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ABSTRACT

Markne, M. 2016. Certifying sustainability. Independent oil palm smallholders' experiences of
the RSPO certi fication process in the Riau province, Indonesia. Uppsatser Kulturgeografiska
institutionen.  Uppsala University. Master's Thesis in Human Geography 30 credits, Autumn
2015.

Palm oil is a growing market, and environmental and social concerns have led to a global
demand of sustainable palm oil.  In this study I investigate the certi fication process of the
Roundtable  of  Sustainable  Palm  Oil  (RSPO)  from  the  experiences  of  independent
smallholders.  I  perform  interviews  and  observations  in  two  independent  smallholder
associations in the Riau province in Indonesia who are in the end of the RSPO certi fication
process. What I find is that most smallholders have extrinsic motivators  (an increase in price)
for wanting to join the certi fication, but that a few smallholders express intrinsic motivators as
well  (a  care for the environment).  I  find that the certi fication process is creating a lot  of
changes  to  the  agricultural  practices  of  the  smallholders,  mainly  regarding  harvest,
fertilisation, pesticide usage, and pruning. The challenges that the independent smallholders
experience  mainly  regard  their  knowledge,  level  of  organisation,  institutional  support,
fertilisation,  and  documentation.  I  find  that  many  of  the  smallholders  use  traditional
knowledge while the RSPO is an organisation that mainly use modern knowledge, and I claim
that some of the dif ficulties that independent smallholders experience when certifying derives
from  this  collision  of  knowledge  systems.  Lastly,  I  claim  that  the  organisation  is  an
expression  of  modernity  and  risk  society,  and  that  the  rise  of  voluntary  sustainability
certi fications the last decade can be seen as a response to the modern risk of climate change.
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Preface
When I  first  heard  about  palm oil  from an  environmental  activist  several  years  ago  the
production was portrayed as the root of many social and environmental issues, leading to
nothing but problems for producing countries and for the global climate. Still to this day palm
oil has a bad reputation in many countries, and media talk about boycotting the oil and present
tips on how to avoid buying products that contain palm oil. I have always had an interest for
issues that evoke strong opinions, and the issue of palm oil is no exception. When deciding to
write about palm oil in my master's thesis I had ambitions to show another side of palm oil
production: to explore the possibilities for a sustainable production and to grasp some of the
challenges therein. I have been given the chance to talk to small scale oil palm farmers in
Indonesia  and  to  share  their  experiences  and  concerns  regarding  sustainable  palm  oil
production. I have gained new experiences, heard different voices, my understanding of the
complexity of the issue has grown, and it has perhaps left me with more questions than I
started out with. One thing that is certain, however, that a concern for the planet and for the
creatures that share it is global and exists in many countries and cultures.

I owe many people my gratitude. To my supervisor Ali Najib for securing a high standard of
my academic work and for keeping my spirits up during the field studies. To Sakti Hutabarat
for your support and contact network. To Margaretha Nurrunisa for sharing your knowledge
of the RSPO certi fication process. To Naldo Drianta for your support in the villages. To my
interpreter Reni Sundari, without you I would literarily have been speechless. To my lovely
host family who warmly welcomed me to your home and gave me many delicious dinners. To
Reyza Ramadahn for your contacts and for helping me create a Plan B when unexpected
events turned up. To Sida and ST Student, who gave me the financial means to complete this
study. Last,  but most importantly,  to all  the smallholder farmers who openly shared their
experiences and their stories to me. Thank you all.

Matilda Markne
Uppsala, January 2016
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1. INTRODUCTION

Palm oil is a growing market. During the last decades the demand for the oil has increased
with an impressive pace, and according to the Food and Agricultural Organisation of United
Nations (FAO) the global demand is estimated to double until the year 2020 and more than
threefold until 2050 (FAO 2009). Compared to other vegetable oils, palm oil has a five to ten
times higher yield per hectare cultivated land, it has a lower price per tonne, and it can be
used in more versatile ways (for instance in cooking, in cosmetics, in detergent, and as bio-
diesel) (FAO 2011). Palm oil itself is a product that is extracted from the fruits of the oil palm
tree,  and it  is  grown in  tropical  regions  in  both  large  and small  scale  plantations.  Many
international organisations and national governments consider oil palm production to be a key
crop for  poverty reduction and rural development in low income countries. According to the
World Bank (2011) smallholder oil palm plantations create six million jobs for the rural poor
and  support  millions  more.  The  oil  palm is  thus  an  important  crop  for  many  individual
farmers and their families, as well as for the economic development in many low income
countries.

However, today's production of palm oil is heavily criticised. Research shows that oil palm
plantations contribute to global warming due to its emissions of carbon dioxide and methane,
to deforestation of rain-forests, to the extinction of valuable species and disturbance in
ecosystems, to conflicts regarding land rights in local and indigenous communities, to bad
working conditions for plantation workers, and to increased food insecurity (see for instance
Nesadurai 2013, Silva-Castañeda 2012, Schouten & Glasbergen 2011, Fitzherbert et al. 2008).
These negative social and environmental effects of production have led to a demand from
consumers,  private  companies,  non governmental  organisations  (NGOs),  and international
organisations for a more sustainable production of palm oil. The organisation and voluntary
certi fication scheme Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) was founded as a response
to  these  demands.  The  organisation  was  established  in  2004  as  a  joint  initiative  of  the
environmental organisation World Wildlife Found (WWF) and the consumer goods company
Unilever,  and  certi fies  oil  palm  plantations  that  ful fil  certain  environmental  and  social
standards. The global demand for RSPO certified palm oil is increasing with a high pace, and
grew from ten percent of the global production in 2011 to 20 percent in 2015 (RSPO 2015a). 

Many small scale oil palm farmers (from now on referred to as smallholders, a definition is
given in section 3.3 Smallholder farmers) are for different reasons excluded from the RSPO
certification and from the market of certified sustainable palm oil (CSPO). Research has
found that the RSPO certification is well suited for middle and large scale producers while
smallholders have difficulties becoming certified (Hidayat et al. 2015). Smallholders being
excluded from the certification is a major issue since there is a risk that they will be left out of
a global palm oil market with increasing demands for CSPO (World Bank 2011). This study
concerns the issue of independent smallholder RSPO certification, and centres around
smallholders' own experiences from the certification process and the difficulties therein.
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1.1 Research objective

The objective of this study is to get a better understanding of the RSPO certi fication process
of independent smallholders (read more in section 3.3 Smallholder farmers), with a focus on
independent smallholders' own experiences of being in the certi fication process. 

To achieve the research objective I have used the following questions:

• What are independent smallholders' motivations to get certi fied?
• Does  independent  smallholders  have  to  change  any  agricultural  practices  to  get

certi fied? Which practices and how?
• Does independent smallholders experience any challenges in the process of becoming

certi fied? What are the challenges?
• How is  the  knowledge  of  the  independent  smallholders  represented  in  the  RSPO

certi fication?

1.2 Limitations

There  are  some  limitations  that  have  affected  the  form  and  result  of  this  study.  Some
limitations I have made myself to ensure that I reach the research objective, while some are
embedded in the form of the research project itself. The two main limitations are geographical
location, and language and cultural barriers.

1.2.1 Geographical location

To narrow the scope of the study I have chosen to focus on palm oil production in Indonesia.
The country is the world's leading producer of palm oil and produces more than half of the
global production (Brandi et al. 2015: 2). Indonesia is also highly dependent on small scale oil
palm plantations, and 1.5 million smallholder farmers in the country cover 40 percent of the
cultivated oil palm area and produce 35 percent of the palm oil output (UNDA 2009, Brandi
et al. 2015: 3). These factors make the country relevant for this study. 

The study takes place in the Riau province in northern Sumatra. The province is the biggest
producer of palm oil in the country and also has the largest share of oil palm smallholders in
Indonesia  (Hidayat  et  al.  2015:  31).  In  the  study  I  compare  two  different  independent
smallholder associations that are both in the end of the process of becoming RSPO certi fied:
Asosiasi  Mandiri in  the  village  Sungai  Buluh  and  Gapoktan  Kopau  Jaya  in  the  village
Sitorajo  Kari. Both  associations  are  located  in  the  Kuantan  Singingi  district  in  the  Riau
province  in  Sumatra  (see  Image 1).  The  associations  are  two  out  of  three  independent
smallholder associations in Indonesia that are on the way to become RSPO certi fied, so my
selection of the associations was based on availability and access.
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1.2.2 Language and cultural barriers

One limitation and potential bias of this study is that I do not speak Bahasa Indonesia, the
official language in Indonesia. Since knowledge in English is low in the rural areas I could not
use the language as a lingua franca to communicate in interviews and in observations. Instead
I used an interpreter in interviews with smallholders and during the observations. Using an
interpreter is  never  optimal  since there always exists  a  risk of  misunderstandings.  I  have
written more about language barriers in section 2.2 Interviews and about their impact on the
validity of my research in section 2.7 Reliability and validity.

Another bias in my research is the cultural barriers that existed between me and the research
participants. I have no great knowledge about Indonesian culture and about the context in
which  my  research  was  conducted  in,  which  might  have  generated  misinterpretations.
Differences in age, ethnicity, gender, religion, and education level are other factors that might
have affected the results of this study: me being a young, Swedish, female, white, atheist with
a university degree certainly have had implications on the answers I have received from the
participants and on how I have interpreted the results. I discuss these issues more in section
2.5 Power relations.

1.3 What's new?

There is much literature on sustainable palm oil production, and a lot of the scholars focus on
the environmental effect of oil palm plantations on a local and a global level (see for instance
Schouten & Glasbergen 2011 or Fitzherbert et al. 2008). There are also many reports that
cover  the  social  effects  of  oil  palm plantations  and  how  the  local  communities  and  the
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Image 1: The Kuantan Singingi district in the Riau province, Indonesia. The district is marked in red 
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indigenous population are effected by the establishment of new plantations (see for instance
UNDP 2011 or WWI 2009).

What I perceive as a gap in the literature on sustainable palm oil and the RSPO certification is
a focus on how smallholders themselves perceive certification process. This gap is also
noticed by Brandi et al. (2015), who mention that too little research is made on the people that
seem to have the hardest to certify under the RSPO: the independent smallholders. For this
reason I have chosen to focus on independent smallholders and their own experiences of the
certification process. I want my research to broaden the existing knowledge on independent
smallholders and RSPO certification, and to be used to facilitate future certification of
independent smallholders in Indonesia.

1.4 Disposition

The thesis is structured as follows: in chapter two I describe the methods that I use in the
study, I mention some ethical considerations when performing field studies, I describe the
sampling process and my claims on generalizability, and I consider the reliability and validity
of my research. In the third chapter I present the wider context in which my area of study is a
part of: some basic facts about palm oil production, the RSPO, smallholder oil palm farmers,
the smallholder certification process, and the effects of smallholder certification. After this
follows a chapter where I describe my theoretical standpoints regarding modernity and
Giddens' and Beck's theories on risk society, different knowledge systems, farmers'
motivations behind adopting more environmentally sustainable practices, and challenges in
the RSPO certification process. In chapter five I give a presentation the Indonesian context
and about the two independent smallholder associations that I perform my research in.
Chapter six presents the empirical findings from my field studies, and the empirical results are
connected to the theoretical framework in an analysis. In the last chapter I connect the results
to the research questions and to the research objective, and I give my recommendations for
further research on the subject.

2. METHODS

In  this  chapter  I  explain  the  speci fic methods  that  I  have  used  to  answer  my  research
questions. I write about the strengths of qualitative studies, give a description of my use of
interviewing and observations, and I mention some issues regarding gaining access and trust
in the field site. I then discuss some ethical considerations and power relations that I have
come  across,  and  I  explain  how  I  have  worked  with  sampling  and  the  claims  of
generalizability of my research. I also write about the reliability and validity of my research. 
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2.1 A qualitative approach

Qualitative methods focus on finding and interpreting the meanings that people use to explain
their behaviour, treats actions as part of holistic networks rather than individual decisions, and
focus on how people describe their own life and their experiences of events (Winchester &
Rofe 2010, Payne & Payne 2004). Since my research questions resolve around individual
experiences  I find it appropriate to use qualitative methods in this study. By using qualitative
methods I claim that I have gained a deeper knowledge and a better understanding of the
smallholders' experiences of the RSPO certi fication process than I would have gained using
other methods.

2.2 Interviews

In interviews a person's thoughts and feelings are expressed, and the interviewer get in depth
information and understanding rather than a broad coverage (McDowell 2010). Interviewing
is also a good method to collect opinions from marginalised groups who's voices are rarely
heard.  My  research  focus  on  the  experiences  and  opinions  from  independent  oil  palm
smallholders, who indeed is a group who's voice is rarely heard in media or academia. Many
reports  are  written  about  independent  smallholders,  but  their  own  perspectives  are  more
seldom expressed. For these reasons I find interviews as a suitable method for this study.

Interviewing is an interpretative method where language plays a crucial role. Language works
as more than just a means of communication: it is a tool for expressing different meanings,
and the choice of words, pauses in sentences, and emphasis on certain words are important to
understand the meaning of  what  is  being said (McDowell  2010).  In  this  study all  of  the
interviews  with  the  smallholders  were  performed  with  the  help  of  an  interpreter.  The
interpreter was a female in her early twenties with a university education in English, and  I got
in contact with her through one of the WWF employees. In the interviews I asked questions in
English and the interpreter translated the questions to the smallholders in Bahasa, and vice
versa  translated  the  smallholders'  answers  to  me  in  English.  There  is  always  a  risk  of
misinterpretation and of information getting lost when using an interpreter, and in my case it
was an even greater risk of misinterpretations since English is a second language for both me
and  the  interpreter.  To  avoid  this  me  and  the  interpreter  talked  about  apparent
misunderstandings when they occurred in interviews and observations, and we also talked
about  potential  misunderstandings  after  the  interviews.  However,  regardless  of  the
precautions I have taken to reduce the impact of language bias, there always exists a risk that
some information got lost between me and the people I interviewed.

In  this  study I  have performed eleven in  depth  interviews  with  smallholders  in  Asosiasi
Mandiri  and eight interviews with smallholders in Gapoktan Kopau Jaya (a list  of all  the
interviews that have been made can be found in Appendix 1). These interviews  had a semi-
structured form, where I had speci fic themes that I wanted to cover but where the respondents
still had influence on the form of the interview depending on the smallholder's answer. I asked
some descriptive  questions but  focused on asking open questions  where the  smallholders
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could talk about their experiences and thoughts on the certi fication process (see the interview
template  in  Appendix  2).  The  interviews  were  performed  either  in  the  of fice  of  the
associations  or  in  the  smallholder's  own  home.  In  Asosiasi  Mandiri  eight  of  the  eleven
respondents were members of the Internal Control System (ICS, read more in section 3.4 The
certi fication process), and in Gapoktan Kopau Jaya five of the eight respondents were  ICS
members.  The  selection  of  the  interviewees  is  further  explained  in  section  2.6
Generalizability.

To broaden my perspective and to facilitate for my understanding of the certi fication process
of independent smallholders I have conducted interviews with other respondents as well: with
the group manager of each association, with two WWF Indonesia employees who assist the
smallholders in the certi fication process in  the associations,  and with the researcher Sakti
Hutabarat from Riau University who is specialised in smallholder RSPO certi fication.

2.3 Observations

Another method that I have used in this study is observation. Watson and Till (2010) describe
observations in a pleasant way:

[Observations] helps us understand how people make worlds, places, and meanings, an how the minutiae

of buildings, animals, trees, people, movements, sounds, smells, tastes, and lights constitutes the lived

experiences  of  these  environments.                                     
Watson and Till (2010: 126).

Making observations gives the researcher an understanding of the setting or milieu in which
the  research  participants  perform their  everyday  lives,  which  can  contribute  to  a  deeper
understanding of the experiences and opinions of the participants. It can also be useful to
complement interviews with observations since there might be a difference between what
people say they do and what they actually do. This might be explained due to the fact that
there are a lot of practises that are unconscious and that happen without reflection, which can
be hard to describe in an interview situation (Hancké 2009). 

