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Challenges faced by small scale community operations
in the South and the potential contribution of forest
management and Fairtrade certification to meeting
these challenges
Dr. Marion Karmann1 , Chris Cox 2 , Dr. Alan Smith3

Growing environmental awareness and consumer demand for more socially responsible businesses
helped third-party forest management certification emerge in the 1990s as a tool for assessing the
environmental and social performance of forest operations. The Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) is an
international non-profit membership-based organization which develops standards to ensure that timber
and other forest products and services come from responsibly managed forests. FSC‟s international and
nationally adapted standards are widely accepted among a broad cross-section of stakeholders as being
consistent with the principles of good forest stewardship and sustainability. Several research papers
provide evidence that FSC is recognized as an effective policy tool that addresses many ecolo gical and
economic forestry issues as well as labor issues, but that the progress of certification and FSC‟s impact
is in some geographical and socio-economical areas not as great as was hoped. Although FSC is the
largest single forest certification scheme in the world, the expectations about FSC‟s uptake in tropical
and low intensity forest management, by small forest owners and by communities have not been
completely fulfilled.
Several authors recommend that an additional or joint Fair Trade certificatio n together with FSC
certification might be a good way to further benefit forest dependent communities and improve their
access to markets. The FSC Global Strategy 2007 “Strengthening forest conservation, communities and
markets”, among others, identifies complementary programs for certification of small and low intensity
managed forest management through additional fair trade certification. Nonetheless, the challenges for
the certification and improvement of community managed forests remain considerable.
Since 2007 the Fair Trade Labeling Organizations International (FLO) and FSC were engaged in a
research process to explore the potential role of Fairtrade in creating market opportunities for
community-based foresters. Based on the findings of a feasibility study about the „fit‟ between forest
products, the Fairtrade portfolio and market acceptance of such a dual certification, it was recommended
to undertake a pilot research phase of up to 18 months to further test and develop the concept. The pilot
research started in April 2009. Based on an evaluation of the outcomes of this pilot phase, FLO and FSC
will then make a final decision on whether to approve dual certification for timber and other forest
products.
The authors will discuss the options for small-scale operations to overcome challenges such as
competitive pressure and inadequate access to capital and represent the findings from the feasibility
study, the research design and preliminary results.
Key words: forest management certification; benefit sharing; Fairtrade; community managed forests;
small-scale.
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Introduction

Context and problematic
The Forest Stewardship Council (FSC )
The FSC was created in 1993 as a market-based tool for promoting responsible forest management in
response to accelerating deforestation particularly in tropical regions. FSC mission is to promote
environmentally appropriate, socially beneficial, and economically viable management of the world's
forests. Basically FSC‟s solution is “relatively simple: develop a set of global sustainable forestry principles
and criteria, have national and subnational multistakeholder committees develop regionally appropriate
standards, have third parties audit forestry operations for compliance, and certify those who pass the test providing a badge of honour that, the hope was, would allow certified operations to gain some type of
market advantage vis-à-vis their competitors (such as market access, price premiu ms, and the more abstract
notion of a “social license to operate”)” (Cashore et al, 2006).
There are two distinct sets of FSC standards. One set covers the forest management including the forest
workers‟ rights and working conditions, stakeholder rights, planning and economic and environmental
aspects of the forest management. The other set of standards covers the labelling of the forest products
coming from FSC certified forest management along the chain of custody (CoC). Currently (May 2009),
over 110 million hectares forests worldwide are managed against FSC standards, of which some 15.5
million hectares are of tropical and sub-tropical forest. There are over 5.5 million hectares certified of
communally-owned forest, almost 4 million hectares of these are in the Global South.
Among other things, the FSC system is rights - and equity-based and has four principles dedicated to
protecting peoples‟ rights and demonstrating social benefits. These relate to tenure and use rights to the land
and forest resource, the protection of indigenous peoples‟ customary and legal rights to the forests, the
enhancement of community well-being and the welfare of forest workers, and the encouragement of the
efficient use of the forest‟s multiple products and services for social, environmental and economic benefits.
The FSC vision of socially beneficial forestry is forest management that:
enhances forest values, products and services;
ensures that current and future generations of social constituents enjoy the benefits of well-managed
forests;
recognizes, respects and addresses indigenous land tenure and rights, traditional and customary rights, and
the local culture of indigenous peoples and local communities;
contributes to improving local livelihoods and well-being (including the health & safety of workers and
employment creation) (FSC Global Strategy, 2007).
Economically viable forest management according to FSC means that forest operations are structured and
managed so as to be sufficiently profitable, without generating financial profit at the e xpense of the forest
resources, the ecosystem or affected communities. The tension between the need to generate adequate
financial returns and the principles of responsible forest operations can be reduced through efforts to market
forest products for their best value, but this is usually a difficult t ask for many small holders, forest
managing communities and forest managers in disadvantaged regions.
FSC certification also offers indirect benefits, including promoting effective social organization, enabling
empowerment of forest populations and encouraging efficiency gains. FSC‟s standard development
processes are a particular means to empower forest-dependent peoples, enabling them to enter into
constructive dialogue with government and companies.

