resource for promoting
models of co-responsibility among businesses, worker, and institutional actors [18].

The adoption of non-binding instruments allows for the development of participatory
approaches to regulation, based on a “proceduralization of the due diligence model” [19],
which requires prior knowledge of the factual situation and organizational risks associated
with the structure of production processes. In this sense, soft law helps guide corporate
conduct and practices in contexts where mandatory legislation is ineffective or absent [7,20].

In international law, this function is particularly expressed through the promotion of
preventive due diligence tools aimed at managing risks along production chains, in line
with a vision of risk that is not limited to the technical sphere, but also includes the physical,
psychological and relational well-being of workers, as well as the “organizational balance
of the business system” [21]. The concept of organizational well-being, understood as “the
state of health of an organization in relation to the quality of its system of relationships and
the degree of physical, psychological and social well-being of the working community,”
has also found recognition in decentralized collective bargaining, through company-level
agreements aimed at improving the organizational climate and the working environment.

Risk assessment—including interference—is thus the primary tool for interpreting
transformations in production models and assessing the effective level of implementation
of the required safeguards. This also opens the possibility of introducing prequalification
mechanisms in the selection of contractors, based on the effectiveness of the measures
adopted [22].

Despite its functional effectiveness, soft law has structural limitations: the lack of
binding force and legal sanctions makes it dependent on the will of companies and on
reputational dynamics and market pressure [3]. Risks such as greenwashing or social-
washing are real, especially in the absence of reliable controls or soft enforcement supported
by credible actors [23].

Within the European Union legal system, soft law has assumed an increasingly impor-
tant role as a flexible regulatory tool complementary to binding law.

The literature on soft law frequently praises these instruments for enhancing gover-
nance efficiency through flexible problem solving [14].

Article 288 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) clearly
distinguishes between binding acts (regulations, directives, decisions) and non-binding acts
(recommendations and opinions): “In order to exercise the Union’s competences, the insti-
tutions shall adopt regulations, directives, decisions, recommendations and opinions. [. . .]
Recommendations and opinions shall not have binding effect.” Recommendations, opin-
ions, communications, and guidelines—including those of the European Commission—are
therefore fully categorized as soft law instruments, often adopted in particularly dynamic
and technical areas, such as competition, state aid, public procurement, and ESG (Environ-
mental, Social, and Governance) policies.

These instruments, while non-binding, significantly influence the interpretation and
application of EU law, contributing to the development of shared practices among Member
States and businesses. They serve as mechanisms for regulatory coordination and law
case harmonization, capable of guiding the conduct of addressees and anticipating future
legislative developments [20,24].

At the national level, soft law manifests itself through guidelines from independent
authorities (such as AGCM or ANAC), sectoral self-regulatory codes, ministerial circulars,
and best practices. While lacking formal binding force, these sources influence administra-
tive and jurisprudential practice, helping to establish shared behavioral and operational
standards. A prime example is the Consolidated Law on Health and Safety in the Workplace
(Legislative Decree 81/2008), which, while operating within the scope of hard law, lever-
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ages typical soft law tools, such as union agreements, codes of ethics and organizational
models, from the perspective of corporate social responsibility.

In this context, best practices also become important—organizational and procedural
solutions consistent with current legislation, which, while not mandatory, are recognized by
the legislator as an integral part of a preventive strategy. The adoption of organizational and
management models pursuant to Legislative Decree 81/2008 is essential. The legislative
Decree 231/2001, which exempts entities from administrative liability for criminal offenses,
represents a further example of soft law rewarded by legislation [19]. Essentially, it is
an approach that, by combining mandatory legislation with self-regulatory mechanisms,
aims to hold companies, particularly the client, accountable for safety throughout the entire
production chain [22,25].

This dynamic is also strongly reflected in the agri-food sector, where soft law has grad-
ually established itself as a fundamental tool for promoting sustainability, transparency
and social responsibility. In this context, two key references are the OECD Guidelines
for Multinational Enterprises [26] and the OECD-FAO Guidance for Responsible Agricul-
tural Supply Chains [2]. Although not binding, both documents constitute international
standards of reference for companies–multinational and otherwise–operating along the
agri-food value chains.

These tools are based on a voluntary due diligence approach, understood as a sys-
tematic process aimed at identifying, preventing, mitigating, and reporting environmental,
social and governance risks associated with business activities. Adopting these guidelines
allows companies not only to strengthen their reputation and social legitimacy (social
license to operate), but also to reduce operational, legal and reputational risks, facilitate
access to credit, build more resilient relationships with suppliers and anticipate adaptation
to more stringent future regulations [18,23].

Taken together, these non-binding tools reflect a now-consolidated trend toward
hybridization of agri-food governance, in which private standards, public regulation and
soft law coexist and influence each other, within a fluid yet increasingly relevant regulatory
framework for guiding corporate conduct and protecting collective interests, such as human
rights, environmental protection and food safety. Table 3 summarize the main soft law
standards and tools aimed at promoting responsible business conduct, both internationally
and domestically. For each reference, the strategic objectives, scope of application and
operational tools are highlighted.

3.2. Soft Law and Agri-Food Regulation: From the General Concept to the OECD-FAO Guide

In recent years, growing attention to environmental sustainability, human rights
protection and corporate social responsibility has fostered the development of soft law
tools capable of significantly influencing the regulation of supply chains, particularly in
the agri-food sector. This is the context in which the OECD-FAO Guidance for Responsible
Agricultural Supply Chains (2016) comes into play. It is considered one of the most
significant international documents for promoting an ethical, sustainable and inclusive
approach along the entire agri-food value chain.

The Guidance is the result of a joint initiative of the Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) and the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO),
developed between 2013 and 2015 with the contribution of a multistakeholder Advisory
Group composed of representatives of governments, businesses, trade unions, NGOs, civil
society and academia. This process ensured a balance between public and private interests
and ensured a comprehensive, inclusive and shared approach. Following an international
public consultation, the Guide was officially adopted in 2016, receiving the support of the
G7 and G20 Agriculture Ministers [15].
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Table 3. Main soft law standards and tools for promoting responsible business conduct (RBC)
internationally and domestically.

Standards and Reference
Bodies Soft Law Main Objectives Field of Application Main Tools

United Nations
Global Compact

Promote corporate social
and environmental
responsibility globally.

It is aimed at all private and
public organizations

• Ten Universal Principles
• Reporting and

communication
mechanisms

Agenda 2030

Achieve global
sustainable development
by 2030 covering social,
economic, and
environmental issues.

It entered into force on
1 January 2016.
All United Nations
member countries.
Governments, civil society,
the private sector, the
scientific community
and citizens.

• The 17 Sustainable
Development
Goals (SDGs).

• Monitoring and
reporting mechanisms.

• Action plans and national
implementation strategies.

• Capacity building,
financing, and
international
cooperation initiatives.

Interministerial
Committee for Human
Rights (CIDU)

Coordinate Italian human
rights policy,
both nationally
and internationally.

Italian government policies
Relations with international
organizations
Monitoring and
coordination activities

• Inter-ministerial
coordination:

• Reports and
recommendations:

• Training promotion:
• Collaboration with

international organizations:
• Technical and

operational support
• Business and Human

Rights Action Plan
(BHR NAP)

• Women, Peace and Security
Action Plan

Guiding Principles on
Business and Human
Rights (BHR)
and BHR PAN

BHR:
Promote CSR
Prevent, mitigate and
remediate the negative
impacts of corporate
activities on human rights.

PAN BHR:
Action plan to implement
the UN BHR Guiding
Principles at the
national level.

BHR:
All global companies.
National governments and
public authorities responsible
for protecting human rights.
Civil society organizations
and various stakeholders
involved in corporate
responsibility.

PAN BHR:
Italian and multinational
companies operating in Italy.
Public administration and
entities involved in
promoting and monitoring
respect for human rights.
Stakeholders in the
production chain.

BHR:

• Protection
• Respect
• Remedies
PAN BHR:
• Guidelines and support

tools
• Training and

awareness-raising
• Interinstitutional

collaboration
• Monitoring and reporting

mechanisms

National Contact Points
(OECD NCPs)

Promote (RBC) through the
implementation
Provide a structured
dialogue channel for the
out-of-court resolution of
disputes through the
Specific Instances
mechanism.

Multinational enterprises
operating in OECD
Guidelines countries
(currently over 50).
Cross-border economic
activities.
All stakeholders.

• OECD Due Diligence
Guidance for Responsible
Business Conduct

• Specific Instances
Mechanism
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Table 3. Cont.