During my field studies I attended to two group meetings/training sessions regarding workers'
safety and fire safety management at the oil palm plantations. The meetings where held for
representatives from both Asosiasi Mandiri and Gapoktan Kopau Jaya, and about ten people
from  each  of  the  associations  were  present.  I  did  not  have  my  interpreter  during  these
meetings, but was informed what was being said by a WWF employee. The WWF employee
also presented me to the participants at the meetings so that they were aware of my presence
and of the purpose of my research.

I have also performed observations in the oil palm plantations during my visits to the villages
Sungai  Buluh  and  Sitorajo  Kari.  I  got  the  opportunity  to  visit  the  plantations  of  four
smallholders (three in Asosiasi Mandiri and one in Gapoktan Kopau Jaya) and to observe the
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smallholders in some tasks on the plantations. During each observation I stayed for about one
hour, and I observed practices such as harvesting and pruning. During these observations I got
the chance to ask questions directly related to the activities I observed, and questions arose
that I might not have thought about in the more traditional interview situation. Through the
interviews I also got a better understanding of the everyday life on the oil palm plantations,
for instance of the physical strength that some of the activities demand. Making observations
thus helped me gain a deeper knowledge of smallholder oil palm farming.

2.4 Gaining access and trust

During field studies it is vital to get access to and trust from the people in the field site. To
gain access and trust is, however, not as easy as it might seem (the interested can read Geertz'
vivid description from 1973 of how he and his wife gained the trust of the locals in a Balinese
village through a cock-fighting raid). To explain how the researcher gain access in a field site
Lawrence Neuman (2003: 431f) use the image of an access ladder. In the ladder, the level of
trust increases as a response to the amount of time that the researcher stays in the field site.
With  a  higher  level  of  trust  the  access  level  increases  and the  researcher  can gain  more
personal and sensitive information from the people under study. During the field studies, me
and the interpreter stayed in a household of a smallholder and his family in Sungai Buluh
during eight days divided in two separate visits. At the first encounters with the associations
and their members I was treated as an odd visitor in their village (many even wanted to take a
picture of themselves with me). Since I performed field studies for a short period of time I
cannot  claim that  I  noticed  any  bigger  changes  in  the  acceptance  and  trust  level  of  the
smallholders.  I do however believe that I  gained a higher level of trust by staying at the
villages overnight than if I would have done  daily visits only.

When  talking  about  access  to  the  field  site,  gatekeepers are  of  special  importance.
Gatekeepers are people that have official or unofficial authority in an organisation or an area,
and if the researcher gain the trust of the gatekeeper this often leads to the trust of other
members in that society (Lawrence Neuman 2003). It can sometimes be hard to distinguish
who the gatekeepers are since they do not always have formal positions or power, but usually
they are distinguished after spending some time in the field site. In this study, I experienced
that the group manager of Asosiasi Mandiri was an important gatekeeper. He welcomed me
and answered my questions in an open manner, and through his of ficial position as a group
leader  I  believe  that  my  presence  in  the  village  also  became  accepted  by  the  other
smallholders. In Gapoktan Kopau Jaya an important gatekeeper was a speci fic member of the
ICS, who introduced me to other smallholders and explained my presence there to them.
Another important gatekeeper in both associations was the WWF. The WWF staff have a high
status among the smallholders in the associations since they help and train the smallholders in
the  certi fication process,  and also because  of  their  weekly  presence in  the  associations.  I
believe that these gatekeepers helped me to gain the smallholders' acceptance and trust, and
that they have facilitated for me when performing interviews and observations.
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2.5 Ethical considerations
2.5.1 Performing ethical research

To  be  ethical  as  a  researcher  is  vital  since  the  research  can  have  important  real  life
implications  for  the  people  under  study.  As  a  foundation  for  ethical  research,  Lawrence
Neuman (2003) claims that the researcher should strive not to create any unnecessary stress to
the participants in the study. He claims that it is up to the researcher to find a balance between
the knowledge that can be gained with the interference in peoples' everyday lives and the
negative effects that participation in the research might have on their lives. The researcher
must be aware of the risks that participation might cause the participants (whether it is a risk
of loosing privacy or of being embarrassed) and work to minimize and at best exclude these
risks (Lawrence Neuman 2003).

To  maximize  the  integrity  of  the  participants  in  this  study  I  have  worked  with  privacy,
anonymity,  and  confidentiality.  The  three  concepts  are  important  for  conducting  ethical
research, and they have guided how I have conducted the research and how I have processed
and presented the research findings. I have chosen not to reveal the names of the participants
and to make them anonymous, which is important to prevent them from potential distress or
risks that participation may put them in. This has contributed to my study having a high level
of confidentiality. I  have however revealed the names of the smallholder groups, which I
considered  is  unavoidable  since  the  associations  that  I  have  studied  are  the  only  two
independent smallholder associations in the process of RSPO certi fication in the Riau district.
Concealing the names of the groups would thus have had no real effect to the associations'
anonymity. Besides, most of the smallholders were proud to become one of the first RSPO
certi fied independent smallholder associations in Indonesia, and they wanted the name of their
associations to be recognised in Indonesia and in other countries.

One important feature of ethical research is to have informed and voluntary consent. This
means that the people under study know what the research is about and that they have given
their approval to participate (Lawrence Neuman 2003). In the interviews, before the interview
was conducted, I gave the respondents information about the purpose of my research, that
their participation was voluntary and that they were free to withdraw their cooperation at any
time.  In the observations in the oil  palm plantations I  gave the same information.  It  was
however harder to achieve voluntary consent in the situations where I was an observer in the
group  meetings.  At  the  beginning  of  the  meetings  my  presence  was  explained,  thus
implementing the informed consent, but it was hard for any of the participants in the meeting
to say that they did not want me to be present or that they did not want to be a part of the
research.  In  these  situations  the  voluntary  consent  can  be  questioned.  However,  the
information that I have used from these particular observations have not revealed any personal
information about any of the smallholders.
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2.5.2 Power relations

The relationship between the researcher and the participant in the study is one that involves
power  and  trust.  When  performing  ethical  research  it  is  important  to  be  aware  of  these
relations, and  not to abuse them in the interests of the researcher (Lawrence Neuman 2003).
The researcher has the responsibility to respect and protect the interests of the participants in
the  study,  and  to  make  sure  that  these  are  not  overlooked.  It  is  also  important  that  the
researcher  do  not  abuse  or  take  advantage  of  the  trust  that  she/he  has  gained  by  the
participants.  Dowling  (2010:  33)  writes  that  it  is  impossible  to  eliminate  the  power
dimensions  from the  research  'since  it  exists  in  all  situations'.  Still,  the  researcher  has  a
responsibility to be aware of the power relations that are apparent and to try to modify the
research design to create an as equal research process as possible (Dowling 2010).

McDowell (2010) writes about power relations in interviews, and that the research method
contains dimensions of power and equity that are demonstrated both by the interviewer and by
the respondent. The researcher has power in the sense that she/he decides what questions to
ask and the theme of the interview. Also, if the respondent is a person of lower educational
level,  younger,  or less socially skilled than the researcher this  creates a  power imbalance
where the researcher has more power than the respondent. However, McDowell (2010) states
that  the  respondent  also  have power  in  the  interview situation,  because  the  researcher  is
dependent  on  the  will  and  contribution  of  the  respondent  to  get  her/his  results.  If  the
respondent is a person who has a high status the researcher can find her/himself in a situation
where the respondent has more power in the interview. 

Also,  where  the  interview takes  place  has  effects  on  the  power  relationship  between the
researcher and the participant:

[I]t is crucial to recognize that, far from being removed from social and cultural contexts at other scales,

the interview site provides a material space for the enactment and constitution of power relations.

Elwood and Martin (2000: 650).

Elwood and Martin (2000) write that it is a good idea to let the respondent chose the place for
the  interview,  so  that  the  location  is  one  where  the  respondent  feels  comfortable  and
empowered. In this study the interviews were sometimes conducted in the respondents home
and sometimes in the of fice building of the associations. The choice of site for interviews
were  made  from  what  was  most  practical  for  the  respondents  and  for  me.  When  the
smallholder could invite me to his home the interview was conducted there, but when this was
not possible for the smallholder the interview was conducted in the of fice of the association.

Other  factors that  create power hierarchies between the researcher and the participant  are
social differentiations such as gender, ethnicity and class. Elwood and Martin (2000) write
that it is important that the researcher examines these relations and how they influence the
relationship  between  the  researcher  and  the  participants.  This  is  important  so  that  the
researcher can create a more equal relationship in the research process. Gender, age, ethnicity,
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and education level are aspects that have been relevant in this study. The fact that I, a young
Swedish woman from the university, have performed interviews with mostly middle aged
Indonesian male farmers with little or no formal education, have most likely had in fluences on
the answers that I have received and thus also on the results of this study. 

2.5.3 Power hierarchies in the North-South relationship 

One  power  aspect  that  deserves  special  attention  in  this  study  is  the  power  hierarchies
between  researcher  and  participants  that  are  created  due  to  differences  in  ethnicity  and
geography: me a researcher from a high income country conducting research on participants
in a lower middle income country (the classi fications are taken from World Bank 2015).
Watson and Till (2010) write that it is not unusual that research participants feel suspicious
towards researchers that historically have oppressed them. Since Indonesia is a country with a
450 year old history of European colonization between early 16th century to the Second World
War and under Japanese occupation between 1942-1945, this is an aspect that might have
in fluenced the results that I have gained.

Howitt  and Stevens (2010: 42) state that it is important to perform  inclusionary research
when doing research in a cross cultural context. This means to contribute to the empowerment
of the subordinated, oppressed and marginalized, and that the participants are studied from
their own point of view from the inside (as subjects) rather than observed from the outside (as
objects). My research is an attempt to highlight the perspective of independent smallholders, a
group who's experiences seldom are expressed from their own point of view.  I have had an
exploratory research process where I have worked without a clear hypothesis on what I will
find.  By having an  exploratory  research  process  I  believe  I  have  been open towards  the
experiences of the smallholders rather than interpreting their answers from a pre determined
hypothesis. I believe that my research has become more inclusionary by having this approach,
and that this have facilitated letting the research participants express their own experiences of
the certi fication process.

2.6 Generalizability

Deciding  who  to  talk  to  and  gather  information  from has  impacts  on  the  results  of  the
research. There are two main sampling strategies: either to use a statistical sample that is as
representative of the population as possible based on demographic criteria such as age, gender
or ethnicity, or to use a theoretical sample based on certain criteria that the researcher or the
members of the group think are relevant for the population  (Emmel 2013, Bryman 2011,
Hammersely  &  Atkinsson  2007,  Atwood  2004).  Deciding  which  of  the  two  sampling
strategies to use has an impact on the claims of generalizability that the researcher can make.
Bryman  (2011)  claims  that  statistical  sampling  have  a  higher  generalizability  level  than
theoretical sampling. He states that researchers that use theoretical sampling often have to be
careful what generalizations they want to claim since the population that their sample derives
from is smaller than in statistical sampling. There are however others that state that a high
level of generalizability also can be claimed when using theoretical sampling:
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Samples need not be representative in the usual statistical sense to render generalization warrantable; any

part or component is a 'perfect' sample in the sense that it contains all the information about the whole

that one might ever hope to obtain.

Lincoln and Guba (2007: 43).

To make general assumptions about a population do not necessarily depend on having studied
a lot of cases, Flyvbjerg (2007) argues. The generalizability of the research instead depends
on the content of the cases, and a well selected and thoroughly studied case may well work to
draw conclusions about larger populations. The important thing is for the researcher to define
what population the sample is supposed to be a representation of, and to make her/his claims
of generalisation from this definition.

In this study I have used theoretical sampling, and the two main categories that I have decided
have importance is farm size (smallholders) and form of organisation (independent). I have
chosen to study two smallholder associations that are in the process of becoming certi fied. I
wanted to have the experience from the smallholders that were in the process of certi fication
instead  of  smallholders  that  already  were  certi fied,  because  this  could  capture  both  the
challenges before and in the certi fication process. I also wanted the smallholders to tell me
about the process from the present and not from the past, to reduce the risk of smallholders
forgetting or diminishing dif ficulties that they have experienced in the  process. Since there
only  exists  three  independent  smallholder  associations in  the process  of  becoming RSPO
certi fied in Indonesia, the choice of cases to study was made out of availability rather than a
result of strategical sampling.

Selecting who to talk to among the smallholders in the two associations have been a mix of
snowball sampling (where I asked the smallholders if they knew someone else I could talk to)
and purposeful sampling (where I wanted to talk to both ICS and non ICS members, younger
and older). Since there are no female members in the smallholder associations this have ruled
out female respondents. It is however possible to sample the experiences of women in other
ways,  something  that  I  write more  about  in  section  7.3  Alternative  approaches and
suggestions for further research).

It is important to define the population that my sample is drawn from, since this makes it
possible for me to make claims on generalization (Bryman 2011). In this study the population
is independent oil palm smallholders in the Riau province in Indonesia. I do not claim that my
results are generalizable to all smallholders, since scheme smallholders are not a part of my
sample.  I further do not claim that the results are generalizable to independent smallholders
in other countries since my sample is taken from an Indonesian context, and other countries
work in other contexts that might make my results less applicable in these settings. Because
my sample derives from only one province in Indonesia I cannot make claims that the results
are generalizable to all independent smallholders in the country. Other provinces might have
differences in culture, tradition, and other factors that make the results from this study non
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applicable.  I  therefore  claim  that  results  of  this  study  can  be  generalizable  to  other
independent oil palm smallholders in the Riau province in Indonesia.

2.7 Reliability and validity

Reliability means that the results that the researcher has achieved are reliable and that they
show consistency, that the same results will be found by other researchers conducting the
research the same way (Laurence Neuman 2003, Kvale & Brinkman 2014). For me it has
been dif ficult to achieve reliability in this sense since my research results are based on the
individual experiences and thoughts of smallholders, which might change or differ if you talk
to other smallholders. I have however tried to show a high level of reliability through being
transparent in my description of the research process, and I have openly described how my
research is structured and performed. By being open about the research process I make it
easier for other researchers to replicate my research, which increases the reliability of my
research.

Validity means that the methods that the researcher use are suitable for what she/he wants to
investigate and that the results are truthful (Lawrence Neuman 2003). Using an interpreter has
also  influenced the  level  of  validity  of  my research,  since  misunderstandings  could  have
occurred by not talking to the respondent in his own language. I have in different ways tried
to minimise misinterpretation and thus to minimise its affect on the validity of this study. The
validity of the research can also be valued by the skills of the researcher, Kvale and Brinkman
(2014) argue. The validity of the research then depends on the researcher's ability to remain
critical to her/his findings and to the analysis, to question her/his results, and to avoid biased
interpretations. I have actively worked to keep a critical distance to my results and to the
research process. I have, as mentioned earlier, had an exploratory research process where I am
open towards the findings in the field rather than working with a pre determined hypothesis
where I expect to find certain results. I believe that these measures have contributed to a high
level of validity in my research.

3. BACKGROUND: PALM OIL PRODUCTION, THE RSPO, AND 
SMALLHOLDER CERTIFICATION

In this chapter I put the topic of smallholder palm oil production in a broader perspective. I
give an introduction to palm oil production and processing and about common maintenance
activities on the oil palm plantation. I present the  RSPO and the organisation's sustainability
standards, and write about some critique that have been directed towards the organisation. I
then  write  about  smallholder  palm  oil  production,  and  I  explain  the  difference  between
independent  and  scheme  smallholders.  The  chapter  is  ended  with  an  overlook  of  the
smallholder certi fication process, and on the effects of certi fication for smallholders.
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3.1 Palm oil production
3.1.1 From seed to mill

Palm oil is a product that is extracted from the fruits of the oil palm tree, elaeis guineensis,
which is grown in tropical climate zones. The oil palm is mostly grown in South East Asia,
speci fically in Indonesia and Malaysia which contribute to 85 percent of the global production
of palm oil (UNEP 2011). Today, most palm oil is produced in monocultures in large scale
plantations, with an intensive use of pesticides and chemical fertilisers. However, small scale
farmers still play an important role in the global production of palm oil, and their importance
in the global palm oil market is growing due to an increase in productivity (USDA 2009).

