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Abstract 

Forest Certification Stewardship Council (FSC) has been globally recognized as an effective tool to 

manage forests sustainably. While FSC has been widely accepted by large forest companies in 

developed countries, the developing country witness the slow uptake of forest certification, 

especially for smallholders due to their financial constraints and low expertise on forestry. 

Recognizing the importance of smallholders in the forestry sector and their constraints, FSC develop 

the forest group certification to encourage smallholders participating in the FSC certification. This 

study aims to assess the implement the forest certification group scheme to smallholders in Vietnam. 

In order to do that, the study focuses to examine barriers and enabling factors to implement the 

forest certification group scheme to smallholders by using desktop review, online surveys and in-

depth telephone interview methods. 

The study found that the common barriers come from the government, including land tenure issues, 

inadequate policies and deficient resources on forest sustainable management. In addition, weak 

management capacities, low expertise on forestry and financial constraints are challenges to 

sustainable operations of smallholder groups.  

Despites these barriers, there are existing factors which could enable to implement the FSC group 

certification for smallholders in Vietnam. They are market demands of FSC-certified wood, NGO 

supports and governmental strategies to develop forest sustainable management. Through the 

concept of social capital, roles of NGO, the government and wood companies are engaging 

smallholders to the certification scheme. In addition to solutions often cited in literature, including 

increasing farmers’ awareness of forestry and certification, and strengthening policies and programs 

on forest certification, the research suggests that strengthening social capital of smallholder groups 

through bonding, bridging and increasing trust between members is a new pathway to promote the 

FSC for smallholder groups. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1.  General context of the study 

Forest Certification (FC) emerged in1990 and is considered  an effective tool to manage 

forests sustainably (Remetsteiner & Simula 2003). While there are different types of FC , the 

Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) certificate , introduced in 1993, has been globally 

recognized as the most effective, transparent and reliable certificate (Marx & Cuypers 2010). 

Specifically, FSC has positive impacts and creates changes in the way planers manage their 

forest (Moore, Cubbage & Eicheldinge 2012). For example, management plans, technical 

aspects and monitoring have modified towards sustainable indicators. As a result, 

environmental and economic benefits are gained simultaneously (Moore, Cubbage & 

Eicheldinge 2012). However, in developing countries, forest certificate implementation , is 

facing a number of challenges, including insufficient policy to promote FC at a national scale,  

a lack of capacity to implement FC at a local scale and there is a high cost of FC 

establishment and maintenance (Durst et al. 2006).  

In the context of Vietnam, FSC has the potential to contribute to the balance between 

economic and environmental benefits of plantation forest in Vietnam (Hoang, Hoshino & 

Hashimoto 2015). As consequences of the war (a period between 1945 to 1975), land use 

changes and illegal logging increased and the national forest cover experienced a rapid 

decline from 40% in 1943 to 20%  in 1993 (Vo 1996). In response to this serious 

deforestation, the Vietnamese government implemented a number of plantation programs 

to compensate the lost forest areas. Until now, plantation forests have accounted for 23%  

of forested areas in Vietnam (Hoang, Hoshino & Hashimoto 2015). The problem is that these 

forests are not managed in sustainable ways contributing to low economic return (Hoang, 

Hoshino & Hashimoto 2015) and often result in negative impacts on the environment (e.g. 

changes to soil properties; (Tran et al. 2014). Recognizing the benefits of FSC to a sustainable 

forestry sector, the Vietnamese government set a goal that 500,000 ha of forest, of which 

350,000 ha are planted forest areas, and 150,000 ha are natural forest areas, will receive 

sustainable forest certification between 2016 to 2020 (Ministry of Agricultral and Rural 

Development 2016). However, there is approximately 57,000 ha of production forests 

certified, of which  1,300 ha belongs to small households, which accounts for 20% of the 

target set up for 2020 (Vietnam Administration of Forestry 2015).  
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It is clear that the process for implementing FSC for smallholder groups in Vietnam is 

relatively slow due to significant barriers and challenges from both national policies and 

household capacity. However, these challenges are still understudied in the literature. 

Therefore, this research proposes to assess the implementation of FSC certification for 

smallholder groups in Vietnam and proposes measures to promote FSC implementation. 

1.2. Research aims and scope 

The goals of this project are to assess the implementation of Forest Stewardship Council 

(FSC) certification for smallholder groups in Vietnam, and to propose measures to improve 

FSC implementation. In order to achieve these goals, three main objectives are defined: 

1) Identify challenges and opportunities to implement the FSC group scheme for 

smallholders in Vietnam. 

2) Define factors enabling FSC to smallholder groups. 

3) Recommend measures to promote the FSC group scheme. 

1.3. Research questions 

Main research questions Sub-questions 

Question 1:  

What are the challenges and 
opportunities for FSC implementation 
for smallholder groups in Vietnam? 

 What kinds of barriers (external and internal) 
influence the implementation and maintenance of the FSC 
group scheme for smallholders?  

 
 What kinds of risks influence the sustainability of the 

group? 
 

 What are the opportunities to establish the FSC group 
scheme for smallholders in Vietnam 

Question 2:  

What are enabling factors to 
implement the FSC group certification 
for smallholders 

 How is the group organized and operated? (Group 
structures; rules and connections to other organization). 
 

 Who are the stakeholders involved in the group forest 
certification scheme? 

 
 

Question 3:  

How could policy and programs on 
FSC implementation (with small 
households) be improved? 

 
 

 What kinds of programs, initiatives and policy will 
help to promote the implementation and maintenance of 
FSC for small holders group? 
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1.4. Research significance 

The results of this research will propose policy recommendations to improve FSC implementation 

with small households in Vietnam. In terms of the scientific impacts, this study will contribute to the 

academic literature assessing FSC implementation in developing countries. 
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Chapter 2: Literature review  

This section aims to provide an overview of forest certification for smallholders. In order to 

do that, this section begins with general information about forest certification, specifically 

Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) Certification. Then, the FSC forest certification group will 

be introduced before discussing both its potential and its problems. From these above 

analysis, the gap between the literature and the practices of the FSC group scheme for 

smallholder groups is elaborated. 

2.1. Forest certification: history and development 

Forest certification is an emerging initiative from a non-government organization responding to 

deforestation and the failure of states in forest management (Nussbaum & Simula 2005). The 

purpose of forest certification is to ensure forest management practice aligns with a set of 

standards, achieving economic, social and environmental benefits (Marx & Cuypers 2010). 

There are six primary forestry certification schemes in the world which are independently 

verified by six “third parties” including FSC, the American Tree Farm System, the Program for 

Endorsement of Forest Certification schemes (PEFC), the Malaysian Timber Certification Council, 

the Sustainable Forestry Initiative, and the Canadian Standard Association (Udo de Haes, Snelder 

& de Snoo 2008). The FSC certification, however, differs from the others since it is the only 

genuine multi-stakeholder and third-party scheme, while the others have to make use of a self-

regulation form (Abbott & Snidal 2009). Additionally, the FSC certification normally works on a 

global scale, and it is performance based, instead of system based. The FSC is consequently 

considered the most effective approach of forest certification (Marx & Cuypers 2010). 

