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Executive summary 

Objective of the study 

As a result of an increasing interest in biomass as an alternative to the use of non-

renewable fossil fuel resources, agricultural production of biomass has become a 

key topic in many boardrooms. This results in growing investments in the 

agricultural sector offering opportunities for producers to increase their income 

from biomass production. There are, however, also potential downsides linked to 

these investments, such as expropriation of land, deforestation, and a rise in food 

prices. As a result, the sustainable production of biomass has become a key issue, 

triggering initiatives focusing on the production of biomass either on marginal land 

for agriculture and/or in combination with food crops. Moreover, certification 

initiatives have been developed to guarantee sustainable production of biomass.  

 

Smallholders are considered by many as a specific target group in the context of 

production/ certification of agricultural production and substantial efforts are being 

undertaken to include them in supply chains. This study focuses on the 

certification of smallholders in the biomass for energy production market or the 

bio-energy market. It draws on the experiences with smallholder certification in 

sectors other than the biomass production.  

 

The objective of this study is to provide insight into: 

 the benefits for companies and other stakeholders to include smallholders in 

biomass certification processes; 

 the benefits for smallholders to be certified in biomass supply chains;   

 the risks and challenges regarding certification of smallholders in biomass 

supply chains; 

 the lessons learned from existing certification schemes applied in smallholder 

settings in and outside the biomass sector; 

and, to provide recommendations including practical information (do‘s) on: 

 the steps and strategies that enable successful certification of smallholders in 

biomass supply chains. 

 

How to define a smallholder? 

Most existing certification schemes in the bio-energy market define smallholders 

based on farm size and/or the input of family labor. From the viewpoint of 

smallholder certification however, these criteria may not be sufficient to capture 

the characteristics of farmers in need of extra support in becoming certified. Key 

obstacles for small farmers that want to become certified include insufficient levels 

of knowledge and management skills and a lack of access to credit, inputs and 

services. These characteristics may not always be directly related to farm size or 

input of family labor. For example, a lack of knowledge and skills may also be 

related to a weak agribusiness knowledge structure in the region or country.  

 

From this viewpoint, smallholders might better be defined based on the 

characteristics of a certification scheme and the certification process and the 

specific challenges certain farmers are likely to encounter which they can not 

resolve by themselves. In this way, support can be tailored (even for each 
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requirement in the certification scheme or step in the certification process) to 

those that actually need it. 

Arguments for including certified smallholders in biomass supply chains 

Business benefits 

In general, the business benefits of including certified smallholders in the food and 

biomass supply chains relate to (1) market access requirements, (2) the sourcing 

potential and (3) the social license to operate. In some markets, including the 

European market, certification of a sustainable biomass production (including 

production by smallholders) can be considered a market access requirement. In 

other markets, like the Indian or Chinese market, this is not the case. Certification 

of smallholders provides an opportunity to improve the management skills and 

practices of small farmers through the requirements included in the certification 

scheme and support provided in the certification process, thereby raising the 

quality of the output and increasing yields. Certification can also be used to 

optimize local social, economic and environmental benefits, which is important 

from the viewpoint of a company‘s social license to operate and a potential long-

term return on investment resulting from this license to operate. Moreover, 

certification can be an important tool from the viewpoint of risk management in 

the markets the businesses operate in and the CSR policy of a company.  

 

Smallholder benefits 

Experiences show that smallholder benefits of certification rather lie in the process 

towards certification, than in the certification itself. Including benefits such as 

higher yields, better quality and lower inputs as a result of good agricultural 

practices. Experiences with smallholder certification in other sectors than the bio-

energy sector show that building a business case on price premiums alone is 

difficult, especially for smallholder certification to happen at larger scale. In the 

bio-energy market, benefits resulting from price premiums are increasingly 

regarded as potentially temporary benefits, since certification is likely to become a 

basic entry requirement rather than an extra value. Moreover, even in a premium 

market, a farmer can seldom sell his full harvest at the premium price due to a 

failing interest of market parties. 

 

Selling the benefits, other than a price premium, to smallholders, is a challenge in 

itself, as they are likely to only become apparent in the medium to long term, 

while the related costs become apparent in the short term. Selling certification to 

smallholders is therefore already a challenge in itself, as is confirmed by a recent 

study on RSPO certification of smallholders. 

 

Certification or monitoring? 

Part of the benefits resulting from certification initiatives, like higher income 

through higher yields, improvements regarding health and safety and improved 

farm management, are not necessarily linked to certification, but to the better 

agricultural practices resulting from the implementation of the certification 

standards. One could also decide to implement the standards and to monitor 

instead of certify. In certain cases, like production for the local market and as a 

first step towards certification in the long term, monitoring may be preferred over 

certification.  
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Risks and challenges of smallholder certification 

Smallholder certification may also involve risks and challenges for both 

smallholders and businesses sourcing from smallholders. Smallholder risks include 

the risk of indebtedness when income does not cover the extra costs of getting 

certified and the risk of dependency when changing from subsistence farming to 

certified produce for specific markets. Related challenges include the (initial) costs 

of certification, access to credit, meeting the sustainability criteria, acquiring the 

necessary skills to do so, the administrative burden of monitoring and verification 

and the challenge of imposed collaboration which may result from the (new) 

cooperative structures. In many cases smallholders will be faced with a 

combination of these challenges. What challenges prevail may vary in different 

situations. 

 

Smallholder certification in other markets than the bio-energy market shows that 

these challenges are not specific to the bio-energy market. They do however need 

to be tackled when smallholder certification in biomass supply chains is 

considered. Regarding the bio-energy market, some argue that the bio-energy 

market is a temporary market with limited market prospective for certified 

smallholders: the large-scale production of sugar cane, corn, rapeseed and other 

bio-energy crops currently seems to be sufficient to satisfy market demand. As a 

result, investing in smallholder involvement may not be driven by long term 

commitments and may not be worthwhile when the investments take several 

years to pay off. This means that a clear business case and commitment by both 

buyers and farmers is essential. However, for some (first generation) bio-energy 

crops, like palm oil and soy, smallholders already play an important role. Their 

position and significance may increase over time, should biomass (increasingly) 

remain in demand by the bio-energy sector. 

 

Challenges related to businesses sourcing from certified smallholders include 

delivery risks (quality and quantity), especially in the first few years after 

smallholders change production, the risk of an uncertain return on investment 

(smallholders not meeting the required standard) and the risk of side selling. To a 

large extent, these challenges are relevant to sourcing from smallholders in 

general. Certification may both reduce these risks, e.g. improvement in quality 

and quantity resulting from improved farm practices, and increase these risks, e.g. 

when relatively high investments are made in certification and farmers do not 

succeed in complying with the standards. From this viewpoint, monitoring of the 

implementation of better management practices instead of certification may in 

some cases/markets be preferred. 

 

It should be realized that some challenges, like a poor access to markets, lack of 

access to credit and limited access to information, are part of a smallholders 

reality even without considering certification. As a result, certification may not be 

on top of their needs hierarchy (there is already enough to worry about). This 

means that smallholders will need to be convinced that certification may be part of 

the solution to these challenges even though benefits allocated to certification may 

take some time to become apparent (like higher yields and quality, improved 

market access). In practice, farmers will also need to be intrinsically motivated to 

enter into a certification process and/or short term benefits need to be created. 

For example through the provision of training or financial support through a 

smallholder fund. 
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Strategies to support smallholder certification in biomass supply chains 

Regarding the strategies to enable smallholder certification, a lot can be learnt 

from smallholder certification in sectors other than the bio-energy sector. 

Moreover, many of the certification initiatives in the bio-energy sector have 

already incorporated similar strategies to cope with the challenges and risks 

smallholders face. However, experiences also show that the success of the 

different strategies may vary in different situations and that each strategy may 

have its own specific do‘s and don‘ts.  

 

Strategies frequently followed by certification initiatives in the bio-energy sector 

tend to focus on lowering the technical and financial barriers and empowering 

smallholders by providing access to credit and other services. These strategies 

include group certification, reduced certification fees, simplified and adjusted 

compliance with standards, increased access to finance, farmers‘ connection to 

formal markets, provision of on-the-ground support and smallholder involvement 

in standards development. Evidence from certification initiatives that have been 

around for a longer period of time (compared to the relatively new certification 

systems in the bio-energy sector) shows that these strategies can be successful. 

These initiatives also show that there are specific, practical do's for each strategy 

that may increase the chance of success. These do's are also included in this 

report. 

 

A successful inclusion of smallholders in the certified production of biomass will 

also depend on the socio-economic context in which smallholders operate and the 

presence of an enabling environment. The enabling environment is determined by 

factors such as the existing level of (professional) organization of farmers, the 

presence and capacity of local stakeholders/project partners, local infrastructure 

(roads, irrigation, communication), the ability to connect to existing rural 

investment programs and the security of land tenure. The importance of the 

enabling environment stresses the fact that strategies to involve smallholders in 

(biomass) certification initiatives require a tailor made approach in different 

contexts and in different crops. Increase in yield as a business case for 

certification may very well apply in one situation, but not in all situations. The 

same is true for the organization of farmers. When a culture of cooperation is 

completely absent, organizing farmers may be very time consuming and costly. 

When local NGOs do not exist or are not suited to cooperate with, other ways will 

need to be found to adjust agricultural practices to the local situation. 

 

It is therefore essential to carry out a scoping exercise before starting a 

certification initiative to have a clear picture of this enabling environment and to 

assess (amongst others) the potential of higher yields through better management 

practices, the possibilities for return on investment and the need for additional 

funding through subsidies. 

 

The experiences from the current biomass for energy related certification schemes 

is still limited compared to the certification initiatives in other crops, e.g. food 

crops. First results from RSPO smallholder certification show that smallholder 

certification is indeed a challenge, requires trust and cooperation in the supply 

chain and takes time (more time than may be expected beforehand). However, it 

also shows that the strategies and do's identified in this study can be vital in 

working towards a successful inclusion of smallholders in certified biomass for 

energy supply chains. 
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In addition to this report, a Guidance Manual ―Smallholder certification in biomass 

supply chains: Guidance Manual‖, is available1. The purpose of the manual is to 

provide guidance to companies and others, such as NGO‘s, governments and 

standard certification/verification organizations, that wish to work with certified 

smallholders in biomass supply chains. The manual offers practical information, 

including specific strategies, recommendations (Do‘s) and advice on how to 

successfully approach smallholders and include them in certification processes. 

 
1 Both the manual and this report can be downloaded from the NL Agency website. 

http://www.agentschapnl.nl/en/programmas-regelingen/sustainable-biomass
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

 

Small farmers play an important role in the global agricultural sector and they are 

considered by many to be the key actors in solving future challenges with regard 

to food security and the environment. Given the fact that they are both significant 

food producers as well as the main group of undernourished people belonging to 

the poorest of the poor, they are in the spotlight of many governments, NGOs, 

international organizations (like the FAO), and businesses. 

 

As a result of an increasing interest in biomass as an alternative to the use of non-

renewable fossil fuel resources, agricultural production of biomass has become a 

key topic in many boardrooms. This results in growing investments in the 

agricultural sector offering opportunities for producers to increase their income 

from biomass production. There are, however, also potential downsides linked to 

these investments, such as expropriation of land, deforestation, and a rise in food 

prices. As a result, the sustainable production of biomass has become a key issue, 

triggering initiatives focusing on the production of biomass either on marginal land 

for agriculture and/or in combination with food crops (using, for example, 

agricultural waste as a feedstock for bio-energy). Moreover, certification initiatives 

have been developed to guarantee sustainable production of biomass. 

 

1.2 Smallholders and certification  

 

In the debates around the 'pros' and 'cons' of biomass production, the position of 

smallholders is often the focus of intense deliberation. Concerns regarding issues 

such as  land tenure, gender inequality and poor production prices, may lead to 

conflicts and hinder opportunities that could be created for smallholders as a result 

of increased biomass production (such as a higher income, job creation, and 

export opportunities).  

 

The increased focus on ‗sustainability‘ that accompanies the discussion of ‗good‘ 

biomass production is in itself a positive and necessary development. However, 

currently such improvements in sustainability tend to be implemented through the 

establishment of  certification systems defining voluntary standards for producers, 

which may be difficult for smallholders to achieve. These systems are either 

exclusively developed for biomass production, such as International Sustainability 

& Carbon Certification (ISCC) and the Roundtable for Sustainable Biofuels (RSB), 

or have been set up in another context, mostly for food, such as Rainforest 

Alliance and Fairtrade. The challenges that smallholders may face in meeting the 

requirements of biomass specific schemes are certainly not unique. The inclusion 

of smallholders has been a point of attention for many years in the certification of 

other crops, such as organic cotton or cocoa production, and in multi-stakeholder 

initiatives, such as the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) and the 

Roundtable on Responsible Soy (RTRS). Key issues that are frequently addressed 

in debates about certification of smallholders concern their inclusion and capacity 

building, certification benefits, group certification and compliance requirements. 
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This study revolves around the topic of small producers of biomass and 

certification of their produce, addressing both the opportunities and challenges in 

this area and learning from the experiences of other initiatives, particularly  food-

focused certification initiatives. 

 

1.3 Objective and scope 

Objective 

 

The objective of this study is to provide insight into: 

 the benefits for companies and other stakeholders to include smallholders in 

biomass certification processes; 

 the benefits for smallholders to be certified in biomass supply chains;   

 the risks and challenges regarding certification of smallholders in biomass 

supply chains; 

 the lessons learned from existing certification schemes applied in smallholder 

settings in and outside the biomass sector; 

and, to provide recommendations including practical information (do‘s) on: 

 the steps and strategies that enable successful certification of smallholders in 

biomass supply chains. 

Scope 

 

Smallholders versus certified smallholders 

The study focuses on the certification of smallholders, not just on the inclusion of 

smallholders in biomass supply chains. For example, the study seeks to answer 

the question of what motivates a company to include a certified smallholder in its 

supply chain, not merely why a company would include a smallholder in its supply 

chain (certified or not).  

 

Smallholder certification in other sectors 

This study draws on the experiences with smallholder certification in sectors other 

than the biomass production. Some of these sectors offer decades of experience 

with smallholder certification that is relevant for the certification of smallholders in 

biomass supply chains as well. It is, however, realized that some issues are quite 

specific for the biomass for energy sector, like the discussion on competition with 

food, and the risk that biomass crops for the bio-energy market can sometimes 

only operate within a temporary policy-driven market, which would make it risky 

for smallholders to change production choices. 

 

In this study, ‗biomass‘ refers to biomass for energy production. When the term 

‗bio-energy sector‘ or ‗bio-energy supply chain‘ is used, this refers to the 

sector/market/supply chain for biomass intended for the production of energy. 

