
 

How to cite        : Irawan, N.C., Mahananto, Supriyadi, T., Haryuni, Mayrintina, A.M., Riyadi, 

V.M.E.S. JRUCS : Journal of Rural and Urban Community Studies 2(2). 
https://doi.org/10.36728/jrucs.v2i2.3917 

E-ISSN              : 3025-5090 

Published by     : Universitas Tunas Pembangunan Surakarta  

 

What are The Major Barriers and Challenges Faced by Independent Oil Palm 

Smallholder Framers in RSPO Certification?  

 
Norbertus Citra Irawan1, Mahananto1, Teguh Supriyadi1, Haryuni1, Alivia Maulin 

Mayrintina2, Vynysha Maretha Enjellhyna Slamet Riyadi2   

Universitas Tunas Pembangunan Surakarta, Surakarta 

Corresponding Email: irawan@lecture.utp.ac.id 

 

Article Information 

Received: 3 July 2024 

Revised: 12 July 2024 

Accepted: 1 August 2024 

 

Abstract 

The Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) certification is essential 

for promoting sustainable palm oil production; however, smallholder 

farmers face significant obstacles in meeting its standards, hindering their 

growth. This study aims to identify the main barriers and challenges for 

independent oil palm smallholders in the RSPO certification process and 

to propose strategies for overcoming these issues. Using a mixed-methods 

approach, researchers collected data from 60 smallholders through a 

snowball sampling method and analyzed it using descriptive statistical 

techniques such as frequency counts and cross-tabulations. Critical 

barriers identified include high certification costs, lack of knowledge, 

limited resources, difficulties tracking production yields, and challenges 

meeting social requirements. Furthermore, smallholders struggle with 

adapting cultivation practices, accessing markets, maintaining 

commitment, building capacity, and navigating bureaucratic hurdles. 

Organizations are urged to adopt market development strategies, enhance 

their Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) initiatives, and facilitate 

better access to sustainable technologies to tackle these challenges. 

Additionally, enhancing green skills, simplifying record-keeping, 

reinforcing farmer groups, and offering financial incentives, including 

soft loans and tailored training, are critical. Streamlining certification 

procedures will also alleviate administrative burdens, enabling 

smallholders to adopt sustainable practices more effectively 

 

Keywords: barriers, palm oil, RPSPO certification, smallholder farmers, 

sustainability  

Introduction   

Indonesia relies on palm oil for its economy. This sector contributes 96.86% of 

agricultural exports to state revenue and improves global food security (Saputra & 

Sulistiyandari, 2024). Indonesia is one of the world’s top palm oil producers, producing 

37.4 million metric tons in 2019 (Hariani et al., 2021). Its export revenue—28.1 billion 

USD in 2018—shows its importance for national foreign reserves (BPDP, 2018). The 

Indonesian government also promotes sustainable palm oil production by rejuvenating 

plantations and increasing output while balancing social, economic, and environmental 

factors (Sakai et al., 2022). 

As global environmental consciousness grows, Indonesia’s palm oil industry is 

pressured to embrace sustainable methods (Pacheco et al., 2020). The industry has been 

criticized for deforestation, habitat degradation, and plantation social issues, causing 

environmental and ethical concerns (Choiruzzad et al., 2021). Deforestation threatens 

biodiversity and local livelihoods, spurring a shift toward Sustainable Palm Oil (Grabs & 
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Garrett, 2023). This effort strives to make palm oil production more ecologically friendly 

and socially responsible, addressing ecological implications and community well-being 

(Pasaribu et al., 2020).  

The Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) certification is essential for 

sustainable palm oil production (Apriani et al., 2020). RSPO ensures ethical palm oil 

production through robust global standards and multi-stakeholder governance 

(Choiruzzad et al., 2021). This certification boosts market trust and demand for sustainable 

palm oil products and encourages the sector to adopt environmentally friendly and socially 

beneficial practices (Nupueng et al., 2023). RSPO is crucial to linking palm oil with global 

environmental goals (Oliphant & Simon, 2022).  

As significant palm oil producers, smallholder farmers help achieve sustainability 

goals. However, they face many obstacles in satisfying RSPO certification standards, 

which slows their growth (Dharmawan et al., 2021). Limited information, resources, 

technology, and insufficient institutional capacity contribute to these issues, making it 

crucial to support and develop solutions that allow these farmers to embrace sustainable 

practices (Raharja et al., 2020). By tackling these hurdles, they can improve the palm oil 

industry’s sustainability and smallholder livelihoods.  