Government plantations and larger plantation companies buy high quality oil palm seeds from
specialised  companies,  while  smallholders  usually  buy  seeds  of  lower  quality  in  local
agricultural shops or in traditional markets (Hutabarat 2015). Smallholders that are part of a
scheme programme get an oil palm plantation prepared for them by the plantation company,
thus getting a better quality of seed than independent smallholders (read more in section 3.3.2
Independent and scheme smallholders).  After the oil palms are planted they give fruit after
two to four  years  and they continue to  produce fruit  until  they are between 20-30 years
(Henson 2012: 138). The decision to replant a plantation with new oil palms is often based on
decreasing yields of the current trees and on the dif ficulties of harvesting the older and taller
oil palms.

The fruit grow in bunches, and the harvested product from the oil palm is called fresh fruit
bunches  (FFB).  The FFB have a high oil  content  (between 16 to  23 percent  of  the fruit
weight) and the higher the oil content is the more the farmers get payed. (Hutabarat 2015).
The oil from the FFB consists of crude palm oil (CPO) obtained from the mesocarp of the
fruit and palm kernel oil (PKO) obtained from the kernel of the fruit (Henson 2012). The two
different oils have different uses, and CPO is mainly used in cooking or in industrial food
production while PKO mainly is used in cosmetics and other non-edible applications.

When the oil content of the fruit is high it tends to fall off the bunch, so called loose fruit, and
the oil content is higher in the loose fruits than in the ones in the bunch (Henson 2012).
However, even though a high oil content is desirable due to a higher price, a large amount of
loose fruits on the ground is not beneficial for the grower. This is because collection of the
loose fruit demands more manual labour which increases the cost of harvest, and also many
fruits are lost in collection which decreases the overall yield. The loose fruits also have a
higher level of fatty free acids (FFA) which decreases the quality of the oil and thus lowering
the price (Henson 2012).  There is thus a need for balancing a maximized oil  yield while
minimizing the cost of harvesting and the amount of FFA in the FFB. 

Harvesting the FFB is one of the most costly activities in production, and is estimated to stand
for 15 percent of the total cost and to involve up to 85 percent of the work force (Henson
2012: 155). Harvesting is usually a team-activity where the tasks are divided in two roles: the
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cutter and the carrier. The tasks for the cutter is to cut down the FFB and sometimes also to
remove branches close to the FFB, while the carrier collects the FFB and the loose fruits and
transport them to a collection point close to the main road. The collection of loose fruits is
estimated to take up to 60 percent of the carriers time, but is of great importance for the yield
(Henson 2012: 153ff). For the younger and shorter trees the cutter use a  chisel, and for the
older  and  higher  trees  a  sickle,  and  with  these  tools  oil  palms  up  to  20  meters  can  be
harvested. The ripeness of the FFB at harvest is important for the oil content of the fruits.
Harvesting too early means that many inner fruits in the bunch will be unripe and thus lower
in oil content, while harvesting too late will lead to more manual labour to collect the loose
fruits and also higher levels of FFA in the oil. As a guidance, most FFBs are harvested within
intervals between ten to 14 days, or 24-36 times per year (Hutabarat 2015). The farmer can
decide when to harvest the FFB due to the color of the bunches (which turn from black to red
or orange when ripe) and due to the amount loose fruit on the ground. There are different
standards regarding the amount of loose fruit that is appropriate before harvest, and some
practice a 'one loose fruit per kilo'-standard while others use a ' five loose fruits on the ground
before harvest'-standard (Hutabarat 2015, Henson 2012).  The productivity of the oil palm is
best  at  nine  to  14  years,  and  after  that  age  the  productivity  of  the  oil  palms  decreases
(Hutabarat 2015).

To transport the FFB and the loose fruit from the field to the collection point at the road the
carrier can use a wheelbarrow, a draught animal, a carts or a motorcycle. The FFB is later
collected from the collection point by trucks or trailers and are then transported to the mill for
processing. The FFB need to be processed by a mill within 48 hours after harvest, because
after this time FFA start develop which reduces the price of the fruit (Henson 2012: 138). The
price of the FFB is also dependent on supply and demand, and during the high season in
Indonesia during July to December prices are low due to a higher supply but during the low
season in January to June prices are higher due to a lower supply (Hutabarat 2015). The most
important factor that determines the price, however, is the oil content in the FFB, which is
determined by the genetic material of the seed.

3.1.2 Maintenance practises

Year round there are different maintenance practices connected to the oil palm plantation.
Besides harvest, which is described above, the main activities are weeding, application of
pesticides, fertilisation, and pruning.

There  are  two main  strategies  for  weeding:  circle  weeding  and  block  weeding.  In  circle
weeding the weed around the oil palm is removed in a circle that is approximately two meters
in diameters (Hutabarat 2015). The circle weeding is  a good strategy to increase the yield of
harvest since it makes it easier to spot the loose fruit on the ground which facilitates collection
of fruit. In block weeding the weed around the oil palm is removed in squares. Both weeding
strategies have the intention to reduce the amount of nutrients that are absorbed by other
plants than the oil palm. Circle weeding or block weeding is commonly practiced four times
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per year (Hutabarat 2015). Another way to get rid of unwanted weed and of pest animals is to
use  pesticides. The application and doses of  pesticides is different depending of the type of
weed but it is generally applied once every six months (Hutabarat 2015). When being certi fied
under the RSPO the regulation of the application of pesticides is more strict, the pesticides
have to be stored and prepared in a special room, and the bottles of the pesticides must be
taken  care  of  in  a  safe  way  (Hutabarat  2015).  Fertilisation is  an  important  maintenance
practice at the oil palm plantation. Common fertilisers are nitrogen, phosphorous, potassium,
magnesium and boron, but the fertilisers that are used in practice depends on availability,
finance, and soil type (Hutabarat 2015). The best agricultural practice is to apply nitrogen and
potassium two times per year and the other fertilisers one time per year.  Another common
maintenance  practices  is  pruning. This  imply  for  instance  the  removal  of  the  number  of
branches on the oil palm, ensuring that as much as possible of the nutrition goes into the
production of FFB. The optimal number of leaves on the oil palm is between 42 to 48 leaves
(Hutabarat 2015). Pruning of branches is an activity that usually are carried out at the same
time as harvesting the FFB, but can also happen at a separate occasion.

3.2 The RSPO
3.2.1 Members

The Roundtable  on Sustainable  Palm Oil  is  a  joint  initiative  by business,  producers,  and
NGOs to strive to  more sustainable practises in the palm oil  business.  RSPO consists  of
members from the entire production chain and had 1631 members in june 2014 (RSPO 2014).
The  members  in  RSPO  come  from  72  countries,  and  the  five  countries  that  have  most
members  are Germany (208 members),  United Kingdom (200 members),  the Netherlands
(119 members), Malaysia (117members) and Indonesia (109 members) (RSPO 2014). The
members  of  the  RSPO  are  either  ordinary  members,  af filiate  members  or  supply  chain
associate members. The ordinary members consists of 991 members who are committed to
buy or produce 100 percent CSPO/CSPKO, and they have the right to vote at the annual
General Assembly meeting and to submit resolutions. The ordinary members are divided in
seven groups were the largest categories are consumer goods manufacturers, processors, and
traders (Table 1 shows a table of the different categories of the ordinary members and the
amount and percentage they make of all the ordinary members).
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Table 1: The RSPO ordinary members, June 2014.

Category Amount Percent

Consumer goods manufacturers 410 41.4

Palm oil processors and traders 349 35.2

Oil palm growers 127 12.8

Retailers 53 5.3

Environmental and conservation NGOs 27 2.7

Social and developmental NGOs 13 1.3

Banks and investors 12 1.2

991 100 %

Source: RSPO 2014.

The associate members consists of 100 members and consists of organisations or individuals
that are not actively involved in one of the seven sectors but that have an interest in RSPO and
the organisation's objectives. The supply chain associate members consists of 540 members,
and consists of companies that produce less than 500 tonnes CSPO/CSPKO per year. Both the
associate members and the supply chain associate members can be observers in the annual
General Assembly meetings, but neither of the member categories are allowed to vote or to
submit resolutions.

3.2.2 RSPO sustainability standards

To work towards a sustainable production and processing of palm oil, the RSPO have created
a sustainability  framework called RSPO Principles and Criteria (RSPO P&C). The RSPO
P&C consists of eight main principles (listed below in Table 2) which are supported by 43
criteria and over a hundred indicators (RSPO 2013). There are four criteria in the RSPO P&C
that do not apply for smallholders, because the RSPO regard them as irrelevant for small scale
oil palm production (these criteria are mentioned in Appendix 3). 

Table 2: The RSPO principles.

Principle 1 Commitment to transparency

Principle 2 Compliance with applicable laws and regulations

Principle 3 Commitment to long-term economic and financial viability

Principle 4 Use of appropriate best practises by growers and millers

Principle 5 Environmental  responsibility  and  conservation  of  natural  recourses  and
biodiversity

Principle 6 Responsible consideration of employees and of individuals and communities
affected by growers and mills

Principle 7 Responsible development of new plantings

Principle 8 Commitment to continuus improvement in key areas of activity

Source: RSPO 2014.
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The RSPO P&C work as a guide and a guarantee for a sustainable production, processing,
and  consumption  of  palm  oil.  The  RSPO  P&C are  stated  to  cover  three  dimensions  of
sustainability: social, ecological, and economic sustainability. The RSPO (2014) claims that
the certi fication contributes to a better livelihood for rural workers and farmers, and also that
the rights of local and indigenous communities are respected and that they are involved in the
process. The environmental sustainability is achieved by actions in forest and biodiversity
protection, by a commitment to reduced greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, and by sustainable
practises  for  soil  and  water  conservation.  The  economic  sustainability  is  achieved  by
improving the yields on the oil palm plantations and thus contributing to a higher income for
farmers (RSPO 2014).

3.2.3 Critique against the RSPO

The  RSPO  certi fication  has  received  critique  on  several  grounds,  there  among  that  the
organisation is inef ficient in enforcing the RSPO P&C to its members, that it does not take
enough  action  to  reduce  GHG  emissions  from  palm  oil  plantations,  that  the  number  of
member NGOs are too few, and that the certi fication does not do enough to address local and
indigenous communities' rights to land (Nesadurai 2013). Another critique is that the RSPO
receives  is  the  (unintended)  exclusion  of  smallholders,  and  in  particular  independent
smallholders (see for instance Hidayat et al. 2015, Brandi et al. 2015 Oosterveer et al. 2014,
and Pichler 2013). It is this critique that this study is inspired of, and that I hope that my
results will contribute to diminish. 

3.3 Smallholder farmers
3.3.1 Smallholder oil palm production

The role of smallholders in palm oil  production is  essential  and around 40 percent of the
global  production  of  palm  oil  is  produced  by  smallholders  (Brandi  et  al.  2015:  3).  A
smallholder is defined as family-based enterprise that cultivate an area less than 50 hectares
(Brandi  et  al.  2015:  9).  However,  studies  confirm that  the  majority  of  smallholders  in
Indonesia have farms that are much smaller than this, around two hectares. According to the
study made by the Indonesian Palm Oil Commission in 2008, there were roughly 1.5 million
smallholder  oil  palm producers  in  Indonesia  with  an  average  farm  size  of  two  hectares
(USDA 2009). Smallholders generally have lower yields than larger producers, and according
to the Jakarta Post (2010) smallholders can have up to 35 percent lower yields than than
company plantations, and 40 percent lower than state-owned plantations.  

Many also look at smallholder oil palm plantations as a way to create jobs, bring welfare, and
decrease poverty in rural areas in low income countries. As mentioned earlier, the World
Bank (2011) estimates that over six million jobs world wide are created for the rural poor due
to smallholder oil palm farming. Smallholder palm oil production thus plays an important role
for the economic development of individuals and households, but is also important for the
economic growth and long term development of many low and middle income countries.
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3.3.2 Independent and scheme smallholders

Oil palm smallholders are a heterogenous group with differences in farm size, knowledge in
agricultural  practices,  and  level  of  organisation.  Smallholders  in  oil  palm production  are
generally  divided  into  two  groups:  independent  smallholders  and  scheme  smallholders.
Independent smallholders operate independently through all stages of production and are self-
financed, manage their own equipment, and their own management (RSPO undated). They are
free to sell their FFB to any mill, and often sell their FFB through middlemen to a price that is
negotiable. Some independent smallholders are organised in farmer groups that coordinate
production and purchase of for instance fertiliser, but not everyone are organised in this way.
Scheme smallholders have a contract with a plantation company. In the contract the plantation
company  prepare  a  plantation  to  the  smallholder  to  work  on,  and  in  turn  the  scheme
smallholder is bound to sell the FFB to the company's mill at a set price (Brandi et al. 2015).
The smallholder is bound to the contract until the cost of the contract is repaid, which  takes
between nine or ten years (Hutabarat 2015). The scheme smallholder is organised in farmer
groups with other scheme smallholders, in which they perform coordinated harvesting and
collective documentation (Brandi  et  al.  2015).  The scheme smallholders  receive technical
assistance from the company, and some get  training in how to improve their  agricultural
practices according to the standard of the plantation company (Hutabarat 2015).

Many of  the  scheme smallholders  in  Indonesia  are  part  of  a  Nucleus  Estate  Smallholder
(NES) scheme, which is a strategy by the Indonesian government to increase welfare and
economic  development  in  the  countryside  (Rist  et  al.  2010).  The  first  NES scheme  was
launched in 1980 by the government and funded by the World Bank,  and the plantation
companies that the smallholders were connected to was owned by the government. In 1986
the  government  launched a new NES Transmigration and the  funds came from domestic
banks  and  the  companies  that  the  smallholder  are  connected  to  are  private  companies
(Hutabarat 2015). In the NES transmigration scheme farmers in poorer regions in Indonesia
got access to oil palm plantations in other parts of the country, moved, and became so called
transmigrant farmers.

3.4 The smallholder certi fication process

Smallholders are an important producer group in the RSPO, and their plantations stands for
13.9 percent (358'000 hectares) of the overall certified land area worldwide. Globally, over
125'000 smallholder are certified under the RSPO (RSPO 2015b). There are by far more
scheme smallholders that are RSPO certified, and they outnumber the independent
smallholders in both number of farmers, in hectares grown, and in production of CSPO and
CSPKO.

The  certi fication  process  of  smallholders  take  different  amount  of  time  and  resources
depending on the speci fic association. For instance has the certi fication process in Asosiasi
Mandiri lasted for one year while it has lasted for three years in Gapoktan Kopau Jaya. It can
therefore be dif ficult to say something general about the certi fication process of independent
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smallholders.  The  description  that  I  give  below  does  not  claim  to  be  applicable  for  all
independent  smallholder  certi fication  processes,  it  is  rather  a  description  made  from the
experiences from the two associations I have studied. The information that I give mainly
derives from conversations with the two WWF employees that are responsible for the RSPO
certi fication  process  in  the  Riau  province,  but  also  from  the  interview  made  with  the
researcher Sakti Hutabarat.

The process of certification starts with identification of plantations that might be of interest.
The identification is made in a collaboration between the WWF and the local government that
is concerned. The plantation areas that are selected as appropriate candidates to become
certified must not to be located in a high conservation value area, they must not have any
current conflicts over land rights, and they must have the economic motivation to get certified
(Hutabarat 2015). After identification of appropriate areas for smallholder certification a
meeting is held by the WWF, in which the affected smallholders are invited to hear
information about the RSPO. If the smallholders are interested in joining the RSPO an
association is established to coordinate the farmer groups towards certification. If the
smallholders are not organised in smallholder groups before, farmer groups are also
established. A group manager is selected by the smallholders to be the head of the association
and the members of the Internal Control System (ICS) are also selected by the smallholders
(Hutabarat 2015).

The role of the ICS is to formalise and organise the smallholder members toward certification.
The members of the ICS are chosen by the smallholders in the association, and they do not get
economic compensation for their efforts. The ICS members are educated in a system that is
referred to as 'training of trainers', where they get information about the RSPO certification
process, about documentation, best management practice, and GAP (Hutabarat 2015). The
training of the ICS members was in the cases of Asosiasi Mandiri and Gapoktan Kopau Jaya
performed by the WWF. After the training the ICS members in turn educate the smallholders
in the associations, and their knowledge of the RSPO and in GAP is transferred.