Standards and Reference
Bodies Soft Law Main Objectives Field of Application Main Tools

OECD Guidelines for
Multinational Enterprises
on Responsible Business
Conduct

Promote responsible
business conduct by
multinational enterprises
through risk-based due
diligence.

Multinational enterprises of
any sector and size operating
in countries adhering to the
OECD Guidelines.
Relevant to all stakeholders.

• Recommendations on
responsible conduct

• 5-step due diligence
mechanisms

• Risk-based approach
• National Contact Points

(NCPs):
• Multi-stakeholder

reporting and dialogue
• Support and training

materials for businesses
and authorities

OECD-FAO Guide to
Responsible Agricultural
Supply Chains

Promote responsible
business conduct in the
agricultural sector.
Provide guidance to
companies to identify,
prevent, and mitigate risks.

Aimed at all companies
operating in the agri-food
supply chain.

• Risk-based due diligence
approach

• 5-step due diligence model
• Focus on specific risks in

the agricultural sector

OECD alignment
assessments

Verify the degree to which
companies’ policies,
regulations and practices
are aligned with OECD
standards (RBC).
Ensure that companies
comply with the OECD
Guiding Principles.
Provide a framework for
improving corporate
performance in terms of
sustainability and
responsibility.

Applicable to multinational
corporations, governments,
financial institutions and
other actors involved in
global value chains.

• Evaluation guidelines and
checklists

• Due diligence procedures
• Evaluation reports
• Stakeholder engagement

Monitoring and periodic
review tools.

OECD Recommendation
on the Role of
Government in Promoting
Responsible Business
Conduct

Encourage governments to
create an enabling
framework for promoting
(RBC).
Strengthen the role of
public authorities.
Facilitate cooperation
between governments,
businesses, and
stakeholders.
Promote the dissemination
and implementation of the
OECD Guidelines for
Multinational Enterprises.

Governments of OECD
member countries and those
applying the OECD
Guidelines.
It addresses the various
levels of government.
It involves government
agencies.

• Public policies and
regulations

• National Contact Points
(NCPs).

• Technical support and
capacity building.

• Multi-stakeholder
dialogue.

• Monitoring and evaluation.
• International cooperation.

National Coordination
Table and National Plan to
Combat Labour
Exploitation and
“Caporalato” (illegal
gangmaster system)

Coordinate national efforts
to combat illegal
gangmaster systems and
labor exploitation in
agriculture.
Improve the protection of
the rights of vulnerable
agricultural workers.
Foster collaboration
between institutions, social
partners, law enforcement
and civil society.

At the national and local
levels, involving all relevant
institutional bodies.
Focused on the
agricultural sector.

• Permanent
operational table.

• Three-year
counteraction plan.

• Joint and synergistic
control actions.

• Training and
awareness programs.

• Legal and social support
and protection for victims.

• Periodic monitoring
and evaluation.
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Table 3. Cont.

Standards and Reference
Bodies Soft Law Main Objectives Field of Application Main Tools

Quality Agricultural Work
Network (RLAQ),
established in 2016 with a
memorandum of
understanding between
the Ministry of Labor, the
Ministry of Agricultural
Policies and social
partners

Promote agricultural work
models that respect
workers’ rights.
Combat undeclared work,
gangmastering and
exploitation in the
agricultural sector.
Promote the dissemination
of sustainable agricultural
practices.
Strengthen collaboration
between businesses,
unions, institutions and
civil society.

It affects the entire
agricultural supply chain in
Italy.
It involves agricultural
businesses, cooperatives,
associations, unions and
public and private entities
committed to promoting
legality and quality work.

• Memorandum of
Understanding and
agreements between
social partners.

• Monitoring and
control actions.

• Training and information
for workers.

• Promotion of social
certification systems and
collective bargaining
agreements.

• Assistance and legal
protection measures.

• Awareness campaigns

Consolidated Law on
Health and Safety in the
Workplace (Legislative
Decree 81/2008)

Ensure worker health and
safety by promoting the
prevention of accidents and
occupational diseases.
Integrate soft law tools to
improve the effectiveness
and participatory adoption
of safety measures.

All companies, public and
private entities operating in
Italy, regardless of sector or
size.

• Binding regulatory
obligations (hard law)
supported by:

• INAIL guidelines and
shared best practices

• State-Regional training
agreements

• Codes of conduct,
voluntary management
systems (e.g., SGSL)

• Promotion and technical
assistance activities

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

The document represents a sector-specific adaptation of the OECD Guidelines for
Multinational Enterprises (updated in 2023) and the United Nations Guiding Principles on
Business and Human Rights [27], specifically applied to the agricultural sector. The Guide
proposes a corporate policy model accompanied by a risk-based due diligence framework,
divided into five phases: (1) establishing management systems; (2) identifying, assessing
and prioritizing risks; (3) defining mitigation strategies; (4) verifying the measures adopted;
(5) reporting and transparent communication as shown in Figure 1. This circular approach
allows companies to integrate social responsibility in a structural and progressive manner
within their operational activities.

Figure 1. Due diligence framework. Source: [26] pg. 21.



Sustainability 2025, 17, 8952 11 of 32

One of the Guide’s most significant features is its cross-cutting applicability. It ad-
dresses a wide range of stakeholders—from large companies to SMEs, cooperatives, in-
vestors, governments and civil society organizations—encouraging the horizontal dissem-
ination of best practices. The operational framework was designed to be accessible to
small-scale agricultural producers as well, with the aim of guiding the entire supply chain
toward more equitable, sustainable and resilient production models. The thematic areas
addressed are numerous and relevant: from human rights to decent work, gender equality
to food security, public health to environmental protection, animal welfare, land rights,
technological innovation and ethical governance.

Of particular note is the Guide’s focus on responsible agricultural procurement, con-
sidered a strategic issue in a sector often characterized by long, complex and opaque supply
chains [15]. The Guide emphasizes traceability, contractual transparency and collaboration
between companies and suppliers, promoting the inclusion of binding contractual clauses,
the application of ESG (environmental, social and governance) criteria and the development
of training programs to strengthen supplier skills. This cooperative approach distances
itself from sanctions-based approaches and focuses on building partnerships that can raise
overall standards in the agri-food system.

The Guide also emphasizes the importance of engaging indigenous and vulnerable
populations through the adoption of the principle of Free, Prior and Informed Consent
(FPIC), in line with United Nations standards. This step is crucial for rebalancing power
relations between companies and local communities, particularly in the Global South,
where violations of land and environmental rights are still frequent and often systemic.

The effectiveness and relevance of the OECD-FAO Guide are even more evident in
light of recent regulatory developments such as the Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence
Directive (CSDDD) (see Par4.1). In this context, the OECD-FAO Guide takes on a strategic
value, constituting a reference methodological framework for aligning companies with the
new EU legal requirements [6].

In discussing the challenges faced by small and medium-sized enterprises, it is impor-
tant to highlight how non-binding guidelines can be strategically integrated with binding
legislation, enabling SMEs to optimize compliance and promote innovation and foster
operational flexibility.

To support the practical implementation of the Guide, the OECD and FAO have
developed complementary operational tools, such as the Handbook on Deforestation and
Due Diligence in Agricultural Value Chains and the OECD Due Diligence Checker Tool.
Furthermore, thanks to collaboration with national bodies—such as CREA in Italy—the
Guide has been the subject of dissemination initiatives, training workshops and capacity-
building activities, aimed at strengthening the awareness and skills of sector operators.

From a theoretical perspective, the Guide can be interpreted as a paradigmatic exam-
ple of “informal public authority” (public authority without hard law), according to the
conceptual framework proposed by [12]. It is a hybrid instrument, occupying a gray area
between binding rules and voluntary instruments: it does not constitute a formal source
of law, but it produces significant normative effects on the behavior of businesses and
institutions. It is, in essence, a global governance mechanism that exerts regulatory, social
and reputational pressure, capable of influencing political and strategic choices [16].

As stated in the preface to the Guide itself: “Although voluntary in nature, this Guid-
ance sets out clear expectations for responsible business conduct across agricultural supply
chains, helping enterprises implement risk-based due diligence in line with international
standards” [2].

Its effectiveness therefore derives from a combination of institutional, reputational
and economic factors: from the authority of the promoting organizations (OECD and FAO),
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to methodological clarity regarding due diligence, to the growing market focus on ESG
criteria. Several companies in the international agri-food sector have publicly endorsed the
Guide’s principles, sometimes as a prerequisite for accessing international financing or to
protect their image and market competitiveness.

