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1. Amendment History 

Date: Version: Summary of Amendment: 

16 July 2014 1.0 Final first version – comments received through public 

consultation processed. 

03 April 2023 2.0 Inclusion of facilitated discussion step, categorisation of 

complaints introduced, revision of decision-making 

panel to extend independence for higher category 

complaints. 

14 May 2026 3.0 • Expanded the scope and clarified in and out of scope 
complaints in Table 1. 

• Added references to Impartiality throughout and 
section 10.6 Impartiality. 

• Updated Roles and Responsibilities. 
• Addition of Pathways A and B for complaint 

handling. 
• Defined rules for complaint determination when 

there is no consensus (e.g. who has casting vote). 
• Addition of section 10.7 on data protection and 

confidentiality. 
• Defined where complaint details are made publicly 

available. 
• Updated review frequency to 2 years in line with QMS 

document revision framework. 
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2. Effective Date 

The procedure will be effective from 14 May 2026. 

3. Introduction 

Handling complaints transparently and impartially is an important part of operating 
as a credible organisation. Stakeholders can use this procedure to understand the 
ASC complaint process, know what they can expect from the ASC and find out what 
they need to do to make and help resolve a complaint. Complaints offer organisations 
opportunities to improve and as such are welcomed by ASC where stakeholders 
believe they have adequate grounds to complain.  

4. Purpose 

The purpose of this procedure is to detail the complaint handling processes for all 
types of complaint received by ASC. 

5. Scope 

 The scope of this procedure includes complaints about ASC's activities, 
including standard setting, operation of its assurance programme, fundraising, 
its claims processes and controlled claims, its internal rules, governance and 
staff/governance conduct. It also covers policies relating to certificate holders 
that are set by ASC. 

Note.  Substantive complaints relating to the content of a standard are 
considered  through the regular standards review and revision process  (see 
ASC ’s Programme Developm ent and Revision Procedure)  and are outside the 
scope of this procedure.  

 Activities of those working on behalf of ASC, including consultants contracted 
to ASC, are also within scope. 

 Although out of scope, this procedure also supports the remediation of 
complaints and grievances about certificate holders, CABs and other 
implementing partners.  

 All complaints are handled impartially (see section 10.6). 

 Complaints relating to human rights violations will be handled in collaboration 
with ASC’s Human Rights team and remediation processes.  

Note. This procedure has been reviewed in consider ation of  the eight 
effectiveness principles set out in the UN Guiding Principles on Business and 
Human Rights (UNGPs) . 

 Table 1 below shows all mechanisms available within the ASC Programme for 
complaint handling, including those outside the scope of this procedure.  
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Table 1: ASC Certification Programme Complaint, Appeal and Dispute Processes 

Complaint subject  In scope? Handled by  Intended user  

ASC's programme 

development and revision 

processes (inc. standard-

setting, programme operation)  

 
ASC 

All 

stakeholders  

ASC's assurance processes 
 

ASC 

ASCs fundraising activities 
 

ASC 

ASC's claims processes and 

controlled claims  
ASC 

ASC staff/governance conduct 
 

ASC 

ASC's internal rules and 

governance (including data 

protection) 
 

ASC 

Consultants working for ASC 
 

ASC 

Policies relating to certificate 

holders set by ASC  
ASC 

Certificate holders’ standard 

conformance  

CAB complaints procedures as 

required in ASC CAR  

ASC logo misuse 
 

Logo misuse webform 

Logo licensing disputes  
 

ASCI as part of Logo License 

Agreement disputes process 

ASC Standard content 
 

Contact the ASC Standards 

team 

https://www.asc-aqua.org/what-we-do/our-logo/report-misuse-of-the-asc-logo/
mailto:standards@asc-aqua.org
mailto:standards@asc-aqua.org
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6. Reference Documents 

The following ASC documents are used in conjunction with this procedure: 

• ASC Privacy Policy 
• ASC-PRC-001 ASC Programme Development and Revision Procedure 

  

 

1 Complaints addressed by Assurance Services International (ASI) may be escalated to the ASC 
Complaints Procedure where the Complainant is not satisfied with the outcome of the ASI Dispute 
Mechanism. 