The  individual smallholders then applicate the standards that the RSPO demands, and after
some time a first internal assessment is performed by the ICS (Hutabarat 2015). The purpose
of the assessment is to identify which of the smallholders that need more help to implement
the new practices. After an evaluation of the certification process is made by the ICS and after
the smallholders have adjusted their practices a second internal assessment is performed. If all
of the smallholders meet the standards that the RSPO demands a contract between the
association and the smallholders is conducted, where the smallholders approve on following
the decisions made by the ICS. When the contract is signed the smallholders are accepted as
members of the association.

When the association and its members have agreed on a contract, the association can register
for the RSPO membership. The cost of registration is dependent on the size of the land that is
applying for certification, and areas under 1'000 hectares pay a fee of 250 Euros (Hutabarat
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2015). After registration and payment of the fee the organisation have one year to adjust the
members practices and to become RSPO certified. The RSPO send an independent auditor to
the organisation for a first external assessment, where a sample of the members' plantations is
evaluated against the RSPO P&C. The members get a certain time to adjust necessary changes
before the RSPO main audit. In the main audit the association's members are evaluated for the
last time, and a report is written by the auditor that suggests whether or not the association can
receive the RSPO certification (Hutabarat 2015). Important to notice is that it is not the
individual members of the association that gets the RSPO certification, but the association.

3.5 Effects of smallholder certi fication 

3.5.1 Increased financial capital

Hidayat et al. (2015) investigate how smallholders themselves perceive how their financial
capital is effected by certification. In their study, 74 percent of the smallholders experienced
that they had a higher income after they got certified, and 86 percent stated that they got a
higher price for their FFB than before (Hidayat et al. 2015: 37). Often, the higher price for the
FFB comes not from the certification itself but that the FFB from certified smallholders often
have a higher quality than the FFB from non-certified smallholders. Other explanations for
the increase in financial capital for smallholders is that certification often increase production
volume, and reduces the cost of pesticides and herbicides due to good agricultural practices
(GAP). Also, many smallholders gain financially from shared costs of production that comes
from the centralised practices that certification creates (Hidayat et al. 2015).

Independent  smallholders  are  to  a  greater  extent  than  scheme smallholders  dependent  on
being a part of a farmer organisation to get access to credit (Hidayat et al. 2015). However,
most of the independent smallholders in the study of Hidayat et al. (2015) did not notice any
difference  in  access  to  credit  after  they  got  RSPO  certi fied.  A  majority  of  the  scheme
smallholders did however experience that their access to credit was improved after they had
joined the RSPO certi fication.

3.5.2 Organisation and new dependencies

Certi fication has certain social effects of the smallholders. Certi fication makes smallholders
improve and expand their professional networks, leads to improved business opportunities,
and leads to an increase in the smallholders' skills and knowledge about production (Hidayat
et  al.  2015).  Other  effects  are  related  to  the  organisation  structure  of  smallholders.
Independent smallholders are usually more affected by changes in organisation than scheme
smallholders are. Scheme smallholders are already organised and have a clear group structure
before  certi fication.  Since  many  independent  smallholders  are  not  organised  before
certi fication, the creation of a farmer organisation that they are a part of leads to new demands
of organisation, cooperation, structure, and documentation (Hidayat et al. 2015). From being
independent  and  being  able  to  make  decisions  on  their  own,  the  smallholders  become
dependent  on  decisions  made  by  the  association.  Independent  smallholders  have  less
experience  of  participation in  farmer organisations,  and the  level  of  organisation  that  the
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certi fication demands thus creates more drastic changes in organisation than in the case of the
scheme smallholders. 

Schemed  and  independent  smallholders  experience  different  changes  in  the  dependency
relationships when participating in the certi fication. For schemed smallholders the initiative to
get RSPO certi fied comes from the plantation company that they are under contract with, and
if  the  company decides  to  become certi fied the  smallholders  connected  to  it  have to  get
certi fied within a period of three years (Hidayat et al. 2015). The plantation company takes
responsibility  for  training  for  education  of  scheme  smallholders,  helps  to  strengthen  the
organisation of smallholders, and pays for their memberships. Through the RSPO certi fication
the scheme smallholders' dependency towards the nucleus estate is strengthened due to more
regulations and rules of farming practices for plasma smallholders to follow (Hidayat et al.
2015). Independent smallholders on the other hand hold their own RSPO certi ficate, and are
therefore not bound to any plantation company. However, research shows that certi fication
makes  independent  smallholders  more  dependent  on  external  actors.  The  independent
smallholder group that Hidayat et al. (2015) study for instance become very dependent on an
NGO.

4. THEORETICAL STANDPOINTS

In this chapter I write about modernity and Giddens' and Beck's theories on risk society and
on expert  systems,  and about  traditional  and modern knowledge systems.  I  also  mention
theories on farmers' motivations behind adopting more environmentally sustainable practices,
and  about  the  framework  that  Brandi  et  al.  (2015)  have  developed  to  understand  the
challenges that smallholders meet in the RSPO certi fication process.

4.1 Modernity, risk society, and expert systems

The last decades the number of environmental voluntary certi fications for food products have
increased with an impressive pace and according to Ecolabel Index (2016) there exists 463
labels  in  199 countries  –  a  trend  that  Brandi  et  al.  (2015:  4)  refer  to  as  a  'certi fication
revolution'. This development have led to a power shift from traditional development led by
governments  and  international  institutions  to  development  led  by  private  actors.  The
emergence of non state or private actors in sustainability governance can be seen as a reaction
of the inef ficiency of governmental and international institutions to regulate ecological and
social sustainable development (Brandi et al. 2015, Silva-Castañeda 2012). The RSPO can be
seen as a part of this trend, created as a private initiative based on consumer demands for
sustainable palm oil.

I mean that the trend of voluntary sustainability certi fications also is connected to modernity,
and the changing structures that modern society creates.  Modernity is described by Giddens
(1990:1) as 'modes of social life or organisation which emerged in Europe from about the
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seventeenth century onwards and which subsequently became more or less worldwide in their
in fluence'.  Modernity  involves  new forms of  social  interaction where  time and space  are
separated opposed to  the  traditional  systems where  they are  jointed (Giddens 1990).  The
change from traditional social orders to modern ones is characterised by a rapid pace and a
broad scope of influence over the world. This have lead to new social institutions that connect
local and global in ways that have not been seen before. The fairly recent trend of voluntary
certi fications can be seen as an expression of modernity: of global demands creating global
movements, and that connects the global and the local in a way that has not been seen before.

A central concept for Giddens when describing modernity is risk, and the concept of risk
society. Giddens mean that risk have emerged as a consequence of modernity, and that the
concept came to replace the traditional idea about fate or fortune. He states that there did
exists risks also in the traditional society, but that the risks of the modern societies are larger
and more dif ficult for the individual to grasp. Examples of modern risks are for instance the
risk of nuclear power, terrorism, air and water pollutants, or of global warming and climate
change (Beck, 1992, Giddens 1990). Beck has also written about modernity and how it is
connected  to  risks.  He  defines  risk  as  'a  systematic  way  of  dealing  with  hazards  and
insecurities induced and introduced by modernization itself' (Beck 1992: 21). He thus claims
that risk as we perceive it today is a concept that did not exist before industrialisation, and that
there is a difference between the risks in the past and the risks of modern society:

The risks and hazards of today thus differ in an essential way from the superficially similar ones in the

Middle Ages through their global nature of their threat (people, animals, plants) and through their modern

causes.  They are  risks  of  modernization.  They are  a  wholesale  product  of  industrialization,  and  are

systematically intensified as it becomes global.

Beck (1992: 21).

According  to  Beck  (1992),  the  modern  risks  that  we  experience  today  is  thus  a  direct
consequence of industrialisation, and that they are characterised by their global scale: the risks
of modern society are no longer bound to the source of their origin, they have supra national
implications, and they effects every class. 

The complexity of the modern risks has led to the development of  expert systems.  Expert
systems are defined as  'systems of technical accomplishment or professional expertise that
organise  large  areas  of  the  material  and  social  environments  in  which  we  live  today'
(Giddens 1990: 27). Giddens state that the modern society and the organisation of everyday
life  involves  systems  that  are  too  complex  or  that  demands  an  expertise  or  technical
knowledge  that  the  layman  cannot  comprehend.  The  individual  thus  have  to  accept  the
'guarantees'  given  by  the  experts  of  these  systems,  and  to  put  her  trust  in  the  experts'
knowledge to overcome the risks that are connected to modern society. Trust is an important
concept in Giddens' theory on risk society, since the modern risks demands that the individual
put her trust in experts and their knowledge instead of using her own knowledge. Beck (1992)
express similar ideas about modern risks, experts, and knowledge production, and he states
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that the risks of the modern society have created a knowledge dependency. Since one of the
characteristics of modern risks is that they are invisible to the naked eye, this means that they
in a way exist in peoples' minds only because of the knowledge that is produced about them
rather than through personal experiences or observations. Beck (1992) means that this means
that the risks of modern society are socially constructed, and they are easier than traditional
risks to magnify, minimise, or to redefine. This is also why Beck states that we in the modern
society  are  knowledge  dependent:  because  we  are  dependent  on  the  knowledge  that  is
produced by experts to know about the global risks. This dependency makes us consumers of
risk definitions rather than producers of them.

In the analysis will I use the theories about modernity and risk society to  create a deeper
knowledge of the RSPO and the societal context in which the organisation functions. The
reason why I use these theories is to grasp the context in which the RSPO works in, which can
help me gain an understanding of the certi fication of smallholders.

4.2 Traditional and modern knowledge systems

Modernity  have  led  to  large  societal  changes,  as  stated  above,  and  one  of  them is  how
knowledge is perceived and created. I use the concepts of traditional and modern knowledge
systems to describe how the knowledge norm have been transformed through modernity. The
development of modern society and the evolvement of risk society in a way describe the
development from societies based in a traditional knowledge system to societies that are based
in a modern knowledge system. In the analysis I want to use these concepts to find out if the
smallholders' knowledge can be represented by the traditional knowledge system, and in that
case how the traditional knowledge is represented in the RSPO certi fication. 

Traditional knowledge is based on traditional practices that often have been passed down for
generations  and is  often based on traditions  of  societies  and local  communities  (Howard
1994). This knowledge approach is also referred to as tacit, practical, intuitive, indigenous, or
non-dominant knowledge (Agrawal 1994). Traditional knowledge is also often described as
connected to a speci fic place or area (Nygren 1999: 268). Modern knowledge is described as
the binary opposite to the traditional knowledge, and is today the norm in many high income
societies. It can also be referred to as articulated, theoretical, analytical, Western, or dominant
(Howard 1994). This knowledge system is legitimised by technical experts or institutions that
work as proof for objective, rational and universal knowledge. It is described as a centralised
knowledge system which produces generalised knowledge, and is based on abstract principles
and ideas (Agrawal 1994). 

There is an ongoing conflict between the two knowledge systems, and Howard (1994) notice
that  the  conflict  is  especially  apparent  in  the  modern  development  discourse.  In  the
development discourse there is often an attempt to change traditional practices and knowledge
to practices based on modern knowledge. Traditional knowledge is described as the deviation
from the normative modern knowledge, and is many times described in negative terms as
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superstition  or  as  irrational  beliefs  causing  irrational  behaviours.  In  many  ways
modernisation, and the development of risk society and our trust in experts, have led to a
delegitimisation of alternative knowledge systems where traditional knowledge is viewed as
'unscienti fic' and thus unwanted. Howard writes: 

[J]ust as the social engineering crusade of scienti fic management required delegitimizing workers' tacit

'unscienti fic' knowledge and centralizing control of labour processes by concentrating responsibility for

planning, management, and evaluation in the hands of scienti fic managers, so, too, the technocratizing of

development  has  involved  a  massive  delegitimizing  of  alternative  knowledge  systems  rooted  in  the

traditions of local communities and a disenfranchising of these communities.

Howard (1994).

Shiva has expressed her views on this matter and argue that modern knowledge in its nature is
violent and suppressive. According to her, the modern knowledge system tries to establish a
'monopoly on knowledge' where violence is expressed through the separation between experts
and non-experts (Shiva 1987: 243f). Shiva writes that the global development project often is
based  on  modern  and  westernised  knowledge  systems  that  strive  towards  diminishing
traditional  knowledge  and  belief  systems.  Also  Nygren  (1999)  is  critical  towards  the
dichotomy  between  modern  and  traditional  knowledge.  She  claims  that  the  polarisation
between the two knowledge systems only have served to strengthen the norm of  modern
knowledge, and to separate  'the enlightenment of 'us' from the obscurity of 'them' ' (Nygren
1999:  271),  to  give  privilege  to  the  modern  knowledge  system and  to  strengthen  expert
knowledge over local knowledge.  This opinion is supported by Agrawal (1994) who also is
skeptical towards the dichotomy between the two knowledge systems. He is critical towards
the fact that the two knowledge systems are still described in a very static manner with little
understanding of the openness of the systems: that both modern and traditional knowledge
change over time and space. Nygren (1999) states that we have to look beyond the fixed
dichotomies that is described as modern and traditional knowledge, and that we instead have
to  think of  a  heterogeneity  of  knowledges that  are  influenced by cultural,  environmental,
economical, and socio-political factors.

4.3 Motivations

One of the research questions regard the smallholders' motivations for getting certified. This
is important to investigate since the motivations may have effects on the success of the
certification and to the farmers' ability to adapt to a more conservational and environmentally
sustainable behavior. Ryan et al. (2003) study farmers' motivation for adopting new
conservation practices in Michigan, United States. What they find is that there are two types
of motivations: intrinsic and extrinsic. The intrinsic motivations are based on the farmer's own
personal satisfaction, and can for instance be an attachment to the land, a feeling of
responsibility for future generations,  or a concern for the local and/or global environment.
The extrinsic motivations are on the other hand based on external forces such as economic
viability, new governmental regulations, or international pressures. In their study Ryan et al.
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(2003) find that the farmers that had strong intrinsic motivations such as a feeling of
attachment for the land were more likely to adopt the new conservational practices than the
farmers who were motivated by extrinsic motivations such as economic gains. They also find
that farmers who were motivated by intrinsic factors made more durable changes in their
conservational behavior than the farmers that had strong extrinsic motivators. This implies
that a change and adoption to long term sustainable agricultural practices is more likely to
happen if the farmers base their involvement on a care for the land or other intrinsic values
than on economic or extrinsic factors. In my analysis I use the concept of intrinsic and
extrinsic motivators to analyse the motivators that the smallholders have for wanting to join
the RSPO certification. It can be criticised that I use the same theoretical classifications that
derive from a study made in a different country and in a different cultural context than the one
that this study takes place in. I do however believe that the concepts are applicable and that
they are useful for me, since they are based on general motivations for adopting more
ecologically sustainable practices. By using these classifications I can create a deeper
understanding of the driving forces behind independent smallholder certification, and I also
hold a discussion about the sustainability of the RSPO certification based on if the
smallholders express intrinsic or extrinsic motivations.

Others who have investigated how farmers' motivations influence their adoption of
environmental practices are Greiner et al. (2009). In their study on Australian graze farmers
they find that if the farmers are driven by 'conservation and lifestyle motivations' such as an
enjoyment of the lifestyle and a responsibility for coming generations, then they are more
likely to adopt environmental practices. If the farmers on the other hand are driven by
'economic and financial motivations' such as economical gains, they are more dependent on
external motivators (such as governmental or private support funds) to adopt environmental
and conservational practices. I believe that it is of interest to use the results of Greiner et al.
(2009) to analyse the results that I get from this study. The critique against using these results
is that the context in which these results have been drawn is different from the context in this
study. I claim that the results of their study indeed can be relatable to the results of this study,
since they draw assumptions not only generalizable to graze farmers in Australia but to
farmers motivations more generally. By applying their results to my findings I can discuss the
scenario what could happen to the smallholders' motivations to adopt environmental practices
(and to the effectiveness and the strength of the RSPO certification) if they would not receive
any external motivations or getting higher payment for their FFB when they become certified.