2.2. Forest Stewardship Council certification 

 The emergence of the Forest Stewardship Council Certification 

The FSC originates from the failure of previous efforts to overcome forest issues through 

governmental processes and public policies. One of the failed efforts was from the 

International Tropical Timber Organization (ITTO) when they were unsuccessful in improving 

forest management implementation in tropical regions (Vogt et al. 2000). The other one was 

the frustration of speeches on forest convention at a global scale at the United Nations 

Conference on global forest convention. The last unsuccessful attempt was the increasing 

concern over the potentially perverse impacts of tropical timber boycott campaigns which 
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encouraged governments to convert “unproductive” forest land to other land use types 

(Marx & Cuypers 2010). 

The FSC is not a Certifying Body (CB), but it licenses CB’s through building standards and giving 

them credits to inspect forest management processes on its behalf. Furthermore, it regularly 

examines the implementation of certifiers and also gets criticisms from aggrieved groups. A set 

of Principles and Criteria (P & C) representing an expectation of “environmentally appropriate, 

socially beneficial and economically viable” forestry was approved by the Founding Assembly 

of the FSC. The expectation was conditionally admitted at the 1993 Toronto meeting and 

completed in June, 1994. The current revision of the P & C has 10 principles that are 

additionally developed in 56 criteria. Since the knowledge of forest management has been 

developing, the P & C are a work in progress. Principle 10 was just completed in 1996, and 

Principle 9 was reproduced in 1998, in which the concept of “primary forests” was replaced by 

“high conservation value forests”. In summary, the P & C includes a baseline standard for 

assessing forest operations.  In order to do a certification evaluation, FSC depends on an 

increasing number, which is currently 15, of profit and non-profit firm CB’s. Certifying Bodies 

inspect forest management operations to determine whether they meet the baseline 

standards. For example, if the operation of a forest company meets the FSC standards, the 

company will be issued a certificate by a CB, allowing it to tag the FSC logo on its products and 

also advertise itself as FSC-certified (Cashore et al. 2006). 

Figure 1. FSC system of forest management standards (Source: Butterfield et al. 2005) 
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Forest management certification is the foundation of the FSC initiative and is concerned 

about forest certification. A product with a Chain-of-Custody certification (CoC), which is a 

supply-chain tracking system, is made out of products that originate from a forest 

management certification (Marx & Cuypers 2010). In order to analyze the relationship 

between FSC certification and smallholders, this study focuses on the FSC forest 

management certification (hereafter referred to as the FSC certification) as this system 

directly impacts on small tree growers (Figure 1).  

 Trends in FSC: 

The FSC is growing and expanding its reach. The area of FSC-certified forest is now 

approximately 184 million hectares, distributed across 80 countries around the world. 

Globally, there was a significant increase in the number of FSC Forest Management 

certificates from 987 in 2010  to 1,311 in 2015.. Countries such as Canada, the United States 

of America, Russia, Poland, Brazil and Sweden have account for 72% of this increase. While 

65% the certified forest area is natural forests, the proportion of certified plantations is only 

8%. Regarding the distribution of the certificates by region, the greatest amount of the 

certificates is in Europe, with 42%, followed by Latin America and North America which 

represent 18% and 19% respectively (Figure 2). Whereas the rate of Oceania and Africa is 

merely 3% each (FSC 2015). As shown in Figure 3, in 2015, 22% of all FSC Forest 

Management (FM) certificates worldwide are held by smallholders, with a 2% rise since 

2014. Small and community producers amount to 4% of the total certified area, and this 

number is still increasing as FSC’s continues supporting commitment (FSC 2015).  

The data in figures 2 and 3 clearly illustrates that the vast uptake of FSC occurred in 

developed countries and on large industrial scales. In contrast, smallholders in both 

developed and developing countries are struggling to access the FSC certification. The FSC 

has recognized barriers for smallholders to obtaining FSC certification, and has developed 

and implemented a number of schemes to relieve barriers to smallholders (see more details 

in the next section). 
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2.3. Forest Stewardship Council  group certification for smallholders 

Forest certification has been recognised as a tool to promote sustainable forest management 

(Vogt et al. 2000). While this scheme has been common in large scale forestry, it has not been 

successful in its approach to small scale growers who contribute to a large proportion of wood 

products (Klooster 2005; Millar 2013). For example, small owners provide more than a half of 

the total  wood production in the United States of America (Vogt et al. 2000). 

 Barriers to the Forest Stewardship Council certification for smallholders 

Studies have argued about issues and challenges of the FSC certification for SFEs. The most 

common discussions refer to the cost of certification, obstacles to fulfill required standards, 

the complexity of procedures and bureaucratic requirements (Di Lallo et al. 2016; Newsom 

Figure 3. Global FSC FM certificates held by smallholders (%) 

Figure 2. Global distribution of FSC FM certificates by region (%) 
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et al. 2003), and ‘a lack of knowledge and uncertainty about the usefulness of certification” 

(Vlosky & Granskog 2003). 

The common constraint to small forestry owners is the high cost of certification in which the 

economic returns are not sufficient enough to cover (Millar 2013; Vogt et al. 2000).  The cost 

of certification includes the certification process itself (direct costs) and compliance to 

certification standards (indirect costs) (Butterfield et al. 2005; Newsom et al. 2003). The cost 

is a significant problem, especially for small operators since they have to deal with the same 

fixed costs of certification as large operators, which may include assistance fees, travelling, 

accommodation and consultation fees(Cashore et al. 2006).  

The second barrier is that smallholders face difficulties to fulfil FSC’s requirements, including 

required standards, the complexity of procedures and bureaucratic requirements 

(Butterfield et al. 2005; Kilgore et al. 2007; Udo de Haes, Snelder & de Snoo 2008). Whilst 

concepts such as annual allowable cut are often unrelated to a land base as small as 40 ha, 

tools for forest management such as forest plans, forest inventories, and forest modelling 

often need expensive professional expertise (Wyatt & Bourgoin 2010). In addition, the 

fragmentation in forest land use and management with small individual owners is not only 

the main cause of high costs for both forest verification and practices, but also the obstacle 

for spreading these across large areas (Vogt et al. 2000). 

In order to overcome these challenges, FSC created two main methods for certifying small 

private forests (Table 1) (Cashore et al. 2006; Vogt et al. 2000).. The first solution is group 

certification, where small forest operators are grouped into a cooperative or a community 

group. The cooperative body get the FSC membership certification and ensure that its 

members do appropriate forest management practices. Since the CB randomly audits 

collective members, the costs are reduced. Another r certification system is the Small and 

Low-Intensity Managed Forests (SLIMF) that enable CB’s to improve their examining 

arrangements and also reduce the costs for forest operations. 

 Forest Stewardship Council group certification for smallholders 

The FSC first generated group certification in 1998 to cooperate many small operations. 

Group certification can be deployed by two different approaches: 1) conventional group, and 

2) resource manager. In the conventional approach, a group manager is responsible for 

defining requirements for membership, and connecting and monitoring the operations of 

group members. In this approach, each member manages their own forests. In contrast, in the 
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resource mananager approach, the resource manager manages all forests on behalf of all the 

members. This makes this type of group certification more convenient in management and 

certification (FSC 2015). 

Table 1. Forest Stewardship Council programs for smallholders (Source: Durst, Patrick. et 
al. 2006). 