Fairtrade Labelling Organizations (FLO)
Fairtrade is an alternative approach to conventional trade and is based on a partnership between producers in
the global South and consumers in the global North. Fairtrade offers producers a better deal and improved
terms of trade. This allows them the opportunity to improve their lives and plan for their future. Fairtrade
offers consumers a powerful way to reduce poverty through their every day shopping .
Fairtrade standards are designed to address the imbalance of power in trading relationships, unstable
markets and the injustices of conventional trade. A key part of FLO‟s role is to develop and review the
Fairtrade standards. These standards apply to all Fairtrade producers. They also apply to the companies who
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market Fairtrade products, such as importers, exporters and licensees. FLO also helps producers to gain
Fairtrade certification and develop market opportunities. FLO does this through locally based Liaison
Officers who provide training, guidance on certification and facilitate relationships with buyers. (Fairtrade
Labeling Organization, 2009)
There are two distinct sets of Fairtrade standards, which acknowledge different types of disadvantaged
producers. One set of standards applies to smallholders that are working together in co-operatives or other
organizations with a democratic structure. The other set applies to workers, whose employers pay decent
wages, guarantee the right to join trade unions, ensure health and safety standards and provide adequate
housing where relevant.
Fairtrade standards also cover terms of trade. Most products have a Fairtrade price, which is the minimu m
that must be paid to the producers. In addition producers get an additional sum, the Fairtrade premium, to
invest in their communities. This money goes into a communal fund for workers and farmers to use to
improve their social, economic and environmental conditions. There are now thousands of products that
carry the FAIRTRADE Mark. Fairtrade-standards exist for food products ranging from tea and coffee to
fresh fruits and nuts. There are also standards for non-food products such as flowers and plants, sports balls
and seed cotton.

The FSC-FLO project
Both FSC and FLO are full members of the ISEAL Alliance (founded as in 1999 as the International Social
and Environmental Accreditation and Labelling Alliance). The ISEAL Alliance is the global hub for social
and environmental standards systems. Through that membership, both organizations have demonstrated
their commit ment to the highest standards for social and environmental labeling. Both FSC and FLO have
developed unique expertise in their areas of standard setting and certification, and both build strong
supporting networks with international environmental and social NGOs. The complementary strengths of
the two global movements FSC and FLO suggest that there is opportunity for considerable synergy at the
intersection of FAIRTRADE standards for a portion of FSC-certified products, but not necessarily for all.
This process could be fully analogous to the complementarities of Fairtrade and organic certification, where
there are strong and recognized markets for both Fairtrade conventional products and Fairtrade organic
products.
FSC and FLO want to test in a pilot project whether it would be efficient for the certificate holders to
provide a double seal, with both FSC and Fairtrade labels, rather than creating a “fair trade” category within
the existing variety of FSC labels, potentially comparable to what now exist for example in the dual
certification of footballs sold in European markets. With the Dual FSC-FLO certification pilot project
discussed here, more timber and non-timber forest products may be added to the list of Fairtrade products,
and with this and the FSC label, more community managed forest products might find their way to
international markets, with a Fairtrade price for the forest managers and for the producers further along the
product chain. There is an assumption that FSC working with FLO to create that double seal makes more
sense than seeking a “Fair Trade Light” label through any other Fairtrade system.