Even though RSPO certification has been the focus of many studies, many researchers 

still do not recognize the unique barriers and challenges that smallholder farmers growing 

palm oil encounter. Previous studies by Apriani et al. (2020), which have primarily 

focused on large companies or cooperatives, have not fully explored smallholders’ 

experiences and points of view. Also, little research by Veriasa et al. (2024) has been done 

on the factors that make or break these farmers’ attempts to get RSPO certification. This 

background shows how important it is to research their specific situations and needs.  

This study aims to answer the following questions based on the research gap 

mentioned above: 

1. What are the key barriers and challenges to independent oil palm smallholders in 

the RSPO certification process? 

2. What strategies can be implemented to overcome barriers and increase the success 

of RSPO certification among independent smallholders? 

This study will help us learn more about the problems small independent farmers have 

getting RSPO approval. This information can then be used to improve policies and 

programs. This study can help make palm oil production in Indonesia more 

environmentally friendly by finding problems and ways to fix them. These studies can 

help small, independent palm oil farmers get better deals and reach more markets by 

giving them more insight into the palm oil supply chain. 

This study is unique because it focuses on smallholder farms and shows their 

experiences and points of view, which have not always been considered in previous 

research. The main goal of this study is to find out what makes RSPO certification work 

or not work for smallholders by doing a thorough qualitative analysis. It will also include 

specific policy suggestions to help these farmers deal with their problems and improve 

their chances of getting certified, leading to more eco-friendly practices in the palm oil 

industry. 
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Method 

Research Design 

This study uses a mixed-methods strategy combining quantitative and qualitative 

techniques. While the quantitative part uses surveys to collect numerical data, the 

qualitative part uses in-depth interviews and observations to grasp the phenomena under 

study better (Lee, 2024). This analytically descriptive study examines smallholder palm 

oil producers’ difficulties during the RSPO certification procedure. It integrates different 

techniques to illuminate these farmers’ complexity and offers a holistic understanding of 

the issues. 

Research Location Determination Method 

Mesuji Timur District in Mesuji Regency, Lampung Province, was purposely selected 

for the research through a purposive sample technique. Many smallholder farmers are in 

this area, a significant hub for palm oil production in Indonesia. Also, the area has a lot of 

different traits when it comes to using sustainable farming methods, which helps us 

understand the problems these farmers are having more completely. By focusing on this 

area, the study aims to demonstrate the complexity of sustainable farming and highlight 

the significant challenges of obtaining certification.  

Respondent Determination Method 

Small-scale palm oil farmers who are members of farming groups and grow at least 2 

hectares of oil palm were asked to participate in this study. A snowball selection method 

was used to find people to take part. At first, the sample came from suggestions made by 

area agricultural extension workers. Later, farmers who had been interviewed were asked 

to suggest more farmers. In the end, 60 smallholder farmers were included in the study. 

This number is considered a good representation of the region’s bigger group of similar 

producers. This method ensures the researcher gets a complete description of their 

practices and problems.  

Data Collection Methods 

Three different methods were used to gather data for this study. First, a poll was given 

using a pre-made questionnaire with closed and open-ended questions about the farmers’ 

traits, the size of their land, their experiences with RSPO certification programs, and how 

they saw the problems they were facing. Second, in-depth interviews were done with a 

small group of farmers who were chosen based on certain factors, such as whether they 

had successfully achieved RSPO certification or not. These conversations aimed to learn 

more about their experiences, thoughts, and reasons for going through the certification 

process. Lastly, direct observations were made to look at the farmers’ oil palm farms, how 

they farmed, and how they interacted with essential people in the field.  

Data Analysis Methods 

The researcher evaluated the data collected from the surveys using descriptive 

statistical methods such as frequency counts, percentages, and cross-tabulations. This 

analysis is intended to depict the characteristics of respondents, assess farmers’ awareness 

of RSPO criteria, and show the distribution of their responses to survey questions. 

Researchers use these methodologies to provide a detailed and analytical description of 

the findings, highlighting major trends and farmers’ understanding of their certification 

experiences. 