 

Focus on the actual producer of biomass crops 

It is important to understand that this study looks at farms actually producing or 

intending to produce biomass crops for the energy market. The study does not 

take into account smallholders living in the vicinity of these farms, whose well-

being and economic prospects may be affected by the farms producing the 

(certified) biomass crops. 
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Credibility of certification 
Although the discussion about the credibility of certification systems is an 

important and interesting one, this topic will not be addressed in this study. The 

credibility of certification systems is sometimes questioned. In some cases, farms, 

processing units, factories, etc., may be certified against a standard even though 

they do not fully comply with the standard‘s criteria, or only comply for a part of 

their entire operations. For example, a Bonsucro certificate can be given to a part 

of the total area produced. In theory, the part that includes conflicts can stay 

outside the scope of the certifying body. There can also be considerable 

differences in the level of assurance offered by certification schemes and there 

may also be different approaches being used and/or interpretations being made by 

certifying bodies that are accredited with the standard. This discussion is more 

intense in some sectors than others. A lack of credibility may jeopardize the added 

value for smallholders. 

In 2012, NL Agency conducted a benchmark study on the level of assurance, costs 

and benefits of eight different biomass certification systems. The results, including 

eight factsheets can be downloaded from the NL Agency website. 

1.4 Audience 

 

The intended audience and beneficiaries for this study consist of: 

 

 Companies 

Given the background of this study, the key target companies are companies 

involved in biomass for energy production chains that wish to learn from 

existing experiences regarding smallholder certification. However, this study 

will be a source of information for all companies that are interested in 

including certified smallholders in their supply chains. 

 

 Smallholders 

Smallholders and smallholders‘ representatives will be able to learn from the 

smallholder certification experiences in other sectors presented and analyzed 

in this study. Moreover, smallholders may benefit indirectly from the fact that 

through this study, market players will be able to choose more carefully 

whether or not and how to integrate smallholders as certified suppliers in their 

supply chains.  

 

 Certification system developers / holders 

These actors are in a position to adjust their procedures (e.g. compliance 

requirements, auditing procedures) to better suit the needs and demands for 

inclusion of smallholders in a certification process. This study will provide 

information to better understand how to address such smallholder certification 

design and implementation issues. 

 

 Financial institutions 

Financial institutions providing capital and insurance services to companies 

(directly or indirectly) may also benefit from this study. Improved insights in 

http://www.agentschapnl.nl/en/content/report-selecting-biomass-certification-system-and-eight-factsheets
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the challenges and opportunities of smallholder certification may find their way 

into their environmental and social finance standards. 

 

Governments, international donors and NGOs 

Other stakeholders involved in biomass for energy certification, like governments, 

international donors and NGOs can also benefit from improved insights in the 

challenges and opportunities of smallholder certification by translating these 

findings into related policies and programs. 

 

1.5 Methodology 

 

Three sources of information were used for this study: 

 

1. Existing literature, certification schemes, pilot project reports, etc. 

2. Input from four strategic specialists 

3. Input from other experts in the field of smallholder production and certification 

issues 

 

Re 1: Existing literature, certification schemes, pilot project reports, etc. 

There is a vast amount of literature on certification schemes and project results 

available about the certification of smallholders. Lessons learned, approaches on 

group certification and information on challenges and benefits relating to 

smallholder certification have been analyzed and included in this study.  

 

Re 2: The strategic specialists are:  

Four strategic specialists provided input on smallholder certification issues and 

feedback on the draft study documents: 

 

 Frank Hicks, independent consultant, former Director of the Rainforest 

Alliance‘s Sustainable Agriculture Program 

 Edwin Koster, Director of Max Value, former senior program manager on 

sustainable economy and agriculture for Solidaridad 

 Leo van Mulekom, Advisor Private Sector Programme with Oxfam Novib 

 Leo van der Vlist, Director at the Netherlands Centre for Indigenous Peoples 

(NCIV) 

 

Disclaimer: It should be noted that the specialists involved do not necessarily 

support the findings and recommendations presented in this study, thus there is 

no case of implied endorsement. CREM is solely responsible for the selection and 

processing of the information presented. 

 

Re 3: Input from experts in the field of smallholder production and certification 

issues 

A wider group of (inter)national experts has been involved via interviews, an 

(inter)national online survey and an expert workshop in the Netherlands 

(see Annex I).  
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NB: 

The input material for this study (interviews and literature research) revealed that 

there are not many ‗hard‘ facts regarding smallholders and certification. What 

constitutes a best practice approach in one case can turn out to be a much less 

promising approach in another case. Different stakeholders also have different 

opinions on what constitutes the best way forward in seeking to certify 

smallholders. While some believe, for example, that a premium price is the best, 

or only, way to motivate smallholders for certification, others believe that price 

premiums should never be a motivating factor but rather that benefits for 

smallholders should be sought via yield increase, better agricultural practices, etc. 

Even though different sources of information have been combined in this study to 

prevent biased views as much as possible, CREM realizes that the findings in this 

study may still be subject to debate. 

 

1.6 Structure of the study 

 

This study is structured as follows: 

 Section 2 discusses the definition of smallholders and provides insights into the 

benefits of certification for smallholders and businesses in biomass for energy 

supply chains.  

 Section 3 deals with the potential risks and challenges of smallholders 

certification in biomass supply chains. 

 Section 4 elaborates on the experiences and lessons learned from existing 

certification initiatives and experts and translates these into practical Do‘s for 

a successful smallholder certification in biomass supply chains. 

 Section 5 covers the conclusions resulting from this study. 
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2 Arguments for including certified smallholders in (biomass) 

supply chains 

2.1 Introduction 

 

Although smallholders are a frequently discussed topic within the debate on 

certification, fact is that no standard currently includes specific mechanisms to 

differentiate and communicate about smallholder production (e.g. by means of a 

label), enabling the identification of these products in the market. A 2010 survey 

(repeated in 2012) amongst around 100 RSPO members including retailers, 

consumer good manufacturers, and palm oil processors and traders, showed little 

interest from market actors in separately branded smallholder products.[23] 

 

Still, smallholders are considered by many as a specific target group in the context 

of production/ certification of agricultural production and substantial efforts are 

being undertaken to include them in supply chains. This section elaborates on the 

rationale to involve certified smallholders in supply chains and points to specific 

links with the biomass sector in this respect. 

 

In order to ensure a shared understanding of what is considered a ‗smallholder‘, 

section 2.2 looks at the different ways ‗smallholders‘ are being defined in practice 

and in this study. Section 2.3 focuses on the business rationale for companies to 

include certified smallholders in their supply chains, while section 2.4 highlights 

potential benefits for smallholders to opt for certification. Section 2.5 elaborates 

on current trends that favour conditions for smallholders to enter into certification 

for biomass supply chains. 

 

2.2 Which producers are considered a ‘smallholder’?  

 

Not one definition 

Literature study and interviews revealed that there is no generally agreed upon 

definition on what constitutes a ‗smallholder‘. Small farms, also known as family 

farms, have been defined in a variety of ways. Often, studies and stakeholders 

refer to the farm size as a measure to define a smallholder.  

 

Another way to describe smallholders is to refer to those depending on household 

members for most of the labour or those with a subsistence orientation, where the 

primary aim of the farm is to produce the bulk of the household‘s consumption of 

staple foods. Other options are to define small farms as those with limited 

resources, including land (titles), capital, skills and labor; or to refer to farmers 

with limited resource endowments, relative to other farmers in the sector.(10)  

 

Why define a smallholder? 

An interesting question is why one should define a ‗smallholder‘? Different 

stakeholders may have different reasons for distinguishing and defining 

smallholders. For example, businesses may distinguish smallholders from an 

economy of scale point of view (transaction costs; logistics around transport), 

while developmental NGOs are likely to consider the (perceived) need for support 
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and financers wonder about the legitimacy and likelihood of returns/reliability of 

the lender. 

 

In the case of certification initiatives, smallholders are mostly defined to determine 

what farmers are eligible for specific support or exemptions from certain 

certification criteria and to enable smallholder representation in the development 

of the certification initiative itself (e.g. through a ‗smallholder working group‘). In 

this case, the term ‗smallholder‘ refers to a group farmers which are faced with 

certain limitations (e.g. in farm size, skills, access to credit and the capacity/ 

financial means to apply and manage certification processes themselves) which 

may make them more vulnerable to the market and which may complicate 

compliance with certification criteria and the process of certification. 

 

Example: Definition of a smallholder in Fairtrade labeling 

 

To be certified as Fairtrade, products should be produced by smallholder farms 

that are organized into co-operatives or another form of association with a 

democratic structure. In general, small producers are understood as those 

producers that are not structurally dependent on permanent hired labor and that 

manage their farms mainly with their family‘s labor. 

 

How do existing certification schemes define a smallholder? 

In practice, several certification schemes do include a definition for smallholders 

(see annex 1), including RSB, NTA 8080 and RSPO. These definitions are based on 

the size of land under production either or not combined with a criterion on the 

workforce (NTA: ―at least two-third of the structural workforce, expressed in full-

time equivalent (FTE) workers, consists of next of kin‖). These definitions are 

combined with different strategies to enable smallholders to participate in the 

certification initiative, like group certification, or to be eligible for exemptions for 

smallholders regarding specific certification criteria. 

 

When defining a smallholder based on farm size, one might expect a 

differentiation in definition according to the biomass crop produced (the size of the 

land to apply as smallholder may differ between crops). However, only NTA 

provides such a differentiation in the sense that it distinguishes between arable 

land and forestry (of course, RSPO and RTRS only deal with one specific crop).  

 

Definition of a smallholder in this study 

In the case of certification, farmers might be regarded as ‗smallholders‘ when they 

are faced with limited access to knowledge, skills and services that could prevent 

them from becoming certified. This may include, for example, limited skills to 

adopt better agricultural practices, limited access to credit to pay for the audit and 

certification process, and/or limited knowledge and resources to comply with the 

administrative requirements. From this viewpoint, defining a smallholder on single 

characteristics, like farm size, may have very little value when looking at the 

potential risks and obstacles related to certification and the strategies to deal with 

these risks and obstacles. Highly skilled and knowledgeable farmers with a limited 

farm size, may have little problems in becoming certified, while farmers with much 

larger areas but with very little capacity may find this very difficult. 

 

For example, some sectors/ countries are comprised of farmers with significantly 

more than 2 hectares of land (e.g., tea farmers in Kenya that cultivate up to 
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30 hectares), but they are defined as ‗smallholder‘ by the market from the 

viewpoint of their level of organization and training, as well as their knowledge 

base and connection to knowledge networks. This knowledge and technical 

capacity is probably more important than farm size in determining whether or not 

farmers can meet the management skills required to comply with certification 

criteria.(interview) 

 

Against this background, this study does not intend to come up with one specific 

characteristic to define a smallholder, but rather defines a smallholder in the 

context of certification as: a farmer that faces significant constraints to become 

certified that the farmer cannot overcome alone, due to limited land area, 

resources, knowledge, skills, etc. Given this definition, this study focuses on the 

typical certification constraints ‗smallholders‘ face in practice and on the potential 

solutions to overcome these constraints. 

 

2.3 Business benefits to include certified smallholders in biomass supply 

chains 

 

Before looking at the challenges and opportunities related to smallholder 

certification in bio- energy certification initiatives, two questions are addressed 

first: what motivates businesses to include smallholders in their supply chains? 

And why certify them? 

2.3.1 Why include smallholders in the supply chain? 

 

Increasing sourcing potential and security of supply  

An important, general reason to include smallholders in a company‘s supply chain 

is the sourcing potential. Companies increasingly recognize the sourcing potential 

of smallholder-based supply chains. For example, Nestlé, a major international 

food company, articulates the added value of working with smallholders as 

follows: 

 

Example: Nestlé and working with smallholders  

 

Value for Nestlé: more secure supply of better quality raw materials; lower 

procurement costs; consumer preference for our products; profitable growth. 

Value for society: Advice and technical assistance for farmers, greater yields, 

higher quality crops, lower resource use, increased farmer income; employment 

and economic development opportunities; consumers aware that our products are 

safe, of high quality and produced using sustainable practices. 

 

Source: www.nestle.com/csv/ruraldevelopment/overview 

 

Shortages are being predicted for an increasing number of crops. In other words, 

companies need new sources to secure their supply (in terms of, inter alia, 

volume, quality, timing, and stable prices) and thus new suppliers need to be 

found, including smallholders(1, 4, 6). Smallholders could be attractive (new) 

suppliers given their high yield potential. Contrary to larger-scale producers, 

smallholders can often double or triple their yields compared to today‘s 

production.(interview) In addition, sourcing from smallholders diversifies the 

portfolio of suppliers. This creates opportunities for a more reliable and consistent 

http://www.nestle.com/csv/ruraldevelopment/overview
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flow of supply, from a wider geographic coverage over time, thereby spreading 

risk from a market point of view. 

 

However, looking at the biomass for energy sector in particular, it seems that 

there are currently few drivers for market players to invest in smallholder 

production/certification from a need to secure supplies. Large-scale producers in 

Europe (e.g., German rapeseed), the United States of America (e.g., corn), Brazil 

(e.g., sugar cane) and Argentina (e.g., soy) are said to easily satisfy market 

demand.(interview) Moreover, EU demand for sustainably sourced biomass for 

energy is limited to 10%. Half of this may be derived from food crops, so the need 

for smallholder certification in this sector may be limited as well. 

 

Creating a social license to operate 

While, in general, economic arguments still constitute the most important reason 

for investing in suppliers, an increasing number of companies include social 

motivations in their business models: a wish to avoid conflicts and have good local 

relations. The combination of a potentially competitive advantage (improved 

sourcing potential when sourcing from smallholders) with a contribution to rural 

development through connections with smallholder suppliers is of growing interest 

to a range of companies. A contribution to rural development may increase local 

support for the company‘s business activities and investments are more likely to 

create positive spin-off for the longer term in case there is a local social license to 

operate.(interview) This license to operate also relates to the ability of a company 

to obtain government approval for various activities, and/or to streamline other 

bureaucratic processes, or to avoid strikes, protests, etc. 

2.3.2 Why certify smallholders? 

 

The sourcing potential of smallholders is not necessarily a reason to move 

smallholders towards certification. What motivates companies to include certified 

smallholders in their supply chains? The four main reasons are: 

Meeting a specific market demand 

Several markets show a particular preference for certified produce. In the case of 

the cocoa sector, for example, the market increasingly demands a certified end-

product (chocolate). As such, market demand constitutes an argument to focus on 

certification. As a result, in sectors where smallholders represent the majority of 

farmers, companies are supporting smallholders  to meet certification criteria and 

become certified.(interview)  

 

As the market for certified products grows, there is a need for increased (certified) 

supply. Since smallholders are potentially attractive new suppliers, a growing 

number of smallholders may become certified. However, as noted before, market 

demand for certified smallholder produce is probably limited. 