Challenges for the certification of community managed forests in the South
Some 60 million highly forest dependent indigenous peoples live in the tropical forests of Latin America,
Africa & South East Asia and 400-500 million people are directly dependent on forest resources for their
livelihoods (White & Mart in, 2002). Forest resources are critical to maintain the livelihoods of millions of
these poorest people. It is estimated that community owned or administered forests account for 11% of
total global forest (Molnar, 2003). If this figure is applied only to the South, it rises to 25% and yet it
seems the potential for the forest populations to escape from their poverty through the sustainable
management of this resource is largely unrealized. While it is true that the number of community
managed forest enterprises is increasing, many such enterprises yield low returns for a variety of reasons
indicated below (Mayers, 2006).
Challenges for the certification of community managed forests
In conducting forest audits, FSC-accredited certification companies certify that FSC-approved standards of
forest management have been met. This includes that “forest management operations shall maintain or
enhance the long-term social and economic well-being of forest workers and local communities” (FSC
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Principle 4) and “shall encourage the efficient use of the forests‟ multiple products and services to ensure
economic viability and wide range of environmental and social benefits.” (FSC Principle 5) (in FSC, 2000).
Although FSC accredited certification bodies to a limited extent assist certificate holders to get access to
markets, the certification process and the certificate do not necessary include the marketing of the forest
products or a guarantee to achieve certain price levels. Timber traders on international markets to a some
extent are already (sometimes) earning price premia with FSC-certified forest products, but the majority of
these cases are delivered by large-scale commercial operations with the economies of scale and transport
that they traditionally command. It appears reasonable that a small additional price premiu m for Fairtrade
certified FSC products could emerge in international markets and, together with a social p remiu m, could
make the developmental difference for community forest owners worldwide, strengthening their ability to
compete in those international markets.
Currently the value of forest certification to communities in the South is not always evident for several
reasons: low level of capital investment; scale barriers to marketing timber; environmental, technical and
political barriers; limited market power and access to markets, and deficient business know-how. The cost of
certification itself may also be a deterrent. The FSC concept was not originally designed for community
operations in the tropics as is reflected in the minor proportion of community -managed forests certified.
Many community forest products do not enter the wider markets, especially international markets, or enter
illegally.
The positive side of community-based forest management
Not all is as negative as it is sometimes painted with communities; they often have advantages which can be
explo ited:
knowledge of local environment and how to manage it well;
ownership/control of resources which are used by others or are of high conservation value;
ethno-eco cultural systems which attract tourism;
low labor costs and high motivation to improve material welfare;
donor willingness to fund activities which support community-based natural resource management, the
consequent direct or indirect alleviation of poverty and the empowerment of local populations.
As there are examples of positive impact on communities through both certification scheme s FSC and
Fairtrade, there is demand for products from certified communities from the consumer and corporate side as
well as from government aid agencies, NGO and, desire for certification fro m the forest managing
communities themselves.
Methods: Addre ssing the challenges
Recommendations and activities towards improved access to certification
FSC has developed considerable interest in pursuing separate market recognition for the forest products that
come fro m small-scale, indigenous, and/or community-based forestry operations, as well as interest in
strengthening the social standards that are applied both in forest management operations and in chain -ofcustody forest product processing. Through increasing access to certification and reducing costs, the aims
are to improve local livelihoods and well-being (including working conditions, employment creation);
address indigenous land tenure, traditional and customary rights; and enhance forest values, products and
services in benefit of the local communities. On their own, these programs are not the panacea for
community operations. Comp lementary actions are needed to allow communities to achieve benefits from
sustainable forest management, such as building capacity in forest management, organization and market ing
and addressing the costs of reaching certification levels and of certification itself. Distinguishing the product
in the market place as being of community origin may help; therefore the FSC-FLO Dual certification pilot
was designed. Once some or all of these actions are successfully implemented, certification could then play
a stronger role in positively developing forest depending small holders.
FSC introduced group certification procedures in 1998 to join together a number of small operations so
that each member can benefit from savings in scale while not losing control of their own forest and its
management. Audit sampling costs are lowered as well as procedural ones which can be spread across group
membership. Currently there are nearly 200 group certificates issued for about 8 million hectares of forest, 4
million of these are in the Global South.