CAB assessment processes 
 

CAB complaint procedures as 

required in ASC CAR 

Certificate 

holders and 

applicants  

CABs, where the CAB's 

complaints process has not 

satisfied Complainants   
ASI Dispute Mechanism1 

Appeals against certification 

decisions   

CAB appeals procedures as 

required in ASC CAR  

Appeals against accreditation 

decisions    
ASI Dispute Mechanism1 CABs  

Complaints against ASI, where 

ASI’s complaints process has 

not satisfied Complainants  
 

ASC CABs 

ASC-labelled products 

purchased at a retailer  

Please contact the retailer 

directly 
Consumers 

https://asc-aqua.org/privacy-policy/
https://www.asi-assurance.org/ASIDisputes
https://www.asi-assurance.org/ASIDisputes
https://www.asi-assurance.org/ASIDisputes
https://www.asi-assurance.org/ASIDisputes
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7. Terms and Definitions 

Table 2 below shows terms and definitions associated with complaint handling. 

Table 2: Terms and Definitions 

Term Definition  

Complaint  

Any expression of dissatisfaction, by any person or 

organisation, relating to the activities or lack of activities of 

ASC, where a response is expected.  

Complaint parties 
Person(s) submitting the complaint and anybody against 

which the complaint is made. 

Days Working days in the location of the party required to act. 

8. Roles and Responsibilities 

Table 3 below shows the roles and responsibilities of those involved in complaint 
handling. 

Table 3: Roles and Responsibilities 

Party Role and responsibility 

Complainant 
Files complaint and provides evidence, reviews complaint 

report for errors of fact. 

Coordinator 

Member of ASC’s secretariat that administrates the process 

and liaises with and supports the parties, Investigator and 

Complaints Panel. 

Investigator 

Compiles all information necessary for the Complaint 

Panel’s consideration including development of 

recommendations in upholding/dismissing complaints 

and compiling corrective actions for review. 

Complaints Panel 
Considers evidence and determines complaint outcome 

and adequacy of corrective action plan.  

ASC Executive 

Committee (internal) 
General involvement in complex complaints and Category 

3 complaints. Responsible for top level decision making 
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and reporting an annual summary of Category 3 

complaints to the ASC Board. 

Management Review 

Committee (internal) 

Reviews a summary of complaint activity twice yearly, sets 

KPIs and addresses associated risks. 

ASC Board 
 Receives an annual summary of Category 3 complaints for 

awareness. 

9. General provisions 

 Complaints should be resolved at the lowest level possible with parties 
engaging in discussion, negotiation, or informal mediation before resorting to 
the formal complaint procedure. ASC will retain records of attempts made to 
resolve complaints in this way.  

 Complaints management should be fair, and the following expectations apply: 

a. Parties to the complaint should be given adequate notice about 
proceedings. 

b. Any parties to the complaint and decision makers should declare any 
interest relating to the nature of the complaint (see section 10.6). 

c. All parties should act impartially and in good faith (see section 10.6).  

 Timelines may be extended in exceptional circumstances. All parties will be 
regularly updated.  

 Related complaints submitted together may be considered as a single 
complaint. This will be confirmed on a case-by-case basis. 

 Complaints should be submitted as soon as possible and within twelve months 
of the event that is the subject of the complaint. Complaints where the subject 
of the complaint occurred outside of this limitation may be considered for 
category 2 and 3 complaints. 

 The outcome of a complaint can affect the outcome of an assessment process. 
Complaints relating to ASC actions associated with an active assessment 
process will be addressed by the CAB in writing before the final audit report is 
published, detailing how the complaint was addressed.  
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10. Procedure 

 Making a complaint 

10.1.1 The Complainant can make a complaint by providing the following 
information to complaints@asc-aqua.org or by completing the Contact Us 
form on the ASC website: 

a. Name and contact details. 
b. Affiliation (e.g. consumer, NGO) 
c. Details relating to the complaint: 

• Parties involved. 
• A detailed summary of the issue. 
• Evidence to support complaint. 
• Expected outcomes. 
• Evidence of the steps already taken to resolve complaint. 

 Complaint acknowledgement and acceptance 

10.2.1 The Coordinator will acknowledge receipt of the complaint within 5 days of 
receipt.  

10.2.2 The Coordinator will review the complaint assessing: 

a. Whether the complaint is within scope of the ASC Complaints Procedure. 
b. Whether adequate evidence has been provided to support the 

acceptance of the complaint. 
c. Whether the complaint is clear and whether any further information is 

needed. 