 

By doing so, each operator can gain benefits from cost saving without losing control of their 

own private forest (Karmann, Cox & Smith 2009). This approach enables forest managers to 

acquire certification collectively. Because group members share reporting and administrative 

requirements, they save time and costs for achieving certification. Consequently, group 

certification is a great opportunity for communities as well as small forest operations to get 
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certification (Wiersum, Humphries & van Bommel 2013). 

Despite these optimistic sights of FSC group certification and its long history of development, 

the slow uptake of certification by smallholders remains unchanged. The certified forest areas 

belonging to smallholders only accounted for 4% of total FSC certified forest areas. Many 

certificated local groups have found it is difficult to maintain their certification status, or have 

decided not to renew it. This is evident by the significant number of certified operations that 

have been decertified or suspended. According to the FSC database,  by 2010, 47%of the 

earlier certifications were decertified, while 6% of certified groups had been suspended 

(Harada & Wiyono 2014). While several articles examine the constraints of this certification 

group scheme, this issue is not well understood in the literature (Harada & Wiyono 2014).  

There is contradictory evidence in the literature about the benefit of certification group 

schemes in terms of reducing certification costs. Several scholars believe that for small forest 

operations obtaining the FSC certification, the group certification is the most cost effective 

and appropriate approach (Maryudi 2009; Millar 2013). Lindahl and Garforth (2000) 

investigated 11 groups holding FSC certification in Western Europe and found that FSC 

certification group schemes could reduce the certification cost for smallholders. However, 

the group initiative makes additional administrative costs and also expands costs among 

members (Butterfield et al. 2005). Furthermore, despite support from organizations and 

group certification initiatives, there are still significant challenges for small timber operations 

to fulfil all the requirements of the FSC certification due to low expertise in forestry (Cashore 

et al. 2006). Most small scale operations in developing countries are unable to manage 

themselves for achieving certificates. Certified small producers are often supported  by 

external organizations, both government and non-government organizations, in technical 

and financial issues. However, these certified operations are unable to maintain their 

certification status after assistance has stopped. This is the reason why almost half of all FSC  

certified groups were decertified by 2009 (Cashore et al. 2006).  

Moreover, the group certification scheme could not  resolve social constraints to promote 

the uptake of certification for smallholders. For instance, problems associated with land area 

are not the reasons for avoiding the certification potential of forest lands in some South 

American nations. It is common that newly established groups often have no experienced or 

qualified experts to manage and understand all key concepts of sustainable development of 

forests (Vogt et al. 2000). 
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2.4. The key gap in the literature 

From this literature review, the key gap between the literature and the practise of the FSC 

group certification is summarised below. 

First, challenges to implement the group certification scheme for smallholders, especially in 

developing countries, are not well documented in the literature. Almost all articles about 

FSC for smallholders and smallholder groups were conducted in developed countries (Kilgore 

et al. 2007; Newsom et al. 2003). Cashore et al. (2006) is one of the most comprehensive 

studies about forest certification in 16 developing and transitioning countries. Cashore 

elaborates on the current status, reaction of different actors and the effect of forest 

certification in these countries. This book, however, does not detail the situation of forest 

certification group for smallholders, which is the main objective of this project. 

Furthermore, the literature emphasizes that the high cost of certification is the main 

difficulty for smallholder groups. The question posed is that whether or not existing factors 

prevent the success of the forest certification group scheme besides the cost factors. Hajjar 

(2013) indicates that the process of establishing a new group is the most time consuming 

and difficult task of the group certification scheme. In addition to this, Newsom et al. (2003) 

recognizes the importance of cooperation and communication between different 

stakeholders in the success of the certification program. Questions about the effects of 

group structure and group administration, how existing structures promote the group 

certification in developing countries and the factors that could facilitate the establishment of  

new groups  remain unsolved in research by Scrase et al. (1999). 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology  

3.1. Research site  

 Structure of the forestry sector institutions 

By 2012, Vietnam had approximately 15.4 million ha of forested land, divided into three 

main categories: production forest land, protection forest land, and special-use forest land 

(MONRE, 2012). About 12.1 million ha, which accounts for 79% of total national forest land, 

has been allocated to eight different land user groups. The remaining 3.2 million ha, 

amounting to 21% of total forest land, are currently managed by local communities or 

governments. The eight different groups include households and individuals, Commune 

People’s Committees (CPC), economic entities, state-owned organizations, other types of 

organizations, joint-venture companies, foreign companies, and communities. The 

distribution of forest land among these groups is indicated in the following chart. 

(Source: Decision 1482 by MONRE on 10 September 2012) 

Figure 4. The distribution of forest land among various groups 

 Smallholder forestry in Vietnam 

Vietnamese famers, especially in mountainous areas, are heavily involved in forestry. During 

the past 10 years of the 20th century, over 80% of national forest plantations were grown by 

farmer households (Tran 1993). Together with industrial plantations, small householder 

plantations are considered the key factors for expanding planted forests across the country. 

Smallholder farmers are therefore significant participants in Vietnam’s bold plans to 
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establish large areas of forests.  For these reasons, forest certification is an indirect approach 

to enhance the effectiveness of forest management (Matthew 2011). 

  Site study: Quang Tri 

Quang Tri is a province on the North Central Coastal region of Vietnam, with nearly 474,000 

ha of the total land being natural areas. The total forest land area of the province in 2013 

was approximately  334,800 ha, or 70.6% of the total natural area. In which the area of the 

production forest land was 117,100 ha, of the protection forest land was 97,300 ha, and 

special use forest land was 66,200 ha. In Quang Tri, 16 communities distributed across six 

districts have participated in the FSC certification. They are shown in the following map. 

This research will employ a case study of the FSC group for small households in Quang Tri. 

The reason for the chosen case study is that Quang Tri province is the first successful 

province in providing FSC for a group of small households (Hoang, Hoshino & Hashimoto 

2015). The initiative was started in 2010 under the pioneer pilot project sponsored by the 

Word Wildlife Fund (WWF). The certificated areas increased from 320 ha consisting of 130 

small households in 2010, to 861,830 ha consisting of 334 small households in 2013 (Hoang, 

Figure 5. Map representing communities participating the FSC 
certification in Quang Tri  (Source: QT- FSC group 2016)  
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Hoshino & Hashimoto 2015). The Association of Quang Tri Smallholder Forest Certification 

Groups successfully retained their forest certification for 2015 to 2020 with an area of 1,393 

ha belonging to 517 small households in Quang Tri. 

The case study will be explored by mixed methods of desk review and in-depth telephone 

interview presented in the following sections. 

3.2. Study design 

3.2.1. Research methodology 

Theory plays an important role in social research. It influences the way study is conducted 

and the interpretation of research findings (Walliman 2006). The epistemology of the study 

is interpretivism in which “social actions are as being meaningful to actors” and therefore 

social actions are needed to understand from their point of view (Bryman 2012, p. 30). In 

terms of ontology, the study follows constructionism. The reason is that social phenomena 

and their meanings are related to social actors in constructionism (Bryman 2012). In relation 

to the study topic, the farmers’ perception and their relations to other stakeholders 

influence the success of forest certification implementation (Crow & Danks 2010). Therefore, 

the research will apply qualitative methodology with inductive directions. While quantitative 

study adopts a natural scientific model, the qualitative research focus on understanding of 

the social world through examining the interpretation of the social phenomena by its 

participants (Bryman 2012). 