Improving agricultural practices / higher yields 

Working with smallholders can be a deliberate choice, as can be ascertained from 

the example of Unilever below. 
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Example: Unilever involved with smallholders 

 

―World food production will have to increase by 50% by 2030 to meet growing 

demand. The most productive agricultural areas are already used, so the focus 

needs to be on increasing productivity elsewhere, especially in emerging 

economies. According to the International Fund for Agricultural Development, 

support for smallholders will be crucial to future food security. (…) Most 

smallholder farmers grow their crops on less than two hectares of land. They make 

up 85% of the world‘s farmers. Often cut off from access to training and 

education, they lack knowledge of the techniques that would help them maximize 

their incomes. If we help smallholder farmers improve their practices, by giving 

them access to higher-quality seeds, training and fertilizers, they can often double 

or even triple their yields. (…) Our goal is to engage with at least 500,000 

smallholder farmers in our supply network. We will help them improve their 

agricultural practices and thus enable them to become more competitive.‖ 

 

Source: www.unilever.com/sustainable-living/betterlivelihoods/farmers/  

 

Since certification means that a farmer has to meet specific criteria, including (in 

most certification schemes) better agricultural practices, certification can serve as 

a tool/ guidance for smallholders to increase yields and become more competitive. 

Both the farmer and the company benefit from this situation. 

 

Strengthening the social license to operate 

Certification may offer companies with the means to enhance their social license to 

operate, especially when the certification is accepted by local actors as a 

contribution to a sustainable local development. Moreover, some companies 

regard certification as an instrument to increase the credibility of their 

commitment to ‗sustainable procurement‘. 

Improving risk management 

Shareholders and institutional investors as well as consumers increasingly require 

wholesalers and retail companies to be accountable for their social and 

environmental performance. Once a company is in the spotlight of NGOs or the 

public for negative issues, it can suffer significant reputational risks when 

violations are being discovered. Sourcing from certified smallholders may 

contribute to improving a company‘s image. Furthermore, companies are 

increasingly motivated to support certification as part of broader CSR to attract 

and retain talented staff, and to have greater worker satisfaction and productivity 

– especially regarding younger professional workers. (1, interview) In addition to 

‗binding‘ talented staff, certification is a way to bind smallholders, that is to ensure 

the continued supply yet to also ensure they will not easily walk away or 

disappear. This binding does not happen through the certificate itself but through 

the contract agreement that goes with it. 

 

2.4 Smallholder benefits of certification in biomass supply chains 

 

In theory, smallholders could benefit in many ways from linking up with (global) 

supply chains, including investments in the rural sector, improved productivity, 

increased income, improved predictability and payment terms, and access to 

technical services and training. These benefits are a key motivation for 

http://www.unilever.com/sustainable-living/betterlivelihoods/farmers/
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smallholders and other stakeholders, like labeling organizations and NGOs, to 

focus on smallholder involvement in supply chains. Many of these benefits may be 

(positively) influenced by a process of certification, since this process requires 

smallholders to comply with social and environmental criteria, and may include 

group organization.  

 

Most of these potential benefits / motivations for smallholders to become certified 

are not specific to the bio-energy sector. Even more so, some motivations, like 

price premiums, may be less relevant in the bio-energy market where certification 

is becoming a market entry requirement for certain markets instead of an extra 

value. 

Monitoring or certification? 

It should be realized that part of the benefits resulting from certification initiatives, 

like higher income through higher yields (see 2.4.1), improvements regarding 

health and safety (2.4.2) and improved farm management (2.4.3), are not 

necessarily linked to certification, but to the better agricultural practices resulting 

from the implementation of the certification standards. One could also decide to 

implement the standards and to monitor instead of certify. In certain cases, like 

production for the local market and as a first step towards certification in the long 

term, monitoring may be preferred over certification. First party auditing (doing 

your own auditing) and second party auditing (auditing by a not fully independent 

party) as steps towards third party auditing (independent auditing) may also be 

part of such a phased approach. 

2.4.1 Increase Income 

 

An increased income can be derived from price premiums paid for certified 

produce and from higher yields, higher product quality and reduced costs as a 

result of improved input material, application of good agricultural practices, etc. 

Moreover, better agricultural practices may improve the resilience of farmers with 

regard to varying production circumstances, e.g. resulting from climate change 

(periods of drought and heavy rain). 

Price premium 

Integration in certified supply chains may result in a price premium. However, it 

should be realized that certification may increasingly become a market access 

requirement to ensure decent production, rather than an assurance for a premium 

price (as in the case of schemes such as Fairtrade or organic production for food 

markets). Moreover, even in a premium market, a farmer can seldom sell his full 

harvest at the premium price due to a failing interest of market parties . Price 

premiums should ideally be combined with long term commitment of buyers. 
(interview) 

 

From this viewpoint, it constitutes a risk to count on price premiums for the longer 

term.(8 , interviews) Furthermore, there is circumstantial evidence that this price 

premium evaporates over several years. (interview) 

Higher yields 

Smallholders are often less efficient than other producers, due to their smaller plot 

size, limited investment power and poor agricultural practices (such as using poor 

quality seedlings, unsustainable harvesting practices, inefficient farming, and poor 
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data management practices).(8) This results in smallholder yields generally being 

much lower than yields realized in industrial plantations.(8, interview) Certification 

processes combined with training of farmers can contribute to closing the yield 

gap between small and larger-scale producers. Examples in oil palm smallholders‘ 

production in Asia show that yields can increase by up to 3 ton/hectare per year 

after due guidance to work in conformity with RSPO criteria.(interview) 

 

Example: An RSPO smallholder project in Papua New Guinea illustrates 

that the yield increase may by far outweigh the cost of certification 

A yield increase of on average 1.7 tonnes FFB/ha was obtained. This by far 

outweighs the cost of certification (which is on average 37 US dollars/ha). Both 

the farmer and the mill directly benefit from this yield increase: a higher income 

for the farmers and an increase in quality & quantity for the mill without needing 

to expand (the capacity is already there).(26) 

2.4.2 Improved health and safety 

 

Sustainability certification schemes for agricultural production generally include 

criteria related to health and safety issues, such as the management, use and 

storage of chemicals, care for water quality and respectable labor conditions. 

Complying with certification standards, resulting – for example – in reduced and 

more responsible use of pesticides, may therefore have a positive impact on the 

health of farmers, their workers and surrounding communities.(interview) 

2.4.3 Improved farm management 

 

Access to technical support 

Many smallholders are not sufficiently skilled to independently implement practices 

required to comply with sustainability standards (for example, in terms of the 

implementation of Good Agricultural Practices and labor standards, record-

keeping, and quality control). Participation in certification processes may create 

access to technical advice on sustainable and more efficient production, and 

support on agricultural techniques, that before may not have been available or too 

costly to be provided to smallholders. Capacity building may also enable a 

smallholder to move into processing or selling into higher value specialty markets, 

thus creating more value from production.(8, interview) 

 

Example: Nicaraguan coffee farmers 

As an example of the various benefits that may accrue, a 2009 case study 

examined the opinions of 11 Nicaraguan coffee farmers and their families who had 

been Rainforest Alliance-certified since 2004.  

Farmers noted the following differences since becoming certified(6): 
 improved quality of coffee and a higher yield; 

 better ability to get loans for the expansion and operation of the farm; 

 construction of a permanent coffee-processing apparatus (with the help of 

loans and support from the cooperative). 

Improved resource and environmental management 

Training and complying with sustainability criteria often results in the farmer 

changing his agro-technical techniques, addressing pollution and minimizing non-

essential use of inputs, which may result in various agro-ecological benefits such 

as reduced erosion, reduced salinization, more efficient water use, etc.. This is 
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especially important in the context of rising scarcity of natural resources such as 

water, and degradation of ecosystems (impacting on yields). (8, 15, interview) 

Access to information and communication technologies 

Participation in a certification process can facilitate the use of information and 

communication technologies that reduce information asymmetries between small- 

and larger-scale producers by providing information to smallholders, The use of 

handheld technologies and web-based software systems can support the farmer in 

his work, for example, an application that can provide data to help farmers choose 

the right fertilizer for their soil type, resulting in a reduced but more effective use 

which saves money, prevents erosion and salinization, protects soil fertility and 

benefits the local environment. (8, 15, interview) 

 

Example: Marketing support to smallholders through information and 

communication technology: the case of e-Choupal in India 

The e-Choupal initiative of the Indian Tobacco Company (ITC) is changing the lives 

of thousands of farmers in India. Between 2000 and 2007, the agribusiness 

division of ITC set up 6,400 Internet kiosks called e-Choupals in nine Indian 

states, reaching about 38,000 villages and 4 million farmers. ITC establishes an 

Internet facility in a village and appoints and trains an operator (sanchalak) from 

among the farmers in the village. The sanchalak operates the computer to enable 

farmers to get free information on local and global market prices, weather, and 

farming practices. The e-Choupal also allows farmers to buy a range of consumer 

goods and agricultural inputs and services (sourced from other companies). 

The e-Choupal serves as a purchase centre for ITC for 13 agricultural 

commodities, with the sanchalak acting as the commission agent in purchasing the 

produce and organizing its delivery to ITC. In 2006/07 ITC purchased about 2 

million tons of wheat, soybeans, coffee, shrimp, and pulses valued at $400 million 

through the e-Choupal network. This direct purchasing cuts marketing costs for 

both farmers and ITC. It improves price transparency and allows better grading of 

produce. It also allows farmers to realize a bigger share of the final price.(24) 

2.4.4 Empowerment through a higher level of organization 

 

The involvement of smallholders in certified supply chains generally implies that 

they need to become organized in order to be able to comply with the certification 

criteria. For example in cooperatives, associations or societies. Potential benefits 

of organization are reduced costs for certification (group certification), joint 

purchase of seeds and fertilizer, and better access to formal markets and services 

such as technical services and training. Moreover, effective organization could 

offer an opportunity to individual producers to obtain better information about 

global prices and take collective positions on price (thus strengthening their 

bargaining position and ensure that they obtain the best possible price for their 

products), create links with other players in the supply chain and identify 

opportunities for adding value.(10, 15) 
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Example: Cooperative model for vegetable and fruit marketing, India 

To meet the growing demand for fresh fruits and vegetables in the Indian capital 

Delhi, the Mother Dairy Fruit and Vegetables Limited (MDFVL) was established in 

1988. It sources fruits and vegetables from over 150 producer associations 

comprising 18,000 farmers. MDFVL helps producer associations procure improved 

seed varieties, fertilizer and chemicals and also provides extension services. It 

links producers with input dealers for the supply of production inputs at wholesale 

rates. It also organizes training programmes for farmers on good agronomic 

practices to increase production and minimize the use of chemicals.(10) 

2.4.5 Access to markets and credit 

 

Access to markets and access to credit are the most likely potential benefits of 

entering into a certification process for smallholders in terms of business 

opportunities. 

 

Access to markets 

More and more markets ask for a sustainability certificate as a requirement to 

access the market. This is often a reply to pressure on market parties to show 

socially and environmentally sustainable behavior in order to maintain resources 

for next generations to come. This is especially true for the European bio-energy 

market.  

 

Certification may also result in a securer/deeper/trusted relationships with the 

buyer, which means that he is more likely to come back for the next harvest. Such 

an ‗embedded guarantee‘ for smallholders they will sell again may result in higher 

investments in farm quality. 

 

Access to credit 

A potentially positive economic impact of complying with a certification scheme is 

increased access to credit, since a sustainability certification generally increases 

the farmer‘s credibility in terms of his performance and produced output.(6) A point 

of entry for access to credit could come from banks/ other financial institutions, 

more particularly if they are known for allocating investments in rural 

development. The certification system itself could also provide support in this field. 

Under FLO-CERT standards (Fairtrade system), for example, the pre-financing of 

production by buyers is an important potential benefit for small producers. Pre-

financing could pose a risk on the buyer/ investor. In the case of jatropha 

production, for example, the crop only produces fruit after 3-5 years, so pre-

financing here means that it will take several years before the output is 

known.(interview) 

2.4.6 A stronger license to operate 

 

Certification systems help farms to improve in terms of communication with 

surrounding people, labor management, etc. This helps, inter alia, to discuss and 

mitigate potentially negative effects on surrounding farms that may be involved in 

other activities (e.g., the dehydration that goes with palm oil production vis-à-vis 

high water levels needed for rice production; or pollution and pesticide effluents in 

soy production affecting communal water resources). As such, it helps to create 

benefits for the rest of the village and village ecology around the smallholder‘s 

production, and to alleviate, prevent and manage some of the potential negative 
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impacts of the farmer‘s production. This may create a local license to operate for 

the smallholder in question.(interview) Moreover, an improved standard of living in 

rural areas is important to avoid workers and families leave to urban areas where 

they can make more money. A trend still going on and an important long term 

threat to both rural society and companies needing long term stable supply. 
(interview) 

 

2.5 Trends favouring smallholder certification in the bio-energy sector 

 

The bio-energy sector is a relatively new sector where significant debate continues 

regarding  the pros and cons (for example, in terms of the use of food crops for 

energy production and the land coverage needed to produce the biomass) and 

discussions on first, versus second and third, generation biomass input material. 

Consequently, it is a highly dynamic and public policy influenced market. There 

are several trends in the bio-energy sector today that enhance opportunities for 

certified smallholders to enter into supply chains relevant for this sector. These 

are: 

Market focus on certification 

In today‘s societal debates on biomass for energy, issues like deforestation, 

violation of human rights and competition with food and (natural) resources are 

being discussed. The subsequent political debate in the European Union about the 

sustainability of biomass for energy use resulted in two directives: the Fuel Quality 

Directive and the Renewable Energy Directive (RED) with ample attention applied 

to the sustainability of biomass. Sustainability criteria in the RED prescribe that 

biofuels and bioliquids used to meet the target set must fulfill certain sustainability 

criteria. Evidence for this is the use of one of the voluntary sustainability schemes 

recognized by the European Commission as a proof for complying to the RED. This 

means that smallholders being certified in accordance with one of the approved 

schemes have met the sustainability requirement for market access set by the 

RED, which can give them a competitive advantage on the European market. 

 

Although European legislation focuses on biofuels and bioliquids, debates are 

ongoing in respect of sustainability criteria for solid biomass as well. In 

anticipation of the outcome, it is recognized that the market for solid biomass (for 

example, energy companies using wood pellets for co-firing with other fuels), also 

increasingly take compliance with sustainable production standards into account in 

their procurement procedures. Certification can help smallholders to deliver the 

required evidence. 

Creating a social license to operate for the market 

Working in a sector that is subject to very critical debate (see previous item) can 

motivate companies to take specific supply chain responsibility to earn a social 

license to operate. Working with smallholders is generally regarded as a positive 

contribution to rural development and appreciated by stakeholders. Opportunities 

for certified smallholders particularly exist in the case where certification is used 

by the market to support and promote its intention to work sustainably. 
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FAO: Social impacts of biofuel certification schemes 

The social impacts of biofuels certification schemes remain the weakest link in 

most sustainability initiative thus far. Most certification schemes, scorecards and 

regulations make mention of social impacts but only seek to mitigate few of the 

obvious negative impacts (child labour, minimum wage, compensation for lost land 

and resources) or call for adherence to national laws or international conventions. 