10.2.3 If the complaint is not within scope of the ASC Complaints Procedure, the 
Coordinator will reject the complaint, using Table 1 to redirect the 
Complainant to the appropriate process where relevant.  

➢ Complaint Status = Not accepted - out-of-scope 

Note. Where the complaint is not accepted/ out -of -scope but poses 
significant cause for concern, an internal informal Investigation Panel can still 
be formed to assess risk and investigate the complaint from ASC's 
perspective.  

10.2.4 Where the complaint is potentially within scope, but evidence is insufficient 
to evaluate whether the complaint should be accepted, the Coordinator will 
respond to the Complainant to request more information.  

➢ Complaint Status = Not accepted - further info required 

Note. Where additional adequate information is then provided, the 
Coordinator will move to step 10.2.5.  

10.2.5 Where the complaint is within scope and adequate evidence is supplied, the 
Coordinator will accept the complaint, notifying the Complainant 
accordingly. 

➢ Complaint Status = Accepted 

10.2.6 The Coordinator will log the complaint in the Complaints Log confirming the 
complaint status.  

mailto:complaints@asc-aqua.org
https://asc-aqua.org/contact/
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10.2.7 The Coordinator will assign a category to the complaint as follows: 

➢ Category 1: Isolated incident with limited impact OR out-of-scope.  

➢ Category 2: Multiples issues or complaint with significant impact.  

➢ Category 3: Complaint involves SMT or governance body members, or 
serious or systemic breaches of ASC procedure/conduct.  

10.2.8 The complaint acceptance process should be completed within 10 days of 
complaint submission. 

 Pathway A - No Complaint Panel Required 

  

10.3.1 Where the complaint is in scope and accepted but is considered Category 1, 
a less formal internal investigation may be appropriate. The Coordinator will 
involve the necessary internal department(s), ensuring the impartiality and 
confidentiality of the complaint process is withheld.  

10.3.2 Where the complaint is out-of-scope and rejected but requires third party 
attention, the Coordinator will redirect the Complainant but will also inform 
the relevant internal department and share the complaint details. For 
example, if the complaint requires the attention of a CAB or ASI (e.g. a 
complaint has been made by a certificate holder about the audit process), 
the Coordinator will involve the Programme Assurance Team (PAT), who will 
communicate the information to the relevant CAB or ASI for their records.  

Note. In some cases, the Complainant may have already redirected their 
complaint, however this ensures that a dialogue is open between ASC and 
the CAB/ASI during their investigation.  

10.3.3 In both cases, the internal department involved will keep the Coordinator up 
to date with the progress of the investigation until its conclusion. The 
investigation should conclude within 30 days of acceptance or rejection of 
the complaint. 

10.3.4 The Coordinator will record all complaint evidence in the Complaints Log 
(see section Record keeping10.5). 

10.3.5 Some Category 2 complaints may be handled using Pathway A (without a 
Complaints Panel) at the discretion of senior management.  
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10.3.6 Where an informal investigation discovers evidence that the complaint is 
more serious than originally determined, a Complaints Panel may be 
required and Pathway B followed. 

10.3.7 After 30 days, if there is no prospect of resolution through internal 
investigation a Complaints Panel may be required and Pathway B followed. 

 Pathway B - Complaint Panel Required 

  

10.4.1 Forming a Complaint Panel 

10.4.1.1 The Coordinator will assign an Investigator.  
10.4.1.2 The Investigator should have some understanding of the processes involved 

in the complaint.  

Note. The Coordinator can also be the Investigator.  

Note. The Investigator can be more than one person for complex complaints.  

Note. The Investigator shall not be directly implicated in the complaint. 

10.4.1.3 The Coordinator will form a Complaint Panel considering the nature and 
seriousness of the complaint using the minimum requirements in Table 4 
below.  

Note. For Category 3 complaints the ASC Board will approve the Complaint  
Panel.  

Table 4: Minimum requirements for Complaint Panel composition 

Note. Greater independence or seniority can be included in the Panel.  

Category  

(defined in 10.2.7) 
Recommended Panel membership  

1 
1 Senior Director + 1 Team lead + 1 staff member with 

relevant topic expertise  

2 1 Independent + 1 Senior Director + 1 Director 

3 
1 Independent + 2 governance body members with no 

connection to issue  
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10.4.1.4 Requests are forwarded to Complaint Panel members to ensure their 
availability to serve. If any members are not able to serve, 10.4.1.1 to 10.4.1.3 
are repeated until an appropriate Panel is secured.  