3.2.2. Research methods 

Mixed methods, including a desk study analysing the case study of FSC in Quang Tri province, 

an online survey, in-depth telephone interviews and stakeholder analysis technique will be 

employed in this study. 

Data for this study is derived from primary sources and secondary sources shown inFigure 6. 

  Literature review and document analysis 

The aim of the desk review  is twofold. First, document review and analysis will provide to 

the researcher a comprehensive picture of FSC for smallholders in Vietnam, such as FSC 

related policy and its implementation. In addition, the conceptual framework will be derived 

from the literature review. A narrative review of the literature will help the researcher to 

understand an initial impression of the chosen topic (Bryman 2012).  In this research this is 

to understand the interactions among different stakeholders in the implementation of FSC 

for smallholder groups. 
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Policy documents and reports, and studies on FSC implementation were collected and 

analysed.  (i.e. current status of FSC implementation in Vietnam, the process to set FSC 

standards in the context of Vietnam, policy and programs promoting FSC, difficulties to FSC 

implementation, annual report of the Quang Tri FSC group)  

Figure 6. Type of data and research methods in the study. 

  Online survey 

The online survey seeks the opinions of policy makers, practitioners and researchers about 

the challenges and opportunities to implementing FSC for smallholder groups in Vietnam. 

The online surveys has 13 participants. 

The first stage of the survey process was selecting participants. The target participants for the 

online survey were policy makers, practitioners and researchers. The participants were asked 

questions related to the challenges and opportunities to implement FSC for smallholder 

groups in Vietnam. The study invited 10 to 15 participants due to the scope and limit time of 

the project. The online surveys were sent to a number of forestry staff at national and 

subnational level. These people were first selected from the Vietnam forestry network and key 

participants will be identified, based on their work expertise and involvement in FSC policy 

formulation and implementation. In addition, the list of key informants will be extended 

through a snowball sampling process in which the selected informant will introduce a 

participant, who in turn could provide the contact of the third informant, and so on (Atkinson 

& Flint 2001). This sampling method is based on the social networks of participants, hence 

reveals the subjects in particular situation (Atkinson & Flint 2001). 

Open-ended questions and partially closed-ended questions were used in the questionnaire. 

While open-ended questions allow participants to freely express their views without 

limitations, a partially closed-ended question emphasizes specific categories, which 

Research 
methods 

Primary sources 

Questionaires: 
online surveys 

Semi-structured 
telephone 
interview 

Secondary 
sources 

Desk rewiew: 
Pre-existing 
documents 
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researchers would like to focus on. This type of question also allows respondents to answer 

if they do not fit in any specific categories. 

The last step was contacting the participants via email to provide them with information 

about the project, seek their nominated participants and introduce the link of the online 

survey. The online survey was set up based on the Google survey form that is easy for 

participants to respond and also provide graphs and statistic derived from collected 

responses. 

 In-depth telephone interview 

The in-depth telephone interview seeks the opinions of the Quang Tri FSC group’s 

representatives about the challenges and opportunities of the group since they took part in 

the forest certification program. Three key informants were selected. 

In-depth interview is widely deployed by social researchers (Walter 2010). The subjects of 

the interview are key informants who have special knowledge and who are ready to share 

their knowledge to the researcher. Hence, key informants could be a key figure of the 

qualitative research (Wellington & Szczerbinski 2007). 

Key informants were identified and selected with support from Vietnam Academy of Forest 

Science in Quang Tri province and via snowball sampling technique (see more detail in 

section 3.3). The interviews were about 20-30 minutes. The main type of question was the 

open-ended question. Key informants were contacted via telephone. Key issues were taken 

note and conversations were recorded to further analysis. 

3.3. Data collection and analysis 

The research deployed mostly qualitative techniques to analysis data. Microsoft excel will be 

utilized to analyse and produce figures for descriptive purposes. Grounded theory will 

inform the overall process in data analysis for this research through following steps: Coding 

text and theorizing; integrating, refining and writing up theories (Wellington & Szczerbinski 

2007). 

Data from online survey was collected recorded in a digital database via Google online 

survey tools. Telephone interview data will include written transcripts. The data then was 

categorised into main themes according to main factors influence the FSC certification 

group scheme: 

 Government  

 Market 
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 NGO 

 Smallholder groups 

Example of coding participants:  

No Code Organization 

1 G01 GOV- Vietnam Administration of Forestry 

2 G02 GOV-Hue Provincial Forest Development Department  

3 G03 GOV-Vietnam Administration of Forestry 

4 N01 N/A 

5 N02 NGO-KFW Hanoi office 

6 N03 NGO-WWF- Vietnam 

7 N04 NGO-WWF- Vietnam 

8 N05 NGO-WWF- Vietnam 

9 

10 

11 

N06 

R01 

R02 

NGO-WWF- Vietnam 

Researcher- Hue University 

Researcher- Thai Nguyen University 

12 

13 

R03 

R04 

Researcher-SFMI 

Researcher-SFMI 

14 RT01  Researcher-SFMI 

15 QT02  QT FSC group 

 16 QT02  QT FSC group 

 (N: NGO staff; G: Governmental staff; R: Researcher; Q: members of QT-FSC group and T: 

Telephone interview) 

3.4. Conceptual framework 

Social capital is the key concept that will be used in this study. The definition of social capital 

and social capital related concepts (i.e. bonding and bridging social capital) and the 

relationship between social capital and collective action will be presented in this section of 

the thesis. 

The concept of social capital has been used widely in analysing development policy and 

research over the last three decades (Dahal & Adhikari 2008). While the concept of social 

capital could be defined differently between scholars, the work of three authors, Bourdieu, 

Coleman and Putnam, have been important contributors to the development of this concept 

(Bhandari & Yasunobu 2009; Dahal & Adhikari 2008). This study will employ Bourdieu (1986) 
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and Putman’s (1993) definitions of social capital because it has been recognized widely as a 

useful framework to analyse collective actions issues (Dahal & Adhikari 2008) or 

collaborative governance (Oh & Bush 2016). 

Bourdieu (1986), in his definition of social capital, highlights the importance of social 

network.  He defines social capital as: 

“Social capital is the sum of the resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual 

or a group by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalized 

relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition” (p.251). 

Putnam made large contributions to popularise the concept of social capital. He identifies 

that social capital has: 

“Features of social organisation, such as trust, norms, and networks that can improve 

the efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated actions” (Putnam 1993, p. 167) 

Network is the factor defining the structure of governance in collective actions. Various 

forms of networks are found in the literature, including strong and weak networks, formal 

and informal networks, open and closed networks and dense and dispersed networks 

(Kilduff & Tsai). Harada and Wiyono (2014) identified that strengthening social institutions 

for certified forest management played a key role in the success of the group certification in 

Indonesia. A collaborative network between government, non-government organisation 

(NGO) and community is essential to the success of the project (Harada & Wiyono 2014).  

Bonding and bridging are important aspects of social capital (Oh & Bush 2016). Putnam 

(2000) states that bonding social capital refers to the connection among people who have 

the same identities and maintain homogeneity. Whereas, bridging social capital intends to 

connect the group with diverse social groups. While bonding in social capital plays important 

roles in strengthening in-group loyalty, bridging social capital is useful to create the linkage 

to external resources. Kilgore et al. (2007) emphasized the importance of stakeholders’ 

relationships and connections to the level of adoption of forest certification in the 

smallholder group. In addition, the role of facilitating organizations in providing external 

resources to the group such as funds, information and handling documentation are very 

essential to spreading out the forest certification group scheme (Crow & Danks 2010; Harada 

& Wiyono 2014). 