There are not many studies that have investigated the motivations behind smallholders
wanting to join the RSPO certification. One research team that does focus on this perspective
is Hidayat et al. (2015), who ask RSPO certified independent smallholders in Indonesia about
their reasons for wanting to be a part of the certification. For most smallholders in their study
the RSPO was something that none of them have heard of before and that was introduced to
them by an external actor, and thus nothing that the smallholders actively tried to find out
more about themselves. When they ask the smallholders about their motivations for wanting
to join, most smallholders said that the opportunity to get a higher price for their FFB was the
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main motivator for them. They do find some smallholders that expressed that they wanted to
join based on social or environmental motives, but stress that these smallholders were
exception (Hidayat et al. 2015: 32). Most smallholders experienced the certification as a list
of demands to fulfill to get more payed for their harvest rather than a strategy to make palm
oil production more sustainable. The results of Hidayat et al. (2015) thus state that the reasons
behind getting certified were mainly based on extrinsic motivations such as economical
factors, and that it was less common with intrinsic motivators. In the analysis I use the results
of the study of Hidayat et al. (2015) to compare with the results that I get from this study. By
using their study as a comparative to mine I make some interesting conclusions: some of the
results does coincide with the results of this study which makes it possible to discuss if there
are some motives that are more common among independent smallholders than others.

4.4 Challenges for smallholder certi fication 

As mentioned earlier, the RSPO has received critique from academia and from NGOs that the
certi fication is dif ficult to join for smallholders, and that makes it harder for smallholders to
join the market of CSPO. This is the reason why one of the research questions centres around
the challenges that smallholders experience in the certi fication process. There are only a few
studies being made about the challenges that smallholders meet in the certi fication process
and that might work as hindrances for smallholder certi fication. One research team that have
investigated this is Brandi et al. (2015), who have studied four smallholder associations in
four provinces in Sumatra. They study the challenges in the RSPO certi fication process for
both scheme and independent smallholders, and they perform both interviews and surveys
with the smallholders to get an as valid result  as possible.  They develop a framework of
variables both before and during the certi fication process that are challenging for smallholders
to comply to, and that thus work as hindrances for RSPO certi fication of smallholders. In the
analysis I want to use this framework of challenges to compare to the challenges that the
smallholders in this study express. By using their framework of challenges as a 'checklist' I
will  be  able  to  find some challenges  that  seem more  general  than  others  and thus  I  can
strengthen the general knowledge of challenges for independent smallholders in the RSPO
certi fication process. If I find challenges that they have made no big notation of it will lead to
a discussion of the generalizability of their results, but it can also contribute an expansion of
the framework of challenges that they have developed. It is also interesting to compare the
study of Brandi et al. (2015) to mine because one of the independent smallholder association
that they studied was located in the Riau province. This opens up for the possibility of saying
something general about the challenges for independent smallholders in this province. I am
aware  of  the  risks  of  only  using  one  study  to  analyse  the  challenges  for  smallholder
certi fication. I do however argue that when I use their results and compare them to mine I can
find some challenges that are similar and some that are different, which will create a good
ground for analysis and discussion. For this reason I mean that my choice of only using the
study of Brandi et al. (2015) to say draw conclusions about the challenges for smallholder
certi fication is valid.
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4.3.1 Antecedent variables

Brandi  et  al.  (2015) mention that  there are some pre  requisites  that  facilitates the RSPO
certi fication process of smallholders, so called antecedent variables. The antecedent variables
work  at  three  different  levels:  at  the  individual  smallholders  level,  at  the  smallholder
organisation level, and at the institutional level.

At the smallholder level, the first antecedent variable is knowledge. Brandi et al. (2015) write
that independent smallholders usually have a lower level of knowledge of GAP than scheme
smallholders due to the fact that scheme smallholders get training through the company they
have a contract with. This leads to independent smallholders having dif ficulties complying to
the demands of the RSPO, and can bee seen as a hinderance to certi fication.  The second
antecedent variable at the smallholder level is finance. To become certi fied by the RSPO often
implies high initial costs for the smallholder, for instance to buy inputs to apply GAP. Many
smallholders struggle with the high initial costs of certi fication, and even though the economic
gains often are bigger than the costs in the long run it is still dif ficult for many to pay the
initial costs (Brandi et al. 2015). The result from the research of Brandi et al. (2015) also
shows  that  independent  smallholders  need  to  buy  more  input  themselves  than  scheme
smallholders who get supplies from the plantation company they are under contract with.
They find out that as many as 95 percent of the independent smallholders have some access to
short term loans, but that they had harder getting middle or long term loans that might be
necessary  for  a  successful  certi fication  (Brandi  et  al.  2015:  11f).  At  the  smallholder
organisational level the level of organisation is important for the success of certi fication, and
Brandi et al. (2015) state that this is the most important antecedent variable for independent
smallholders.  Scheme smallholders  are  already a part  of  farmer  groups and organisations
before  the  certi fication  process  starts,  which  makes  implementation  of  the  new standards
easier.  Many  independent  smallholders  are  however  not  organised  in  the  same  way.
Establishing independent smallholder groups imply more costs and additional work for many
of the independent smallholders, which can be seen as a hindrance for certi fication. Brandi et
al.  (2015) also mention that there is  a need for  institutional support  to make smallholder
certi fication successful, and this is referred to as antecedent variables at the institutional level.
However, they do not focus on this factor in their study.

4.3.2 Compliance challenges

Besides  the  antecedent  variables,  Brandi  et  al.  (2015)  have  developed  a  framework  of
compliance  challenges that  smallholders  face  when  applying  for  the  RSPO  certi fication.
These are different demands from the RSPO that might be hard for smallholders to ful fil.
Brandi et al. (2015) mention five challenges that they regard as most dif ficult for smallholders
to achieve.

The first compliance challenge is land titles. The RSPO demands that smallholders  have legal
ownership of the land to get certi fied, and since about 25 percent of the smallholders do not
have this it can be a major problem for certi fication (Brandi et al. 2015: 13). To get legal
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ownership of land is a process that takes time and cost a lot of money, and the demand can
thus  be very challenging for some smallholders.  The second compliance challenge is  the
quality  of  the planting material.  Many smallholders do not  have access to  good planting
material and high quality seedlings, and are forced to buy cheaper seedlings which reduces the
yields in comparison to the more expensive seedlings of higher quality. The lack of financial
means is one reason for this behaviour, and a lack of knowledge about where to buy high
quality seedlings another (Brandi et al. 2015). Getting certi fied by the RSPO demands that the
smallholders use high quality seedlings to secure a higher yield, something that can be rather
dif ficult for smallholders to achieve.  The use of pesticides is a third compliance challenge.
The RSPO have demands on producers to have a sustainable use of pesticides, that is of no
danger  to  the  environment  or  to  peoples'  health.  Previous  research  shows,  however,  that
smallholders' pesticide usage, storage, and disposal of pesticide containers does not meet the
standards that the RSPO asks for. Brandi et al. (2015) also find that many smallholders use
pesticides to a large extend instead of performing manual weeding, to save time and money
from labour costs. This does not correspond to the RSPO standards and can thus be viewed as
a challenge for certi fication. A fourth compliance challenge is  fertilisation. Due to the fact
that fertilisers often are too expensive for smallholders to apply on their  plantations on a
regular basis, many smallholders do not use fertilisers the way that the RSPO prefers (Brandi
et al. 2015). Also, many smallholders do not have access to buy fertilisers, even if they have
the  economic  means.  This  makes  it  dif ficult  for  many  smallholders  to  apply  the  RSPO
standards of maintaining a good soil  fertility.  The fifth and final compliance challenge is
documentation.  While  the  RSPO  demands  documentation  of  certain  activities  at  the
plantation,  for  instance  fertilisation  and  yield  counts,  as  many  as  87  percent  of  the
smallholders in the study of Brandi et al. (2015: 15) did not document any farming activities
and many did not find it valuable to do so. For smallholders it can thus be dif ficult to meet the
standards of documentation that the RSPO asks for.

Brandi et al. (2015) conclude that the challenges to get certified by the RSPO for independent
smallholders overall were greater than for scheme smallholders, since the independent
smallholders do not have the same strong support of external actors. Also, they conclude that
scheme smallholders generally have better agricultural practices and a greater knowledge in
GAP before certification process is initiated than the independent smallholders have, which
make it easier for them to get certified. Brandi et al. (2015) express a concern that the
difficulties that exists for smallholders to get RSPO certified in the long run risks
undermining the sustainability strategy of the RSPO on the whole, since an important group
of producers involuntarily are excluded from certification.

5. INTRODUCTION TO THE FIELD

In this chapter I present how production of palm oil is conceived in the Indonesian context
and I give some information about the two independent smallholder associations that I have
studied.  I  performed field studies in the two associations during two weeks in November
2015. During the field studies me and the interpreter  stayed in the village Sungai  Buluh,
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where we lived in the house of a smallholder of Asosiasi Mandiri and his family. We also
made three day long visits to Sitorajo Kari to talk to the smallholders of Gapoktan Kopau Jaya
and to visit their oil palm plantations. The reason why I did not stay overnight in Sitorajo Kari
was purely practical, since there was no accommodation available in the village for me and
the interpreter.

5.1 The Indonesian context

In  Indonesia,  the  palm  oil  industry  has  had  a  remarkable  annual  growth,  and  oil  palm
plantations have expanded with more than twelve percent per year during the period 1990-
2005 (Hashim et al. 2012: 235). The rate of the expansion has decreased, but the country still
has an annual growth rate of palm oil production of 8.2 percent (which is the second highest
growth rate in the world after the Philippines) due to both expansion of oil palm plantation
areas and an increase in yields (IndexMundi 2014).  In  2010 the area of mature oil  palm
plantations  covered 7.82 million hectares (Hashim et  al.  2012:  235),  while  the  total  area
including cropland that is not yet mature covers over 10 million hectares (USDA 2013). In
2013 the palm oil production in Indonesia reached 31 million tonnes, and the country has a
goal to produce over 40 million tonnes in 2020. (Hashim et al. 2012: 237). A majority of the
production of palm oil is produced by large scale private companies, but smallholders still
play an important role in production in Indonesia.

Geographically, the majority of the oil palm plantations in Indonesia is located in Sumatra,
and next in Kalimantan and Sulawesi (Hashim et al. 2012). Sumatra accounts for almost 70
percent of the oil palm plantations compared to 26 percent in Kalimantan and 3 percent in
Sulawesi (The Jakarta Post 2010). In Sumatra, the largest share of the plantations is located in
the Riau province.

The Indonesian government has initiated many oil  palm plantation initiatives to get more
smallholders to start growing oil palm, due to the positive economic effects that it gives. The
government looks at the oil palm as a valuable cash crop that can contribute to social and
economic  development  to  the  rural  poor.  The  government  also  understands  the  value  of
producing sustainable palm oil, and has initiated a project to develop a sustainability standard
of their own (the Indonesian Sustainable Palm Oil, ISPO) which will be mandatory for all
indonesian oil palm farmers in a few years (Hidayat 2015: 27).

Palm oil production is a rather sensitive issue in Indonesia, and interplays with issues such
land rights,  the rights  of  indigenous people,  bush fires,  wildlife  disturbances  and ethnical
discrimination.  In  the  later  months  of  2015 Indonesia  had big  troubles  with  haze  due to
extensive  forest  fires  in  Sumatra  and  Kalimantan.  The  fires  are  mostly  results  of  illegal
logging, and is connected to clearances of forest to create space for plantations, and many thus
blame the fires and the haze problem on palm oil producers. In my own experience the forest
fires increases the tension in the issue of palm oil in Indonesia, and since the fires are an
annual phenomenon (occurring for a month or two during the dry season between June and
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October) the debate about palm oil production is also reoccurring and gaining in intensity
every year.

5.2 Asosiasi Mandiri

Asosiasi Mandiri is an independent smallholder association in the village Sungai Buluh in the
Kuansing district.  The association consists  of  120 smallholders  who are  organised  in  six
farmer groups, and together their oil palm plantations cover 200 hectares (WWF employee
#1). The members of the organisation are former transmigrant workers from Java who used to
be participants in a NES transmigration scheme with the Indonesian government.  All  the
smallholders in the association have moved to the area around 15-20 years ago, and their oil
palms is  also around that age.  Asosiasi  Mandiri  started the RSPO certi fication process in
October 2014, with the assistance of WWF,  and has the goal to become certi fied in December
2015.

5.3 Gapoktan Kopau Jaya

Gapoktan  Kopau  Jaya  is  an  independent  smallholder  organisation  located  in  the  village
Sitorajo Kari  in the Kuansing district. The organisation consists of 35 smallholders organised
in three farmer groups, and together they cover 120 hectares of oil palm plantations (WWF
employee #1). The smallholders of the organisation are local farmers who traditionally have
grown rubber, and that started growing oil palm for between three to eight years ago. Almost
all of the members  have both rubber and oil palm plantations, and therefore they do not
depend  solely  on  oil  palm farming  for  their  livelihood.  The  association  has  been  given
assistance  from WWF to  prepare  for  certi fication  for  three  years,  and applied  for  RSPO
certi fication  in  October  2014.  Similar  to  Asosiasi  Mandiri  the  goal  is  to  receive  the
certi fication in December 2015.

6. EXPERIENCES FROM THE FIELD – EMPIRICAL RESULTS AND 
ANALYSIS

In this chapter I describe the empirical results from the field studies of the two associations
and connect them to the theoretical framework to analyse the results. I first write about how
the smallholders motivated their participation in the certi fication, and then I describe how the
smallholders have had to change their agricultural practices to get certi fied. I then describe the
the challenges that the smallholders have experienced in the certi fication process, and last I
mention  how the  traditional  knowledge of  the  smallholders  is  represented in  the  modern
organisation that is RSPO.  A discussion about the similarities and differences between the
two associations is held throughout the chapter.
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6.1 All about the money?

Most of the smallholders from both associations had never heard about the RSPO certi fication
before it was introduced by the local government and by the WWF, and the certi fication was
nothing that they actively had searched out to join.  In this my results were similar to the
results in the study of Hidayat et al. (2015). One of the members of Gapoktan Kopau Jaya
expressed  that  'because  my  farmer  group  follows  the  certi fication  I  also  have  to  follow'
(Smallholder #8) which indicates that  certi fication for some of the smallholders might be
something  that  they  have  to  join  and  not  an  active  choice.  The  large  majority  of  the
smallholders was however eager to join the certi fication after they were introduced to it. 

6.1.1 Price, market access, and environmental responsibility

Price is the most commonly expressed motive for wanting to be a part of the RSPO among
smallholders from both Asosiasi Mandiri and from Gapoktan Kopau Jaya. Being able to have
a stabile or higher price than 'normal' independent smallholders is something that practically
every smallholder mention and something that they expect that certi fication will give them.
All  smallholders  expressed  a  discontent  with  the  current  low price  of  FFB (around  900
Indonesian Rupiah per kilo) and expected to get a higher price while they get the certi fication.
Many of the smallholders wish for a price that is similar as the price that scheme smallholders
get, (around 1'500 Indonesian Rupiah per kilo). Price is by many described as one of the most
challenging part of being an oil palm farmer, and many are concerned that the price of FFB
is lower than usual(in November 2015). One farmer of Asosiasi Mandiri express his concern
about price, and how the prices of both FFB and to buy fertiliser are important for him to
make his daily life function:

The price is crucial. If there is no money I can't buy fertiliser, and if I have no fertiliser of course it has an

impact on the trees. And if I can't get money to buy fertiliser, I have no money to buy stuff. […] The most

challenging is if the price of FFB is low and the price of fertiliser is high. Then it is hard for me to

manage,  to  get  money  to  hire  workers,  and  I  don't  get  money  for  my  daily  life.

Smallholder #10 Asosiasi Mandiri.

Another smallholder from Gapoktan Kopau Jaya express similar opinions about price, and
how the association can be an asset that helps the farmer to cope with the challenge of price:

Because I am a swadaya [independent] farmer the biggest problem is the cost. If I have no money I can't

buy fertiliser. And the cooperative help us to buy fertiliser that I can pay a little bit at the time. 

Smallholder #8 Gapoktan Kopau Jaya.

All of the smallholders express expectations that they will get a higher production after they
get certi fied, that their yield of FFB will increase. They express that the increase in production
will come naturally after they change their agricultural practices of harvesting, fertilisation,
weeding, and pesticide usage, and many smallholders from both associations even mention
that they already have noticed a higher yield after they have started to implement changes in
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GAP. Some smallholders mention that they have done visits to an independent smallholder
association that already is RSPO certi fied, and mention that they expect to have the same
increase in price as that association is experiencing. Also, some smallholder mention that the
WWF employees tell the smallholders that they can expect to get a higher price after the
certi fication, which contributes to the smallholders' expectations.