The thematic analysis examined the qualitative data from in-depth conversations and 

observations. This thematic analysis is all about finding repeating themes in the data and 

organizing the information based on those themes. The main goal of this study is to 

describe the types of problems and issues that smallholder palm oil farmers face and learn 
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more about the things that make or break their attempts to get RSPO certification. The 

study aims to shed light on these topics and give helpful information about how complex 

the certification process is for these farmers. 

 

Result and Discussion 

Respondent Characteristics 

The researcher made profiles of the smallholder palm oil farmers who participated in 

the study by looking at their age, education level, land size, farming experience, and 

membership in farmer groups. This information was carefully assembled to show how 

these traits are connected to their participation in the RSPO certification program. By 

mapping these factors, the study hopes to show how they might affect farmers’ views and 

experiences with the licensing process. This mapping will help researchers learn more 

about how smallholder agriculture works in the long run RSPO certification program. 

According to Table 1, most smallholder palm oil producers are aged 40 to 49, 

comprising 31.67% of the population, while 21.67% fall within the 50–60 age bracket. 

This result highlights the importance of younger and older farmers in sustaining palm oil 

production, as they bring a blend of energy and experience. Farmers aged 40 to 60 possess 

significant knowledge in managing challenges like pests, price fluctuations, and climate 

change, with older farmers serving as valuable mentors. However, the low percentage of 

farmers under 40 indicates a potential generational gap that could threaten the industry’s 

future. Older farmers remain committed to their farms, but many face physical challenges 

and struggle to find successors, raising concerns about the sustainability of palm oil 

agriculture. 

Table 1 reveals that 28.33% of independent palm oil farmers have only completed 

elementary school, 18.33% finished junior high, and 25% completed senior high school. 

Only 3.33% have diplomas or higher education, indicating a significant lack of 

educational attainment among these farmers. This limited education complicates their 

ability to adopt modern farming methods and sustainable practices, as they may struggle 

to access updated information and knowledge. Although some farmers express interest in 

training programs, barriers such as distance and cost prevent participation. Enhancing 

training and extension programs tailored to their educational levels is crucial for 

improving their openness to new technologies, ultimately boosting productivity and 

sustainability in the palm oil industry. 

Land ownership data reveals that 38.33% of palm oil farmers manage plantations 

between 2 and 3 hectares, significantly impacting their profitability and production 

capacity. The fragmentation of land ownership complicates efficient palm oil 

management, highlighting the need for programs that empower small-scale farmers to 

enhance their output and livelihoods. Access to necessary knowledge and technology is 

often limited for these farmers. Implementing land consolidation programs could address 

ownership fragmentation if conducted transparently and fairly. Additionally, some 

farmers have formed cooperative associations to streamline land administration and 

resource sharing, promoting collaboration and optimizing resource use, ultimately leading 

to improved agricultural output and sustainability within the community. 
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Table 1. Charactreistics of respondent in East Mesuji District  

Respondent Characteristics Frequency Percentage (%) 

Age (years old) 
  

≤30 4 6.67 

30.1 to 39 6 10.00 

40.1 to 49 19 31.67 

50.1 to 60 13 21.67 

≥60.1 8 13.33 

Education Level 
  

Elementary School 17 28.33 

Junior High School 11 18.33 

Senior High School 15 25.00 

Diploma-1 2 3.33 

Diploma-2 0 0.00 

Diploma-3 3 5.00 

Bachelor’s Degree or Above 2 3.33 

Land Size (hectares) 
  

2 to 3 23 38.33 

3.1 to 4 15 25.00 

4.1 to 5 8 13.33 

≥5.1 4 6.67 

Farming Experience (years) 
  

≤3 4 6.67 

3.1 to 5 15 25.00 

5.1 to 7 24 40.00 

≥7.1 7 11.67 

Involvement in Farmer Groups (years) 
  

≤3 2 3.33 

3.1 to 5 12 20.00 

5.1 to 7 21 35.00 

≥7.1 15 25.00 

Source: Primary Data Analysis, 2024  

Table 1 shows that 40% of autonomous palm oil farmers have 5.1 to 7 years of 

experience, indicating a solid foundation in managing their farms. This expertise allows 

them to effectively understand the palm oil growth cycle, pest and disease management, 

and proper fertilization techniques, which enhances their ability to maximize sustainable 

production. Experienced farmers can mentor newcomers, sharing valuable knowledge 

gained from overcoming challenges. However, 6.67% of farmers have less than three 

years of experience, suggesting a potential generational shift. As climate change impacts 

palm oil growth, seasoned farmers have developed adaptation strategies but often struggle 

to access the latest agricultural information. Targeted training and extension programs are 

crucial for equipping all farmers with the skills to ensure the industry’s long-term viability 

and productivity. 