Trust is the necessary condition for people to work together towards common goals 

(Fukuyama 1995).Trust promotes collective actions between members andthe success of the 
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collaborative governance is influenced by the level of trust among partners (Oh & Bush 2016). 

Norms are defined as collective or shared values among members generated from common 

experiences in collective actions. In relation to forest certification implementation, Butterfield 

et al. (2005) pointed out that the transparency of forest certification activities such as FSC 

policies, standard and procedure is the crucial pre-condition for the development of forest 

certification. After examining the case study of the Quang Tri group certification in Vietnam, 

Auer (2012) suggests that it is necessary to construct a more effective benefit-sharing 

mechanism among members to the sustainable development of the group. In addition, there 

is a need to formulate clear and efficient rules of the group to increase the responsibilities of 

the members (Auer 2012; Hoang, Hoshino & Hashimoto 2015). 
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Chapter 4: Results and discussions 

The main data used in this section are from online surveys with 13 participants and from in-

depth telephone interview with 3 key informants. When possible, the case of group Quang 

Tri was discussed as an evidence from the real group model in Vietnam. The section begins 

with information about the group in Quang Tri. Then barrier and enabling factors to 

implement FSC in Vietnam will be analysed. Finally, solutions are proposed to promote FSC 

in Vietnam 

4.1. Factors influence Forest Stewardship Council certification group scheme 

Participants were asked to identify factors influencing to the FSC certification group scheme 

based on an open-ended question. The researcher gave a list of factors generated from 

literature and leave a space for the participants to add other factors they consider important. 

The results show that more than 60% of participants ranked given factors, including marked 

demand for FSC certified wood, forest owners’ capacities, NGO supports, and governmental 

policies and strategies on forestry as extremely important to the FSC group certification 

scheme (Figure 7). No other factors were added. However, these factors could have both 

positive and negative effects on the implementation of the group certification group scheme. 

Therefore, the study then focused on analysing each factor to identify barriers and 

opportunities to implement the FSC group certification for smallholders. 

Figure 7. Factors that have high influence on the FSC group scheme 

The effects of four given factors on the FSC group scheme were investigated by using a 

number of open-ended questions in the online survey. Information from in-depth telephone 
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interviews was also used to examine the results. The research found that the government 

and the group capacity could create several barriers to implement the FSC group 

certification scheme. The top three barriers from these factors ranked by participants are 

shown in the Figure 8. Interestingly, besides these barriers, the government also provides 

enabling conditions to develop the FSC group certification scheme. Furthermore, NGO and 

Marked demands also brings important opportunities to promote the development of FSC 

certification for smallholders group in Vietnam (Figure 8). 

Figure 8. Barriers and enabling factors to implement the FSC group certification for 

smallholders 

4.2. Barriers to the Forest Stewardship Council group certification scheme for smallholders 

4.2.1. Barriers from the government 

The top three of barriers related to the government and policies identified by participants 

are inadequate policies to support FSC, land issues and limited resources from the 

government to support FSC (Table 2). 
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Table 2. Barriers related to the government to the FSC certification group scheme. 

Constraints related to the government Percentage 

Inadequate polices to support FSC 33% 

Land issues 27% 

Limited resources to support FSC 20% 

Other 10% 

Current policies have negative impacts on FSC 7% 

Lack of governmental involvement in FSC implementation 3% 

 Inadequate policies and resources from the government to support the FSC 

certification group scheme to smallholders 

As forest certification is a non-state program so it is usual if the government does not have direct 

financial sources or programs to encourage smallholders to participate in the FSC certification. 

However, governmental policies and strategies on forestry could be have both negative or positive 

effects on the certification scheme (Bostrom 2010) . 

In the context of Vietnam, inadequate policies and resources on sustainable forest management 

partly contributes to the slow uptake of the FSC group certification for smallholders. The government 

has several policies to support forest certification in general and FSC in particular but they lack of 

specific plans or actions to achieve these goals. For instance, when evaluating the impact of the 

government to the FSC scheme, N04 said that: 

“While the government encourages forest owners to participate in forest certification, 

they do not have plan or strategies to achieve this goal such as output of FSC certified 

wood, market price, financial support to help farmers grow trees with long rotation 

times and insurance system for certified forest areas to cover disaster damage” 

Similarly, G03- a staff at the Vietnam Administration of Forestry pointed out that: 

“Regarding forest sustainable management, Ministry of Natural Resource and 

Environment only issued Circular 38 about guidelines on formulating forest sustainable 

management plan in 2014 and the government has no other programs to support 

smallholders to achieve forest certification. Programs and conferences to introduce the 

certification mostly targeted large forest companies”. 

Other participants revealed that there are existing policies and programs to promote FSC 

implementation but they are not well implemented. According to N05: 

 “Decision 66 of the Prime Minister in 2011 about policies on forest plantation 

development 2007-2015 states that the government will assist the forest owners who 



23 
Thi Hoa Vu - 725418 

seek forest certification 100,000 VND (USD $5) per hectare. In reality, this policy has 

not implemented”. 

Several problems rise from this Decision. At first, local authorities might be reluctant to implement 

this Decision because it does not specify what kind of forest certification will be eligible for. In 

addition, this financial assistance (USD $5) is too small compared to the certification fee the 

smallholder group needs to pay. 

 Land issues 

Land issue is ranked as one of the leading barriers to the FSC group scheme implementation 

for smallholders. According to FSC guidelines, each member in the group needs to comply 

with the requirement about land and forest property, and  states that “legislation covers 

land tenure rights, including customary rights as well as management rights, that includes 

the use of legal methods to obtain tenure rights and management rights” (FSC 2016, p. 4). 

Land-tenure issues, conflicts in land use and the slow progress of land and forest allocation 

are mentioned the most by participants. These problems obstruct not only the 

implementation of FSC but also the development of the forestry sector in Vietnam (To & 

Tran 2014) and other programs such as REED+ (Sunderlin et al. 2014) 

Almost all contributors considered land-tenure issues to be a factor limiting the FSC 

development. There are similar points in the ways participants explained the problems of 

land tenure in Vietnam, such as weak land allocation procedures at the local level. Local 

power has great influence on forest land distribution and allocation (Coe 2012). Participant 

R03 stated that: 

“Although the Land Law 2013 and related policies regulate land and forest allocations 

to different stakeholders, including smallholders, local authorities implemented land 

allocation inconsistently. It contributed to the slow progress of granting land use 

certification to residents”.  

Having the same opinion to R03, G02- a staff of the Provincial Forest Protection Department 

(FPD) gave an example: 

“Several areas with high productive land are suitable to afforestation development. 