However, the lack of legal obligations and sanctioning mechanisms exposes the Guide
to the risk of formal compliance or even greenwashing, particularly in less regulated con-
texts or where public pressure is weaker. In conclusion, the OECD-FAO Guide represents
a virtuous example of soft law, capable of filling—at least in part—the gaps in binding law,
provided it is embedded in a coherent, transparent and multilevel regulatory ecosystem.

The OECD-FAO Guidelines for Responsible Agricultural Supply Chains provide a due
diligence framework that companies can adopt to manage social and environmental risks
along their supply chains. These guidelines have been integrated into several European
regulations, serving as a benchmark for corporate sustainability. For example, the EU
Directive 2024/0295 on corporate sustainability due diligence recognizes agriculture as
a high-impact sector and explicitly references the OECD-FAO Guidelines as sectoral stan-
dards for due diligence [2]. Furthermore, Directive 2019/633/EU, aimed at protecting
farmers and other suppliers in agricultural and food supply chains from unfair trading
practices, aligns with the recommendations of the OECD-FAO Guidelines. This alignment
underscores the importance of adopting responsible due diligence practices to ensure
sustainability and fairness in agricultural supply chains [2,28].

3.3. Responsible Supply Chain and Voluntary Due Diligence: The Nicoverde-Nicofrutta Case

Among the most emblematic examples of voluntary due diligence in the agri-food
sector is the case of the Italian company Nicofrutta and its Costa Rican subsidiary Nicoverde,
active in the sustainable production and marketing of pineapples and other tropical fruits.

The case presented below is based on a face-to-face interview with the company’s
sales manager, who also serves as the contact for the company’s social management system.
This semi-structured interview provided the data and insights underlying the analysis
reported in this article.

Since 2016, the company has been pursuing a voluntary alignment process with the
international standards set by the OECD-FAO Guidance for Responsible Supply Chains in
the Agricultural Sector, implementing a management system inspired by the five pillars
of due diligence: corporate policies, risk identification, mitigation measures, verification,
and transparency.

The project, co-financed through the German “develoPPP program” in collaboration
with GIZ (German Agency for Development Cooperation), was structured on multiple
levels: empowerment of local producers, agronomic innovation, biodiversity protection,
social inclusion and agricultural decarbonization. The partnership involved national and
international institutions, including the German Ministry of the Environment, the FAO,
the National Technical University of Costa Rica and United Nations agencies such as the
BIOFIN–PNUD Program.

As shown in Table 4, which summarises the main results obtained by Nicofrutta, one
of the most significant results was the creation of a network of over 120 certified small-
scale producers, supported by trained technical assistance to facilitate the transition to
sustainable agricultural models.The project included over 340 training activities, with 44%
of participants being female, promoting the dissemination of practices such as the reuse
of agricultural residues, the use of bioinputs, pesticide-free production and integrated
biodiversity management.
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Table 4. Key results of the Nicoverde-Nicofrutta initiative.

Scope of Intervention Concrete Results

Training and capacity building 340 training activities; 44% of participants
were women

Certifications obtained GlobalG.A.P., Fairtrade, Rainforest Alliance,
BASC, BRC

Environmental and CO2 management 240 tons/ha of organic matter reintegrated;
15,000 tons of CO2 sequestered

Technology and innovation Biotechnology laboratory; use of drones and
bioinput; “Zero Pesticide” certification

Social inclusion Involvement of over 100 small producers;
cooperative development

Market access Simplified Internal Control System for certified
exports certificate

Source: Authors’ elaboration on data provided by the company.

On the environmental front, Nicoverde has distinguished itself through its adoption
of agroecological and regenerative practices. The company has invested in a laboratory
for breeding beneficial microorganisms, replacing chemical fertilizers, achieving “Zero
Pesticide Residue” certification in 2020. The use of plant waste and decomposing microor-
ganisms has enabled the reintegration of 240 tons of organic matter per hectare, helping to
sequester over 15,000 tons of CO2 in agricultural soils and resulting in the first certified de-
carbonized pineapple. Table 5, for each phase outlined in the guidance, the main activities
undertaken, the results achieved, and the challenges faced, including any lessons learned.

Table 5. The 5 steps of OECD-FAO due diligence in the Nicoverde-Nicofrutta case.

OECD-FAO Due
Diligence

Phase Practical Examples of
Application Results Obtained Difficulties and Lessons

Learned

1. Management system
development

Creation of a simplified internal
control system (ICS); definition of

a company
policy inspired by the

OECD-FAO Guide.

Transparent and scalable
management system; easier
access to certified markets.

Need to simplify processes for
small producers; ongoing

technical support is essential.

2. Risk identification
and assessment

Supplier mapping and active
involvement of small producers

in defining ethical, environmental,
and occupational
safety standards.

Increased supplier awareness
and responsibility; strengthened

ties with the
farming community.

Initial difficulty in
understanding international

standards among
local suppliers.

3. Risk mitigation
and prevention

Use of bioinputs, agroecological
practices, Fairtrade and Rainforest
Alliance certifications, reduction

in pesticides and
chemical residues.

Decarbonized production,
increased biodiversity, “Zero

Pesticide” certification.

Technical obstacles related to
the agroecological transition;

significant initial
investment required.

4. Monitoring and
verification of actions

Periodic quality controls,
monitoring of product
residues, traceability

and audits of
agricultural suppliers.

More controlled and
transparent supply chain;
increased product trust.

Inconsistent data collection
and complex controls; need

for ongoing training.

5. Communication
and reporting

Reporting on environmental and
social impacts, communication

with local stakeholders,
participation in

international awards
and certifications.

International recognition (Blue
Flag, GlobalG.A.P. BioDiversity),

increased brand visibility.

Maintaining dialogue with
communities and ensuring

transparency in all company
actions are essential.

Source: Authors’ elaboration on information provided by the company.
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The governance model has also been made effective thanks to multi-stakeholder
dialogue, the development of a simplified Internal Control System (ICS) and the inclusion
of producers in corporate decisions. This case study demonstrates how the voluntary
adoption of OECD-FAO standards can strengthen corporate resilience, improve access
to premium markets and attract certifications of excellence such as Fairtrade, Rainforest
Alliance, and Global G.A.P. These tools have allowed Nicoverde to enhance its product in
terms of transparency, ethics and sustainability, building stable relationships with European
and North American markets.

More specifically, the following table summarizes the practices adopted by the com-
pany in relation to the five steps of due diligence according to the OECD-FAO Guide,
highlighting concrete examples of application for each step, the results achieved, as well as
the main challenges encountered and lessons learned during the implementation process.

The experience has received significant recognition: the Blue Flag eco-label (Biodi-
versity category), the role of pilot company in the Global G.A.P. BioDiversity module and
the support of numerous academic and government institutions. According to Luciano
Nicolis, president of Nicofrutta, “this alliance represented a paradigm shift: from reliance
on agrochemicals to an agriculture integrated with biodiversity, respectful of people and
the environment.”

The Nicoverde-Nicofrutta case demonstrates that voluntary due diligence, when
implemented through participatory models and supported by public policies, can generate
significant environmental, social and economic impacts, even in the absence of stringent
legal obligations. However, the effective adoption of these practices requires significant
upfront investments, strong corporate leadership, widespread training and stable public–
private partnerships.

Looking ahead, the implementation of the European Corporate Sustainability Due
Diligence Directive (CSDDD) will mark a turning point, transforming these approaches
from voluntary best practices into binding legal obligations for many European companies.
The Nicoverde model can therefore represent a guiding case in the regulatory, ethical and
environmental transition of global agri-food supply chains.

4. Hard Law and Responsibility in Agri-Food Supply Chains
In international law, the term hard law refers to binding legal norms that impose

specific obligations on the parties to whom they are addressed. These norms may derive
from international treaties, established customs or internationally recognized general
principles of law (Article 38 of the Statute of the International Court of Justice) and their
violation may result in legal liability [29].

In a broader sense, hard law represents the body of legislation adopted by competent
authorities (states, the European Union, international organizations) that establishes clear,
certain, and sanctionable obligations. Its main characteristics are:

• Mandatory: the provisions must be complied with no margin for discretion.
• Sanctions: violations entail legal consequences (fines, bans, operational restrictions).
• Legal responsibility: non-compliant actors can be prosecuted under civil, administra-

tive or criminal law.