10.4.1.5 The Complaint Panel should be formed within 10 days of the complaint 
being accepted.  

10.4.1.6 All complaint parties will be notified at this point with the following 
information: 

a. that a complaint is being formally investigated: 
b. that they may be contacted for further information; 
c. the establishment and composition of the Complaint Panel; 
d. the name(s) of the Investigator(s); 
e. that they will be notified of the outcome of the complaint; and 
f. the anticipated timeline for resolving the complaint. 

10.4.2 Investigation 

10.4.2.1 A copy of the complaint, with all correspondence, shall be passed to the 
Investigator. 

10.4.2.2 The Investigator will gather all information necessary to evaluate the 
complaint. 

Note. If the Complainant fails to provide additional requested information 
within 30 days, the complaint will be dismissed.  

10.4.2.3 The Investigator shall objectively assess the information, making an 
assessment of whether the complaint has merit. For complaints with 
merit, the Investigator shall determine the cause of the complaint and 
propose a corrective action plan to resolve the cause of the complaint and 
prevent its reoccurrence.  

10.4.2.4 The Investigator prepares a draft report including: 
a. a summary of the nature of the complaint; 
b. key evidence and considerations; 
c. a recommended determination of whether the complaint has 

merit; and 
d. recommended corrective actions. 

10.4.2.5 The draft report is circulated to the parties to the complaint by the 
Coordinator to identify any errors of fact with 10 days for response.  

10.4.3 Determination 

10.4.3.1 The Complaints Panel meet to consider the report, make a determination 
of whether the complaint has merit and confirm any necessary corrective 
actions. 

10.4.3.2 The determination should be made by consensus. Where consensus is not 
achieved, a simple majority decision is made. In the event of a tie, the 
Panel’s Chairperson will have the casting vote. 

10.4.4 Reporting 

10.4.4.1 The determination is communicated to the complaint parties by the 
Coordinator within 5 days. 

10.4.4.2 The Coordinator will update the Complaints Log with details of the 
complaint and its outcome and will make the details publicly available on 
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the ASC website in a quarterly report, where the nature of the complaint 
relates to standard setting or assurance programme operation. 

10.4.4.3 The Coordinator will track delivery of corrective actions notifying parties 
on completion. 

10.4.4.4 The complaint is then closed and updated on the Complaints Log by the 
Coordinator. 

 Record keeping 

10.5.1 Complaint records will be retained for a minimum of 5 years from the date of 
the original complaint. 

10.5.2 Records include: 

a. Original complaints received 
b. Complaint correspondence 
c. Investigators report 
d. Determination 
e. Corrective Action reports 
f. Complaints Log 

 Impartiality  

Impartiality is at the core of how ASC functions and is one of ISEAL’s credibility 
principles, providing the foundation for the ISEAL Code against which ASC is assessed. 
ASC ensures its assurance system is implemented impartially and continually 
monitors and mitigates potential risks to impartiality, including risks within the audit 
and assessment processes in collaboration with the CABs. 

10.6.1 Complaints and appeals handled by ASC are reviewed by persons not 
involved in the certification activities relating to the complaint or appeal to 
avoid conflicts of interest. 

10.6.2 Any conflicts of interest must be declared by the ASC staff member involved 
in the complaint or appeal at the start of the process and managed 
accordingly. 

 Data Protection and Confidentiality 

10.7.1 Any personal data disclosed to ASC during the complaint resolution process 
will be processed in accordance with ASC’s Privacy Policy. 

10.7.2 ASC will ensure the confidentiality of a Complainant is protected when 
requested by the Complainant, or when it is otherwise prudent, in particular 
where a complaint relates to a human rights violation and there is a risk to 
the complainant's safety. 

 Review 

10.8.1 This procedure is open for comments from all stakeholders. Comments may 
be made to complaints@asc-aqua.org. All comments received will be 

https://asc-aqua.org/privacy-policy/
mailto:complaints@asc-aqua.org
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recorded in an Issue Log and taken into consideration when the procedure is 
reviewed and revised.  

10.8.2 Comments will be acknowledged, and the commentators will be notified 
and/ or consulted with when the procedure is reviewed and revised. 

10.8.3 This procedure will be reviewed at a minimum of every two years, or sooner if 
proven necessary.  
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