Even some of them are being utilized for plantation without any conflicts. These areas 

could be potentially certified by FSC. The problem is that owners of these areas still 

have not been granted red book or land use certificate for their land”. 
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In contrast, 23% of participants who have worked for a NGO did not agree that land 

allocation is a constraint to implement the FSC group certification for smallholders in 

Vietnam. Vogt et al. (2000) found that land area and land tenure problems are not the main 

barriers to establishing forest certification for smallholder groups in many tropical countries 

in the Americas. The authors emphasize the social constraints, such as the lack of qualified 

managers, is a major problem for newly formed groups. Interestingly, when I contacted one 

of these participants to examine why he though land issues did not obstruct the 

development of FSC for smallholders in Vietnam, he explained differently to his choice. It 

means he agreed that land tenure has negative effects on the FSC implementation. He even 

provided the same example to G02, although they come from different provinces. 

Land tenure issues in Vietnam are well documented in literature and other documents. 

While land and forest allocation bring several benefits to locals, the process causes several 

conflicts. These conflicts are attributed to unequal forest and land forest allocation, and to 

unclear land boundaries (To, Tran & Zagt 2013). Large forest companies were prioritized to 

allocate large and productive land for plantation. In contrast, smallholders have insufficient 

land for tree growing. For instance, the land area in conflict between local people and Dong 

Bac forest company were up to 19,000 ha (To & Tran 2014). 

Consequently, these land allocation strategies cause the fragmentation of plantation areas 

of smallholders leading to the slow uptake of the group certification scheme in smallholders. 

It negatively affects not only the establishment of the FSC group but also the sustainable 

operation of the group (see more detail in following sections). According to participant R04: 

“While the Land Law 2013 regulates each household could receive an area of forest 

plantation land under 25 hectares, it does not restrict the minimum area allocated to 

households. As the result, each household was often distributed an area of one to five 

hectares. Consequently, plantation areas owned by smallholders are small and 

fragmented. Hence, it is quite difficult to establish the FSC group for these 

smallholders”. 

4.2.2. Difficulties of smallholders to achieve the Forest Stewardship Council group certification 

This section will explore difficulties smallholders facing when they pursuit the FSC group 

certification scheme. These difficulties are examined at the group level and individual level. 

 At the group level 
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Weak management capacities, lack of collaboration between different organizational levels 

and financial constraints are three major problems of newly formed smallholder groups. 

Firstly, weak management capacities are attributable to smallholders’ management skills 

and the complex characteristics of smallholder groups.  In the group certification scheme, 

the group’s management capacity is considered as one of the most important criteria (FSC 

2009). It is necessary that the group are capable to manage all its members and their 

operation (FSC 2009). According to RT01- an experienced researcher in forest certification 

and FSC implementation: 

“Certification bodies will access forest owners according to FSC’s principles and criteria 

to decide forest owners are eligible for the certification.  For the group certification 

scheme, they often use more than a half of the assessment duration to evaluate the 

group management capacity via group structure and administrative, operation 

regulation and forest management plan”. 

The challenges in managing smallholder groups in Vietnam are the large number of 

members in the group and the dissimilarity of forest properties between members. 

Managing group operation is easier if members have similar characteristics such as forest 

types, geography, transport conditions, and management capacity. Otherwise, group 

management will be quite complicated and hart to obtain the certification (Pham et al. 

2006). R04 explained these challenges as follows: 

“Smallholders often own a small area of plantation land, around 0.5 to 4 hectares. 

Therefore, a group with the total plantation of 300 hectares will include a large number 

of households. Additionally, these households’ forests might be far from each other. 

Hence, it is very difficult to control a large but fragmented group like this. Another 

challenge is to formulate the management plan for the smallholder group, especially in 

identifying harvesting time and benefit-sharing mechanism.  When a group is newly 

established, almost all members have forests with different tree ages harvested in 

different time. Consequently, conflicts will happen if group managers have not good 

management capacities”. 

However, most of farmers in Vietnam are lack of knowledge about management and group 

work. They will not have capacity to lead the group without training. R04, one of auditors of 

FSC, said that FSC international auditors pointed out the most challenge for smallholders 

group to obtain FSC is the weak management capacity of the group. Ineffective operation 
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regulation could lead to the unsustainability of the group such as the high rate of member 

withdrawals. Regarding this problem, RT01 said that: 

“Currently, newly formed FSC groups make efforts to attract smallholders as much as 

possible without orientation. Members with small areas of 0.5 hectare to 1 hectare 

often withdraw from the group after four or five months. The reason is that the 

benefits they received from certified wood are too small compared to the complex 

rules, technique and group meetings they need to follow. This problem seriously 

influences the sustainable of the group, especially for the group which applies for the 

certification at the first time”. 

Secondly, Ineffective management is attributable to the shortage of collaboration and 

communication between different organizational levels in the group. Smallholder groups’ 

structure and administrative model is often divided in three management levels, including 

village, communal, and provincial level. Except at the village level, managers at higher levels 

often are staffs of provincial FPD. According to R04, the problem is that these staffs manage 

the FSC group as one of their responsibilities to FPD. These staffs try to help the FSC group 

but sometimes they overload and often prioritise other tasks. In addition, no incentives to 

encourage them to spend time for the group as they are not paid for this job due to financial 

barriers of the new established group. 

Finally, smallholder groups often face to financial constraints when they pursuit to the 

certification. The high cost of the certification establishment and maintenance which the 

group could not be afford without support of NGO is often cited in literature (Auer 2012; 

Hoang, Hoshino & Hashimoto 2015). However, the research found that participants from 

FSC-QT group worried about financial barriers for group operations rather than the high cost 

of certification.  This is compliance to Butterfield et al. (2005) that the group initiative makes 

additional administrative costs and also expands costs among members. QT03, the leader of 

one village group at the QT-FSC group, said that:  

“As the group was newly established, our group does not have enough funds to pay for 

administrative staff. Therefore, we still depend on the support from the local authority 

who assign FPD staff to help us run the whole group”. 

Moreover, new smallholder groups often do not have strong financial sources to support 

members when they have difficulties. Large timber production requires three to four- year 

longer than that of woodchip production and also often comes with risks of disaster damage 
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such as flood and fire. So members might leave the group and harvest trees before 

commitment time if they have financial difficulties or to avoid disaster damage. This problem 

also pointed out by Auer (2012) when he evaluated the risk to the sustainable of QT-FSC 

group. With more than 5-year experience of the leader of one village group at the QT-FSC 

group, GT03 said that: 

“In some cases, smallholders left the group because of their financial constraints. For 

example, the QT-FSC group included 80 households when it was the first established 

2010. The figure reduced to 25 members when achieved the certification because the 

other households sold their forests before the commitment time due to financial 

difficulties in their daily life”. 

 Difficulties at individual level 

Reasons for the reluctant of smallholders to join the certification programs in Vietnam is 

quite similar to those cited elsewhere in literature, including the high cost of certification, 

obstacles to fulfill required FSC standards (Di Lallo et al. 2016; Newsom et al. 2003), and the 

uncertainty about the usefulness of certification (Vlosky & Granskog 2003). These findings 

are also for the case of QT-FSC groups confirmed by Auer (2012) and Hoang, Hoshino and 

Hashimoto (2015)’s studies. Among these barriers, the study found that knowledge 

background and culture business are the most contraints to engage member to the group. 

GT03 informed that: 

“The most difficulty of the QT-FSC group is to increase the size of the group by adding 

more members to achieve the group’s optimal size which aims to reduce the 

certification fee. Even though when small households acknowledged the benefits from 

FSC certification such as the price premium and increasing wood production, they still 

refused to join the group. They said all requirements of forest management and 

monitoring are too complicated. Also, they would like to harvest their wood whenever 

they want, often from 5 to 7 years for woodchip instead of 8 to 10 years as required by 

the FSC group”. 