Table 1 shows many independent palm oil farmers (35% of participants) who have 

been part of farming cooperatives for five to seven years, according to the data. This high 

participation level shows that these farmers strongly support the cooperative plan and are 

ready to work together. Joining these groups has many benefits, such as giving you access 

to essential resources, knowledge, and technology. Cooperatives also provide a way for 

people to help each other and share their experiences. Farmers’ long-term involvement 

shows these groups can grow into more substantial, self-sufficient entities. 

Many farmers reported that their farmer groups provided valuable support, including 

access to better market price information, free fertilizer, and training opportunities, 

indicating that these unions effectively meet their needs. However, some farmers 
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expressed concerns about the infrequency of group activities, citing a lack of meetings and 

collaborative events. This issue may stem from member disinterest, insufficient public or 

private support, or resource limitations among group leaders. Revitalization efforts are 

necessary to enhance participation and collaboration. Engaging in agricultural 

cooperatives is crucial for improving palm oil farmers’ well-being, as this collaborative 

approach fosters productivity through community support and resource sharing. Yet, 

challenges such as inadequate training and limited resources must be addressed to 

maximize the impact of these cooperatives on farmers and promote agricultural 

sustainability. 

Barriers Faced by Independent Oil Palm Smallholders in the RSPO Certification 

Journey 

Smallholder palm oil producers face numerous challenges in obtaining certification 

from RSPO. Many of these farmers possess minimal educational qualifications, typically 

confined to elementary school, leading to a deficiency in knowledge regarding sustainable 

agricultural methods and the requisite criteria for certification. Their limited education 

hinders their capacity to understand and apply the sustainability concepts set forth by 

RSPO. A comprehensive approach is needed to tackle these barriers by improving 

education, increasing access to funding, providing organizational assistance, and fostering 

collaboration among farmers. This approach will help farmers obtain certification and 

encourage sustainable agricultural practices. 

Table 2. Barriers for independent oil palm farmers towards RSPO certification in East 

Mesuji District 

No Barriers Frequency Percentage (%) 

1 High cost 31 51.67 

2 Lack of Knowledge 18 30.00 

3 Resource Limitations 6 10.00 

4 Difficulty in Tracking Production Results 3 5.00 

5 Difficulty Meeting Social Requirements 2 3.33 

TOTAL 60 100.00 

Source: Primary Data Analysis, 2024  

 

The data from Table 2 indicates that the main obstacle hindering smallholder palm oil 

farmers from obtaining RSPO certification is the steep cost, which impacts 51.67% of 

them. This result underscores that certification expenses create a substantial financial 

barrier for these small-scale producers, complicating their ability to move forward. The 

total land area of 30 hectares can be acquired for a minimum price of Rp 150 million for 

certification. There is a clear need for more accessible financing options to assist these 

farmers in their certification efforts. Furthermore, research conducted by Choiruzzad et al. 

(2021) points out various challenges independent palm oil farmers face, such as 

compliance with RSPO standards, disputes over land ownership, limited financial literacy, 

food insecurity, and fluctuating prices for certified palm oil. Additionally, many farmers 

find paying for consultancy services essential for successfully navigating the certification 

process difficult. 

Data shows that a lack of knowledge is the main barrier for smallholder palm oil 

farmers in obtaining RSPO certification, affecting 30%. Limited understanding of RSPO 

standards and certification requirements hinders their participation. Many smallholders 

struggle with low literacy, inadequate infrastructure, and high costs, making it difficult to 
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comply with RSPO standards. Research by de Vos et al. (2023) emphasizes that this 

knowledge gap prevents certification and highlights the need for better information to 

integrate smallholders into sustainable practices in the palm oil sector. Field surveys 

indicate that many farmers are unaware of RSPO and its certification process, 

underscoring the urgent need for information on these topics. 