In the agri-food sector, hard law has assumed an increasingly central role, regulating
aspects such as product safety, labeling, international trade, consumer protection and, more
recently, environmental and social sustainability [30]. Although it guarantees legal certainty
and effective oversight mechanisms, hard law also presents critical issues related to its
rigidity, often lengthy decision-making times and excessive regulatory technicality [31,32].
Table 6 illustrates the key strengths and limitations of hard law, highlighting how its
stability and authority can come at the cost of adaptability, especially for SMEs.
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Table 6. Advantages and Limitations of Hard Law.

Dimension Advantages of Hard Law Limits of Hard Law
(Regulatory Rigidity)

Legal certainty
Stability and binding force of
rules; reduction in
interpretative uncertainty.

Uniform application that does not
take into account sectoral or
size-specific needs.

Authority and legitimacy
Strong binding force ensuring
compliance and protection
of rights.

Legislative processes that are slow
and less responsive to change.

Adaptability
for companies

Clear obligations and
long-term planning capacity.

Compliance challenges for SMEs
due to high administrative and
financial burdens.

Regulatory innovation of practices already tested
through soft law.

Rigidity that may hinder
innovation or the rapid adoption
of new solutions.

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on [33].

Over time, European agri-food legislation has shifted from a technical focus on food
safety (e.g., the 2004 Hygiene Package, regulations on labeling additives and GMOs) to
a broader, more integrated approach that includes human rights, working conditions,
environmental protection and transparency [34,35].

Since 2010, there has been a growing focus on production ethics, also thanks to inter-
national regulatory action (e.g., ILO standards, OECD guidelines) and to the first national
laws on mandatory due diligence (Germany, France). At the European level, the Green
Deal and the Farm to Fork strategy have promoted further measures aimed at building sus-
tainable supply chains, reducing pesticide use, combating deforestation, and encouraging
corporate social responsibility [36].

Today, the European regulatory framework (Tables 7 and 8) is enriched with key
instruments that strengthen the legal dimension of corporate sustainability:

• Directive (EU) 2022/2464–CSRD [5]: requires companies to publish detailed reports
on environmental, social and governance (ESG) performance;

• Directive (EU) 2024/1760–CSDD [6]: imposes due diligence obligations along the
entire value chain, with a focus on human rights and the environment;

• Directive (EU) 2024/825 [37]: Green Claims: prohibits vague or unverifiable environ-
mental claims, fighting greenwashing.

These transformations are taking place in an increasingly complex and interconnected
global context. Agri-food supply chains involve actors distributed globally, often operating
in countries with differing regulatory standards. Regulatory and reputational pressures on
governments and businesses are growing, also due to climate change, the exploitation of
child labor and demands for transparency from informed consumers and ESG investors.

Finally, instruments such as the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human
Rights [27] and the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises have helped to define
a framework for shared responsibility along global supply chains.
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Table 7. Main standards and hard law instruments to promote responsible business conduct (RBC)
within the European Union.

Standards and Reference
Bodies Soft Law Main Objectives Field of Application Main Tools

Directive (EU) 2024/1760
(Corporate Sustainability
Due Diligence
Directive–CSDDD).

Integrate sustainability into
corporate governance
Prevent and mitigate negative
impacts
Hold companies accountable
along the value chain
Ensure access to justice
for victims
Support the transition to
climate neutrality

Effective: 25 July 2024
Obligations to be applied
starting from:

• From 26 July 2027 for large
companies (e.g.,
>5000 employees,
>€1.5 billion in turnover);

• From 26 July 2028 for
medium-large companies
(e.g., >3000 employees,
>€900 billion);

• From 26 July 2029 for those
above the basic threshold
(e.g., >1000 employees,
>€450 billion)

1. Mandatory due diligence
2. Climate transition plan
3. Governance and oversight
obligations
4. Corporate liability
5. National supervisory
authorities
6. Transparency and
communication

Directive (EU) 2022/2464
(Corporate Sustainability
Reporting Directive)
—CSRD).

Greater transparency
Support for
sustainable finance
Alignment with the EU Green
Deal
Corporate responsibility

It comes into force on
5 January 2023, with phased
implementation starting in 2024.

• EU companies with
>500 employees
—Reporting starting in
2025 (based on 2024 data)

• EU companies with
>250 employees and/or
>€40 million turnover/
>€20 million total assets
—Reporting starting in
2026 (based on 2025 data)

• Listed SMEs, excluding
microenterprises
—Reporting starting in
2027 (with opt-out option
until 2028)

• Turnover >€150 million in
the EU + at least
1 significant subsidiary or
branch—Reporting
starting in 2029 (based on
2028 data)

1. ESRSs (European
Sustainability
Reporting Standards)
2. Principle of
double materiality
3. Mandatory audit
4. Integration into
the company’s
financial statements
5. Regulatory alignment
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Table 7. Cont.

Standards and Reference
Bodies Soft Law Main Objectives Field of Application Main Tools

European Parliament
legislative resolution of
23 April 2024 on the
proposal for a regulation
of the European
Parliament and of the
Council banning
products produced with
forced labour on the
Union market
(COM(2022)0453–C9-
0307/2022–
2022/0269(COD)

Ban the placing, making
available and export to the EU
of products made with forced
labor.
Gradually eliminate the use
of forced labor along global
value chains.
Protection of fundamental
human rights.

It enters into force on
13 December 2024. Full
applicability is expected after a
three-year transition period, i.e.,
from 14 December 2027.
All products marketed
in the EU.
It applies to all
economic operators.
It covers every stage of the
value chain. It includes all
economic sectors.

• Investigations by the
competent authorities

• Possibility of recall,
destruction or donation of
prohibited products.

• Public database
containing information on
areas and sectors at high
risk of forced labor.

• International cooperation
with third countries,
companies and
organizations to identify
risk situations.

• Companies must provide
evidence of the absence of
forced labor in the
production of goods.

Directive (EU) 2024/825
on empowering
consumers for the green
transition by improving
protection against unfair
practices and information
(the so-called
Greenwashing Directive).

Strengthen consumer
protection.
Promote sustainable
consumer choices.

It enters into force on 26 March
2024. Deadline for transposition
by Member States:
27 March 2026.
Mandatory application to
consumers in the various
Member States: from
27 September 2026.

• It applies to all products
and services intended for
consumers on the EU
market.

• It covers all commercial
communications.

• Ban on vague, misleading,
or unprovable
environmental claims.

• Ban on the use of
sustainability labels that
are not certified or based
on verifiable systems.

• Extension of the blacklist
of unfair commercial
practices.

• Mandatory transparency
on the durability,
reparability and actual
environmental impacts of
products.

Regulation (EU)
2023/1115 (the so-called
“Regulation on
deforestation” EUDR”)

Prevent the placing on the EU
market of products linked to
deforestation or forest
degradation.
Reduce environmental and
climate impacts.
Promote the consumption of
deforestation-free products.

Entry into force: 29 June 2023
Applies to seven key raw
materials: soy, cocoa, coffee,
wood, palm oil, rubber, and beef.
Also includes derived products.
Involves producers, importers
and traders in the EU.
Valid for raw materials
produced after
31 December 2020.

• Mandatory due diligence.
• Complete traceability up

to the production parcel.
• European IT system for

submitting due diligence
declarations.

• Inspections and sanctions.
• Classification of risk

countries

Common Agricultural
Policy (CAP) 2023–2027
EU Regulation 2021/2115

Support income and improve
the competitiveness of the
agricultural sector. Take
action for the climate and
natural resources. Promote
generational renewal.
Strengthen rural areas.
Promote quality nutrition and
health. (Transversal)
Modernize the agricultural
sector.

Entry into force: 1 January 2023
Geographical scope: All EU
Member States.
Sectors involved: Agriculture,
forestry, rural development.
Beneficiaries: Farmers,
cooperatives, agricultural
businesses, and rural areas.

• Direct Payments (Pillar I)
• Rural Development

(Pillar II)
• National Strategic Plans
• Enhanced Conditionality

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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Table 8. Main standards and hard law instruments to promote responsible business conduct (RBC) at
the national level.

Standards and Reference
Bodies Soft Law Main Objectives Field of Application Main Tools

Italian Law no. 199 of
2016–Provisions to
combat undeclared work
and labor exploitation
in agriculture.

Fight against
gangmastering.
Protection of the
dignity and rights of
agricultural workers.
Suppression of
labor exploitation.
Prevention and supervision
in
agricultural workplaces.
Promotion of regular and
transparent work.

Entry into force:
4 November 2016.
Agricultural sector
throughout the country.
Involves employers,
workers and labor brokers.
Includes companies,
cooperatives, family
businesses and contractors.