Likewise, RT01 explained the difficulties of small households by comparing those to large 

forest companies: 

“Compering to large forest companies, smallholders are difficult to achieve forest 

certification. Forest companies already have organizational structure divided into 



28 
Thi Hoa Vu - 725418 

specific offices such as financial, human resource and technical offices. Meanwhile, 

newly formed smallholder groups need to establish the organizational structure. 

Members, also, are required to be trained to acquire new forest management 

technique such as monitoring forest through geographical information system”.  

4.2.3. Summary and Discussion 

The previous section identified barriers to implement the FSC group certification for 

smallholders in Vietnam, including barriers from government andsmallholder groups. Land-

tenure issues, weak forest governance and inadequate resources from the government are 

often cited as barriers to FSC in general in developing countries (Becker & Laaksonen-Craig 

2006). This study proves that weak governmental policies and insufficient resources on 

sustainable forest management also obstruct the development of the FSC group certification 

for smallholders. Policies and programs on forest sustainable management will help forest 

owners to be familiar with forest certification requirements (Newsom et al. 2003). 

Regarding problems of smallholder groups, difficulties come from both the group entity and 

individuals. The reason why individuals are reluctant to join the certification scheme are 

explored in a number of studies as analysed in the literature review section (Hoang, Hoshino 

& Hashimoto 2015; Kilgore et al. 2007; Wyatt & Bourgoin 2010). This study reinforced these 

results in the case of Vietnam. Barriers to smallholders are financial constraints and the 

complexity of FSC requirement comparing to low expertise on forestry of smallholders. This 

study, however, highlights the link of farmers’ low expertise on forestry and governmental 

policies. If the government has strong forest sustainable management implementation, 

smallholders will have more chances to fulfil the FSC requirement. 

Weak management capacities and lack of communication in group structures are important 

challenges to smallholder groups, which are not widely investigated in literature, even in the 

two studies of QT-FSC group conducted by Auer (2012) and Hoang, Hoshino and Hashimoto 

(2015). Newsom et al. (2003) emphasize the importance of cooperation and communication 

between different stakeholders in the success of the certification program. These problems, 

therefore, should be taken into consideration when establishing smallholder groups to 

achieve the certification. Regarding financial constraints, current literature has just focused 

on the high cost of certification and annual audit. The study shows that financial barriers of 

smallholder groups include the cost for group administration and operation and weak 

finance sources to support members. These are extremely important as it could cause the 
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ineffective management and the increase of member withdrawal rate as analysed in the 

previous section. 

4.3. Enabling factors to implement the FSC group certification for smallholders in Vietnam 

Despite aforementioned barriers in the previous section, there are existing factors which 

could enable to implement the FSC group certification for smallholders in Vietnam. Results 

from online surveys show that high marked demands of FSC-certified wood, NGO supports 

and governmental strategies to develop sustainable forest management are top three 

essential factors to support smallholders to achieve the FSC group certification (Figure 9).  

4.3.1. High market demands of FSC-certified wood 

All participants agreed that high market demand for FSC-certified wood is an important 

factor influencing the participation of smallholders in the certification group scheme. While 

Hajjar (2013) found that the demand for certified wood from domestic companies is 

relatively low in developing countries, the participants supplied sufficient evidence on the 

interest of domestic as well as international wood companies to FSC- certified wood in 

Vietnam. Participants N04 and R01 provided the same example as: 

“The market demand in FSC timber products in Vietnam is significantly increasing. 

Importing FSC-certified wood is extremely high costs and also time-consuming. As a 

result, several companies such as Scancia Pacific and Thanh Hoa companies have 

approached the local source of FSC-certified wood in central provinces, Vietnam”.  

Likewise, N05 analysed the potential of FSC-certified wood demand from IKEA: 

Figure 9. Essential factors to support smallholders 
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“IKEA requires that furniture imported from Vietnam need to be made from 100% FSC 

certified wood. IKEA Vietnam, therefore, has plans to utilize FSC-certified wood from 

Vietnam. Currently, this company imported more than 80% of timber from South 

America and Malaysia. The price for imported wood is twice as expensive as FSC-

certified wood in Vietnam. Additionally, the company has changed wood diameter 

requirement from 14 cm to 10 cm which is an advantage to smallholders”. 

The United State and European are major markets which imported wood products from many 

companies in Vietnam (Nguyen & Tran 2011). These markets strictly require the legality of the 

products which can prove through FSC system and Tropical Forest Trust. Therefore, companies often 

use FSC-certified wood which is imported from abroad.  Until now, they still import around 70 to 80% 

wood from foreign countries due to the lack of qualified wood sources from Vietnam (Nguyen & Tran 

2011). Therefore, smallholder groups have a chance to access new and sustainable market 

(Pham et al. 2006). 

4.3.2. NGO supports 

Supports from NGO construct an essential foundation to implement the FSC group scheme 

which is relatively new in the context of Vietnam. Financial assistance, forest technique 

training and engaging smallholders to related stakeholders are the most important supports 

mentioned by participants. Emphasizing the importance of NGO, N04 pointed out that: 

“NGO supports to implement the FSC certification for smallholders are definitely 

important in the context of Vietnam where the concept of FSC is new and smallholders’ 

capacities are weak. NGO assists smallholders to establish the group and train them 

how to manage the group according to the FSC requirements. Financial and technical 

assistance also are essential. WWF has implemented a number of projects to assist the 

establishment of smallholder groups in Quang Tri (completed project), Quang Nam 

(ongoing project) and Thua Thien Hue provinces (ongoing project)”. 

While the study was not able to find the document listing which NGOs have supported to 

implement FSC certification for smallholders, it is evidence to inform that NGOs are still 

interested in smallholders and will support them to achieve forest certification via 

participants’ opinions. 

4.3.3. Governmental strategies to develop sustainable forest management 

Although participants assessed that policies of sustainable forest development currently are 

not sufficient, they highlight the importance of current governmental strategies about 
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forestry. Developing large timber production zones specified in the Vietnam forestry 

structuring strategy is one of critical policies, which could promote the FSC implementation 

(Ministry of Agricultral and Rural Development 2013). The rotation of trees for large timber 

production is 10 to 12 years which is similar to the FSC requirement. Furthermore, the 

forestry sector is currently formulating policies and programs on sustainable forest 

development. These will help smallholders to be familiar with forest certification 

requirements such as forest management plan or forest monitoring which is the common 

constraint to Vietnamese smallholder analysed in the previous section. In the study of 

factors which make woodlot owners to participate FSC certification schemes, found that 

owners who had forest management plan more likely to pursue FSC certification than those 

who did not have (Kilgore et al. 2007) 

Supports from the government and participations of governmental staffs are necessary 

factors to establish FSC groups for smallholders. N06, a staff of a non-government 

organization with many years assisting smallholders to establish the group and achieve the 

FSC certification stated that: 

“In the context of Vietnam, governmental strategies and policies supporting forest 

certification is the necessary condition which creates enabling environments for 

stakeholders to obtain forest certification. In addition, it is fundamental to the 

sustainable development of FSC groups which are established by NGO projects”. 

Likewise, QT03 said that: 

“The support of the local authority in Quang Tri contributed to the success of QT-FSC group. 