Small palm oil farmers struggle to obtain RSPO certification due to resource 

constraints, which affect about 10% of the total. They face high costs for certification, 

audits, and training, lack essential farming tools, and have limited knowledge of 

sustainable practices. A study by Watts et al. (2021) notes that independent farmers often 

cannot secure certification, while certified farmers benefit more financially, particularly 

those with larger plots or cooperative support. Many farmers are concerned about the 

certification costs and face challenges in securing loans, using outdated equipment, and 

organizing for certification. Their lack of skills and understanding of RSPO standards 

further hinders their efforts. 

Data shows that 5% of smallholder palm oil farmers struggle to monitor their 

production outputs, presenting a significant challenge in the RSPO certification process. 

Accurate tracking is essential for transparency, sustainability evaluation, and meeting 

RSPO reporting criteria. Many farmers lack efficient recording systems, making 

consistent documentation difficult, especially for those with smaller plots. Harvest 

fluctuations due to weather, pests, and plant age complicate monitoring further. Research 

by Innocenti and Oosterveer (2020) reveals that limited access to and understanding 

technology hampers effective yield tracking, as farmers often rely on traditional methods. 

Financial and labor constraints add to the difficulties, emphasizing the need for improved 

tracking systems to support sustainability and compliance in palm oil production. 

Data indicates that 3.33% of smallholder palm oil farmers struggle to meet the social 

criteria for RSPO certification, highlighting significant issues since these standards are 

essential to RSPO principles. Social criteria encompass human rights protections, fair 

wages, safe working conditions, and community engagement. Many farmers lack 

awareness of the importance of these social factors and face complex community issues 

that complicate resolution efforts. Resource limitations hinder their ability to fulfill social 

responsibilities, such as financing community initiatives. Conflicts over land use and 

inadequate amenities in surrounding communities exacerbate these challenges. A study 

by Novita (2024) emphasizes the necessity of local government support for financial and 

technical assistance, which is crucial for helping farmers achieve RSPO certification and 

improve their livelihoods sustainably. 

Challenges Faced by Independent Oil Palm Smallholders in the RSPO Certification 

Journey 

certification, significantly when modifying their cultivation techniques. Shifting to 

more sustainable practices often entails considerable changes, which can be overwhelming 

without sufficient training and resources. Moreover, these farmers usually find it 

challenging to reach markets that require certified products, hindering their ability to 

obtain fair prices. Consistency and dedication to sustainable practices are vital; however, 

many smallholders lack the support to enhance their capabilities effectively. Additionally, 

bureaucratic challenges and administrative complexities further complicate the 

certification journey, highlighting the necessity for streamlined support and guidance to 

assist these farmers in navigating the complexities of sustainability standards. 

Many small-scale palm oil farmers have difficulty meeting the RSPO’s standards for 

sustainability. Their lack of technical skills and resources is a significant problem because 
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it makes it harder for them to meet certification standards. On top of that, these farmers 

don’t always know much about the prices of fresh fruit bunches (FFB) or how to make 

healthy palm oil. This lack of knowledge can hurt their management skills, making it hard 

for them to run their plantations well. Also, bad road conditions and limited access to 

transportation make it harder to move harvested goods to more markets because they are 

harder to carry. Because of this, these interconnected problems make it much harder for 

them to get sustainable approval. 

Table 3. Challenges for independent oil palm farmers towards RSPO certification in East 

Mesuji District 

No Challenges Frequency Percentage (%) 

1 Changes in Cultivation Practices 27 45.00 

2 Difficulty in Gaining Access to Markets 17 28.33 

3 Maintaining Consistency and Commitment 10 16.67 

4 Capacity Building 4 6.67 

5 Bureaucracy and Administration 2 3.33 

TOTAL 60 100.00 

Source: Primary Data Analysis, 2024  

 

Table 3 indicates that 45% of independent palm oil farmers find it challenging to 

modify their farming practices to meet RSPO certification standards, highlighting 

significant barriers to adopting innovative methods. Farmers’ reliance on traditional 

practices makes change difficult, compounded by a lack of awareness about eco-friendly 

techniques. Financial concerns about investing in new equipment and uncertainty 

regarding production yields deter them from adopting new methods. Research by Hou et 

al. (2024) emphasizes the need for equitable resource distribution to empower smallholder 

farmers. It suggests that a comprehensive approach is essential for facilitating sustainable 

changes in farming practices. 