However, evidence of how these measures are actually implemented, or their 

impacts on the ground, has been very limited, and successful cases are rare. 

Among the reasons are the complexity of social impacts, and their inherently local 

context, often encompassing contrasting social norms, practices, capacity, 

community empowerment and varied levels of political participation. Clearly, the 

social sustainability dimension requires a qualitative rethink that goes beyond 

mitigating few negative impacts, but rather integrates participatory processes that 

ensure wider economic benefits to marginal stakeholders and local communities, 

and therefore guarantees broader acceptance and long-lasting stewardship of 

resources.(28) 

Generating new economic value to agricultural residues 

The demand for biomass for energy has resulted in a new market for agricultural 

residues. Agricultural residues are in growing demand for energy purposes, 

creating new economic opportunities for smallholders.  

An increase in outlet opportunities 

Smallholders producing a crop for the food market that is also in demand by the 

bio-energy market today (such as soy, maize, palm oil and sugar cane) can count 

on an increase in outlet opportunities, and therefore have greater flexibility and 

reduced risk, compared to non-food biomass/bio-energy crops.  

 

Example: smallholders and palm oil production 

 

While palm oil is currently not a hugely applied resource material for the bio-

energy sector (amongst other factors because of the negative associations with 

deforestation and violation of community rights), this may change due to the 

recent adaption of the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) - Renewable 

Energy Directive (RED) - an adjusted version of the RSPO criteria developed to 

comply with the sustainability criteria imposed by the RED - as a recognized 

biofuel certification scheme for the European Union. Smallholders produce a 

substantial amount of the world‘s palm oil and therefore constitute a key part of 

palm oil supply chains. This means that certified smallholders can deliver their 

produce to a new outlet: the European bio-energy sector.(8)  
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3 Challenges and risks of smallholder certification 

3.1 Introduction 

 

Section 2 revealed that smallholder certification may bring about social, 

environmental and economic benefits for smallholders and companies active 

further up in the supply chain. However, smallholders may also face certain risks 

and challenges resulting from (entering into a) certification (process). Similarly, 

there are risks for companies to enter into a business relationship with certified 

smallholders.  

 

Many of these risks are not specific to the biomass for energy sector, but relate to 

smallholder certification in general. However, due to the characteristics of the 

biomass for energy market, some of the risks are specific to this market. Risks for 

smallholders are presented in section 3.2, risks for businesses in section 3.3. 

 

3.2 Challenges and risks for smallholders  

 

The context in which many smallholders work and live often does not favor ‗easy‘ 

certification. Studies show that they generally lack access to education and 

healthcare. Moreover, smallholders in developing countries often operate in areas 

with inadequate infrastructure (roads, electricity, and irrigation), often have 

limited access to agro-technical skills and services (training, credit, inputs), and 

are often highly dependent on favorable weather for acceptable yields.(1)  

 

Smallholder challenges and risks of certification relate to the following, and are 

explained below: 

 

1. Financial challenges and risks 

o High (initial) costs of certification 

o Limited access to credit 

o Risk of indebtedness 

o Dependency risk 

2. Technical challenges 

o Meeting the certification criteria 

o Acquiring the necessary skills 

o Administrative burden 

3. Challenge of imposed collaboration 

4. Limited market prospective 

o Investing for a temporary market 

o A rapidly growing market for non-certified biomass 

o A limited role of smallholder production in securing supplies 

 

The first three challenges are not specific to the bio-energy market. The last one 

is. Each challenge is briefly explained. 
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1. Financial challenges and risks 

High (initial) costs of certification 

There are high (initial) costs linked to the certification process due to the 

implementation of new practices (compliance costs) and the cost related to 

membership and auditing. Many smallholders are put off by the certification 

process due to additional expenses for administration, training, hiring consultants 

for making plans or a biodiversity inventory, producing maps, health and safety 

equipment and third-party inspections. Moreover, there may be uncertainty of 

added value in terms of higher prices for the output, resulting in farmers being 

more and more challenged to compensate higher costs with an increase in 

productivity.(interview) 

 

Limited access to credit 

Many smallholders face difficulties in obtaining credits for inputs, capacity building, 

mechanization, new technologies and marketing facilities, while these are needed 

to take the step towards certification. The access to new markets that certification 

and the production of certain feedstock can provide, may help facilitate 

smallholders‘ access to credit (for example, by buyers or a bank).(10) Some buyers/ 

companies (and donors) provide support for NGOs that assist smallholders via 

technical assistance and/or access to credit and markets. 

 

Risk of indebtedness 

Smallholders themselves generally have limited scope to meet the financial, 

technological and capacity demands of certification schemes and therefore often 

need to put themselves in a dependency situation if they turn towards 

certification.(5) The farmer will either be supported without having to repay the 

costs, or money will need to be lent from a buyer or a bank. In case a loan is 

entered into and harvests fail, yields are lower than expected, contractors fail to 

pay agreed prices or buy less than the pre-agreed quantities, a farmer‘s income 

may not be enough to cover the extra costs and a situation of indebtedness can 

arise. Or, put differently, there is a risk that the certification costs would exceed 

the benefits. The ―payback‖ period might also take years to achieve, depending 

upon the volume of biomass that the smallholders can produce initially, and how 

this might increase over time and/or they whether they achieve other efficiencies. 

Moreover, financial obligations to an organization advancing certification costs will 

limit the options to turn to more favorable markets (in view of commitments made 

to the lender).(interview)  

It should also be realized that for some farmers certification will never be a 

realistic, profitable option (e.g. farmers with extremely small production capacity). 

 

Dependency risks between smallholder and buyer/contractor/investor 

A farmer‘s income is affected by various factors such as revenues received for his 

agricultural produce, price premiums for the sale of certified products, 

expenditures with regard to the purchase of food and farm inputs, etc. Especially 

when a farmer turns away from subsistence farming and decides to grow certified 

products exclusively for a specific market, he becomes very dependent on third 

parties for his income and capability to buy food and pay for his family. This 

constitutes a risk when demand for the certified product drops, crops fail or buyers 

do not adhere to previously agreed prices.(interview) The use of insurance systems 

(crop insurance, weather insurance) to protect farmers against the risk of crop 

failure is quite important for smallholders which change production from 

subsistence farming to bio-energy crops. 
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Another dependency risk arises in case the farmer is financially assisted by the 

buyer in achieving certification. This may result in a situation where the buyer 

takes over the virtual ownership over the farm (the buyer is taking the decisions). 

Buyers may demand in return to the investments made to (partially) take over 

control over the production at farm level, for example in terms of the quality 

management, or ways to manage social and environmental issues.(1) It may be the 

case that buyers paying for audits on small farms also claim ownership over the 

actual sustainability certificate issued. Although this may be reasonable and 

sometimes even necessary to prevent side-selling, this may also cascade small 

farmers into deeper reliance on only one market outlet, which is not to be 

preferred by a producer.(interview) 

 

Contract farming is an example of a business model which may bring about many 

benefits for the farmer, but may also result in a dependency situation. Contract 

farming is considered by many a potential means to integrate small farmers into 

growing markets for certified commodities. Since contracts often include the 

provision of seeds, fertilizer and technical assistance for meeting the criteria, 

access to credit and a guaranteed price at harvest, this form of ‗vertical 

integration‘ has the potential to address many constraints connected to small-farm 

productivity. However, this kind of business relationship can also create problems, 

such as an imbalanced power between farmers and companies, non-adherence to 

the terms of agreements, and social differentiation.(10) The challenge is to develop 

a business model that reflects the mutual dependence (between producer and 

buyer) and gives a balanced power to both.(interview) 

 

2. Technical challenges 

Meeting the certification criteria 

For many smallholders, meeting the requirements of legality is already a 

significant challenge, especially in countries where social and environmental 

regulations are quite strict. Meeting sustainability criteria going beyond laws and 

legislation, incorporated in a certification scheme, is therefore a true challenge. 
(interview) 

 

Acquiring the necessary skills 

Achieving certification requires skills in, for example, management, Good 

Agricultural Practices, administration, quality control, marketing and service 

delivery. The necessary skills are difficult to develop without support, given the 

fact that smallholders often have poor access to information, limited awareness of 

new technologies and best practices, and a lack of technical support.(8) Abiding by 

environmental and market regulations is generally also more difficult for smaller 

than for larger-scale producers, because in many cases they do not have access to 

information presented in a way that they can understand it due to their lower level 

of social organization, technical qualification and formal knowledge.(11)  
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Example: 

In a smallholder project in Papua New Guinea, in which the farmers are presently 

undergoing RSPO certification, a new approach was developed to target the 

training at those who are in need the most. It concerned the introduction of 

“Traffic lights” as a basis for training: 16 questions were formulated with 3 

mutually responsive answers which had to be answered by each individual farmer, 

e.g. the question: “Do you use herbicides” generates one of the following three 

answers:  
 Green: No. 

 Amber: Yes, and I have followed an appropriate training course. 

 Red: Yes and I have not followed an appropriate training course.  

The training is targeted at the farmers with the red traffic lights.(26) 

 

Administrative burden 

Smallholders usually organize in groups to enable compliance with certification 

system requirements. Farmers are not always aware, though, that the 

establishment of a cooperative will entail significant costs of organizing and 

operating collectively. For example, Internal Monitoring Systems (IMS) to adhere 

to for certification are complex for producer organisations. Moreover, certification 

requires farmers to implement a system of record-keeping that can be 

overwhelming and frustrating for farmers with lower educational backgrounds. As 

it is the case, even in group certification, each individual farmer needs to collect 

data, calculate nutrient balances, conduct soil surveys, etc., while the aggregating 

of information collected with individual farmers and presenting it in such a way 

that it enables verification by an auditor, is difficult for many cooperatives. (5, 

interview) It proves helpful to have a skillful group manager and/ or to organize due 

sharing of responsibility within the cooperative to make sure that the 

administrative burden can be coped with.(interview) 

 

3. Challenge of imposed collaboration in cooperatives/group structures 

While the establishment of cooperatives (when not being already present) 

generally takes place in situations where smallholders opt for certification, it is not 

self-evident that these run smoothly. Many tend to face (start-up) problems, 

suffering from poor performance as a result of mismanagement, corruption and/ 

or political influence/ interference. Staff skill levels, governance, auditing, 

transparency, and staff turnover are known for causing major problems.(interview) 

Cooperatives face the challenge of due organization. 

 

Grouping of farmers also implies collective trust and understanding. This is not 

automatically available and sometimes (especially in conflict areas and contexts) 

not easy to develop. In addition, the collaboration makes them dependent on each 

other and the certification may fail due to other farmer‘s failure to meet the 

criteria. Moreover, grouping up requires a relatively stable status regarding land 

rights. Stable rights one can rely on still seem to be an exception rather than the 

norm in developing countries.(interview) 

 

4. Limited market prospective 

Investing for a temporary market 

Some critics point out that the biomass-for-energy market is likely to be a 

temporary market. A focus on delivery to bio-energy supply chains and complying 

with specific certification criteria for this market may therefore not be a sound 

long-term investment.(interview) Moreover, investments in this market may not be 
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driven by long-term commitments, while longer-term investments in smallholders 

are needed to achieve professionalism and quality.(interview)  

 

A rapidly growing market for non-certified biomass 

Certification brings along some risks for smallholders, including financial ones. A 

shift to biomass markets that do not demand certification, such as the Chinese 

and Indian markets, may mean that investments in certification do not pay off in 

terms of market demand. 

 

A limited role of smallholder production in securing supplies 

As mentioned in section 2.3.1, it seems that there are currently few drivers for 

market players to invest in smallholder production/certification from a need to 

secure supplies. This could also mean that market demand for certified 

smallholder produce may be limited, considering the potential disadvantages of 

smallholders in economy of scale. If market demand is limited, investments in 

certification may not pay off. 

 

3.3 Challenges and risks for businesses 

 

Although there can be clear arguments for companies to include certified 

smallholders in their supply chain (see sub-section 2.3), there are also motivations 

that support a decision to exclude them and merely focus on larger-scale 

producers.  

 

These risks are: 

1. Delivery risks 

o Unreliable and/or low-quality supply 

o Risk of side-selling 

2. Financial risks 

o Higher costs in terms of aggregating supplies 

o Investment risk/risk of non-performance 

 

1. Delivery risks 

 

Unreliable and/or low-quality supply 

Many smallholders have a significant yield and quality potential and could produce, 

with training and support, higher yields and deliver a higher quality output. 

However, especially in the first years of being certified/ working towards 

certification, smallholders may not be able to meet the expected quantity and 

quality output. In addition, there is a timing risk: although smallholders may 

produce the right quantity and quality, their planning may not optimal and 

consequently, they may be too late for shipping. Typically it is a combination of all 

three risk factors: low yields, low quality and poor planning, especially during the 

initial years of certification. 

 

Risk of side-selling 

While smallholders run the risk that companies will not adhere to agreements, this 

can work out the other way as well. Companies run the business risk that delivery 

terms entered into with smallholders are not respected and that farmers sell their 

produce to a buyer other than the one to whom the farmer has been contracted 

(this is referred to as side-selling). This can happen, for example, when the 
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market price has gone up and has become higher than the price agreed upon with 

the first buyer. 

2. Financial risks 

Higher costs in terms of aggregating supplies (no economy of scale) 

Aggregating production from smallholders may be challenging given the fact that 

they often lack uniformity and can be highly dispersed, perhaps even located in 

remote areas with poorly developed infrastructure. Higher costs in terms of 

transaction and transportation will then likely be the case.(1, 10) 
 

Investment risk/risk of non-performance 

The transition from a smallholder that produces for its own family or the local 

market to a commercial smallholder complying with certification criteria and 

supplying to an international market is substantial. Buyers investing in 

smallholders may run the risk that in spite of creating circumstances of support 

(training, finance, and/or input material, etc.), smallholders cannot meet with the 

certification requirements demanded for by the market. This may be a motivation 

for direct buyers upfront to exclude smallholders from their supply chain. There is 

also the bigger risk that the investments will be less than the benefits, or that the 

benefits will only exceed the initial costs many years into the future, especially 

when initial yields/volumes are low. Pilots learn that it easily takes 3 harvest 

periods before farmers can sustain themselves financially in the new 

situation.(interview) 
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4 How to support a successful smallholder certification in 

biomass supply chains? 

4.1 Introduction 

 

Many lessons regarding smallholder certification have been learned from existing 

certification initiatives, research undertaken and organizations/experts that have 

worked with smallholders on the ground.  

 

The strategies presented in this chapter are derived both from biomass specific 

and non-specific (food) certification schemes. The biomass specific schemes 

looked at include the International Sustainability & Carbon Certification (ISCC), 

Roundtable on Sustainable Biofuels (RSB) and NTA 8080. The non-specific 

schemes include the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO), Roundtable on 

Responsible Soy (RTRS), BonSucro, Fairtrade, Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) 

and Sustainable Agriculture Network (SAN) Standard adopted by Rainforest 

Alliance. Most of the strategies presented however, are derived from the non-

specific schemes. The experience of biomass specific initiatives with smallholder 

certification is still much more limited. A comparison of smallholder provisions 

offered by the various investigated certification initiatives is included in annex 2 

and the findings are integrated in the strategies identified below.  