4

Buenos Aires, Argentina, 18 – 23 October 2009

XIII World Forestry Congress

To especially address the inequality of small producers, FSC created the Initiative for Small and Low
Intensity Managed Forests (SLIMFs), effective since 2003. The rationale was to significantly reduce costs
for the smaller operations by addressing specific problems confronted by them such as difficulty of
accessing information about what is required for certification or lack of expertise to implement it , the
disproportionately high certification costs per hectare for small operations, and the bureaucratic procedures
to which the small producers are not well accustomed. A streamlined procedure was introduced for eligible
operations, principally to reduce sampling and public consultation requirements and so reduce audit time.
The most important result so far is that certification costs have been reduced for small and low intensity
operations by on average 40%.
Several documents produced by ICCO/IIED and by M. Conroy (2007, 2008) illustrate the potential for
further poverty reduction through distinguishable certification of small and mediu m forest enterprises. These
documents give a number of examples of organized community -based timber producers who are taking
advantage of their community status to secure better deals for their products. (Macqueen et al 2006).
Although the ICCO/IIED process has focused primarily on small-scale and community-based production, it
can be assumed that the small scale of production could be the initial point of entry for dual-certified forest
products, recognizing that FLO‟s standards for “hired labor” for forest products could also bring important
new opportunities for improving the social dimensions of forest management and forest product processing
and manufacture at scales larger than community-based production.
Survey research by the IIED team focused of forest products companies has generated strong preliminary
indications that 69% of respondents active in the timber trade market were enthusiastically supportive of the
idea; and fully 62% of the companies engaged in large-scale retail marketing of forest products were also
supportive (Macqueen et al 2008). There were, of course, significant recognized issues to be resolved wit h
respect to aggregation of volumes of community-forestry products, quality control, and effective delivery to
market.
Increased benefits from certification
To further enhance the value of the FSC group certification and streamlined SLIMF procedures, espe cially
for community-managed forests, the consideration of the following battery of activities and measures were
recommended to FSC and its network and partners:
in tandem with capacity-building, develop a stepwise approach for communities to obtain full FSC
certification by continuous progress according to a set timetable;
continue to build capacity in small forest management units, organization and marketing through
institutional partnerships (capacity-building in technical and business skills is not directly within FSC‟s
mandate);
promote market linkages for small and low intensity operations, including for niche markets for non
timber forest products;
promote a transfer payment system as a trade-off between large concessions enjoying economies of s cale
and disadvantaged smaller operations. This would be a manifestation of corporate social responsibility
towards ethical trading and such payments would be a premium paid into a fund for capacity -building
small producers or otherwise generating social benefits;
promote facilitating environments through influencing government policies to empower small producers
in the South;
consider the pros and cons of developing dedicated certification standards for small operations in the
tropics (including for local markets);
develop new market mechanisms to generate income through certification for community -based
operations of ecosystem services including carbon sequestration, watershed and biodiversity protection,
erosion control, eco-tourism and similar “green” recreational services;
And, related to the Dual FSC-FLO pilot project:
Testing a joint FSC-FairTrade timber certification project; this could be linked with a model to
differentiate community products in the market place with appropriate labeling
A number of these recommended activities, partly based on the findings of ICCO/IIED have been required
by the General Assembly of the FSC.
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The Dual Certification pilot project
Having achieved FSC certification, communities often face problems to sell their cert ified products to the
market, especially to the international market. Experiences gathered for examp le in the Honduran
COATLAHL forest managing community and by indigenous community managed forestry in the Bolivian
lowlands tell stories about struggles to access bank credit to fund basic investments to start business and to
yield a positive financial cost-benefit balance in the long term (De Porqc et al., 2009). Expertise and certified
excellence in forest management does not automatically translate into excellence in business and commerce.
Some of the challenges indicated above, individually or summed up, are preventing communities from
entering successful the timber markets:
Small forest units managing commun ities often do not have sufficient amounts of t imber available to
be accepted as market partner;
forest managing and depending commun ities often have only very limited capital investment
available to be able to timely respond to market opportunities; and additionally
the lack of business know-how results in limited market power and restricted access to markets.
So if FSC co mmunity producers are already struggling to get their products onto the consumer shelves,
these will be structural business related problems that adding Fairtrade to the mix will no t help solve.
Neither FSC or joint FSC / Fairtrade certifications will in and of themselves get community sourced timber
products into the markets, all the other business bottlenecks have to be sorted out first. However, once those
products are there (and assuming they continue to sell in spite of the additional Fairtrade retail premiu m),
joint certification will at least mean that there is a formal mechanism to get a little more of the retail value
back to the producers – a mechanism that the FSC does not have. This will give more financial stability to
producers and will incidentally be an incentive to stick with FSC system – at a time when many community
producers are not seeing the promised returns on their FSC investment and many are considering dropping
out.