Data shows that 28.33% of independent palm oil farmers struggle to access markets 

after achieving RSPO certification, limiting their economic gains. Large businesses favor 

suppliers with established relationships and high production volumes, making it difficult 

for small farms to meet quality standards and access essential market information. High 

costs related to transportation, storage, and certification further hinder competitiveness. 

Research by Rodthong et al. (2020) highlights that complex certification paperwork and 

negative perceptions of RSPO standards restrict market opportunities. Addressing these 

issues requires coordinated support from governments, businesses, and NGOs to enhance 

market access for certified farmers. 

Data indicates that 16.67% of independent palm oil farmers struggle to maintain 

commitment to RSPO certification standards, facing challenges in sustaining sustainable 

practices post-certification. Economic pressures, such as fluctuating costs and declining 

prices, push farmers back to traditional methods. The lack of ongoing incentives, 

generational turnover, and recurring certification costs complicate sustainability efforts. 

Research by Veriasa et al. (2024) highlights the need for adherence to RSPO principles, 

yet many farmers revert to harmful practices and struggle with documentation. A lack of 

solid farmer organizations further hampers support, necessitating a comprehensive 

approach involving multiple stakeholders to address these challenges. 

Data indicates that 6.67% of independent palm oil farmers view capacity building as 

a significant challenge in the RSPO certification process, highlighting the importance of 
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improving skills for sustainable practice adoption. Insufficient information about RSPO 

standards, sustainable agricultural technologies, and market opportunities is a vital issue. 

Many farmers face educational barriers that hinder their understanding of certification 

requirements, compounded by a lack of training facilities and experts in their regions. 

Additionally, the rapidly evolving RSPO standards require farmers to continually update 

their knowledge and skills. Research by Oliphant and Simon (2022) identifies challenges 

such as the inability to meet standards, lack of training resources, and difficulties with 

sustainable practices. It emphasizes practical training to help farmers manage complex 

certification documents and enhance their skills for successful RSPO certification. 

Data shows that 3.33% of independent palm oil farmers face bureaucratic challenges 

in the RSPO certification process, which can significantly hinder their ability to obtain 

certification. The complex procedures and numerous documentation requirements 

overwhelm smallholders who lack administrative experience, consuming considerable 

time and effort. Administrative costs, along with the need for travel, add financial burdens. 

Research by Chandra et al. (2024) identifies that certified smallholder farmers in Indonesia 

struggle with convoluted regulations and poor inter-agency coordination, leading to 

lengthy certification timelines and unexpected costs. Limited access to information and 

inadequate support further complicate compliance. Streamlining procedures and 

providing robust assistance could enhance smallholder participation in RSPO 

certification, allowing them to benefit from sustainable palm oil initiatives. 

Enhancing RSPO Certification Adoption among Independent Smallholders: 

Strategies to Overcome Barriers, Challenges, and Boost Success 

An accreditation from the RSPO is essential for promoting sustainable palm oil 

production since it creates strict rules that guarantee environmentally friendly and socially 

acceptable behaviors. Smallholder farmers, on the other hand, frequently face significant 

obstacles when attempting to obtain this certification. These obstacles include high 

expenses, insufficient knowledge of the certification procedure, and restricted access to 

the required resources. These impediments may severely hinder their capacity to comply 

with RSPO criteria, ultimately impacting the palm oil industry’s ability to provide for its 

long-term sustainability. 

It is necessary to have a comprehensive plan to increase the number of smallholders 

who choose RSPO certification and overcome these difficulties. This plan should enhance 

access to information regarding certification criteria, provide financial support to decrease 

the economic burden and implement targeted training programs that provide farmers with 

the skills necessary to manage the certification process. Through the implementation of 

these efforts, we will be able to empower smallholders to manage better the complexity 

of certification, which will ultimately lead to the development of a palm oil business that 

is more sustainable and will boost the livelihoods of farmers. 