Another motivator expressed by some of the smallholders is getting access to new markets,
and especially to what several refer to as 'the European market'. Many smallholders believe
that palm oil that is not certi fied are shut out from the European market and that it is not
accepted by consumers in Europe. One motivator for wanting to join the certi fication is thus
that the smallholders expect that the certi fication will give them access to a larger market. One
smallholder describe:

I  want my product to be accepted in European countries.  I  have heard that  now the product  is  only

accepted in Asia and not in Europe. Now that I follow the RSPO I want my product also to be accepted in

Europe.  I  hope  that  the  European  people  will  accept  my  product  so  the  price  will  be  better.

Smallholder #3 Asosiasi Mandiri.

Gaining access to the European market is, as the smallholder describe above, connected to
expectations that new markets will make the price of the FFB higher. This motivator can thus
be described as connected to the motivator of an increased price. The expectation that the FFB
will be easier to sell in European markets after certi fication was more commonly expressed by
the smallholders in Asosiasi Mandiri, where five out of eleven mention it, compared to one
out of eight in Gapoktan Kopau Jaya. I believe that this difference in expectations depends on
that  the  smallholders  in  Gapoktan  Kopau  Jaya  only  recently  became  oil  palm  farmers
(between three to eight years ago) and that many therefore they joined the application for the
RSPO certi fication at the same time as when they started their oil palm plantations. Being new
in the oil palm business might mean that they have less understanding and knowledge about
the  (global)  oil  palm market.  The  smallholders  in  Asosiasi  Mandiri  have  been  oil  palm
farmers during a longer time, and can be expected to have gained more knowledge about the
oil palm market. This might be the reason why they  express a greater understanding of how
the global market effect the price they receive from their FFB, and a concern on how to access
the oil market in Europe.

Another  motivator  that  some a  few smallholders  in  both Asosiasi  Mandiri  and Gapoktan
Kopau Jaya  expressed  concerned a  care  for  the  environment,  and that  they  wanted  their
plantations to be good for the environment. This motivator is, however, different from the
motivators mentioned above. Many of the smallholders express that they did not reflect on
how their practices on the plantation effected the environment either (globally or locally), and
they state that it was first when they got information about the environmental effects from
their plantation by the WWF that they started caring for the environment. A smallholder in
Asosiasi Mandiri explain that 'before I followed the RSPO I didn't care about the ecosystem.
After I heard about the RSPO and the importance of ecosystem, I try to save the ecosystem'
(Smallholder #9).  Even though it was not a motivator for this smallholder before he started
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the certi fication process, a care for the environment was something that became important for
him during the process of certi fication.  Another smallholders express his concerns for the
environment:

In this world there are not only farmers that live, all people live. We have to improve the quality of the

water and the air, because the spray has a bad effect. If we don't care about that it will harm others. We

have to care others too, not only farmers. In this life there are not only humans, there are animals: fish in

the  water,  birds  in  the  air.  We  have  to  care  about  them,  and  we  have  to  save  the  ecosystem.

Smallholder #7 Asosiasi Mandiri.

This smallholder expressed that the environment was important for him, speci fically how his
plantation affected the local environment. The motivation of having a production that is good
for  the  environment  is  more  commonly  expressed  among  the  smallholders  in  Asosiasi
Mandiri, where five out of eleven smallholders mention it,  than in Gapoktan Kopau Jaya,
where two out of eight smallholders mention it as a motivator.  My results show that even
though a concern for the environment is not an initial motivator for the smallholders, it is still
an important factor for a few smallholders. In my study almost half of the the smallholders
that I interviewed in Asosiasi Mandiri express a concern for the environment, and that they
want their plantation to contribute to a good and strong ecosystem rather than weakening it. In
Gapoktan Kopau Jaya the environment was not as big of a motivator to get certi fied.

6.1.2 The weakness of extrinsic motivators in sustainability management

This study show similar results as the study of Hidayat et al. (2015), where money and hopes
for a higher price were described as the main motivators for the smallholders to join the
RSPO certi fication. Another motivator regarded gaining access to new markets, that some of
the smallholders regard as closed for them at the moment. The motivation to gain access to
European markets is in a way also based in hopes for an increase in the price for the FFB, and
can thus also be classi fied as an economic motivator. Using the classi fication by Ryan et al.
(2003) the smallholders are mainly driven by extrinsic motivators where their motivations are
based on external actors' economic support. Only a few smallholders expressed that a concern
for the environment and for the ecosystem, which is classi fied as an intrinsic motivation. 

The  risk  of  the  smallholders  being  driven  by  extrinsic  motivators  is  that  it  makes  their
willingness to change to more sustainable practices dependent on the incentives of external
actors, as Greiner et al. (2009) mention. The discussion that arises is what would happen if the
smallholders do not get more money for their FFB after they get certi fied, if the economic
incentive to get certi fied disappears. My analysis is that if the smallholders do not get more
payed  for  their  harvest  after  getting  certi fied,  they  would  be  very  disappointed  in  the
certi fication, and they might want to leave the certi fication. Just as Ryan et al. (2003) state
there is a weakness in founding sustainable management on extrinsic motivators, and these
kinds of motivators does create less durable changes in the adoption of more ecologically
sustainable practices than intrinsic motivators does. This is also supported by the research of
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Greiner et al. (2009) who state that farmers who base their activities on 'lifestyle motivations'
are  more  likely  to  adapt  more  sustainable  practices  than  farmers  who  are  motivated  by
economic gains. My analysis is that the RSPO in this aspect is a weak actor of sustainability
management, since it relies on the market giving economic motivation for the smallholders to
join. If this economic incentive fails the smallholders have no motivation to change to more
environmental practices, and a part of the organisation weakens. To make the RSPO and its
work towards more sustainable oil palm practises stronger, the organisation would instead
rely on the smallholders being driven by intrinsic motivators and that their reason for wanting
to join the certi fication was rooted in personal attachment to the land or to in a concern for the
environment.  This  would  make  the  organisation  less  dependent  on  receiving  external
motivations, and thus more sustainable and independent. How to change the motivations for
smallholders  to  be  more  intrinsic  than  extrinsic  is  however  another  issue,  and  might  be
something to investigate in further research. 

6.2 (Changed) practice makes perfect?

All of the smallholders express that they have changed some or several of their agricultural
practices  when  they  have  initiated  the  RSPO  certi fication  process.  All  the  smallholders
experience that they have gotten an increased knowledge in agricultural practices through the
training  from  the  WWF,  from  the  ICS  members,  or  from  invited  'experts'  (such  as
agronomists,  doctors,  and  fire  safety  experts),  and  for  most  smallholders  from  both
associations the training that they have gotten is the first training that they have ever received.
Many  mention  how  their  knowledge  in  harvesting,  how  to  cut  branches,  application  of
fertiliser and pesticides have, and in safety practices on the plantation have increased, and that
their  agricultural  practices  therefore  also  have  changed.  Most  smallholders  express
satisfaction from their new knowledges, and they believe that this can help them achieve a
higher yield of FFB. One smallholder in Gapoktan Kopau Jaya express that 'Because [of] the
RSPO I can meet the experts and the trainers, and there is an association that work as an
agent to make science and the farmers meet' (Smallholder #7). For this smallholder is was a
good  experience  in  meeting  the  'experts',  because  he  had  little  opportunities  of  meeting
trainers before this, and it made him feel that his agricultural practices became better.

All of the smallholders experience a difference between how they harvest before and after
they started the RSPO certi fication process. Many express that their decision to harvest was
based on 'feeling' and on the colour of the fruit, but that they now know other techniques to
tell whether the fruit is mature or not.

Before I didn't know weather the fruit was mature or not mature, I just used my feeling that the fruits

were mature. And maybe they they weren't mature, but I harvested anyway. But after I know which of the

fruits that are ready to harvest.

Smallholder #1 Gapoktan Kopau Jaya.
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The smallholder above mention that he did not know much about harvesting techniques before
he started the RSPO certi fication, but that he got new knowledge about how to value the
maturity of the fruit through the training in GAP. Many smallholders express that the training
in  GAP have  taught  them to  harvest  based  on the  amount  of  loose  fruit  on  the  ground,
something none  of  them did  before.  Many smallholders  also  express  that  they  have less
rejected fruit from the mills now because of their new knowledge in harvesting. The mills
usually sort out and reject FFB that are unripe, too mature, or that have been harvested in an
incorrect way (for instance that a part of the stem is still attached to the FFB). After getting
training by the WWF of by the ICS members the smallholders now experience that they know
how and when to harvest, and that this have led to a decrease in the amount of rejected fruit
from the mills. One smallholder in Asosiasi Mandiri express that the amount of rejected fruit
before he started the certi fication process could be as much as up to 90 percent of the fruit, but
that the amount of rejected fruit today is much less (Smallholder #1).

The smallholders' practices of how they apply both fertiliser and pesticides have changed after
they have started the certi fication process. The two activities were described to happen quite
randomly before the certi fication process (when there was money to but the inputs), and that
the smallholders 'just sprayed'. Some smallholders also express that there was a culture among
the farmers before that if the farmer was applying large amounts of fertiliser and pesticides he
showed that he was a good farmer and that he take care of your oil palms. The smallholders
describe that after the certi fication process started they now think differently, and that more
fertiliser or pesticides does not automatically mean that the oil  palms are in better  shape.
Instead the smallholders have learned that time and doses on when to apply both fertiliser and
pesticides is of vital importance for the fertility of the soil and for the productivity of the oil
palms. The smallholders also have to wear safety equipment such as helmet, gloves, boots and
safety glasses during some of the activities at the plantation (harvest, application of fertiliser
and pesticides, and pruning), something that they did not have to wear before.

The smallholders describe that they apply fertiliser more often now than before, but that the
doses  is  less  so  that  overall  they  give  less  fertiliser  now  than  before.  Before,  many
smallholders gave fertiliser one time in three months but after certi fication they give it every
month (Smallholder # 3, Asosiasi Mandiri). Today they also use different kinds of fertiliser at
every occasion for application instead of using a mix of many fertilisers at every application
as they did before. This, they have learned, is good for the oil palms and they can choose the
'right' fertiliser based on the needs of the oil palms. The smallholders' knowledge regarding
which speci fic fertilisers that the oil palms need has also increased. One smallholder mention
that he now is informed that he needs to use different fertiliser depending on the pH level of
the soil,  and whether the land is  mineral  soil  or peatland soil  (Smallholder #7,  Gapoktan
Kopau Jaya). Other smallholders state that they now can see on the oil palms what kind of
fertiliser they are in need of, something that training in GAP have taught them, something that
they did not re flect on before.
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Some smallholders  mention  that  their  technique  to  making  the  fertiliser  stay  where  it  is
applied has been improved after the training. One smallholder who's land is a bit hilly have
now applied the technique of making terraces (where a small vertical platform is constructed
at the foot of the oil palm, see Image 2) (Smallholder #4 Gapoktan Kopau Jaya). He have
noticed that this practice makes the fertiliser stay in the ground and not run off when it rains
as it did before, and it makes the FFB to stay close to the oil palm after they are harvested
instead of rolling downhill. This knowledge is something that the smallholder did not know
about  before  the  training,  but  that  he  perceive  has  helped  him to  reduce  the  amount  of
fertiliser that he applies.

The application of pesticides  has also changed for the smallholders. Before certi fication the
smallholders could apply pesticides whenever he wanted, and there was no regulation on the
appropriate doses, on safety equipment during application, or on what to do with the pesticide
bottle when it was empty. Today the practices regarding pesticide usage look very different,
due to the demands from the RSPO. The pesticides first have to be stored and prepared in a
speci fic room that belongs to the association, when it is applied on the plantation the farmer
have to wear safety equipment, and the  empty bottles of pesticide have to be taken care of in
a safe manner. Some smallholders told that they used to throw the empty bottles of pesticides
anywhere at the plantations. When being in the RSPO certi fication process this practice have
changed, and the empty bottled have to be collected and stored in the special room before they
are sent away for a safe disposal. Both the frequency and the amount of pesticides have been
reduced: before the smallholders gave pesticides three times per year while they now give it
two  times  per  year,  and  the  doses  of  pesticide  per  litre  of  water  has  decreased.  The
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Image 2: Terraces at the oil palm plantation in Asosiasi Mandiri. A technique to make the fertiliser 
stay in the ground and to make sure the FFB do not roll away during harvest. Photo: author.



smallholders also express that they have gained knowledge about how to classify different
weed in classes, where some classes of weed need to be sprayed, some removed manually,
and some do not have to be removed at all. This knowledge, some describe, have reduced the
amount of pesticides that they use on the plantations.

Another  changed agricultural  practice  is  pruning,  and  more  speci fically  the  way that  the
smallholders arrange the cut off branches. Before many smallholders mention that they just let
the branches lie where they were cut and did not really care to arrange them in any special
fashion. One smallholder explain that he used to burn the cut of branches and used the ashes
as a natural fertiliser for the oil palms, and so that he this way did not have to buy a much
fertiliser  (Smallholder  #6,  Gapoktan Kopau Jaya).  The technique to  burn branches  is  not
allowed within  the  regulations  of  RSPO,  since  the  organisation  strictly  has  forbidden all
practices that involve the use of fire in the plantations. The smallholder that used fire has
therefore  had  to  stop  with  this  practice,  or  otherwise  he  risked being excluded from the
association. Through the training the smallholders have learned that they can arrange the cut
off branches in a formation that looks like a letter U or a letter L (see Image 3). This technique
makes  the  fertiliser  to stay  in  the  ground  when  it  rains,  it  works  as  a  hinderance  to
evaporation, and keep the ground a little wet. Through this practice the smallholders express
that they have saved money because they don't have to apply as much fertiliser, and they also
witness that it is a good way to save water (and the oil palm is a crop that needs a lot of
water).
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Image 3: The arrangement of the cut branches in a letter 'U' around the oil palms, in a plantation in
Asosiasi Mandiri. This technique stops fertiliser from running off and also keeps the ground a bit
moisturised. Photo: author.



There are some techniques that the smallholders describe as traditional techniques,  that can
be used to keep away unwanted pest animals such as caterpillars or mice. The traditional way
to keep caterpillars away is to plant a speci fic kind of flower in or at the outskirts of the oil
palm plantation, and that this flower then attracts bees that stings the caterpillars and kills
them. This way the smallholders avoid having to apply pesticides to get rid of the caterpillars.
The traditional technique to keep mice away is simply to install an owl's nest in the plantation,
and let the owl catch and eat the mice. This way the smallholders do not have to use poison or
traps  to  get  rid  of  the  mice.  The  way to  burn  the  branches,  as  described above,  is  also
considered as a traditional technique, but not many smallholders uses this technique even
before the certi fication process started. The two first traditional techniques, the flower and the
owl,  are  techniques  that  the  RSPO want  and encourage the  smallholders  to  use,  and the
smallholders receive information about the techniques through the training in GAP. These
techniques are known to most of the smallholders and practiced by some of them long before
the RSPO certi fication process was initiated, but for some smallholders the techniques were
new.  Two smallholders  mentioned that  they  had heard  about  these  traditional  techniques
before the training, but that they never practiced them until now because they did not believe
in them. One smallholder describe that he used to look at the owl as a pest animal before, and
that he tried to shoot it, but that he now have learned that he can gain from it instead. Most
smallholders in Asosiasi Mandiri are satis fied with the owl and the flower, but mention that
the flower lately has not worked as good as they hoped due to that it withered in the dry
season. In Gapoktan Kopau Jaya many of the farmers have just started implementing the
techniques and can therefore not notice any big difference.  These techniques are however
talked about as positive things among the smallholders because they can help them to reduce
the amount of pesticides in their  plantations,  which is good for the environment and can
reduce the costs of the plantation. 

6.3 A diversity of challenges

The smallholders experienced a lot of challenges related to the RSPO certi fication process.
The challenges that I mention here are all connected to the framework of antecedent variables
and of compliance challenges that Brandi et al. (2015) have developed. I compare the results
from  my  study  to  the  framework  of  challenges  that  they  have  created,  and  analyse  the
similarities  and  differences  in  the  challenges  that  smallholders  meet  in  the  certi fication
process.