Staffs from FDD created a bridge between NGO staffs and smallholders. The participation 

of FDD and communal staffs in the NGO project increased smallholders’ trust to the project 

and hence, increased the number of households participated in the group”.  

4.3.4. Summary and discussion 

Vietnam have existing conditions to implement the FSC certification for smallholder groups, 

including governmental strategies on forest sustainable management, NGO supports and 

high market demand of certified wood. However, these factors are not independent but 

interconnected and link to smallholder groups. These connections are important to create 

enable environment to implement the certification. These connections could be examined 
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through social capital concept, including bonding, bridging (Oh & Bush 2016) and trust 

(Putnam 1998). 

While bonding in social capital plays important roles in strengthening in-group loyalty, 

bridging social capital is useful to create the linkage to external resources (Putnam 2000). 

NGO plays an important role in bonding smallholders in a group by establishing a common 

goal which is to achieve forest certification. The relationship between members is 

strengthening through group rules and regulations. Additionally, other smallholders in 

different regions also contacted the QT-FSC group to ask the experience to establish the FSC 

group (According to QT0 3).  

In terms of bridging in social capital, NGO helps smallholder groups to connect to potential 

market. This is a foundation to smallholder groups actively in seeking the market after NGO 

support ended.  

QT02 said that: “NGO gave us a list of potential companies which are interested in FSC-

certified wood and help us to contact them”.  

Overall,  the role of facilitating organizations in providing external resources to the group 

such as funds, information and handling documentation are very essential to spreading out 

the forest certification group scheme (Crow & Danks 2010; Harada & Wiyono 2014). 

The second type of bridging could be found is the bridging between NGO and smallholders. 

Local authorities and staffs play a key role in facilitating smallholders to participate in the 

NGO groups. They know which regions or household are potential to implement the project. 

In addition, the participation of the local authorities is important to create the trust between 

smallholders and NGO. QTO3 emphasized that: 

“QT-FSC group could not be success without support and participations of the local 

authority and staffs. As smallholders did not know NGO so the participants of the local 

staffs help them to believe in the project” 

The result from online survey shows that participants did not consider existing relationship 

between smallholders group as the factor to implement the certification. This result 

contradicts to Hajjar (2013). He said that smallholder groups should be established based on 

the existing group. This will help to strengthen group management capacity and trust 

between members.  QT03 provided an interesting example: 
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“The smallholder group in Yen Bai province has recently successfully in achieving the 

FSC certification. The group was built based on Yen Bai farmers association. Each group 

leader is the manager of a farmer group. The management and meeting are much 

easier than QT-FSC group as members already know together” 

Therefore, formulating smallholder groups based on existing social capital is a pathway to 

the success of the certification implementation. 

Understanding the role of different factors in building social capital is essential to give 

solutions to promote the certification implementation to smallholder groups.  

4.4. Measures to promote the FSC certification for smallholders 

4.4.1. Synthesized measures from the research and literature 

Several measures could be taken to promote the FSC group certification for smallholders. 

First of all, the government should enforce forest and forest land allocation implementation 

to fasten the progress. Detail measures to this issue could be founded in To and Tran 

(2014)’s report also in literature Sunderlin et al. (2014). Regarding the problem of the 

fragmentation of land based leading to the complexity in group management, it is important 

to identify the required minimum land areas which households own to join the group. R04 

said that: 

“The SFMI is currently providing consultation services to household groups in Vi Xuyen 

district. The idea is to select communities where many households are allocated more 

than 5 hectares of forestland to reduce the number of household. The issues in 

management and awareness are the most significant obstacles due to the large 

number of households and management progress divided into different levels”. 

In addition, strengthening policies and programs on forest sustainable management is 

essential. According to participants, the government should have specific programs to 

encourage smallholders to grow trees for large timber production rather than wood chip. 

These programs could be financial assistance, technical assistance and raising smallholders’ 

awareness of forest sustainable management. 

Regarding barriers from smallholder groups, the research’s findings complies to Hoang, 

Hoshino and Hashimoto (2015)’s study, including creating the link between smallholder 

groups and wood companies, expanding the size of the group by adding more members to 



34 
Thi Hoa Vu - 725418 

cover the certification fee and increasing the participation of the local authorities to provide 

forestry expertise for smallholders. 

4.4.2. Discussion  

Measures proposed by Hoang, Hoshino and Hashimoto (2015) was quite effective in the case 

of QT-FSC group. While the authors do not specify how the group could implement these 

measures, QT-FSC group implemented successfully by itself. After the WWF project ended, 

QT-FSC group cooperate to Quang Tri Trade Joint Stock company. According to QT03, Quang 

Tri company actively contact the group and give an offer to support the group to achieve the 

certification. They also ensure to buy all qualified timber from the group and provide loans 

for difficulty families with low interest. So it is important to find out which factors connect 

wood companies and smallholder groups.  

The researcher suggests that information about successful smallholder groups via Internet or 

Media is essential to bridge related stakeholders. The second factor is the trust between 

smallholders group and wood companies who have a common goal is to get the certification. 

Trust is the necessary condition for people to work together towards common goals 

(Fukuyama 1995). Furthermore, the trust also helps to increase the rate of participants to 

the group. The participant of the governmental staff increases not only forestry expertise for 

smallholders but also the trust of smallholders to the group. 

The second proposed is to add more members to cover the certification fee. However, the 

optimal members or land areas smallholders group should obtain is not well-studied. While 

Nguyen and Tran (2011) state that the QT-FSC group could be cover all the certification fee 

without external support with 2000 ha, the figure ST02- a manager of QT-FSC group reveals 

is 3000 ha. 

Finally, understanding existing social capital to formulate smallholders group will help to 

avoid weak management capacities and save time to create group certification for the 

group. Vietnam exists several organizations such as cooperation and farmer associations 

which could be potential to establish the FSC group. However, it is important to have 

facilitators such as group leaders who have well knowledge on forestry and forest 

certification so that they can engage their members to the FSC scheme. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

FSC group forest certification is a useful scheme to encourage smallholders to achieve the 

FSC certification. However, the progress of FSC implementation for smallholders group in 

Vietnam is quite relatively low because of some barriers. The study found that the common 

barriers come from the government, including land tenure issues, inadequate policies and 

deficient resources on forest sustainable management. In addition, weak management 

capacities, low expertise on forestry and financial constraints are challenges to sustainable 

operations of smallholder groups.  

Despites these barriers, there are existing factors which could enable to implement the FSC 

group certification for smallholders in Vietnam. They are market demands of FSC-certified 

wood, NGO supports and governmental strategies to develop forest sustainable management. 

Through the concept of social capital, roles of NGO, the government and wood companies are 

engaging smallholders to the certification scheme. In addition to solutions often cited in 

literature, including increasing farmers’ awareness of forestry and certification, and 

strengthening policies and programs on forest certification, the research suggests that 

strengthening social capital of smallholder groups through bonding, bridging and increasing 

trust between members is new pathway to promote the FSC for smallholder groups. 

The study also found further research required on the FSC certification for smallholder groups. 

At first, it is necessary to identify the optimal size of the group including the number of 

members and land areas to cover the certification cost. In addition, studies on the existing 

social capital of smallholders to find out suitable places to establish the FSC group is important 

to strengthen the group management and operation. 
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