 

Further and more in depth experiences are added based on the results from the 

international survey, existing literature (mostly learnings from pilot projects) and 

a workshop with experts. These experiences have been translated into practical 

Do‘s with regard to smallholder inclusion. They are presented in boxes 

accompanying the steps and strategies described below.  

 

Please note that there is no one-size-fits-all! Different situations may require 

different strategies and different do's and don'ts!  

 

Also note that both strategies and do's and don'ts may involve different 

stakeholders and cooperation between stakeholders, including those involved in 

the development of a certification initiative, companies, auditors, NGOs and 

smallholders themselves. 

 

4.2 Steps & strategies to achieve a successful smallholder certification  

 

Including smallholders in certification schemes is a long term process. To increase 

the likelihood that smallholder certification becomes successful, various steps 

should be undertaken. First of all, a scoping exercise should be conducted to 

assess the feasibility of a smallholder certification project (see 4.2.1). Secondly, 

some preparatory steps may be necessary to motivate the farmers and to educate 

them on the long term benefits to increase farmers‘ commitment and to reduce 

the risk of dropping out of certification in a later stage (see 4.2.2). These 

preparatory steps may be followed by a process of working with smallholders 

towards certification (implementation phase), applying smallholder strategies that 

reduce barriers for smallholders to become certified (see 4.2.3). 
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4.2.1 Scoping exercise 

 

Before certification is to take place, a study should be conducted determining the 

feasibility of such an initiative. The success of the certification process highly 

depends on the socio-economic context in which smallholders operate and the 

presence of an enabling environment. The local setting contributes to the 

smallholders‘ ability to maximize benefits, minimize risks and cope with the 

challenges in certification. The local setting differs per country, region and type of 

crop. As a consequence, farmers may differ regarding their access to markets, 

finance, knowledge and inputs, as well as regarding the ability to organize 

themselves in order to benefit from and promote collective interests. To gain 

insight into the context smallholders operate in, a scoping exercise is needed.  

 

A scoping exercise should determine whether certification is desirable, 

(potentially) feasible and if so, what the added value of certification might be from 

an environmental, socio-economic and cultural point of view. The scoping exercise 

should reveal the return on investment: what is the expected output in terms of 

smallholder benefits and benefits for other stakeholders versus the money and 

time to be invested? Moreover, the scoping exercise should be used: 

 to identify the certification system most suitable for the specific situation, see 

also the guidance NL Agency has developed on their website for organizations 

and projects involved in the production of biofuels and biomass for energy 

purposes ('How to select a biomass certification system?', NL Agency, May 

2011);  

 to identify the strong and weak points of the smallholders to be certified; 

 to show whether the smallholders have the technical, financial and or 

managerial/administrative capacity or potential to fulfill the requirements of 

the certification process and certification criteria.  

 

Important factors regarding the local smallholder setting and thus the likelihood of 

a successful certification process include:  

 

1. Cooperation with local stakeholders 

2. Rural investment and the role of the public sector 

3. Security of Land Tenure 

 

1. Cooperation with local stakeholders 

Finding the right partners is a key first step in a smallholder certification program. 

Most buyers are no specialist in working with smallholders. In many cases, 

cooperation between buyers, smallholders and local stakeholders (NGOs, unions, 

extension centers, universities and government) is essential when intending to 

move forward towards certification. They know the area and their buy-in may also 

be needed. Consulting local stakeholders can also play an important role in 

defining the selected standards or requirements and adapting the standards and 

regulations to local conditions.(interview) As a result, the presence and level of 

professionalism of local stakeholders may play an important role in the success of 

smallholder certification. 

 

2. Rural investment and the potential role of the public sector 

Rural areas are usually characterized by poor infrastructure development (roads, 

irrigation, communication, etc.), inadequate health facilities and lack of 

http://www.agentschapnl.nl/sites/default/files/bijlagen/Report%20certification%20schemes%20-%20Partners%20for%20Innovation%20-%20NL%20Agency%20DEF.pdf
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appropriate technologies. These circumstances may constitute a barrier for 

farmers wishing to exploit the production potential of their farms. While the 

private sector often invests in technology and capacity building to upgrade supply 

chain partners, it is generally expected that authorities establish the ‗basics‘ such 

as investments in public goods (education, infrastructure, healthcare, etc.), define 

the regulatory framework, create a safe environment for investors and consumers, 

and foster research to raise the potential productivity of small farms. Private 

sector and government can also provide complementary funding for projects, e.g. 

to facilitate access to financial services.(2, 10, 11) Moreover, government, in 

combination with the private sector, may be able to provide key infrastructure to 

enhance extension services that are often not possible from the private sector 

alone, like combining training on harvesting with improved roads for mechanical 

harvesters to access feedstock.(2) Whether this is a realistic option will of course 

depend on the local situation.  

 

The public sector could also provide support services to enhance smallholders‘ 

negotiating position, for example, through free legal assistance or through policies 

which may prioritize smallholder supply. In Brazil‘s Social Fuel Seal programme, 

for instance, producers can only access a subsidy if they incorporate smallholders 

into their value chain.(2) 

 

Do’s - Role of the public sector 

 Integrate certification into existing (public) improvement programs that provide 

access to knowhow and technology, different forms of loans/finance, etc. 

 

 

3. Security of Land Tenure 

Practically all certification schemes require that farmers prove land tenure. 

Communities that have been occupying and farming lands for generations, but do 

not hold any land titles, are –in practical terms – not only excluded from rural 

development policies such as rural credit and environmental licenses (since proof 

of officially recognized ownership or authorized use is a basic eligibility 

requirement) but also from many certification schemes.(11) It is important for 

smallholders that the customary land (use) rights and the right to free, prior and 

informed consent on the development of land are acknowledged and respected by 

all parties. 

 

Research into RSPO smallholder certification shows the importance of organized 

land titles for the implementation of RSPO principles and criteria.(27) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
Smallholder Certification in Biomass Supply Chains, June 12th 2013 

 

 
Pagina 37 van 65 

 

Example 

In Papua New Guinea, currently approx 15,000 smallholder are RSPO audited on 6 

operating sites. Three types of farmers can be distinguished: 

 
1. Farmers that emerged as a result of Government land settlement schemes 

established in the late 1960s and 70s. The blocks were created to support 

single-family units and are about 6 ha in size; with 4 for cash crops (cocoa, 

palm oil) and 2 ha for subsistence/gardens crops. These farmers hold 99-year 

state agricultural lease titles to the land they occupy. 

2. Village Oil Palm (VOP) farmers are located on their own customary land to grow 

oil palm. Oil palm cultivated on village land is subject to the rules and 

regulations of customary law and land tenure principles. Most VOP oil palm 

blocks are 2 to 4 hectares, and are managed by individual village households. 

The rights of a clan member to use a particular area of land to grow oil palm is 

formalized through a Clan Land Use Agreement (CLUA). For VOP oil palm 

farmers, the growing of oil palm is just one of many available livelihood 

strategies. 

3. Customary Rights Purchase Blocks (or CRPBs) where usage rights (not 

ownership rights) to customary land are bought by non-clan members. CRPBs 

are a relatively recent development and have increased in numbers 

significantly over the past ten to fifteen years in areas of higher population 

pressure. Most CRPB occupants are second-generation Land Settlement 

Scheme settlers who have lost the opportunity to re-establish themselves in 

their home villages. Although CRPBs began as informal arrangements between 

customary landowners and outsiders, the industry has developed a contract-

based system, based on the CLUA, to protect the rights of both parties in 

these arrangements. 

 

In all three cases the smallholder is able to prove that he owns the land (or the 

usage rights to the land). He retains full legal authority over his land and farming 

systems choices without any mandatory or contractual obligations to the mill.   

 

4.2.2 Preparatory steps 

1. Motivating the farmers  

 

Many benefits associated with certification will generally take time to be fully 

realized (e.g., increased yield, higher quality, and improved market access). It is 

therefore preferable that farmers are intrinsically motivated to enter into the 

certification process and dedicate efforts to meet the criteria. 

 

Provision of short term incentives at farm level 

Despite the trend towards a non-premium market, some smallholder 

representatives believe that (short-term) premiums are required to 

convince/engage smallholders in certification processes. This is true, for example, 

in situations where farmers have plenty of opportunity to sell their biomass crops 

into markets that generally do not ask for certified feedstock, such as in India and 

China. When farmers can earn just as much selling crops into a non-certified 

market, adhering to costly certification protocols is unlikely. In other cases, 

premiums, price compensations and/or preferential market access are desired to 
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compensate for a loss in yield, for example in organic farming, where farmers 

often face an initial drop in yield during the conversion period.   

 

Do’s - Short term incentives 

 Provide direct/short-term (financial) incentives like: 

o Provision of technical assistance 

o Provision (free or using a small levy) of for example logistics, pest 

control services, fertilizers and soft loans for seeds 

o Organization of labour in peak times 

o Emergency repairs and maintenance to smallholder access roads. 

 In case price premiums are paid, as is common in Fairtrade and organic 

certification, do not pay them directly to the farmers but rather invest them in 

training courses aimed at yield and or quality improvement. 

 Develop a certification specific 'smallholder business case kit', providing  

o an overview of what smallholders and the processor/trader can expect 

when cooperating in the certification process: the steps to be taken, 

roles and responsibilities, costs to be made, and financial structures 

which worked for other smallholder groups. 

o a clear business case for smallholders based on best practices. 

Be aware that such a business case kit should not be biased; have farmers 

judge for themselves whether there is a business case based on the 

information provided. 

 Build in monitoring / impact assessment to create proof of actual benefits, for 

example by including control farmers which do not participate in the initiative. 

 Let farmers motivate each other and or let the processor (e.g. a mill) or a 

producer organization do this work.  

 Organize road shows to promote the benefits of biomass certification systems..  

Education on long term benefits  

In addition to providing short term incentives, smallholders should be educated 

and trained on the long term benefits of certification, such as improved 

productivity, better quality produce, higher farm efficiency and market access. 

 

Do’s - Long term benefits 

 Ensure that the processor, or producer organization, has a central role in 

educating the farmers on the (long-term) benefits of certification. 

 Develop an incentive plan for smallholder participation that is both cumulative, 

i.e. benefits for participating increase over time, and has consequences for 

failing to adhere to agreed upon protocols. 

 Select a certification standard that incorporates integrated farmer training in the 

operations and protocols. 

 Provide training over an extended period, at different stages of the certification 

process, to help ensure farmers continue with the system. 

Building trust  

Farmers are often initially reluctant to change their current way of farming and or 

to cooperate with new structures. Time and money needs to be invested in 

(mutual) trust building. 
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Do’s - Building trust 

 Start working with farmers on good agricultural practices and smallholder 

organization. Once farmers see that the new way of working pays off, they will 

be more confident in taking steps towards certification. 

 Seek to begin with those producers who are likely to be ―early adopters‖ due to 

various factors, such as educational level, farm size, etc. 

 Start with commodities that are similar in production protocols to what 

smallholders already know how to produce. 

 Start with commodities for which there are no ready alternative markets to 

reduce the risk of side selling. 

 Create model farms that local farmers can visit or relate to. 

 Involve local stakeholders the farmers trust, such as local government, NGO or 

university personnel. 

 Let the farmers perform a self-assessment as a means of awareness raising and 

as a way of increasing their knowhow on the sustainability requirements (prior 

to seeking certification). 

 

2. Organizing the farmers 

 

Strengthening and/or supporting farmer organizations is a key condition for 

successful engagement with buyers and management of  the certification process.  

Farmer organizations enable group certification which, in turn, offers farmers 

various benefits, such as reduced certification costs and a lower administrative 

requirements. 

 

Do’s - Organizing farmers 

 Strengthen or support existing structures of cooperatives, farmer 

organizations/farm leadership. 

 Alternatively, in case there are no traditional cooperatives or where they  are 

ineffective/problematic, organize the farmers around a buyer - working with 

staff paid by the private sector to organize farmers may be more efficient and 

effective, but has the drawback of locking those organized into a given buyer 

relationship. 

 Note; the scoping phase should have determined the capacity of existing 

organizations; be realistic and flexible and don‘t rely too much on the 

organizations if their capacity is limited, but rather determine how best to 

strengthen capabilities over time. 

 

3. Building organizational capacity 

 

Once the farmers are motivated and (formally) organized, the (newly established) 

cooperatives or other organizational structures need to increase their technical, 

administrative and financial capacities. The following example further 

demonstrates this. 
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Example: Coffee certification in Ethiopia 

Livelihoods of small-scale coffee producers in Ethiopia are based on insecure low 

input-low output agricultural production systems which make them particularly 

vulnerable to poverty. Certification of their main cash crop, coffee, is argued to be 

a recommended strategy to provide them access to markets that allow them 

generating higher and more stable cash incomes. However, such a strategy only 

leads to the desired results if the institutions governing and implementing 

certification are efficient. Ethiopia provides an example how poor organizational 

structure can blockade the transfer of benefits from certification to farmers. 

 

When comparing certified with non-certified cooperatives, it becomes evident that 

certification does not guarantee the members of certified cooperatives a higher 

coffee price and higher gross coffee revenues. This is mainly due to the fact that 

first, cooperative members sell most of their coffee production to private 

merchants instead of to cooperatives themselves, and second, there is no 

significant price difference between the certified and non-certified cooperatives. As 

a result, certification does not lead cooperatives to offer any additional services 

that aim to enhance the position of small-scale coffee producers within the value 

chain. For instance, the analysis shows that market information is not freely 

transmitted to the producers limiting the ability of small-scale farmers to 

successfully participate in upgrading activities. Furthermore, contractual 

relationships among the producers and the buyers are limited which further 

reduces the security and continuity in pricing conditions for the producers. With 

respect to the provision of training and access to credit, although certified 

cooperatives performed better than the non-certified cooperatives, the proportion 

of members that receives such services is low. 

 

In short, in Southwestern Ethiopia, certification of coffee cooperatives according to 

Fairtrade and organic standards has a very low impact on reducing poverty 

amongst the cooperative members. However, it is observed that across the 

certified cooperatives some have fared better than others, which indicates that 

there is heterogeneity in organizational capacities within cooperatives. 

Strengthening the organizational structure of the cooperatives can bring higher 

functional efficiency in implementing certification schemes‘ objectives among the 

small-scale producers. A further obstacle to the success of certification is found to 

be the low awareness about certification among the coffee farmers. The reasons 

for this are twofold: first, the level of education among the farmers is low and 

second, respective cooperatives have not been able to convey the message to 

their members effectively. In conclusion, certification of Ethiopian coffee 

cooperatives alone will not bring significant poverty alleviation to the cooperative 

members. More focus should be given to increase the technical, financial and 

human capacities of the local coffee cooperatives to make them stronger and more 

effective partners in the value chain along with promoting certification.(29) 
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Do’s – Building organizational capacity 

 Deliver technical assistance and train persons and groups in the requirements of 

the chosen certification standard. In addition, train local personnel on 

procedures and systems for record keeping. 