6.3.1 Antecedent variables: knowledge, access to finance, experience in organisation, and 
external support

When talking to the smallholders, some of the challenged that they experience does coincide
with what Brandi et al. (2015) refer to as antecedent variables: factors that are important for a
successful  certi fication process and that  exists  before the  certi fication process  is  initiated.
Knowledge is  an  important  antecedent  variable  in  my  study,  and  the  knowledge of  the
smallholders was a factor that I believe did influence the effectiveness of the certi fication
process.  In  both  associations  most  of  the  smallholders  had  never  had  any  training  in
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agricultural practices or management before. The smallholders in Asosiasi Mandiri was a part
of  a  NES-transmigration  scheme  before  but  most  of  them did  not  have  any  training  in
agricultural  practices  through  this  programme.  In  Gapoktan  Kopau  Jaya  most  farmers
received their the first training in oil palm production through the RSPO certi fication process.
Smallholders  from both  associations  expressed  that  it  sometimes could be  challenging to
comply the new knowledge that they had been taught, which made the certi fication process
more dif ficult and demanded more time. I state that there would have been less friction in the
implementation of the new knowledge and that smallholders would find it easier to adopt the
new practices  if  they  would  have  had  more  (modern)  knowledge before  the  certi fication
process was initiated. In this aspect my results thus comply with the findings that Brandi et al.
(2015) make.

Brandi  et  al  (2015)  state  that  access  to  finance is  another  antecedent  variable  at  the
smallholder level,  and that  a  lack of  access makes it  dif ficult  for the smallholders to  get
certi fied. In this study I find that access to finance indeed is important for the success of the
certi fication  process.  Non of  the  smallholders  mention  that  the  initial  costs  of  becoming
certi fied are something that is challenging for them. However, the need of access to finance
was noticeable when it came to being able to buy fertiliser. Fertiliser one of the major costs of
the  plantations,  and many smallholders  express that  it  could be  dif ficult  for  them to buy
fertiliser when they did not have enough money. This expresses a need for better access to
finance. Having better access to finance is important, some smallholders mentioned,  because
it give them the opportunity to buy fertiliser. The smallholders does state, however, that being
a  part  of  an  associations  is  something  that  have  increased  their  access  to  finance  o  buy
fertiliser. This is because when the smallholders buy fertiliser through the association, they do
not have to pay all of the cost immediately. Instead the cost is drawn from the income they get
through selling the FFB, and the cost is divided over three or four harvests. One smallholder
in Gapoktan Kopau Jaya mentions that being a part of an association is something that have
facilitated for him to buy fertiliser, because the association give him credit and he can pay for
the fertiliser in steps:

If I buy for myself in another place it is hard for me to pay directly. Maybe if the price is 100 I have to

pay 100. But in the koperasi [the farmer group] I can use the salary that I get from selling the fruit. I have

to pay, but not all [at once]. Day by day.

Smallholder #1 Gapoktan Kopau Jaya.

This shows that the association have facilitated for him regarding getting the financial means
to be able to buy fertiliser. Many of the smallholders that I talked to also expressed that they
were very happy getting this support from the association, and that it facilitated for them in
their oil palm plantations. 

One antecedent variable that Brandi et al. (2015) mention is  level of organisation.  This is a
factor that I found also have relevance in the certi fication process of the associations that I
have studied. The results of this study show that some smallholders had dif ficulties adapting
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to the new rules and regulations of the associations, and that being a part of an association or
farmer  group  was  hard  for  them.  Some of  the  smallholders  state  that  there  are  a  lot  of
regulations that need to be followed, and that the change from doing every activity in their
own way to following the regulations from RSPO is challenging. One smallholder state that
he find it dif ficult to apply to the amount of rules that the RSPO, and he expresses that it has
been dif ficult to act under strict regulations and not independently as before:

There are so many rules to follow when following the RSPO. Before it was up to us [the smallholders],

how  to  fertilise  was  up  to  us.  Now  that  we  follow  the  RSPO  we  have  to  follow  the  rules.

Smallholder #1 Asosiasi Mandiri.

Another smallholder express a frustration that there are many demands that he has to comply
to, and that he feels obliged to follow the organisation and the leader instead of making his
own decisions:

As members they [the smallholders] need to do what the head of the organisation is telling them to do.

And there are so many “you have to do this, you have to do that”. They only follow the order of the head.

That process might not be easy. 

Smallholder #5 Gapoktan Kopau Jaya.

Some smallholders  does,  however,  express  a  different  point  of  view.  One smallholder  in
Asosiasi Mandiri states that he is 'so happy because it is a group that manage how I take care
of the trees' (Smallholder #11). He states that if felt good for him that it was an association
that made many of the decisions for him, and that he liked that he did not have to make all
decisions regarding the management of the plantation by himself. This was however not a
commonly  expressed  opinion,  and  I  experienced  that  most  smallholders  from  both
associations  were  either  neutral  or  expressed  that  it  was  more  dif ficult  to  follow  the
regulations from the RSPO than acting on your own. Being a part of an association or of a
farmer group is thus not only demanding for the smallholders because it implies more costs
and additional work for them, but as the quotations above show it can also be dif ficult for the
smallholders to adapt to a culture of following decisions made by the association. My results
show that the smallholders in Gapoktan Kopau Jaya to a greater extent than the smallholders
in Asosiasi Mandiri express that they have troubles following the new regulations and being a
part of a larger group.

The last antecedent variable that I find have importance for certi fication process in this study
is institutional support. I found that it was crucial for the success of the certi fication process in
both Asosiasi  Mandiri  and in Gapoktan Kopau Jaya to have support from the local NGO
WWF Indonesia. The NGO helps the associations through the entire certi fication process: it
is the actor who informs the smallholders about the certi fication in the first place, it organises
training sessions for the ICS members, and organises the associations' paperworks throughout
the certi fication process. Without the support of the NGO the certi fication process progress
would have been much slower and harder to achieve for the smallholders. These findings very

46



much confirm the finding that Brandi et al. (2015) made in their study, and they also mention
that one of the associations in their study got very dependent on an NGO. My study also
shows that support from the local government is  of great importance.  Many smallholders
experienced a lack of support from the local government when it came to receiving the right
certi ficates  that  were  necessary  for  certi fication.  Smallholders  also  experienced a  lack  of
knowledge from the local government regarding the RSPO certi fication process, and that the
government did not understand the needs that the smallholders had. My conclusion is that
having  the  right  support  from  external  institutional  actors  reduces  some  challenges  that
independent smallholders meet in the RSPO certi fication process.

Overall, looking at the challenges before the certi fication process is initiated, the results from
this study are similar to the results from the study of Brandi et al. (2015). It concludes that the
smallholders'  knowledge in GAP, and their access to finance are important aspects on the
smallholder  level  that  in fluence  the  success  of  RSPO  certi fication.  At  the  smallholder
organisational  level  my  results  also  coincide  with  their  result,  as  I  find  out  that  many
smallholder have dif ficulties adapting to the culture of working in an organisation and that
previous experience in it most probably would facilitate the certi fication process. Something
that I found had a great importance for the success of the certi fication process was the external
or institutional support, something which Brandi et al. (2015) mention but that they do not
stress the importance of.  In this  study the support from an NGO was considered as very
important for the process, and likewise many smallholders felt frustrated due to the lack of
support and understanding of the certi fication process from the local government. This may be
one difference between the results I have gotten and the results from the study that Brandi et
al. (2015) make (however I want to stress that Brandi et al. (2015) mention that there are
challenges on the institutional level but that they do not focus on there in their study).

I  find out that there are not many differences between the two associations regarding the
factors that are important before the certi fication process, and that the antecedent variables for
the associations are similar.  One difference that  I  did notice was that  the smallholders in
Gapoktan Kopau Jaya  expressed  larger  dif ficulties  adapting to  the culture  of  being  in  an
organisation. I claim that this difference can be explained by the fact that the smallholders in
Asosiasi Mandiri had prior experience of being a part of farmer groups and of being organised
before. For the smallholders in Gapoktan Kopau Jaya it was the first time that the majority of
them were  organised  in  a  farmer  group  or  were  a  part  of  an  organisation.  The  lack  of
experience  in  organisation  proved  to  make  it  more  dif ficult  for  them in  the  certi fication
process, which very much coincides with what Brandi et al. (2015) find in their study.

6.3.2 Compliance challenges: land titles, plant material, pesticides, fertiliser, and 
documentation

Brandi et al. (2015) also develop a framework of challenges that arises in the certi fication
process and that can be hard for smallholders to adapt to, which they refer to as compliance
challenges. Land titles was mentioned as a challenge for certi fication by Brandi et al. (2015)
but were not such a big problem in the associations that I have studied. This can be explained
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by  the  fact  that  I  have  studied  organisations  that  are  already  selected  as  suitable  for
certi fication, thus having secured that the smallholders have the land ownership that is needed
for certi fication. It is most likely that if I had studied another area of independent smallholders
the issue of land ownership would be a bigger problem than it was in this study. That being
said,  many smallholders from both associations did express concerns that getting the land
certi ficates is an activity that demands both time and money. So, even though the smallholders
have the right land titles it can be hard to get access to the document that prove it. This is
more of a problem related to institutional support or to documentation (further mentioned
below), but it is still related to the issue of land titles. 

Getting  access  to  high  quality  plant  material  is  important  for  getting  an  increase  in
production, and according to Brandi et al. (2015) having access to a plant material of good
quality is important for the success of the certi fication process. All of the smallholders that I
have  studied  had  the  same  plant  material  now  that  they  had  before  they  started  the
certi fication process so it is hard to say if and how the access to plant material of a better
quality  have changed for the better,  and if  this  have been a problem for the certi fication
process. The smallholders that I interviewed did not, however, find that their current plant
material was something that made it dif ficult for them to get certi fied. However, since the
smallholders  in  this  study use  the  same plant  material  today as  before  the  maximum oil
extraction ratio is the same as before they started the process. According to Hutabarat (2015)
this means that smallholders cannot expect to see major changes in productivity since the
plant material  has not  been not  changed. Many smallholders expect  a higher productivity
when getting certi fied, but what they might not know is that the only means for them to
increase productivity before replanting is through GAP (such as better harvesting techniques,
better  application of fertiliser and pesticides). If  the smallholders do not get the expected
increase in oil extraction ratio and thus more payed for their FFB, an extrinsic motivation, this
might  lead  to  the  smallholders  loosing  the  incentive  and  the  motive  for  joining  the
certi fication (as discussed in section 6.1 All about the money?) and they might loose interest
in the RSPO certi fication. This could thus in the long run turn out to be a  problem for the
strength  of  the  certi fication.  According  to  Hutabarat  (2015)  the  smallholders  in  Asosiasi
Mandiri have better plant material than the smallholders in Gapoktan Kopau Jaya, since the
plant material they use come from the time when the smallholders were a part of the NES
transmigration scheme (which used better plant material than independent smallholders). This
might have an effect on the productivity of the oil palms, where the smallholders in Asosiasi
Mandiri can expect to get a higher oil extraction ration than the smallholders in Gapoktan
Kopau Jaya. This can also have an effect on how the smallholders experience the success of
the certi fication.

Another compliance challenge that Brandi et al. (2015) mention is the use of pesticides. They
state that many smallholders have dif ficulties complying to the new safety standards regarding
pesticides. This is something that I also find evidence of in this study study, where some
smallholders  mention  that  they  have  experienced  dif ficulties  implementing  the  new
regulations regarding workers' safety. The demands to wear special equipment is sometimes
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regarded as a bit unnecessary, even though the smallholders express that they understand that
it is important to use them for their own health. One smallholder express that:

Before I had a usual uniform when I worked in the plantation, but now that I follow the RSPO I have to

change and think about worker safety. I have to use helmet that I think is hot and heavy, I have to use

glasses, and I have to use shoes. That is very hard for me. Before I didn't think about that but now I have

to follow the regulations.

Smallholder #2 Asosiasi Mandiri.

This  smallholder  expresses  a  discontent  that  he  has  to  change his  daily  practices  on  the
plantation, and that he experience following the regulations is inconvenient for him. 

Another  smallholder  mention  how  the  new  regulation  regarding  safety  equipment  was
something that he did follow for the first times, but that he then stopped doing because it was
not practical or convenient for him in his work on the plantation:

The first time the head of the association asked me to use safety equipment: helmet, gloves and stuff like

that. We used it that time, but after that we don't use it. […] I get a headache because it is too heavy

[laughing]. It is heavy to use boots. 

Smallholder #5 Asosiasi Mandiri.
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Image 4: A board with safety instructions at the outskirts of an oil palm plantation of Amanah
Association, an already RSPO certified independent smallholder association. The sign states that the
workers have to wear safety equipment before entering the plantation, which relate to some difficulties
that the smallholders in Asosiasi Mandiri and in Gapoktan Kopau Jaya have experienced. Photo:
author.



Many smallholders does perceive that their knowledge about application of pesticides has
increased, and that they have more knowledge about how to have an as low impact on the
environment as possible. Some did however find that the regulations regarding the use of
safety equipment unnecessary or inconvenient. If the smallholders do not comply to the safety
regulations  that  the  RSPO demands,  they  risk  not  achieving the certi fication.  The use  of
pesticides can thus be considered as a challenge for certi fication. I found that there was no
difference in the attitude towards the safety regulations between the smallholders in Gapoktan
Kopau Jaya and in Asosiasi Mandiri. 

I find that  fertilisation is an important challenge in the RSPO certi fication process.  Getting
access to fertiliser is stated by many smallholders as one of the major problems in oil palm
farming, and is considered as one of the biggest expenses in the plantation. Smallholders from
both associations explain that it was hard for them to get access to fertiliser of a good quality
before the certi fication process, since they could not afford the higher price or because they
did not have access to the right markets. The market of fertiliser is a closed one, where only
larger plantations can buy fertiliser in large quantities while smallholders have to buy smaller
quantities.  Many smallholders  witness that  they have a better  access  to  fertiliser  of good
quality now that they are a part of an association. Now the association buy fertiliser of higher
quality in larger quantities from specialised markets, and the smallholders then buy fertiliser
from the association. As mentioned above, many smallholders express that being a part of an
association  facilitates  for  them  because  they  can  buy  the  fertiliser  from  the  association
through a credit system. It is however still a problem for many to manage the high costs of
fertiliser,  and even though the access to fertiliser of good quality is better now than before,
being able to afford fertiliser is still a challenge for smallholders. When the price of FFB is
low and the price for fertiliser is high it is hard for many independent smallholders to buy
fertiliser, and therefore hard for them to maintaining a soil quality that the RSPO requires. For
these reasons I state that fertiliser is an important challenge for smallholder certi fication.

The last compliance challenge that Brandi et al. (2015) mention is  documentation, and this
variable have had an effect on the certi fication process in this study. Smallholders from both
associations expressed concern about the new demands of documentation that the certi fication
process  had  created.  Being  an  independent  smallholder  under  the  RSPO  means  that  the
smallholder have to keep a record over all the activities on the farm: when and how much he
harvest, how much and when he uses fertiliser and pesticides, when weeding is done and so
on. For many of the smallholder this is a new activity that they have not had to manage to the
same extent before: even though some smallholders held track on harvest statistics before,
few of them did document the amount of and time for application of pesticides, fertiliser or
other activities on the plantation. This is something that the some of the smallholders find
dif ficult  to achieve, and it is something that is expressed from both associations.  Another
dif ficulty regarding documentation is to attain certain documents from the local government: a
land certi ficate that shows that they are the legal owners of the land, a business certi ficate, and
an environmental certi ficate that shows that the land is not located in any area that are meant
for conservation. Getting the certi ficates is necessary for becoming certi fied, and it is one of
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the  tasks  that  each  smallholder  have  to  manage  and  pay  for  by  himself.  Many  of  the
smallholders, from both associations, express concerns about getting these certi ficates. One
smallholders from Asosiasi Mandiri (Smallholder #7) expressed that he was unsure what the
documents were for, and that he found it 'unnecessary' to go through the trouble of getting the
documents when he 'did not know the meaning of them'. Some smallholders express that they
had troubles getting certain certi ficates from the local government, and that it often takes a
few  months  for  them  to  receive  the  right  documents.  The  smallholders  also  express  a
discontent with the local government and its knowledge about the RSPO certi fication process,
and meant that this led to unnecessary delays. These findings show that documentation indeed
is  a  challenge for  smallholder certi fication,  and also support  the findings of Brandi  et  al.
(2015).