• Reformed crime
of gangmastering

• Extension of criminal liability to
the employer who directly
exploits, in addition to the illicit
intermediary.

• Stiffer penalties
• Mandatory confiscation: of

assets used to commit the crime
or acquired with the proceeds

• Quality agricultural labor
network

• Territorial intervention plans
• Strengthened power of

inspection
• Protection of victims

Italy, Legislative Decree
no. 198/2021 regarding
unfair practices in
relationships between
companies in the
agricultural and food
supply chain.

Combat unfair trade
practices between
companies in the
agricultural and food supply
chain.
Protect suppliers (especially
small farmers and SMEs).
Ensure greater fairness in
contractual relationships.
Promote transparency
and fairness in commercial
relations.

Entry into force:
15 December 2021.
Business-to-business (not
business-to-consumer)
commercial relationships.
Sectors involved:
agriculture, livestock
farming, fishing, processing,
and food distribution.
Applies when at least one of
the parties is established in
Italy.
Also applies to producer
organizations and
agricultural cooperatives.

• Ban on
16 unfair practices.

• Mandatory written contract.
• Role of the

Supervisory Authority.
• Confidential reporting system:
• Administrative sanctions.

France, Loi n◦ 2017-399
du 27 mars 2017 relative
au devoir de vigilance des
sociétés mères et des
entreprises donneuses
d’ordre, JO du
28 mars 2017.

Prevent serious violations
of human rights and
fundamental freedoms.
Avoid harm to people’s
health and safety.
Protect the environment,
including in third countries.
Hold large companies
accountable throughout the
supply chain (global supply
chain).

Entry into force: 28 March
2017 (after promulgation on
March 27, 2017)
Applies to:
Companies headquartered
in France that have at least
5000 employees
in France, or at least
10,000 employees
worldwide.

• Mandatory supervisory plan
• Minimum plan content
• Publication and transparency
• Penalties and civil liability.

Germany, Gesetz über die
unternehmerischen
Sorgfaltspflichten in
Lieferketten (Law on Due
Diligence Obligations in
Supply Chains), 16 July
2021, Bundesgesetzblatt I,
p. 2959.

Protect human rights.
Prevent serious violations.
Promote respect for
fundamental environmental
standards.
Hold companies
accountable for the risks
associated with their direct
and indirect activities.

Entry into force:
1 January 2023
Companies headquartered
in Germany (or German
subsidiaries of
multinationals) with at least
3000 employees (from 2023)
or at least 1000 employees
(from 2024 onwards).
Also includes direct and
indirect suppliers.
Applies to all global
business activities, not just
within Germany.

• Risk analysis.
• Code of conduct and

corporate policy.
• Accessible

complaints mechanism.
• Annual reporting requirement:
• Audit by the

competent authority.
• The BAFA (Federal Office for

Economic Affairs and Export
Control) verifies compliance
with the law.

• Penalties and fines.

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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4.1. Hard Law in Directive (EU) 2024/1760 on the Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence
Directive (CSDDD)

Directive (EU) 2024/1760, known as the Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Di-
rective (CSDDD), represents a turning point in the evolution of European hard law on
sustainability and corporate responsibility. Approved on 13 June 2024, and entering into
force on 25 July of the same year, it establishes a binding legal framework requiring large
companies, both European and non-EU, operating in the single market to adopt struc-
tured due diligence procedures to identify, prevent, mitigate and, if necessary, remediate
actual or potential adverse impacts on human rights and the environment along the entire
value chain.

The text of the directive highlights the European Union’s intention to strengthen
the principle of extended corporate responsibility, overcoming the traditional distinction
between internal and external activities. The CSDDD extend CSR obligations, transforming
voluntary responsibility into binding legal obligations, thus strengthening corporate gov-
ernance and environmental and social due diligence [38]. In this sense, companies are no
longer required to ensure compliance only with their own direct operations, but also with
those of their suppliers and business partners, including subcontractors and those further
along the supply chain [39]. Due diligence becomes a cornerstone of modern CSR, with
operational and governance implications across global value chains [40].

The directive is structured around five strategic objectives: integrating sustainability
into corporate governance; preventing and mitigating environmental and social risks
through a proactive and systemic approach; extending corporate responsibility throughout
the value chain; ensuring effective access to justice for victims of violations and, finally,
promote the transition to climate neutrality in line with the European Green Deal and the
Paris Agreement.

One of the most innovative and significant aspects of the CSDDD is the requirement
for companies to monitor their entire supply chain, which includes not only direct suppliers
with whom they have a contractual relationship, but also indirect suppliers, such as raw
material producers or subcontractors. From this perspective, companies must be able to
map the risks associated with their global supply chain, identify areas of greatest exposure
to human rights or environmental violations and implement appropriate preventative or
corrective measures.

The due diligence process, as outlined by the directive and inspired by the OECD
Guidelines for Responsible Business Conduct, is divided into six phases: integrating due
diligence into corporate governance policies and systems; identifying and assessing risks
along the value chain; adopting measures to prevent or mitigate negative impacts; moni-
toring the effectiveness of the measures adopted; publicly communicating strategies and
results and, finally, establishing accessible grievance and redress mechanisms for potentially
affected parties. From this perspective, due diligence is believed to be a lever for sustainable
corporate governance, highlighting its relevance in an evolving regulatory and operational
environment [40]. In addition to the core procedural due diligence requirements, the direc-
tive introduces additional specific obligations that strengthen the legal framework. These
include the requirement to draw up a climate transition plan, including intermediate and
final decarbonization targets, in line with the EU international commitments. Particular
attention is paid to the role of governance: the board of directors is required to ensure
that due diligence is integrated into strategic decisions and is also taken into account in
executive remuneration systems. Companies that fail to comply with these obligations
may be subject to civil liability for damages caused, unless they demonstrate that they
have taken all reasonable measures to prevent violations. Each Member State will also be
required to establish a national supervisory authority, tasked with monitoring companies’
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compliance with these obligations, applying sanctions and imposing corrective actions
where necessary.

The Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD) provides for a phased
implementation approach, taking into account the size and turnover of companies, to
ensure a sustainable and realistic transition to the new due diligence requirements. This
means that not all companies will be subject to the directive’s obligations immediately:
application will be staggered over time and differentiated by size threshold (Table 9).

Table 9. Phases of gradual implementation based on size and turnover.

Phase Type of Business Expected Entry into Force

Phase 1 EU companies with 5000+ employees and
€1.5 billion in global net turnover 2027

Phase 2 EU companies with 3000+ employees and
€900 million in global net turnover 2028

Phase 3 EU companies with 1000+ employees and
€450 million in global net turnover 2029

As shown in the table, large companies will be the first to be required to comply with
the directive by implementing a structured due diligence system across the entire value
chain. They will also be required to include the environmental impacts of climate change
in their corporate strategy. Medium-sized and large companies will be affected starting
in 2028; therefore, they will have time to adapt by gradually implementing the required
policies and systems (e.g., sustainability governance, supplier mapping, audits, stakeholder
engagement). For smaller companies, with more than 1000 employees or €450 million,
a proportionate approach is envisaged, so that the obligations are not excessively bur-
densome for companies (while maintaining the responsibility standards, they will have
to follow the same guidelines, but will have a more extended timeframe as they will be
affected starting in 2029). Non-EU companies that generate significant revenue in the
European Union are also included, according to equivalent thresholds. For businesses, this
gradual approach allows them to prepare by following a process of adaptation without
having immediate obligations, giving them the opportunity to better plan the resources,
strategies, and tools needed to achieve the objective by the expected entry into force.

The Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD) primarily concerns
large companies, but it will also have significant repercussions on Italian SMEs, i.e., compa-
nies with fewer than 250 employees and a turnover of ≤50 million euros, even though they
are not directly required to comply with the directive. However, it should be noted that
even though they are exempt from the direct obligation, many Italian SMEs are part of the
value chains (supply chains) of large companies that will be required to comply with the
directive. Indeed, companies subject to due diligence obligations will also be required to
assess the social and environmental risks of their suppliers and subcontractors, including
SMEs. Therefore, SMEs may be involved in due diligence processes as suppliers of raw
materials or services, subcontractors and contractors. This development could represent
an opportunity for SMEs to enhance their reputation and sustainability focus. However, it
will likely also entail additional costs for compliance with more stringent standards. In this
scenario, for Italian SMEs, even if they are not required to implement the provisions of the
CSDDD, it becomes strategic to take steps to move in this direction.