 Focus on ongoing member education, and especially the internal inspection 

function, and data collection & analysis by the central entity that will be 

inspected by the certifiers 

 Select/hire staff or farmers who are responsible for training, checking on and 

motivating member producers. These can be local farmers (who are paid on a 

part-time basis) or staff of NGO´s, extension centres or the cooperative.   

 

 

4.2.3 Strategies to cope with the risks and challenges in smallholder certification 

 

Given the awareness that smallholders face difficulties in complying with 

sustainability criteria, existing certification schemes generally pay some form of 

attention to lowering barriers for smallholders to access their scheme. Different 

strategies are followed. On the one hand, certification schemes and other 

stakeholders involved in the process of certifying smallholders seek to take away 

technical and financial barriers (by offering group certification, reducing costs and 

simplifying compliance). On the other hand, they seek to empower smallholders 

by providing access to financial means, connecting farmers to markets, increasing 

a farmer‘s professional skills and by involving smallholders in (governance) 

structures with the aim of adapting the standards more to the needs of local 

smallholder farmers. This section provides an overview of these strategies, 

including examples of certification initiatives that use these strategies.  

 

Most certification schemes and other stakeholders involved in the process of 

certifying smallholders generally abide to one or more of the following strategies in 

enhancing smallholder certification:  

 
1. Offering group certification 

2. Reducing costs  

3. Simplifying and adjusting compliance  

4. Increasing access to finance  

5. Connecting farmers to formal markets 

6. Increasing professional skills: on-the-ground support 

7. Integrating the smallholders‘ voice 

 

1. Offering group certification 

 

Generally, group certification is perceived a prerequisite for smallholder 

certification. To take part in group certification may be the only possibility for 

many smallholders to benefit from opportunities in those cases where certification 

is essential to access the market; dealing with the certification requirements and 

costs would otherwise be impossible.(6, 22)  

 

Group certification is linked to most of the other strategies discussed in this 

section. Whenever relevant, group certification is addressed once more, specifying 

the do‘s in relation to the respective strategy.  



 
Smallholder Certification in Biomass Supply Chains, June 12th 2013 

 

 
Pagina 42 van 65 

 

 

Group certification is the certification of an organized group of producers with 

similar production systems, where certification applies to the group as a whole. 

Common group types include: producer-based groups, such as cooperatives or 

farmers associations; supply chain-based groups such as contract farmers, out-

growing schemes and trader networks; and groups based around an extension 

service provider, for example a government body.(8) Group certification is based on 

the concept that an extensive part of the inspections required is carried out by 

internal auditors. The external certification body assesses and evaluates the 

effectiveness of the internal audit system, carries out an audit of a sample, and 

certifies the group as a whole. Within this collective group of individuals, there is 

an internal monitoring system (IMS) that ensures that each individual within the 

group is adhering to the standards that are outlined in the certification scheme. 

The IMS is managed by a central body, being a self-organized 

cooperative/farmers‘ association, an individual or a government body. This central 

body (the group manager) is generally responsible for applying for certification, 

and holding the certificate on behalf of the group. In addition, the group manager 

is responsible for communications with the certification body and group members, 

implementing the administrative requirements of group certification and for 

carrying out a programme of internal audits assuring compliance of all group 

members with the respective standards of the certification scheme.  

 

The requirements for (smallholder) group certification differ per certification 

system. Differences for the systems relate to requirements regarding the legal 

status/registration of the groups, the frequency and extent of sites visited during 

the validity of the certificate and the homogeneity of landholdings and production 

type of farmers, amongst other factors.(22) 

 

Do’s - Group certification 

 Make sure a skillful group manager is in place, e.g. a staff member of the 

cooperative, who has a clear economic interest in the process being 

successful, such as a bonus tied to obtaining certification. This group manager 

has to be able to communicate well with other stakeholders, such as the local 

communities, local authorities, certification organization and potential 

customers. This person has to be knowledgeable and able to implement the 

rules of certification, have the technical knowhow to monitor and collect 

records, addressing non-compliance issues and capable of reading technical 

(English) documents. 

 Do not depend on one person alone to manage the farmer group. Good 

managers tend to be hired away by other companies, so it is necessary to 

train and involve several local people who can provide this function, ideally 

with a manager having several assistants 

 Likewise, do not depend on one person for internal monitoring but rather 

train/involve several local people in this function. 

 Focus on training young people with a high school diploma, or those with most 

years of high school, as internal monitors, ideally providing them with cell 

phones to help communicate with farm members. 

 Provide training for them in the use of GPS to plot member farms. 

 Ensure transparency by conducting regular meetings to ensure information 

exchange and implementing a shared record keeping system and a dispute 
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resolution system.(2) 

 Seek guidance from certification organizations on best practices in establishing 

internal management systems. 

 Benefit from the information provided by the ISEAL Alliance on producer group 

models and group certification, e.g. the 'Common requirements for the 

certification of producer groups'. Please note you need to be an ISEAL 

Subscriber to gain access to most documents 

Look at: www.isealalliance.org 

 

2. Reducing costs 

 

Group certification 

Group certification allows the group members to share the costs of certification 

and auditing. Auditing costs include the fees and expenses that a company has to 

pay for an external audit in order for it to become or remain certified. These costs 

include preparation, field audit and reporting costs. Auditing costs are usually 

reflected by person-days needed to perform an audit. More auditing days (and 

thus more costs) are typically needed for a group of smallholders compared to 

single, larger farms, however, will of course be lower in case of group auditing.(22) 

In group auditing a sample of group members is audited and not each individual 

farmer. Individual farmers are generally subject to social control mechanisms 

(peer pressure). Some groups additionally choose to carry out joint marketing and 

sales of their products, providing further indirect financial benefits. 

 

Do’s - Reducing costs through group certification 

 Develop strong internal inspection and record keeping systems, to reduce the 

time that external inspectors need to spend in reviewing these and also the 

number of sample farms audited and/or the number of audits conducted by 

external inspectors (if there are discrepancies between internal records and 

external audits of farms, then the sample size is typically increased). 

 Use GPS/GIS and smart phones/cell phones to reduce costs of transportation 

and interaction – less frequent in person meetings with producers and more 

efficient communication. 

 

Reduced certification fees and auditing costs 

Certification fees for a system can generally be split into two components – a 

membership (application) fee and a quantity-dependent fee. Membership fees are 

generally based on property sizes, amount of feedstock processed or yearly 

financial turnovers.  

 

Many certification systems offer less expensive membership fees for smallholders 

than for bigger companies: fees are based on annual revenues/volumes, as in 

RSB, NTA 8080, or ISCC, or are based on the number of hectares, as in RTRS, 

Fairtrade, FSC and SAN/Rainforest Alliance. Fees vary between the systems. 

Quantity-dependent fees also vary between systems.(22) 

 

Auditing costs can be quite high, especially when international auditing firms are 

involved. A way to reduce costs and enable smallholder inclusion is to promote 

local inspection bodies; these involve lower costs for producers, are better able to 

http://www.isealalliance.org/
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conduct spontaneous examinations and are generally better informed about on-

site characteristics.(28) 

 

Do’s – Reduced certification fees and auditing costs 

 Link certification fees to the annual revenues and/or the size of the groups or 

area of crop under certification, to make these proportional to the economies 

of scale that can be achieved over time. 

 Allow fees to be paid 'in kind', for example via weight reductions in the crops 

produced, versus in cash, to overcome producer cash flow constraints, and to 

avoid having to pursue members for late payments.  

 Use local inspection bodies if available. 

 Identify where fees can be reduced/absorbed, for example possibly by 

mentoring services from a larger company – which may find it attractive to 

enter into this type of arrangement as part of CSR activities. 

 Don‘t provide completely ‗free‘ or no-cost certification options, as then there 

won‘t be any ownership re maintaining the certification. 

 Lower cost auditors are not necessarily the best auditors -  auditing problems or 

deficiencies may result in extra costs at a later stage. 

 Note that if farmers‘ benefits are intrinsic (e.g. higher yields and/or reduced 

costs through better practices) rather than extrinsic to the certification system 

(e.g. price premiums for certified products), the chances of fraud will be 

reduced. 

 Where producers participate in multiple certification systems, explore the 

potential for  'mutual recognition' by the various organizations to seek cost 

savings and other synergies. Stakeholders can seek to address this issue with 

certification initiatives by participating in certification review and other working 

groups. 

 
3. Simplifying and adjusting compliance 

 

Group certification 

Group certification reduces the administrative burden for the individual group 

members, as for example biodiversity and social plans will need to be made at 

group level and not at individual farm level. In addition, group members may 

choose to work together or share information to meet the social and 

environmental requirements. 

 

Do’s - group certification / administration 

 Make sure the group manager/management takes over certain tasks such as 

the writing of environmental and social plans (such as biodiversity plans, 

waste management plans, soil fertility plans and health and safety plans), 

providing updated lists of relevant laws and their amendments and simplified 

formats/templates for record keeping. 

 

 

Simplified tools and procedures for record keeping and or documented evidence 

Various tools and procedures have already been developed by certification 

schemes to simplify compliance for smallholders. FSC for example, has developed 

a streamlined certification procedure for smallholders that reduces the costs and 
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administrative work. Other schemes have lowered their record keeping 

requirements for smallholders (NTA 8080), or allow for a verbal evidence instead 

of documented evidence. In RTRS, for example, smallholders may replace a 

documented health and safety policy by verbal explanations. 

 

Do’s - Record keeping and evidence 

 Simplify the verifiable evidence required from smallholders by (for example): 

o providing simplified formats for record keeping (e.g. in case of illiteracy) 

o allowing verbal evidence (e.g. in case of illiteracy) 

o reducing the number of documents required 

o preventing cross references between documents 

o using simple and local language 

 Establish a peer learning process between smallholders. 

 Use existing records as much as possible.  

 Let farmers keep data on ‗useful‘ records (such as pesticide, fertilizer and water 

use) that show improvements and benefits; this will stimulate them to further 

improve their performance 

 If available, allow satellite images to prove ‗no deforestation after 2008‘ instead 

of costly GPS; these satellite images are freely accessible on the internet (in 

the case of Brazil). 

 

 

Example: Software to register and analyze crop management: Sympatica 

Many farmers do not keep track of their input use, or only in financial terms. Using 

questionnaires or interviewing farmers once a year (or even less often) on their 

input use generally results in unreliable data, because most people do not 

correctly recall the required information. Simpatica software was developed to 

help farmers to keep track of basic data of their own farm: kg and type of 

pesticides used, fertilisers, soil characteristics etc. With the Simpatica software, 

data-owners can profit from providing data by (amongst others): 

 receiving and/or being able to produce a performance analysis 

 comparing own performance with that of (anonymized) peers and/or 

benchmarks 

 complying with certification requirements of data registration. 

 

Universal use is facilitated by (for example) the option to include additional 

languages and translation between languages. 

 

(source: www.saiplatform.org) 

 

Phased or step-by-step approach 

Most schemes allow for a phased compliance with standards. FSC for example, has 

developed a Modular Approach Program (MAP): a new step-by-step program for 

achieving certification in 5 years. MAP makes FSC certification easier to achieve by 

dividing certification into 3 steps: legality, controlled wood, and full FSC 

certification.  

 
Other schemes distinguish minimum and progress requirements allowing room for 

a phased implementation: Core and Development Compliance Criteria (Fairtrade, 
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Bonsucro), critical and non-critical criteria (SAN/Rainforest Alliance), or 

Immediate, Short-Term and Mid-Term Compliance Indicators (RTRS). Complying 

at first only with minimum requirements lowers the threshold for farmers to 

participate; progress requirements ask for gradual improvements over time. 

 

Do’s - Phased approach 

 Distinguish minimum and progress criteria and or develop a modular approach. 

 Let the farmers initially adhere to a model based on continuous improvement 

(such as the Better Cotton Initiative) in which progress is measured (using 

monitoring and evaluation tools), with first and second party verification. Once 

the farmers are sufficiently competent, they may decide to go for a 

certification model using third party verification. A monitoring model may thus 

be used as an intermediate step towards certification. 

 

 

 

Example: RSPO smallholder certification in Indonesia 

Research into RSPO smallholder certification in Indonesia, looking at three pilot 

projects, led to the following recommendation (27): 

 

A step-based approach to include schemed smallholders in the plantation firm‘s 

certification could motivate plantation firms as well as smallholders to work 

towards certification and to take time for solving underlying issues, like land title 

issues. There are several reasons that would justify a step based approach of the 

RSPO certification for smallholders: 

- A step based approach would be motivating: smallholders are allowed to learn 

and experience which will motivate them to continue with the process;  

- A step based approach could allow smallholders to implement income 

generating activities first, even though they may be less significant from a 

sustainability or industry point of view. For example better provision of 

fertilizers, improvement of field access and maintenance. The first two years 

should be dedicated to implementing standard operating procedures (SOP) 

and provision of related training. These two years can be followed by other 

criteria to be implemented, setting up organizational structures etc.  

 

 

Specific smallholder criteria/guidance 

RTRS states that certain criteria should be made appropriate to the local scale and 

context of small farms, for example with regard to environmental and social 

impact assessments. In RSPO, smallholders are not obliged to comply with the 

same level of requirements as plantation companies. RSPO has adopted 

smallholder specific guidance both for schemed and independent smallholders and 

a smallholder group certification protocol. SAN/Rainforest Alliance allows for the 

development of local interpretation guidelines that interpret the binding criteria of 

the standard in the context of local (smallholder) conditions or for a specific crop. 

 

 

 

 



 
Smallholder Certification in Biomass Supply Chains, June 12th 2013 

 

 
Pagina 47 van 65 

 

Do’s - Smallholder criteria / guidance 

 The standard should clearly demarcate the criteria relevant to smallholders. 

 Adapt the Principles and Criteria (P&C) to the local smallholder context and 

translate them into indicators that smallholders can feasibly comply with, 

taking already existing practices into account. 

 Develop specific smallholder guidance; make sure that the smallholders 

understand why they have to do certain things - they often do not see the 

point of the rule or any direct benefits. 

 Use self-assessment tools to create awareness. 

 Simplify or lower thresholds (for example percentage of greenhouse gas 

reduction) for smallholders where appropriate. 

 

Exemptions 

In some schemes (NTA 8080, RSB and RTRS), smallholders are exempted from 

specific requirements, such as requirements relating to stakeholder consultation, 

prosperity, working conditions, food security, contribution to social well-being of 

local population and integrity. 

 

Do’s - Smallholder exemptions 

 Reduce the number of criteria for smallholders drastically; identify exemptions 

and keep the most relevant criteria, for example the ones needed with regard 

to improving the productivity of the farm, such as the Good Agricultural 

Practices 

 In addition, keep the criteria needed to comply with EU legislation (i.e. criteria 

related to deforestation and reducing the carbon footprint) and anticipate 

changes that may occur in these criteria, for example, there is a debate going 

on over whether to include social criteria in the Renewable Energy Directive 

(RED) or not. 