Table 4. Strategy to overcome barriers and challenge RSPO certification in East Mesuji 

District  

No Strategy to Overcome Barriers and Challenges Frequency Percentage (%) 

1 Market development 15 25.00 

2 Corporate social responsibility (CSR) programs 12 20.00 

3 Facilitating access to sustainable technology 9 15.00 

4 Green skills enhancement 8 13.33 

5 Simple recording system 6 10.00 

6 Strengthening farmer groups 4 6.67 
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7 Farmers’ incentives 3 5.00 

8 Soft credit or installment payments 1 1.67 

9 Customized training 1 1.67 

10 Simplifying certification procedures 1 1.67 

 TOTAL 60 100.00 

Source: Primary Data Analysis, 2024  

 

Table 4 highlights that most independent palm oil farmers adopting RSPO 

certification prioritize market development, with 25% focusing on this strategy. This 

approach enhances the competitiveness of their products in a sustainability-driven global 

market, offering potential income boosts through access to developed nations. However, 

farmers encounter challenges in establishing marketing networks due to intense 

competition and the complexities of RSPO standards. Research by Limaho et al. (2022) 

outlines strategies like promoting sustainable practices and collaborating with 

stakeholders to increase awareness and demand for certified palm oil. Observations reveal 

that farmers are optimistic about the market prospects for certified products, noting an 

increasing demand from large companies. However, they hesitate to establish broad 

marketing networks and emphasize the need for additional support from government and 

non-governmental organizations. Ultimately, market development is crucial for 

smallholder farmers seeking RSPO certification, yet its success depends on government 

backing, information access, and marketing capabilities. 

Research shows that 20% of independent palm oil farmers pursue RSPO certification 

by developing CSR programs in collaboration with companies. This approach 

acknowledges the importance of social dimensions in sustainability, providing farmers 

access to essential resources, technology, and expertise that improve local community 

welfare. Engaging in CSR initiatives helps farmers build a positive image and strengthen 

ties with their communities, highlighting their awareness of social responsibilities beyond 

financial gains. According to Schoneveld et al. (2019), integrating CSR strategies 

encourages sustainable practices among smallholders, aligning with global sustainability 

goals. However, challenges like budget constraints and low community participation can 

hinder implementation. Observations reveal that farmers perceive CSR programs as 

significantly beneficial to their communities, citing improved access to healthcare, 

education, and infrastructure. While they recognize the importance of CSR initiatives, 

challenges such as budget constraints and low community participation hinder effective 

implementation. Ultimately, developing CSR programs proves to be an effective strategy 

for smallholder farmers aiming for RSPO certification, fostering stronger ties with local 

communities while meeting certification requirements. 

Research indicates that 15% of independent palm oil farmers have adopted RSPO 

certification by focusing on access to sustainable technology, recognizing its critical role 

in enhancing agricultural practices and meeting certification standards. Farmers can 

improve productivity, lower production costs, and increase incomes by utilizing soil 

sensors and drip irrigation technologies while minimizing environmental impacts like soil 

degradation and greenhouse gas emissions. These innovations also help farmers adapt to 

climate change challenges. Abideen et al. (2023) emphasize that accessible, affordable 

technologies can support smallholders in achieving RSPO standards, although many face 

challenges in accessing and using these tools. Observations and in-depth interviews with 

farmers reveal their recognition of technology’s potential to boost productivity and 



What are The Major Barriers and Challenges Faced by Independent Oil Palm  

Smallholder Farmers in RSPO Certification? 

 

 

49 JRUCS : Journal of Rural and Urban Community Studies 

 

enhance crop quality, as they express interest in specific tools like drip irrigation systems. 

However, they face challenges accessing and utilizing these technologies, indicating a 

need for more intensive training and support. Ultimately, facilitating access to sustainable 

technology is crucial for empowering smallholder palm oil farmers to achieve RSPO 

certification, improve productivity, reduce environmental impacts, and satisfy increasing 

market demands. 

Data shows that 13.33% of independent palm oil farmers prioritize enhancing their 

green skills as a critical strategy for adopting RSPO certification, reflecting their 

awareness of the importance of knowledge in sustainable agriculture. By improving skills 

in areas like soil conservation, water management, and integrated pest control, farmers 

can effectively implement sustainable practices and adapt to environmental changes. 

Additionally, 10% of farmers recognize the need for simple record-keeping systems to 

manage data, vital for compliance with RSPO standards. Research by Pramudya et al. 

(2022) emphasizes the importance of training programs in developing these green skills. 