The agri-food sector is particularly impacted by this regulation, both due to the
intrinsic characteristics of its supply chains—often long, complex and connected to
third countries—and the presence of high risks associated with phenomena such as il-
legal deforestation, child labor, non-compliant pesticide use, or soil degradation. Supply
chains such as cocoa, coffee, soy, meat and palm oil represent emblematic cases in which
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environmental and social due diligence will need to be strengthened. In this context, agri-
food companies will be required to ensure the traceability of raw materials, more rigorously
monitor their agricultural suppliers, and ensure compliance with sustainable practices,
possibly integrating international standards such as Fair Trade or the Rainforest Alliance
into their management systems [41].

Although the directive imposes rigorous obligations, it also offers significant oppor-
tunities in terms of enhancing corporate reputation, strengthening consumer trust and
providing privileged access to sustainable investments. However, the operational chal-
lenges it entails cannot be overlooked, including increased compliance costs, the need
to review contracts and internal processes and the risk of legal dispute in the event of
non-compliance.

In conclusion, the CSDDD marks a significant transformation in the European under-
standing of corporate responsibility. For the agri-food sector, in particular, this is not just
a regulatory adjustment, but a profound cultural evolution, requiring companies to take
an active role in promoting more ethical, transparent and sustainable production models.
Integrating due diligence into corporate strategy is no longer a voluntary choice, but rather
a legal obligation and a strategic opportunity to address global challenges competitively
and responsibly. Table 10 summarizes the main obligations and opportunities for agri-food
companies. Indeed, companies can use due diligence as a lever to transform the governance
of global supply chains, aiming to reduce negative social and environmental impacts [26].

Table 10. Obligations and opportunities introduced by the CSDDD for agri-food companies.

Field Main Obligations Opportunities for Businesses

Due Diligence
Identification, prevention and mitigation of negative
impacts on human rights and the environment along the
entire value chain

Strengthening transparency and proactive risk
management

Corporate
governance

Integrating sustainability into corporate strategies;
board involvement and oversight obligations

Greater coherence between governance, mission
and social responsibility

Climate transition Adoption of plans to reduce CO2 emissions and
alignment with the objectives of the Paris Agreement

Competitive positioning on the green market
and access to sustainable financing

Value chain Mapping of direct and indirect suppliers; monitoring of
subcontractors, including those in third-party countries

Strengthening sustainable supply chains and
relationships with qualified suppliers

Complaint
and redress
mechanisms

Activation of accessible channels for victims of abuse;
possibility of being held civilly liable Better management of reputational and legal risk

Communication
and transparency

Obligation to publish information on policies, actions
taken and results achieved

Increased trust among ESG stakeholders,
consumers and investors

Supervision
and sanctions

Controls by national authorities; risk of sanctions in case
of non-compliance

Stimulation for continuous improvement of
internal compliance and monitoring systems

Agri-food sector Verification of the origin of raw materials, control of
risky supply chains (cocoa, coffee, soy, meat, palm oil)

Improved brand reputation, possibility of
integrating with international certifications (e.g.,
Fair Trade)

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on [26].

4.2. Hard Law in the Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD)

Directive (EU) 2022/2464, known as the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Direc-
tive (CSRD), is one of the main regulatory instruments adopted by the European Union
to strengthen corporate transparency and responsibility in environmental social, and
governance (ESG) matters. Approved in December 2022 and entering into force on
5 January 2023, the CSRD replaced Directive 2014/95/EU (Non-Financial Reporting Di-
rective, NFRD), significantly expanding its scope and the level of detail required in non-
financial reporting [42].
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This directive is part of the policies outlined by the European Green Deal and the
Sustainable Finance Action Plan, with the aim of mobilizing private capital for sustainable
investments and promoting a fair and transparent transition of the European economy [43].
The CSRD was created to address some critical issues that emerged in the previous regula-
tory system, particularly the vagueness of reporting requirements, poor data comparability
and the limited number of required companies. Indeed, the CSRD, consistent with the
Green Deal and the Sustainable Finance Action Plan, introduces mandatory standards
(ESRSs), improves data quality and comparability and integrates tools such as life cycle
analysis [44].

The directive is based on four strategic objectives. First, it aims to mandate structured
and standardized ESG transparency, in order to provide stakeholders—including investors,
supervisory authorities, financial institutions and citizens—with reliable, comparable and
verifiable information. Second, it aims to strengthen the role of companies in the sustainable
transition, encouraging them to integrate sustainability into governance, business strategies
and control systems. The third objective is to facilitate responsible investment choices
through certified data that allows for a clearer identification of sustainability-related risks
and opportunities. Finally, it promotes the evolution of corporate culture towards greater
accountability, consistent with the objectives of the Paris Agreement and the Sustainable
Finance Disclosure Regulation (SFDR). Therefore, it can be argued that the directive repre-
sents a significant step towards greater transparency and standardization of non-financial
information, aiming to improve the comparability and reliability of ESG data [45].

To ensure robust and harmonized reporting, the CSRD requires the adoption of the
European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRSs), developed by EFRAG (European
Financial Reporting Advisory Group) and approved by the European Commission. These
standards cover the full spectrum of ESG factors and are subject to periodic updates.
A central element of the new system is the principle of double materiality (“The double
materiality principle considers both the impact materiality (how the undertaking affects the
environment and people) and financial materiality (how sustainability matters affect the
undertaking’s development, performance and position).”, European Financial Reporting
Advisory Group (EFRAG), Document: ESRS 1—General Requirements, paragraph 40 et
seq.), according to which companies must provide information on both the impact of ESG
issues on their financial performance (financial materiality) and the impact of their activities
on the environment and society (impact materiality) [46]. This reporting must be integrated
into the annual report and verified by independent auditors. Initially, a limited level of
assurance will be required, which may evolve to reasonable assurance as the regulation
is gradually implemented. Reports must be prepared in a digital format readable by
automated systems, using structured markup language, to facilitate data traceability and
analysis by market operators and public authorities [45,47,48].

From a regulatory harmonization perspective, the CSRD is designed to integrate
with other instruments of the European legislative framework, particularly the Taxonomy
Regulation, the Corporate Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD) and the SFDR, contributing
to the construction of a coherent, interoperable reporting system based on the principle of
extended responsibility across the entire value chain [49].

The scope of the directive is significantly broader than the NFRD. According to
European Commission estimates, it will increase from approximately 11,000 companies
involved to over 50,000. The extension will be gradual: from 2025, large companies already
included in the NFRD (over 500 employees) will be subject to it, followed in 2026 by all other
large companies that meet at least two of the following criteria: more than 250 employees,
€40 million in annual turnover, or €20 million in total assets. SMEs listed on regulated
markets will also be affected by 2027, with the possibility of opting out until 2028. From
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2029, the regulation will also apply to non-European companies that generate more than
€150 million in annual turnover in the EU and have a significant branch or subsidiary in
the Union.

Although many unlisted SMEs are formally exempt from direct obligations, they will
still be affected indirectly. Obliged companies will be required to collect ESG data from their
suppliers and business partners along the entire supply chain, thus generating a “cascade”
effect that will also encourage small and medium-sized enterprises to gradually adapt to
sustainability standards.

In the agri-food sector, the impact of CSRD is expected to be particularly significant.
Companies operating in this sector will be required to provide detailed and transparent
reporting on the main ESG aspects affecting the production cycle, supply chains and
agricultural practices. From an environmental perspective, the required information will
include data on land use, biodiversity conservation, use of fertilizers and pesticides, direct
and indirect greenhouse gas emissions, water consumption and climate change adaptation
and mitigation strategies [50].

From a social perspective, companies will be required to document working condi-
tions throughout the supply chain, with particular attention to the rights of seasonal and
migrant workers and demonstrate the adoption of policies to combat child and forced
labor. Furthermore, they will need to report on their commitment to local communities,
particularly in rural areas, with actions focused on animal welfare, food safety, food waste
prevention and the promotion of conscious consumption patterns.

To comply with the CSRD, companies will also need to integrate appropriate gov-
ernance tools, develop internal systems for collecting and verifying ESG data and use
recognized certification standards, such as Global G.A.P., Fairtrade, ISO 14001 [51], or
organic farming certifications.

Although complying with the new regulation requires initial investments in human re-
sources, skills and technological infrastructure, well-structured ESG reporting can translate
into significant competitive advantages. It helps improve corporate reputation, increase
consumer trust and attract green capital. Furthermore, regulatory compliance helps pre-
vent fines and legal disputes, reducing operational and reputational risks in a market
increasingly focused on transparency and accountability.