When I compare the compliance challenges that the smallholders in this study expressed to
the  result  of  the  study of  Brandi  et  al.  (2015)  I  find  many similarities.  For  instance  the
smallholders in this  study did also experience that  the use of pesticides,  fertilisation,  and
documentation could work as challenges for the certi fication process. These challenges were
expressed  in  both  Asosiasi  Mandiri  and  in  Gapoktan  Kopau  Jaya  and  I  found  no  real
difference between the two associations regarding these factors. For these reasons, that they
appear in both associations and also in the study of Brandi et al. (2015), I consider these
certi fication  challenges  as  somewhat  general  for  independent  smallholders  in  the  Riau
province. Other compliance challenges that Brandi et al. (2015) mention are not expressed as
challenging for  the  smallholders in  this  study,  for  instance  land titles  and plant  material.
Regarding the land titles it could be a problem getting access to the right documents, but this
is rather a problem of documentation or institutional support than of land rights in itself. That
being said, circumstances such as the smallholders being in the end of the certi fication process
and the smallholders use the same plant material now as before may have had an influence on
why these factors were not perceived as challenges by the smallholders.

What  I  find  is  that  what  many  smallholders  find  challenging  in  the  certi fication  process
financial and external support. I mean that the antecedent variables of access to finance and
institutional support, and the compliance challenges of fertilisation and documentation are
challenges  that  regard  this  theme.  Another  theme that  I  find through my research  is  the
smallholders' ability to adopt to new habits and regulations that they did not practice before.
The antecedent variables knowledge and level of organisation, and the compliance challenges
pesticide usage and documentation all connects to this theme. The smallholders own ability to
accept changes and the adoption process is something that I find interesting and important for
the  understanding  of  challenges  for  smallholder  certi fication.  This  theme  does  not  get
attention in the study of Brandi et al. (2015), and neither does it get properly investigated in
this study. I believe that it would be relevant to focus on the smallholders' ability to adopt to
new conservation practices and to new organisational demand, which I leave as a suggestion
for further research.

51



6.4  Challenges for a modern organisation implementing knowledge a 
traditional setting

Looking at the RSPO from a broader perspective, it can be connected to Giddens' and Beck's
theories on modernisation and on the development of risk society. The risk of global warming
and of climate change is indeed a modern risk: it is invisible to the eye and the knowledge we
have about it derives from what experts say about it, and it has global consequences that effect
all countries. This risk has, I state, created a series of responses in society, and one of them is
a demand for more sustainable products that have a low negative impact on global warming. I
claim that the rise of voluntary environmental certi fications that have occurred during the last
decade is an expression of this modern risk. The risk of global warming is to be managed by
'experts' and 'expert organisations' that ensure a sustainable solution. I mean that the RSPO is
a  modern  organisation  that  have  been  founded  to  respond  to  the  modern  risk  of  global
warming, and that it thus is a part of the expert systems that citizens in the modern society rely
on. The expert systems are generally based on a highly technological knowledge that laymen
cannot comprehend, and described to produce objective and 'true' knowledge.

I mean that the expert systems of modern society to a great extent are based on the modern
knowledge  system.  This  knowledge  is  described  as  theoretical,  analytical,  rational,  and
objective. I claim that many of the agricultural changes that the smallholders have to make
derive from knowledge that is created in the modern knowledge system. For instance does
knowledge to  the classi fication of weed, the technique to  determine the need of  fertiliser
depending on the  pH value  of  the  soil,  the  arrangement  of  the  land in  terraces  to  avoid
evaporation, and the arrangement of branches in special formations to stop the runoff effect of
fertiliser  represent  modern  knowledge.  This  knowledge  comes  from  an  academic  and
theoretical environment, and makes claims to be objective and universal. I also claim that the
smallholders in a way practice in a traditional environment, using knowledges that derive
from the  traditional  knowledge  system. This  knowledge  include  for  instance  practices  of
growing a special flower to get rid of caterpillars, to use an owl to get rid of mice, or to burn
the branches to get fertiliser. These techniques can be described as practical, place speci fic,
they well known for many of the smallholders, and have been used by some smallholders for
a long time.

I  claim  that  some  of  the  dif ficulties  that  smallholders  experience  in  adopting  the  new
knowledge, to change their habits, and to start following the new RSPO regulations, can be
explained by this collision of knowledge systems: when modern knowledge is to be applied in
a setting that to an extent rely on traditional knowledge. I interpret some of the problems that
arose in the application of the RSPO regulations in Asosiasi Mandiri and in Gapoktan Kopau
Jaya as a  result  of  this  collision of  knowledge systems.  Nygren (1999),  Agrawal (1994),
Howard (1994), and Shiva (1987) write about the delegitimisation of traditional knowledge in
the modern knowledge system, and through their ideas I claim that the RSPO (as an agent of
the modern knowledge system) in a way work to undermine the traditional knowledge system.
For  instance  does  their  ban  on  using  fire  in  the  plantations  delegitimise  the  traditional
techniques to burn the branches to use the ashes as fertiliser. The effect is that the technique is

52



treated as something dangerous and harmful for the environment, even though it have other
positive effects that are desirable for a sustainable production. 

I mean that the RSPO have a divided approach towards traditional knowledge. On the one
hand the organisation does take some measures towards dissolving the dichotomy between
modern and traditional knowledge, and to empower traditional knowledge. This is done when
the organisation supports some of the traditional techniques that they view as legitimate, such
as the use of the flower to get rid of caterpillars and the use of the owl to get rid of mice. On
the other hand the organisation dismiss certain traditional knowledges that does not fit in with
their standards and that are not considered as legitimate. One speci fic example is the burning
of branches to get fertiliser, which was a technique that one smallholder had used before the
certi fication process was initiated but  that  he  could not  continue doing due to  the RSPO
regulations. The results from this study show that the RSPO in certain aspects encourages and
gives  credit  to  traditional  knowledge,  while  it  in  other  cases  disapprove  and  discredit
traditional knowledge.

One interesting thing to notice, and that supports my findings that the modern knowledge
system is dominant in the RSPO, is that  two of the smallholders knew about the traditional
techniques  before  the  training  from the  RSPO but  did  not  apply  them before  they  were
accredited  by  the  RSPO.  The  assurance  from  the  expert  organisation  thus  worked  as  a
guarantee for the smallholders, and when first when the methods was accepted by the expert
organisation they were regarded as reliable and trustworthy. This example shows that the
knowledge derived the modern knowledge system, and presented by 'experts' of the modern
society, weighs stronger than the knowledge derived from the traditional knowledge system.
It  also  shows  that  there  exists  a  complexity  in  the  smallholders'  own  attitudes  towards
traditional and modern knowledge.

7. FUTURE OUTLOOKS

In this chapter I connect the results to my research objective and my research questions. I
re flect on how the results from this study can be considered to be a part of the growing body
of knowledge of the RSPO and of sustainability certi fications. I also mention what I could
have done in a different manner to gain different results, and I give my recommendations for
further research on the topic.

7.1 There and back again

The objective of this study is to attain a better understanding of the RSPO certi fication process
of independent smallholders, and to understand the certi fication process from the smallholders
own perspective.  I  ask  questions  regarding what  motivates  the smallholders  of  becoming
certi fied, if and what agricultural practices they have to change to become certi fied, if and

53



what kind of challenges they experience from the certi fication, and how their own knowledge
is represented in the RSPO certi fication. 

I find out that a majority of the smallholders have extrinsic motivators, and the most important
motivator is a wish to get a higher price for their FFB. Some smallholders also motivate their
participation through hopes of gaining access to larger markets (speci fically the European
market), and that this increased access will lead to a better price for their harvest. I find that a
care for the environment, an extrinsic motivator, was important for a few smallholders but
that this motivator was created after the RSPO certi fication process was initiated. I find that
the  smallholders  have  to  change  a  lot  of  their  agricultural  practices  to  become certi fied,
especially  harvesting,  applying  fertiliser  and  pesticides,  and  pruning  activities.  The
smallholders experience a diverse range of challenges before and in the certi fication process,
where the main challenges are: the knowledge of the smallholders, the level of organisation,
institutional support, use of pesticide, fertilisation, and documentation. Last, I find that the
smallholders  sometimes  use  traditional  knowledge  and  that  this  knowledge  sometimes  is
accepted and adopted by the RSPO, but that it sometimes is regarded as 'unscienti fic' and
discredited.

The research objective of this study was to gain a better understanding of the independent
smallholders' experiences from the RSPO certi fication process. I believe that this study has
gained this knowledge, and that it does contribute to the understanding of smallholders in the
certi fication process. This study thus contributes to a smaller piece to the discussion about
sustainable palm oil production and the RSPO. The larger puzzle is however missing a few
pieces, for instance: what the long term effects that the RSPO have on smallholders and their
families,  is the RSPO an example of how a demand from high income countries'  creates
changes  for  low  and  middle  income  countries  and  what  moral  implications  does  this
development then have, and how 'sustainable' is sustainable palm oil? I regard this study to be
a step stone towards gaining more knowledge about the RSPO, about sustainable palm oil,
and about sustainability certi fications.

7.2 Alternative approaches and suggestions for further research

Some choices that I have made have had an influence on the result of this study, and would I
have done other choices the result most likely would be different. These choices regard for
instance  the  research  questions,  the  study  area,  the  methods,  the  sample,  and  theoretical
standpoints. I want to explore some of the choices that I made, how this have affected this
study, and what I could have done differently.

In this  study I  focus on independent  smallholders  that  are already involved in  the RSPO
certi fication process. I wanted to talk to these respondents because I believed that they would
have recent experiences that could be of interest for my research. If I would have chosen to
study smallholders that were already certi fied or that was in the beginning of the certi fication
process I would have asked other research questions and received different answers. I mean
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that the choice I  made regarding sampling of cases was the right  choice for the research
questions that I had, but that if I would have wanted to ask other questions other cases would
have been of interest.

One important factor to discuss regarding sampling is that the majority of the smallholders
that I have spoken to have been members of the ICS of their respective association. That
means  that  they  are  engaged  in  the  association  more  than  the  'normal'  independent
smallholder, and that they get information and training about the RSPO directly from the
WWF. This has for certain effected the results that I have been given, and the majority of the
smallholders that I have interviewed can be assumed to have larger insights in RSPO and the
certi fication process than other independent smallholders that  are not a part  of the ICS. I
believe that the results regarding motivations, and especially the motivations that smallholders
expressed regarding environment and access to european markets, would have been expressed
more seldom if I would have spoken only to smallholders that were not a part of the ICS. In
Asosiasi Mandiri, where eight out of eleven were ICS members, these motivations were more
commonly  expressed  than  in  Gapoktan  Kopau  Jaya,  where  five  out  of  eight  were  ICS
members.  I  therefore  believe  that  if  I  would  have  made  a  sample  consisting  of  only
smallholders that were not a part of the ICS would have given me different results. I wanted
to have respondents that were both ICS and non-ICS members because I wanted my sample to
have a width,  however the sampling strategy that I used (snowball  sampling) might have
given me a sample with a too large proportion of ICS members than I would have preferred.

What  I  perceive  as  a  flaw in  this  study  is  that  the  experiences  of  women  in  the  RSPO
certi fication process are not represented. This is because I did interviews with smallholders,
who turned out to be only men. The man is often the owner of the land, is the one going to
farmer group meetings, the one that are the of ficial face of the plantation. The work on the
plantations is often performed by men, but the women of the households are still affected
when the plantation becomes RSPO certi fied. I believe that gaining the experiences and the
perspective from women in oil  palm households would only enrich the knowledge of the
RSPO  certi fication.  It  is  therefore  my  recommendation  for  further  research  to  perform
household  studies  that  also  incorporate  the  women  of  the  households,  a  group  who's
experiences are left out of most research made on the topic and unfortunately also of this
study (for further inspiration, look at Koczberski 2007 who investigates women's role in oil
palm plantations). The reason that I did not do household studies in this study was mainly due
to a lack of time, but also that I made a misjudgement when I did not anticipate that all the
farmers would be men.

Another recommendation for further research is to make a comparison between the RSPO
certi fication and the ISPO certi fication that is developing, something that I mention brie fly in
the thesis.  The ISPO certi fication resembles the RSPO certi fication regarding ensuring an
environmentally and socially sustainable palm oil production. I only just learned about the
existence of the ISPO in the end of my field studies, and therefore did not have an honest
chance to explore the certi fication further.  It  would however be interesting to explore the
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similarities and differences between the ISPO certi fication and the RSPO certi fication, and to
study  the  effects  that  the  ISPO  certi fication  have  on  the  incentives  of  independent
smallholders to join the RSPO certi fication.

My last suggestion for further research is to develop the research on the smallholders ability
to adopt to new conservational practices and to accept new organisational demands. Through
this study I find that many of the challenges for independent smallholder certi fication centrals
around  the  adoption  of  agricultural  changes,  the  acceptance  of  new  practices,  and  the
changing of habits. I believe that more research about the smallholders' adaptability to new
conservational  practices  and  new  techniques  in  sustainability  management  would  have  a
positive effect  on the implementation of  more  sustainable  environmental  practices on the
whole.
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APPENDIX 1

Interview persons

Smallholders in Asosiasi Mandiri
Smallhoder #1. ICS member. Interview performed 2015-11-10
Smallhoder #2. ICS member. Interview performed 2015-11-10
Smallhoder #3. ICS member. Interview performed 2015-11-10
Smallhoder #4, ICS member. Interview performed 2015-11-10
Smallhoder #5. ICS member. Interview performed 2015-11-11
Smallhoder #6. Non-ICS member. Interview performed 2015-11-11
Smallhoder #7. ICS member. Interview performed 2015-11-17
Smallhoder #8. ICS member. Interview performed 2015-11-17
Smallhoder #9. ICS member. Interview performed 2015-11-18
Smallhoder #10. Non-ICS member. Interview performed 2015-11-18
Smallhoder #11. Non-ICS member. Interview performed 2015-11-18

Smallholders in Gapoktan Kopau Jaya
Smallhoder #1. ICS member. Interview performed 2015-11-12
Smallhoder #2. Non-ICS member. Interview performed 2015-11-12
Smallhoder #3. ICS member. Interview performed 2015-11-12
Smallhoder #4. ICS member. Interview performed 2015-11-12
Smallhoder #5. Non-ICS member. Interview performed 2015-11-12
Smallhoder #6. ICS member. Interview performed 2015-11-12
Smallhoder #7. ICS member. Interview performed 2015-11-19
Smallhoder #8. Non-ICS member. Interview performed 2015-11-19

Others
Group manager of Asosiasi Mandiri.  Interview performed 2015-10-28
Group manager of Gapoktan Kopau Jaya. Interview performed 2015-10-29
WWF employee 1. Interview performed 2015-10-26
WWF employee 2. Interview performed 2015-11-19
Sakti Hutabarat. Interview performed 2015-11-02
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APPENDIX 2

Interview template for smallholders

BACKGROUND

– How long have you grown oil palm?
– Why did you start to grow oil palm?
– How big is your plantation?
– How long have you been a part of Asosiasi Mandiri/ Gapoktan Kopau Jaya?

MOTIVES AND RSPO 
– How did you first hear about the RSPO?
– Why did you want to join the RSPO?
– What do you think about the RSPO?
– What do you think you will gain from being RSPO certified?
– Is there something that you don't like about the RSPO? (for instance bureaucracy,

control, time consuming)

CHANGES AND CHALLENGES
– Have you done any changes since you started the certification process? What changes,

describe?
– Do you work differently on the farm now than before? How?
– Is there any of the demands from the RSPO that you find hard to achieve? Which?

How?
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APPENDIX 3

The four criteria in the RSPO P&C that are non applicable for smallholders are:

• Principle 5 Criteria 4 -  Efficiency of energy use and use of renewable energy is
maximised. 

• Principle 5 Criteria 6 -  Plan to reduce pollution and emissions, including green house
gases, are developed, implemented and monitored.

• Principle 6 Criteria 6 -  The employer respects the right of all personnel to form and
join trade unions of their choice and to bargain collectively. Where the right to
freedom of association and collective bargaining are restricted under law, the
employer facilitates parallel means of independent and free association and bargaining
for all such personnel.

• Principle 7 Criteria 6 -  Local people are compensated for any agreed land acquisitions
and relinquishment of rights, subject to their free, prior and informed concent and
negotiated agreements.
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