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ABSTRACT 

The majority of smallholders in palm oil producing countries are not involved in palm oil 

certification schemes. The schemes are jointly developed by environmental NGOs, government 

agencies, and plantation companies without the input of smallholders. The inclusion of 

smallholders into palm oil certification schemes is necessary as they constitute 40% of land use 

coverage for global palm oil cultivation. This paper argues for the need to understand the 

smallholders’ socio-ecological perspectives to design a realistic and acceptable scheme. Three 

hundred independent and managed smallholders in Peninsular Malaysia were interviewed to 

collect information on the groups’ knowledge, perception, expectation and willingness to 

participate in the certification scheme. The study showed that the smallholder groups (more 

than 90% of the respondents) were keen to participate in the certification scheme if there is a 

premium pricing for oil palm yield and the certification cost is affordable. The study also 

indicated that smallholders need to be educated on biodiversity conservation and provided with 

financial and technical incentives to boost smallholders’ participation. The paper concludes 

that understanding the socio-ecological background of smallholders is instrumental to 

designing a holistic certification scheme that will successfully conserve biodiversity in the 

agricultural production landscape without neglecting the plight of smallholders. 
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