Addressing challenges to differentiate the products from communities on the markets
Once there are dual FSC-FLO certified products on the national and international market, consumers would
be able to distinguish these products from other FSC p roducts in the marketplace. As FSC certification in
some markets increasingly becomes the norm, there is scope for an additional differentiator, which might be
provided by the Fairtrade label in addition to the FSC label. It can also be assumed that a sing le labeling
opportunity from FSC does not reflect the very real achievement that getting these products to market really
represents for the smaller producers. By formally linking to the Fairtrade system and using the international
Fairtrade label, there is an extra mechanism to get more value back to producers via the Fairtrade Premiu m,
provided the market can accept the price, both for FAIRTRADE premiu m and for FSC certification. This
last advantage would not necessarily be available for products marketed under a proposed „Community
Origin‟ attribute to the existing FSC label, unless such a label assisted with market access over and above
„normal‟ FSC products.
The dynamic of an additional differentiator in addition to the FSC label is already being explore d by some
market sectors in very competitive environments (such as the Do-it-Yourself markets) seeking an marketing
edge over their competitors and is likely to provide the first testing ground for the FSC-FLO pilot project.
However it is unlikely to be a generalized solution for self-contained community and small scale managed
forest enterprises as most of the products sold in these markets are beyond their capability to provide in the
quantity, quality and price points required and thus will remain mostly in the scope of the large scale
industrial sector.
To address this limitation another model that will be worth exploring is the Community – Company
partnership, where forest ownership and management is undertaken by forest communities and the
processing, manufacture and selling to export markets is done by professional private companies in a close
coupled relationship with the community producers that can bring the necessary expertise to the process and
complete the supply chains. This model would plug the capacity gaps that have so often been identified as
the reasons for community producers underperforming in international markets. The Dual FSC / FLO
labeling pilot project will be looking at these partnerships also, so as to be able to investigate a range of
models for feasibility.
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Conclusion: Preliminary conclusions and outlook
The Dual FSC-FLO certification is designed as a pilot project. An evaluation during the time of the project
and after its completion will show if the underlying assumptions were correct, whether the participating
communities did benefit from the project and if the pilot project can be replicated in other settings.
Already it can be safely assumed that the Fairtrade mechanism is only going to be a partial solution to the
problem, given the current inherent limitations of the scope of Fairtrade. Communities and small holders in
the global North for example would not benefit for example, nor would such producers in the South
accessing largely Southern markets or local markets. At the same time is known that the FSC certification
alone is not the panacea for community operations. FSC helps to improve forest management and to foster
participation of the different stakeholders in forest management, and the certificate is the guarantee for
consumers that best forest management practice is in place. But complementary actions from governments
and supporting institutions are needed to allow co mmunities to achieve benefits from responsible forest
management on the long run, such as appropriate legislation to secure land use and access rights, financing
and capacity building systems.
On the technical side FSC and FLO would have to elaborate and perhaps adapt their labeling systems and
their accreditation systems for auditors. It would be important that inspectors could be trained to do both
FLO and FSC producer certification on-site, as well as the FSC chain-of-custody certification that FLO-Cert
calls “trade certification” for processors and final vendors.

References
Cashore, B., Gale, F., Meidinger, E. &Newsom, D. 2006. Confronting Sustainability: Forest Certification
in developing and transitioning countries. In: Env iron ment. Vo l 48, Nr 9, Nov 2006, p 6 - 25.
http://www.held ref.org/env.php © Benjamin Cashore, Fred Gale, Erro l Meidinger, and Deanna
Newsom, 2006. http://environment.yale.edu/publication-series /natural_resource_management
/2538/confronting_ sustainability_forest/
Conroy, Michael E. 2007. Branded! - Ho w the „cert ification revolution‟ is transforming global
corporations. New Society Publishers ISBN: 9780865715790
Conroy, Michael E. 2008. Feasibility study: On the dual cert ification of Fairtrade and FSC forest
products. Internal study for Fairtrade Labelling Organizat ions (FLO) and FSC. Unpublished.
De Pourqc, K, Tho mas, E. & Van Damme, P., 2009. Indigenous community-based forestry in the
Bolivian lowlands: some basic challenges for certification. 12 International Forestry Rev iew Vol.11(1).

Fairtrade Labeling Organization, 2009. http://www.fairtrade.net/
Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) Global Strategy, 2007: Strengthening Forest
Conservation, Communities and Markets.
Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), 2000. FSC Principles and Criteria Docu ment 1.2, Forest Stewardship
Council, A.C., rev. Feb. 2000

Macqueen, D., Dufey, A., & Patel, B., 2006. Exploring Fair Trade Timber: A review of
the issues in current practice, institutional structures and ways forward, London: IIED.
Macqueen, D., Du fey, A., Go mes, A.P.C., Nouer, M.R., Suárez, L.A.A., Subendranathan, V., Trujillo,
Z.H.G., Vermeu len, S., Voivodic, M. de A. & W ilson, E., 2008. Distinguishing community forest
products in the market: Industrial demand for a mechanis m that brings together forest certification and
fair trade. IIED Small and Medium Forestry Enterprise Series No. 22. IIED, Ed inburgh, UK.

7