 

4. Facilitating access to finance  

 

Small-scale producers may be unable to bear the costs of compliance with 

standards or certification processes themselves, and may therefore need financial 

assistance to become or remain certified. Access to capital, particularly for 

women, is essential and should be well organized to prevent undesirable situations 

like persistent indebtedness. Financial support by third parties and/or the 

establishment of a specialized fund can also contribute to relieving the financial 

pressure on smallholders. 

 

Example: providing access to capital for women by introducing a ‘mama’ 

card 

In an RSPO project in Papua New Guinea, the (smallholder) farmers have been 

requested to open a bank account. In addition, a ‗mama card‘ and ‗papa card‘ 

have been introduced as a means of keeping the smallholder‘s reference number 

and also as a way of providing women direct access to block income. Women 

traditionally harvest the loose fruits which contain the highest contents of oil (the 

men harvest the heavy fruit bunches). Based on the reference numbers, money is 

transferred into their bank accounts.  
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Example: establishing formal farm credit helping farmers access to 

capital(14) 

In the past, farm credit to rice producers was provided by informal lenders, 

particularly merchants in villages charging very high interest rates. In 1966, the 

Thai Government established the BAAC (Bank for Agriculture and Agricultural Co-

operatives) and, as such, created a crucial change for the farm credit market. 

Since then, the share of informal lenders reduced substantially within a few 

decades. A moderate interest rate (7-10%) charged by the BAAC helped farmers 

reducing the risk of loss of their land ownership. 

 

In 2011, the BAAC had 2,098 branches throughout Thailand. The bank provided a 

total credit in the amount of US$ 20,610 million, covering 4.67 million farm 

households and 1,097 agricultural cooperatives. Currently, 65% of outstanding 

farm credit has been provided through formal institutions. 

 
Group certification 

Organized farmers may benefit from reduced costs for seeds and other raw 

materials and from better access to services such as credit, technical services and 

training.(1, 2, 3) 

 

Financial support 

Companies that aim to incorporate smallholders in their supply chain may offer 

financial support for technology delivery and capacity building. Financial assistance 

may also be provided by governments, financial institutions, non-bank financial 

institutions and insurance companies.(6, interview) 

 

Do’s - Financial support 

 Make sure that farmers are paid on a sufficient and timely basis for their 

produce 

 Provide loans for harvest finance, with the purchase contracts serving as the 

collateral; the repayment period for such loans is typically 6-12 months, 

depending upon the crop (for biomass the loan term is likely to be longer – 2 

to 3 years - if smallholders require access to credit to produce crops initially, 

in which case longer-term production loans would be required, though these 

are typically more difficult to obtain). 

 Loans could also be provided for inputs, or, with more difficulty, for CAPEX 

(capital expenditures, expenditures creating future benefits), such as 

harvesting and/or processing equipment (with the equipment serving as the 

collateral). 

 Organizations such as Root Capital, OikoCredit, Rabobank and Triodos Bank can 

serve as models/examples of how such lending might be provided. 

 Find out if smallholders can obtain access to insurance policies, such as weather 

index insurance, or fire insurance, to help reduce the risks. 

 

Establishment of a fund 

Some schemes have developed smallholder funds (RSPO, FSC). FSC for example, 

provides financial support through its Smallholder Fund to projects that build 

capacity for smallholders to gain and maintain FSC certification. The funding could 

also support technical assistance (TA) for smallholders to get internal control 

systems in place. 
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Please note that the decision to establish a smallholder fund is in most cases made 

by the certification initiative itself (like RSPO). However, the stakeholders involved 

in the initiative (NGOs, smallholder representatives, etc.) may be able to influence 

such a decision. 

 

Do’s - Smallholder fund 

 Be sure to include a sound financial analysis in the scoping phase; assess what 

costs will have a return on investment and what costs will need to be covered 

by other means of funding (like subsidies). 

 A fund could be financed through a tax/fee on large-scale producers or by 

contributions from other entities in the supply chain, such as processors or 

exporters. 

 Make sure that any support is time bound and phased out over time. 

 Distinguish different types of funding (grants, soft loans and credits) for 

different activities and or groups of producers - for example, provide gifts to 

independent smallholders that also wish to engage in certification. 

 

5. Connecting the farmers to formal markets 

 

By connecting farmers to formal markets, smallholder support can be generated in 

the supply chain and sales of produce can be guaranteed. 

 

Do’s - Connecting to formal markets 

 A long-term mutual commitment between buyer and seller is recommended, in 

which the buyers commit themselves to buying the certified produce and the 

smallholders guarantee to sell their (contracted) produce to the respective 

buyer; this can be achieved by creating a mutually beneficial and transparent 

relationship, though its important to be aware that ―strings‖ tied between a 

smallholder and a buyer may also lead to a 'locked in effect'. 

 Certification schemes should ensure that the certificates go to the farmer 

organization and not the buyer, and that the certificate ownership is in the 

name of the smallholder group (which needs to have a independent legal 

identity. 

 In the case where price premiums are paid, make sure that not only the farmer 

receives a premium; the immediate buyer of the produce should also be able 

to sell at a premium price, and such premiums further up in the supply chain 

will create a business case for smallholder inclusion.  

 Make sure that the premiums paid actually reach the farmers, rather than being 

retained by the cooperative or other central organization. 

 Be transparent on the level and use of the premium throughout the supply 

chain; make sure that the business case for the farmer is clear when the 

processor/mill receives the premium. 

 Engage a market player that provides technical and financial support, organizes 

the certification process (if required) and connects the farmers to a formal 

market; these could be business-oriented NGOs, and/or private consulting 

companies, that offer such services, typically with a donor covering some (the 

majority) of such technical assistance costs, at least initially. 
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 Establish a forum for buyers to find sellers. 

 Identify third party brokers who can identify requirements of each party to 

establish ―win-win‖ commercial agreements. 

 

6. Increasing professional skills: on-the-ground support 

 

Provision of smallholder support/training 

Providing support to farmers in the process of meeting the certification criteria and 

becoming certified has proven to be a key strategy when certifying smallholders. 

It is important to identify the skills gap and develop an appropriate training, for 

example in the following: 

 Technical/agronomic aspects, e.g. best management practices/good agricultural 

practices with regard to increasing yields, improving quality, increasing farm 

efficiency/reducing costs, post harvest practices, and eventually the principles 

and criteria of the respective sustainability standard; 

 Business aspects, e.g. basic business principles, planning and training on 

educating workers; 

 Financial and administrative aspects, e.g. basic accounting principles, and 

maintaining an administration; 

 Organizational aspects, e.g. co-operational structures, roles and responsibilities. 

 

Train the trainer programs may help in building local training capacity, like training 

of extension officers of local cooperatives (applied by Unilever together with 

Rainforest Alliance and Alterra). 

 

Several Roundtables (RTRS, RSPO, Bonsucro) have producer and/or smallholder 

support initiatives for supporting small-scale farmers and farm workers, and for 

preparing them for certification.(22) The Soy Producer Support Initiative (SOYPSI) 

for example, has been established by the RTRS in cooperation with Solidaridad, to 

assist small farmers in improving production and preparing for certification.  
 

FSC has established a Smallholder Support Program, offering support to 

smallholders by working with National Offices and other partners to provide on-

the-ground assistance. Areas of support include: Outreach and education, Training 

and technical guidance, Market access support through the Small and Community 

Label Option and Financial support through the Smallholder Fund. Fairtrade offers 

training courses to producers where needed in the process of certification. 

SAN/Rainforest Alliance offers farms / groups that achieve certification 

opportunities to participate in workshops and training sessions. 

 

Do’s - Training 

 Use a modular approach; train the farmers first on best management practices 

and or good agricultural practices, improving their agricultural skills - once 

their agricultural skills/knowhow is improved, train on other aspects such as 

business, administrative and organizational aspects needed to fulfill the 

certification process. 

 Use a Farmer Field School approach, to ensure that internal personnel make 

lead farmers understand every aspect of what is required, throughout the 

farming calendar, and to build local extension training capacity in a cost-
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effective manner, by involving the trainers in designing Train the Trainer 

programs. 

 Provide on-the-ground support. 

 Make sure women have access to training; agricultural production depends 

heavily on women‘s labour and productivity and agricultural efficiency can 

increase when gender-based constraints are overcome, such as access to 

training and high quality inputs, and challenges regarding land and crop 

ownership. 

 Emphasize increasing the profitability of crop production in certification 

systems; this support may include an emphasis on soil analysis and the proper 

use of suitable inputs, access to improved varieties, more accurate 

measurement of areas and yields, recording of costs and revenues, access to 

finance, improved negotiation skills and training on market terms and 

conditions. 

 Involve other entities in supporting the smallholders (such as NGOs); Involve 

private sector buyers in training implementation, as they are typically 

concerned about the security and quality of supply. 

 In addition to smallholders, train smallholder associations (or field 

staff/representatives working with aggregations of smallholders) in basic 

management and business administration, communication skills, record 

keeping, etc. 

 Develop a 'smallholder starter kit' for smallholders and others directly involved 

in the certification process (such as a mill) to explain the process, roles and 

responsibilities and to provide training materials.(27) 

 Provide visual guides of training materials. 

 Use peer-to-peer learning -  already certified (groups of) smallholders sharing 

experiences. 

 Create an online learning environment where smallholders can meet and share 

experiences, and where the certification initiative can share good practices.  

 Include local tools developed by universities and other local partners. 

 

7. Integrating the smallholders’ voice 

 

Smallholder involvement in standards development 

Certification schemes are generally designed for large-scale producers and do not 

sufficiently consider what might work for the smallholders. In overcoming this 

obstacle, certification schemes could consider developing protocols with 

smallholders, such as manuals, audit guidelines, licensing agreements on 

certificates, etc.  

 

Some certification schemes have developed specific smallholder platforms or 

initiatives with the aim of tailoring the standards more to the specific needs of 

local smallholder farmers. RSPO for example, has established a Smallholder 

Working Group to ensure that smallholders are not marginalized from the 

sustainable palm oil market and are able to benefit from improved standards and 

best practice. RSB has recently started a project to make their standard more 

accessible to small scale farmers‘ groups in developing countries. The question 

they want to answer is to what extent RSB can revise its system for groups of 
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small farmers to make certification more smallholder friendly (for instance, less 

documents-based). 

 

Do’s - Integrating the smallholders' voice 

 Involve smallholders in the certification design and regular review process by 

creating a smallholder taskforce/platform/working group.  

 In addition, work with entities (including NGOs) that represent and/or assist the 

producers. 

 Engage auditors when designing simplified smallholder tools. 
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5 Conclusions 

The study clearly shows that smallholder certification in bio-energy supply chains 

can offer benefits to both smallholders and companies working with smallholders. 

Moreover, though there are certainly risks and challenges related to smallholder 

certification, experiences from sectors other than the bio-energy sector show that 

these risks and challenges can in many cases be overcome by following specific 

smallholder certification strategies, each with their do's and don'ts. There is no 

one-size-fits-all. Strategies should be tailored to the local situation based on sound 

scoping studies preceding a certification initiative. 

 

More specifically, the following conclusions can be derived from the study: 

 

Benefits 

 Experiences in sectors other than the bio-energy sector show that smallholder 

benefits of certification rather lie in the process towards certification, than in 

the certification itself, and are the result of the implementation of better 

agricultural practices. This also means that it is relevant to assess whether 

certification is the preferred strategy in a given situation. In some situations 

(e.g. when producing for local markets), a monitoring approach instead of a 

certification approach may be sufficient to achieve smallholder benefits like a 

higher income and improvements in health and safety and the environment. In 

some cases, a monitoring approach can also be a first step towards fist party, 

second party and third party certification. 

 In general, the business benefits of including certified smallholders in the food 

and biomass supply chains relate to (1) market access requirements, (2) the 

sourcing potential and (3) the social license to operate. Certification of 

smallholders provides an opportunity to improve the management skills and 

practices of small farmers, thereby raising the quality of the output and 

increasing yields. Moreover, certification can also be used to optimize local 

social, economic and environmental benefits, which is important from the 

viewpoint of a company‘s social license to operate. This license to operate is 

challenged by discussions surrounding the production of biomass for energy, 

like the potential competition with food production and the potential loss of 

biodiversity. Certification (more than monitoring) may provide the level of 

assurance that companies need in their communication about social 

responsibility. 

 

Risks and Challenges 

 Many of the risks and challenges identified in this study are not specific to the 

bio-energy market, but relate to smallholder certification in general and to 

smallholder inclusion in formal supply chains. Smallholder risks include the risk 

of indebtedness when income does not cover the extra costs of getting 

certified and the risk of dependency when changing from subsistence farming 

to certified produce for specific markets. Related challenges include the 

(initial) costs of certification, access to credit, meeting the sustainability 
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criteria, acquiring the necessary skills to do so, the administrative burden of 

monitoring and verification and the challenge of imposed collaboration which 

may result from the (new) cooperative structures. In many cases smallholders 

will be faced with a combination of these challenges. What challenges prevail 

may vary in different situations. 

 Benefits of smallholder certification in the bio-energy sector may be influenced 

by the fact that some argue that it is a temporary market. The large-scale 

production of sugar cane, corn, rapeseed and other bio-energy crops currently 

seems to be sufficient to satisfy market demand. Moreover, non-certified 

markets in China and India are rapidly growing. As a result, investing in 

smallholder involvement may not be driven by long term commitments and 

may not be worthwhile when the investments take several years to pay off. 

This means that a clear business case and commitment by both buyers and 

farmers is essential when working towards smallholder certification. 

 

Strategies 

 Experiences of current biomass certification schemes for the bio-energy market 

with smallholder certification is still quite limited, though it is slowly growing, 

e.g. with RSPO.  

 A lot can be learned from experiences in other (agricultural) sectors that work 

with smallholder certification. Smallholder certification strategies applied in 

these sectors appear to be equally useful in biomass for energy production and 

are also increasingly applied in these supply chains. Evidence from certification 

initiatives that have been around for a longer period of time (compared to the 

relatively new certification systems in the bio-energy sector) shows that these 

strategies can be successful. 

 These strategies include (amongst others) group certification, reduced 

certification fees, simplified and adjusted administration and compliance with 

standards, providing access to finance, provision of on-the-ground support 

through training and smallholder involvement in standards development. 

These strategies involve the cooperation of different stakeholders at different 

moments in the certification process, ranging from strategies in the standard 

setting process (e.g. by integrating the smallholders voice in he process) to 

the actual auditing and certification. 