In the agri-food sector, the joint application of the CSRD and the CSDDD involves
more than just a formal change in business processes; it also implies a substantial shift in
organizational culture. While the CSDDD requires companies to adopt proactive behaviors
in sustainability management throughout the value chain, the CSRD requires that these
actions be measured, verified and communicated in a transparent and standardized manner.
From this perspective, the two directives complement and reinforce each other, helping
define a new regulatory and management paradigm for sustainability in European agri-
food supply chains.

4.3. Implementation of the CSDDD and CSRD: The Lavazza Case

Lavazza is an Italian multinational leader in the production and distribution of coffee,
with a global presence in over 140 countries. Its activities cover the entire production chain,
from the selection of raw materials to marketing and after-sales services. Over time, Lavazza
has consistently demonstrated its commitment to sustainability, which it pursues through
an evolutionary and gradual process of integrating social, environmental and economic
sustainability into its corporate strategy. This journey has been structured into several
phases, combining voluntary practices with progressive regulatory adjustments. Since
2015, Lavazza has voluntarily published its annual Sustainability Report, in accordance
with the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) Standards and subject to a limited review by
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an external auditor [52–54]. In effect, it has anticipated market expectations and binding
regulations to demonstrate its social and environmental commitment. Since 2019, it has
focused on strengthening ESG by establishing a Sustainability Department with cross-
functional responsibility. It has also integrated sustainability into strategic planning, supply
chain processes and risk management systems. This has been complemented by increased
attention to data verification involving external auditors.

The Lavazza Group has initiated a structured process to comply with both Direc-
tive (EU) 2024/1760 on Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence (CSDDD) and Directive
2022/2464/EU on Corporate Sustainability Reporting (CSRD). Although not yet formally
required, Lavazza has anticipated many of the required requirements, demonstrating a high
level of commitment to ESG.

The Directive (CSDDD) requires large European companies to adopt due diligence
systems aimed at identifying, preventing, mitigating and eliminating adverse impacts on
human rights and the environment along their global value chains, integrate sustainability
into corporate strategies, establish complaints procedures, conduct ESG risk analysis, and
ensure transparent and responsible governance.

Lavazza, like many other companies operating in the EU, is working to integrate the
requirements of the Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD) into its
business model. Although the directive is not yet fully implemented, the company has
already adopted measures and policies that align with the core principles of the CSDDD.
Among these, particular attention has been paid to due diligence, risk management related
to environmental, social and governance impacts and transparency.

One of the core obligations of the CSDDD is the need to identify risks associated
with business operations and the supply chain that may have negative impacts on human
rights, the environment or other social issues. Lavazza has mapped its supply chain to
identify risks related to human rights and environmental impacts. Its main raw material,
coffee, comes from countries with complex human rights and environmental sustainability
situations. Therefore, Lavazza has implemented audit programs to monitor compliance
with ethical standards throughout the supply chain. The CSDDD requires companies to
not only identify risks but also proactively prevent and mitigate them, taking timely action
to avoid harm. With this in mind, Lavazza has collaborated with international organiza-
tions to develop social development projects in the regions where its coffee is grown. For
example, it has promoted the adoption of agricultural practices that not only protect the
environment but also improve farmers’ living and working conditions. This perspective
also includes its commitment to using certifications such as Fair Trade and Rainforest Al-
liance, which help prevent human rights and environmental violations in its supply chains.
Of particular importance for the Lavazza Group has been the integration of risk analysis
into its business model through the adoption of the Enterprise Risk Management (ERM)
framework, which, since 2022, has also integrated ESG risks. Specifically, ESG risk analysis
allows for the study and categorization of risks within macro-areas, each of which entails
specific risks. In 2024, risks were identified in six macro-areas: sustainable supply chain;
human development, well-being and retention; health and safety; climate change; land
use, deforestation and biodiversity; and emerging regulations. The final macro-area was
added in 2024 to encompass all risks related to compliance with new European regulations,
taking into account the growing complexity of the environmental and social regulations
the company is required to comply with. These include the Corporate Sustainability Due
Diligence Directive (CSDDD), the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), the
Deforestation-Free Regulation (EUDR), which requires supply chain controls to prevent
commodities from coming from deforested areas, and the Packaging Waste Regulation
(PPWR), which imposes stringent targets for reducing packaging waste and adopting sus-
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tainable materials. A key aspect of the CSDDD concerns product traceability and sourcing
transparency. To this end, Lavazza publishes an annual Sustainability Report detailing its
initiatives and achievements in social and environmental sustainability. These reports pro-
vide information on risks associated with corporate practices, supply chain management,
and future commitments. Furthermore, Lavazza is integrating advanced technologies to
ensure the traceability of coffee from the plantation to the end consumer, ensuring that
all production stages comply with sustainability standards. Overall, Lavazza has made
significant progress in meeting the requirements of the CSDDD, with a strong commitment
to social, economic and environmental sustainability, although further adjustments to the
specific guidelines will be necessary once the directive is fully adopted.

The company also conducted a gap analysis, with the support of external consultants,
to identify areas for improvement with respect to the new directive in order to prepare
for the transition in the most efficient way. This analysis confirmed that the company was
already starting from a solid structure in terms of data collection and ESG, highlighting the
need to strengthen certain functions. ESG management is centralized and supported by
a global data collection and validation system, with clearly defined roles and
responsibilities [55]. Although there is currently no formal internal audit, the pro-
cess already complies with the traceability and accountability criteria required by the
CSDDD [56,57].

Another key element of the Directive is stakeholder engagement and the provision of
accessible complaint mechanisms. In this regard, Lavazza is in the process of integrating
more structured procedures to align them with new regulatory requirements, which require
traceability, continuous feedback and documentation of outcomes [58–61]. A final aspect
worth noting is that the CSDDD requires the integration of sustainability into corporate
governance, with directors directly responsible for overseeing due diligence. In this context
Lavazza, through its ESG department, divided into four units (environment, supply chain,
social sustainability, reporting), has already begun formalizing roles and processes to build
a compliant governance structure.

Regarding Directive (EU) 2022/2464 (CSRD), it requires large European companies,
such as Lavazza, to prepare a certified sustainability report compliant with the ESRSs,
based on the principle of dual materiality and subject to independent external verification.
This led to an update of the double materiality analysis:

• Impact materiality (how the company impacts society and the environment).
• Financial materiality (how ESG factors impact company performance).

Furthermore, the system for collecting and managing quantitative ESG data has
been strengthened with digital tools and new metrics and internal protocols have been
developed to engage the global supply chain in the collection of environmental and social
information (e.g., audits of coffee suppliers, traceability of deforestation). To comply with
CSRD obligations by the deadlines set in the 2023 Sustainability Report (published in 2024),
Lavazza has already integrated several elements required by the CSRD, specifically:

• ESG indicators aligned with the European ESRSs;
• structured reporting by thematic areas (E, S, G) with measurable objectives;
• launch of climate transition plans consistent with the Paris Agreement.

The company has undertaken a structured process to adapt to the new European
directives, particularly the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), which
imposes more stringent and standardized requirements for ESG (environmental, social,
and governance) reporting.

Building on many years of experience with voluntary reporting based on the GRI
Standards, Lavazza has strengthened its data collection and internal governance systems
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to ensure compliance with the new European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRSs)
introduced by the CSRD. The indicators included in the integrated report that adopts the
ESRS principles provide detailed coverage of the three areas of sustainability: environmen-
tal (E), social (S), and governance (G). These indicators are standardized and will become
mandatory for large European companies starting in 2024–2025 (Table 11).

Table 11. Lavazza indicators already aligned with the ESRSs 2023.

ESRS Area CategoryESRS Indicator Lavazza Value/Action (2023)

Environmental E1–Climate change Scope 1 + 2 emissions −31% vs. 2020

Environmental E1–Climate change Renewable electricity in factories >95%

Environmental E5–Circular Economy % recycled waste 87%

Environmental E5–Circular Economy % recyclable packaging 81%

Environmental E4–Biodiversity and land use Regenerative agriculture projects
(e.g., ¡Tierra! Ecuador) 3 active projects

Social S1–Workforce % permanent contracts 97%

Social S1–Workforce Average training hours
per employee 11.9 h

Social S2–Value Chain Ethical and social audits in the
supply chain 10 audits in 5 countries

Social S2–Value Chain % of suppliers assessed with ESG
rating (EcoVadis)

96% of green coffee purchased
from vetted suppliers

Social S3–Local communities Social projects supported by the
Lavazza Foundation 33 projects in over 20 countries

Social S3–Local communities Farmers involved in
the projects 137,000 farmers

Governance G1–ESG ESG Committee in the Board of
Directors Active and operational

Governance G1–ESG Integrating sustainability into the
corporate structure ESG direction under the CFO

Transversal Cross-cutting Double materiality analysis Completed

Transversal Cross-cutting Gap analysis for
CSRD compliance Completed

Transversal Cross-cutting External verification of the
sustainability report

Compliant with GRI standards
and external audit

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on [60].