Innocenti and Oosterveer (2020) highlight that proper documentation enhances 

transparency and facilitates decision-making. Observations reveal that farmers find green 

skills training beneficial for gaining new insights. At the same time, effective record-

keeping helps them organize data and make informed decisions, though they face 

challenges maintaining consistency. Overall, enhancing green skills and implementing 

straightforward documentation systems are crucial for farmers aiming to adopt RSPO 

certification effectively. 

Data shows that 6.67% of independent palm oil farmers prioritize strengthening 

farmer groups to adopt RSPO certification, recognizing the importance of collaboration 

in addressing certification challenges. These groups offer collective training on 

sustainable practices that align with RSPO standards and facilitate sharing information on 

certification, agricultural technology, and market opportunities. They also provide access 

to essential resources like credit and farming equipment. Additionally, 5% of farmers 

focus on providing financial incentives as a primary strategy, emphasizing that financial 

motivation is crucial for encouraging sustainable cultivation practices. Research by 

Firmansyah and Umami (2021) highlights that these farmer groups enhance certification 

adoption, while Berenschot et al. (2022) underscore the role of incentives in improving 

market access and supporting farmers’ commitment to sustainability. Observations reveal 

that farmers value these groups’ social and emotional support while needing more 

concrete and sustainable incentives to shift their farming practices. Thus, reinforcing 

farmer groups and offering incentives are complementary strategies for promoting RSPO 

certification, dependent on robust support and strategic planning from various 

stakeholders. 

Data reveals that 5% of independent palm oil farmers adopt targeted strategies 

focusing on financial aspects (1.67%), training (1.67%), and certification procedures 

(1.67%), indicating their awareness of the technical and administrative challenges in the 

RSPO certification process. Farmers prefer flexible financing options like soft loans or 

staggered payments to overcome financial barriers, enabling them to invest in organic 

fertilizers and eco-friendly equipment necessary for certification. Additionally, tailored 

training is essential for equipping farmers with the skills to implement sustainable 

practices and understand RSPO requirements. The desire to simplify certification 

procedures reflects concerns about bureaucratic complexities that hinder adoption; 

streamlining these processes could significantly reduce administrative burdens. Research 

by Kato and Soda (2020) and Napitupulu et al. (2018) emphasizes how financial support 
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and training can enhance certification accessibility, while Bishop and Carlson (2022) 

highlight the importance of simplifying procedures to encourage more farmers to pursue 

certification. Observations reveal that farmers struggle to access funding for initial 

investments, desire more relevant training, and find certification processes overly 

complicated. Despite the small percentage of farmers utilizing these strategies, their 

diverse needs highlight the importance of developing effective programs to support their 

sustainability goals. 

 

Conclusions 

In conclusion, this research highlights significant barriers and challenges independent 

oil palm smallholders face in the RSPO certification process. Key barriers include high 

costs, lack of knowledge, limited resources, difficulties tracking production yields, and 

challenges meeting social requirements. Additionally, smallholders encounter challenges 

such as adapting cultivation practices, accessing markets, maintaining consistency and 

commitment, capacity building, and navigating bureaucratic processes. Several strategies 

can be implemented to overcome these obstacles and enhance the success of RSPO 

certification. These include market development initiatives, Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) programs, and facilitating access to sustainable technologies. 

Furthermore, improving green skills, establishing simplified record-keeping systems, and 

reinforcing farmer groups are essential. Providing incentives for farmers, offering soft 

loans or staggered payment plans, and delivering tailored training can significantly 

support their efforts. Lastly, streamlining certification procedures will reduce 

administrative burdens and help smallholders achieve sustainable practices more 

effectively. By addressing these barriers proactively, stakeholders can foster a more 

equitable and sustainable palm oil sector. This research suggests that policymakers should 

prioritize support programs for independent oil palm smallholders, focusing on reducing 

certification costs and enhancing access to training and resources. Implementing targeted 

CSR initiatives and leveraging technology can facilitate market access and streamline 

certification processes. Furthermore, fostering farmer collaboration can strengthen their 

negotiating power and share best practices. Future research opportunities include 

investigating the long-term impacts of CSR programs on smallholder livelihoods and 

sustainability outcomes and exploring innovative financing models that support 

smallholders through soft loans or payment plans. Additionally, studies could examine the 

effectiveness of digital tools in enhancing traceability and record-keeping among 

smallholders, contributing to better compliance with RSPO standards and improving 

overall market access. 
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