 Though strategies like group certification and capacity building through training 

are frequently followed in practice, smallholder certification strategies tend to 

be crop and location specific and should be tailor made. The local situation and 

local/regional socio-economic context in which the smallholders operate, 

including the level of organization of farmers, the potential of increase in 

yields and the enabling environment (availability of extension services, 

infrastructure, presence of local NGOs, etc.) determine to a large extent the 

need for a certain strategy. A scoping study is an essential first step to provide 

a clear picture of this situation and context. The results of the scoping study 

should show the potential for a successful smallholder process, the potential to 

successfully apply different smallholder strategies, the financial requirements 

and the stakeholders/partners involved. 
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 Not only the choice of strategies needs to be tailored to the specific situation, 

also the way in which the strategies are implemented is situation specific. Each 

smallholder strategy has its own practical do's and don'ts. This knowledge is 

currently scattered in literature or only present in the minds of practitioners. 

By creating a platform for knowledge exchange on smallholder certification, 

experiences by the existing biomass certification schemes and practitioners 

can be disclosed and shared. The guide on 'smallholder certification in the bio-

energy market', developed based on the results this study, can be viewed as a 

first step towards such a platform. 
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7 ANNEX I: Experts interviewed 

List of experts interviewed: 

 
1. Chris Wille - Chief of Sustainable Agriculture - Rainforest Alliance 

2. Cor Verhelst – Director - Zebra Special Products BV 

3. Jan-Frans Bastiaanse - Control Union Certifications Indonesia 

4. Jan-Kees Vis - Unilever - Global Director Sustainable Sourcing Development 

5. Jan Willem Molenaar – AidEnvironment 

6. Michelle Morton - Biofuels Sustainability Manager - Shell International 

7. Olaf Kula - Program Manager - West Africa Regional Office - ACDI/VOCA 

8. Onofre Andrade - Sustainability Manager – Argos Energies 

9. Ruud van Eck - Diligent Energy Systems BV 

10. Simon Lord – Group Director of Sustainability - New Britain Palm Oil Singapore 

11. Sven Sielhorst - International programme coordinator Sugarcane – Solidaridad 

12. Vanessa Linforth - Social Policy Manager - FSC International 

13. Walter van Helvoirt & Karin Verstralen – FMO 

14. Bo van Elzakker – Agro Eco – Louis Bolk Institute 

15. Alfredo Gonzalez - Control Union Certifications Brasil 
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8 ANNEX II: Biomass related Certification initiatives 

 Smallholder definition Group 

certification 

Training / Support Mechanisms to 

facilitate access to 

certification 

Fee 

ISCC No  Yes: for 

homogeneous 

groups of 

agricultural 

producers such 

as smallholder 

farmers, 

producer 

organizations 

and 

cooperatives. 

Group 

certification is for 

independent 

smallholders or 

producer groups. 

Dependent 

smallholders 

shall be certified 

under the related 

first gathering 

point. 

The 3 day 

Comprehensive 

ISCC System 

Certification 

Seminar covers 

group certification.  

Significant support 

on a case by case 

basis is given to 

certification bodies 

which audit large 

groups of 

smallholders (in the 

order of 2 ha) under 

group certification. 

Analysis of smallholder 

structure and 

processes by 

certification body and 

ISCC personal and 

identification of the 

implications with 

respect to group 

certification. 

Lower certificate fees 

for smallholders, 

dependent on the 

total throughput 

(turnover 

equivalent). 

No quantity 

dependent fee for the 

amount of  

sustainable biomass 

produced. 

RSB Small Feedstock 

Producer: a feedstock 

producer with a total 

area of production of 

agricultural products, 

whether intended for 

biofuel production or 

not, smaller than or 

equal to 75 ha;  

Small –scale farmer 

(Developing 

countries): a resource 

poor feedstock 

producer from a 

developing country 

who cultivates less 

than 10 ha of land on a 

low input low output 

basis.  

Yes RSB offers support 

to producers when 

needed in the 

certification process 

and help guide 

applicants through 

the variety of online 

and paper tools 

available to them. 

Applicants can also 

participate in 

workshops and 

training sessions, 

such as the AB 

Training RSB 

auditor course. This 

training gives 

applicants an inside 

view of what 

auditors look for 

when conducting 

off-site and on-site 

RSB audits. 

Exemptions for small-

scale operators. More 

mechanisms, tools and 

or simplifications for 

smallholder inclusion 

are presently being 

developed under RSB‘s 

Smallholders 

adaptation project.  

There is a lower 

(Application) fee for 

growers with less 

than 50 ha. Groups 

should contact RSB 

for group pricing. The 

licensing rates are 

based on area for 

agricultural 

producers, and mass 

or volume for 

downstream 

processors. 
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 Smallholder definition Group 

certification 

Training / Support Mechanisms to 

facilitate access to 

certification 

Fee 

NTA An organization may 

be called small-holder, 

if: 

a) it can demonstrate 

that at least two-third 

of the structural 

workforce, expressed 

in fte, consists of next 

of kin; additional 

personnel may be 

hired during peak 

periods; 

b) the total surface 

area for cultivation is 

not over 50 hectare in 

case of arable farming 

and not over 100 

hectare in case of 

forestry; in the case of 

combined arable 

farming and forestry, 

the total surface area 

for cultivation may not 

exceed 100 hectare, of 

which a maximum of 

50 hectare for arable 

farming. 

Yes  No (the 

development of 

policy to support 

small-holders during 

compliance with 

sustainability 

requirements falls 

beyond the scope of 

NTA)  

Small-holders are 

released from a 

number of provisions 

with regard to 

stakeholder 

consultation, 

prosperity, working 

conditions, contribution 

to social well-being of 

local population and 

integrity. 

Simplified 

documentation 

requirement: a small-

holder shall at least: 

a) describe how the 

organization will record 

continuing compliance 

with the requirements 

of NTA 8080; 

b) retain documents for 

a period of at least five 

years or longer if 

required by prevailing 

laws and regulations. 

 

Lower fees for 

smallholders (fees 

are linked to the size 

of the farm 

smaller/bigger than 

250 ha and to the 

company turnover or 

quantity produced). 

In case of group 

certification of 'small-

holders', the group is 

regarded as a 

'producer'. 

RSPO Farmers growing oil 

palm, sometimes along 

with subsistence 

production of other 

crops, where the 

family provides the 

majority of labour and 

the farm provides the 

principal source of 

income, and where the 

planted area of oil 

palm is usually below 

50 hectares in size. 

RSPO distinguishes 

Scheme smallholders 

and Independent 

smalholders2. The 

Yes, a group 

certification 

protocol 

specifically for 

smallholders.  

RSPO has 

established a 

Smallholders Task 

Force (recently 

being transformed 

into the Smallholder 

Working Group) 

with a mandate to 

promote smallholder 

participation in the 

RSPO. RSPO has 

adopted smallholder 

specific guidance 

both for schemed 

and independent 

smallholders and a 

group certification 

RSPO has adopted 

smallholder specific 

guidance and a 

smallholder group 

certification protocol. 

The guidance serves to 

lower certification 

barriers for 

smallholders.  

The unit of certification 

is the unit of palm oil 

production – the palm 

oil mill and its supply 

base (schemed 

smallholders). The mill 

and its supply base are 

allowed a three year 

? 

 
2 Scheme smallholders: Scheme smallholders, while very diverse, are characterized as smallholders who are 

structurally bound by contract, by a credit agreement or by planning to a particular mill. Scheme smallholders 

are often not free to choose which crop they develop, are supervised in their planting and crop management 

techniques, and are often organized, supervised or directly managed by the managers of the mill, estate or 
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 Smallholder definition Group 

certification 

Training / Support Mechanisms to 

facilitate access to 

certification 

Fee 

smallholder definitions 

may differ per National 

Interpretation. In 

Thailand for example, 

the labour requirement 

has been omitted.   

protocol.  

In addition, RSPO 

conducts pilot 

projects, has 

established a 

smallholder fund 

and has created a 

smallholders 

Learning and 

Linking page on 

their website on 

which 

reports/articles and 

best practices are 

shared. 

period to achieve full 

compliance. 

 

RSPO has developed a 

Book & Claim system 

specifically for 

independent 

smallholder group 

certificates.  

RTRS No definition of small 

farms / smallholders 

Yes: There is no 

restriction on the 

size of individual 

group members‘ 

soy production 

area or total 

farm area, 

though they 

should be located 

near each other 

and in the same 

ecological region, 

and use the 

same, or very 

similar, 

production 

systems. 

the Soy Producer 

Support Initiative 

(SOYPSI) has been 

established by the 

RTRS in cooperation 

with Solidaridad, to 

assist  small 

farmers in 

improving 

production and 

preparing for 

certification. 

RTRS has formulated 

exemptions for 

smallholders. In other 

cases, documented 

evidence is not 

required and is 

substituted by verbal 

evidence (e.g. a 

documented health and 

safety policy may be 

replaced by verbal 

explanations). In other 

cases, RTRS states that 

the group manager 

should take over 

certain responsibilities 

and or states that the 

requirements for small 

farms should be 

appropriate to scale 

and context. 

RTRS developed a 

progressive entry level 

that includes a 

Based on the 

acreage, thus lower 

for smallholders.  

                                                                                                                          

 

 
scheme to which they are structurally linked [Definition from: RSPO Principles and Criteria for Sustainable 

Palm Oil Production: Guidance on Scheme Smallholders – July 2009]. 

Independent smallholders: Independent smallholders, while very varied in their situations, are characterized 

by their: freedom to choose how to use their lands, which crops to plant and how to manage them; being self-

organized, self-managed and self-financed; and by not being contractually bound to any particular mill or any 

particular association. They may, however, receive support or extension services from government agencies 

[Definition from: RSPO Principles and Criteria for Sustainable Palm Oil Production: Guidance on Scheme 

Smallholders – July 2009]. 
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 Smallholder definition Group 

certification 

Training / Support Mechanisms to 

facilitate access to 

certification 

Fee 

continuous 

improvement 

approach: Immediate, 

Short-Term and Mid-

Term Compliance 

Indicators. 

Joint marketing and 

sales and information 

sharing to meet social 

and environmental 

requirements 

 

Bonsucro Refers to the ILO 

definition of the 

different categories of 

agricultural workers, 

which distinguishes 

large and middle scale 

farmers, small scale 

farmers, subsistence 

farmers, unpaid family 

workers, collective 

farmers, and tenants 

and sharecroppers. 

? ? Bonsucro allows some 

room for a phased 

implementation: in 

addition to the core 

criteria, 80% of the 

criteria need to be 

satisfied in order to 

achieve compliance.  

? 

Fairtrade Small Producers are 

defined in two product 

specific categories: 

1.Small producers that 

are not (highly) labour 

dependent. 

They are understood 

as those that are not 

structurally dependent 

on permanent hired 

labour and that are 

managing their farm 

mainly with their own 

and their family‘s 

labour. 

2. Small producers 

that are (highly) labour 

dependent have to 

meet all following 

criteria:(as defined by 

the Standards) 

- The number of 

permanent hired 

workers does not 

exceed a specific factor 

Yes  Support/Training 

courses to 

producers where 

needed in the 

process of 

certification. 

A distinction is made 

between Core and 

Development 

Compliance Criteria. 

The Core Compliance 

Criteria must be met at 

all times.  

In the Fairtrade 

system the fees are 

charged at the level 

of the producer 

organization (not the 

individual farmer). 

The fee is different 

for different 

organizational 

structures and 

depends amongst 

other things on the 

number of members, 

crops and type of 

activity.  
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 Smallholder definition Group 

certification 

Training / Support Mechanisms to 

facilitate access to 

certification 

Fee 

per hectare per crop, 

as defined by the 

certification body in its 

compliance criteria. 

- Most of their working 

time is spent 

undertaking 

agricultural work on 

their own farm. 

- Revenues from their 

agricultural activities 

constitute the major 

part of their total 

income. 

- The production area 

under cultivation is 

below or at the level of 

the average range of 

farm size in the district 

or region. 

Rainforest 

Alliance 

No differentiation 

between small and 

larger producers. 

However, the SAN 

authorized auditors 

evaluate the 

applicability of each 

criterion of the 

standard according to: 

- the size and 

complexity of the 

operations (plantations 

or smallholder farms); 

- the use or non-use of 

agrochemicals within 

the farm 

- the hiring of 

contracted labor or use 

of non-contracted 

family labor 

- the presence or 

absence of aquatic or 

terrestrial ecosystems 

within the farm 

- the presence or 

absence of 

infrastructure within 

the farm 

 

Yes: applying to 

producer groups 

such as 

associations, 

cooperatives and 

federations. The 

min. number of 

group members 

is three.  

Farms/ groups that 

achieve certification 

benefit from 

opportunities to 

participate in 

workshops and 

training sessions.  

SAN distinguishes 

critical and non-critical 

criteria, the latter 

requiring continuous 

improvement. 

SAN has developed 

local interpretation 

guidelines that 

interpret the binding 

criteria of the standard 

in the context of local 

conditions or for a 

specific crop. 

Auditing costs are 

related to the criteria 

indicated under 

smallholder 

definition, so lower 

for smaller and less 

complex operations. 
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 Smallholder definition Group 

certification 

Training / Support Mechanisms to 

facilitate access to 

certification 

Fee 

FSC A smallholder is a 

producer who has a 

small area of forest, 

harvests timber at a 

low- intensity, or is 

part of a community 

who owns and/or 

manages a forest. A 

smallholder is either 

designated as a small 

or low-intensity 

managed forest 

(SLIMF) through FSC‘s 

SLIMF eligibility criteria 

or is a member of a 

community that owns 

and/or manages a 

forest area, where 

each community 

member has an equal 

share. 

FSC Group 

Certification for 

smallholders 

where a group of 

forest owners 

can join for FSC 

certification, 

which reduces 

the cost and 

administrative 

work.  

For those that 

qualify as 

smallholders, FSC 

offers policy tools 

that reduce the 

costs of certification 

as well as access to 

financial and 

technical support to 

aid in their FSC 

certification.  

Smallholder Support 

Program: FSC offers 

support to 

smallholders by 

working with 

National Offices and 

other partners to 

provide on-the-

ground assistance. 

Areas of support 

include: Outreach 

and education, 

Training and 

technical guidance, 

Market access 

support through the 

Small and 

Community Label 

Option and Financial 

support through the 

Smallholder Fund. 

In 2014 the FSC 

Smallholder Fund 

will be operational. 

The purpose of this 

fund will be to 

support projects 

that build capacity 

for smallholders to 

gain and maintain 

FSC certification. 

FSC Small and Low 

Intensity Managed 

Forest (SLIMF) is a 

streamlined 

certification procedure 

for smallholders that 

reduces the costs and 

administrative work. 

FSC Modular Approach 

Program (MAP) is a 

new step-by-step 

program for achieving 

certification in 5 years. 

MAP makes FSC 

certification easier to 

achieve by dividing 

certification into 3 

steps: legality, 

controlled wood, and 

full FSC certification. 

See more in the FSC 

step-by-step guide 

―How to become an 

FSC certified 

smallholder‖. 

Fee is based on the 

size of the farm, thus 

lower for 

smallholders. 
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