Many performance indicators stated in the report, especially those related to the
environment and governance, are consistent with the ESG metrics required by the ESRSs.
Therefore, the path undertaken is certainly substantially aligned.

Within the broader framework of the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive
(CSRD) and the European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRSs), which require com-
panies to transparently report their environmental and social impacts, including those along
the value chain, Lavazza has launched numerous projects in coffee-producing countries
such as Ethiopia, Colombia and Honduras, with the aim of strengthening the resilience of
local communities, promoting economic justice, and improving working conditions along
the supply chain (Table 12).
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Table 12. Lavazza projects with cooperatives for fair prices and safe working conditions.

State Project (Lavazza
Foundation) Beneficiaries Main Actions Goals

Colombia Coffee as a Megaphone of
Peace

~900 farmers
(300 women)

Tree planting, common
drying rooms

Fair prices, quality, peace
and sustainability

Honduras
Community Smart
& Inclusive + Climate
Smart Region

8575 + 1557 families
Demo plots, crop
diversification,
water purification

Life improvement, female
leadership

Ethiopia Coffee Alliance
+ Garden Coffee 2860 + 2008 families Seedling, trees, technical

support, VSLA
Coffee valorization, climate
resilience

Source: Authors’ elaboration on [60,62,63].

All projects aim to ensure fair prices and economic stability, improve working condi-
tions, implement infrastructure, and promote ESG certifications (Rainforest Alliance) to
enhance coffee quality and foster production diversification and climate resilience.

The analysis of the Lavazza case highlights how the company initiated a structured
process of integrating sustainability into its business processes well in advance, anticipating
many of the requirements introduced by the CSRD and the ESRSs.

In summary, Lavazza represents a virtuous example of a company that has successfully
transformed the regulatory challenge into a strategic lever that reinforces its commitment
to a sustainable business model—a lever for strengthening ESG, stakeholder dialogue and
transparency along the value chain. This approach offers several opportunities: strengthen-
ing its reputation on the global market; a competitive advantage in international agri-food
supply chains, thanks to the ability to promptly respond to transparency and traceability
requirements; access to sustainable markets and financing; improved integration between
governance and sustainability and strengthening the trust of all stakeholders.

At the same time, however, several critical issues emerge: the need to structure
effective complaint mechanisms; adapting governance to new responsibilities and the
complexity of monitoring the entire value chain globally. Furthermore, there is the technical
and administrative complexity of fully aligning with the ESRSs, which requires high
measurement and traceability standards, including social data and across the entire supply
chain. This also requires consolidating internal and external information flows, especially
with local suppliers in low-digital environments or in socially risky areas. Finally, there is
the increased costs and resources required to ensure compliant, complete and auditable
reporting. In short, Lavazza confirms its position as a virtuous example of sustainable
transition, but full alignment will require ongoing investments in organizational capabilities,
digitalization, and corporate culture.

5. Conclusions and Future Directions
A complex and fragmented reality like the current one does not seem manageable

solely through the necessary regulatory provisions. It therefore seems appropriate to
emphasize the trend toward a system increasingly based on the synergy between hard law
and soft law instruments, finding a point of convergence in the now essential obligation to
assess all risks along the supply chain.

The analysis demonstrates that soft law and hard law are not mutually exclusive, but
can constitute complementary elements of a more dynamic regulatory system, capable of
balancing flexibility and mandatory nature. The coexistence among moral suasion and
legal obligation paves the way for a hybrid regulatory model, in which the social legitimacy
of rules is also built through non-binding yet culturally impactful instruments.
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Although soft law poses the risk of weakening legal certainty, it can serve as a regula-
tory laboratory, capable of anticipating the evolution of positive law, stimulating innovation
and adaptation in rapidly changing contexts.

In particular, integrating human rights into corporate strategies, especially in the
agri-food sector, represents a complex challenge that requires vision, ongoing commitment
and profound cultural change. The FAO-OECD Guidance remains a fundamental point
of reference for guiding businesses toward more sustainable, inclusive and human rights-
respecting practices, while promoting shared responsibility along the entire value chain.

Despite progress made, significant challenges remain, including:

• Regulatory fragmentation, which hinders the uniform adoption of sustainable prac-
tices globally.

• Internal resistance, related to the required investments and the necessary change in
organizational and cultural models.

• Transparency, traceability, and compliance challenges, especially in managing com-
plex and multifaceted supply chains, where compliance with new regulatory pro-
visions requires significant efforts for companies in terms of adapting control
and reporting systems.

At the same time, the agricultural sector is attracting a growing number of investments,
particularly in regions such as South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, where agricultural social
capital is still limited. Responsible investments in these contexts not only meet the growing
global demand for food, but also contribute to poverty reduction and the achievement of
the Sustainable Development Goals. In this context, the Guide emphasizes the key role of
business in promoting a more just and inclusive economy.

The evolution from soft law (guidelines, voluntary standards) to hard law (legally
binding rules) in the agri-food sector is therefore essential to ensure transparency, account-
ability, and effective sustainability throughout the entire production chain. For agri-food
supply chains, hard law represents a tool for ensuring that sustainability is verifiable and ac-
countable, creating greater fairness in competition between companies with a greater focus
on quality and transparency. This strengthens consumer trust and protects the environment
and human rights. This transition, however, requires significant investments in technology,
internal training, governance structures, audit processes and technical consultancy.

Specifically, the joint implementation of the CSRD and the CSDDD in the agri-food
sector represents a significant cultural and operational evolution for companies, where
sustainability becomes a key component of corporate strategy and the ability to compete in
the long term. The Lavazza case has highlighted how virtuous behaviors can transform
the evolution of the regulatory landscape into a strategic lever for enhancing a sustainable
business model and achieving significant benefits, such as strengthening its competitive
position with both consumers and investors. This approach also helps enhance the brand’s
image, facilitate access to capital and attract ESG-oriented investors. Furthermore, es-
tablishing more transparent and stable relationships along the supply chain, particularly
in coffee-producing countries, represents a competitive advantage over other companies
in the sector. Despite these positive aspects, there are some critical issues to highlight.
These include:

• Technical and management complexity of the compliance process.
• High measurement and traceability standards, including for social data and along the

supply chain.
• Difficulties in information flows, especially with suppliers in contexts with limited

digitalization or at social risk.
• Increased costs and the need for greater resources to ensure complete, compliant, and

verifiable reporting.
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However, the future of sustainability in the agri-food sector will not depend solely
on businesses. An active role from public policies will be essential, providing consistent
incentives, operational tools and effective verification mechanisms. Consumers, with their
increasingly informed choices and large-scale retail trade (GDO), with its power to select
and pressure responsible practices, are other key players in this transformation.

Looking to the future, some promising perspectives emerge:

• Strengthen international collaboration, promoting shared standards through coopera-
tion networks between countries, institutions and businesses.

• Promote technological innovation, leveraging digital tools and monitoring platforms
to improve traceability and the effectiveness of controls.

• Foster a cultural shift, raising awareness among producers and consumers of more
ethical, responsible and environmentally responsible economic models.

In this context, shared responsibility along the supply chain—understood as a collec-
tive commitment between companies, governments, consumers, and civil society—can
represent a crucial lever for a profound transformation of the agri-food system, capable of
combining competitiveness, fairness and sustainability.

Through the adoption of international standards, greater operational transparency and
ongoing dialogue with stakeholders, companies can not only mitigate the risks associated
with human rights violations, but also actively contribute to building a more equitable,
resilient and sustainable agri-food system.

It is essential to recognize that these challenges and opportunities do not only concern
large multinationals: small and medium-sized enterprises also play a crucial role, especially
when operating as part of global supply chains or aiming to enter markets where sustain-
ability and human rights issues are increasingly central. Our findings suggest that hybrid
governance frameworks, which integrate soft and hard law, can serve as effective policy
tools to advance sustainability when supported by coherent regulation, multi-stakeholder
collaboration, and adequate implementation mechanisms. In conclusion, this study can
offer useful insights to SMEs interested in deepening their due diligence and evaluating
potential implementation along their supply chains.
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