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argue that, instead of relying on public resources for conservation-
driven restoration, increased private sector engagement may point the
way out of the funding impasse. However, this requires a shift towards
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communities and smallholders as agents of landscape transition. For
achieving the dual purpose of connecting landscapes with markets and
promoting sustainable landscape restoration, we ascribe value chains
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1. INTRODUCTION: TOWARDS A PRODUCTION-DRIVEN AND INCLUSIVE FOREST
LANDSCAPE RESTORATION (FLR) APPROACH

1.4 FLR: A new paradigm desperate for funding

As climate change becomes increasingly perceptible, with all its adverse impacts,
forests are moving into the limelight of global mitigation and adaptation efforts. Whilst
their degradation fuels climate change, forests are indispensable in mitigating global
warming due to their function as carbon sinks. Therefore, the loss of 129 million
hectares of forest since the 1990s, mainly in tropical regions of the Global South (FAQ,
2015), has had twice the impact. After decades of unhampered timber extraction and
forest conversion through vicious cycles of degradation, this process must be stopped
and reverted into a virtuous cycle of forest restoration. This, however, requires
substantial investments in time, materials and/or money and benefits forgone from
short-term unsustainable resource exploitation. To date, several commitments have
been made to halt deforestation and promote large-scale forest restoration, such as the
Bonn Challenge, which aims to restore 150 million hectares of forests by 2020. In
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parallel, the Global Partnership on Forest and Landscape Restoration (GPFLR) emerged
as its most prominent advocacy body, lobbying for FLR as a new paradigm in forest
rehabilitation and ecosystem restoration. By definition, FLR includes any activity that
aims to regain ecological integrity for improving human well-being by facilitating the
transition from degraded lands to restored multifunctional landscapes (Maginnis &
Jackson, 2002).

Understanding what is new about FLR requires us to take stock of the failures of
past reforestation paradigms. Past reforestation, more often than not, drew on sectoral
approaches, ignoring the complex realities inherent to human-modified and mosaic-
like landscapes comprising different land-use systems, such as cropping land, pastures,
settlements and forests adjacent to each other. Such mosaic landscapes are
particularly common in the Global South, where forest degradation is most acute due
to agricultural expansions, high demand for fuelwood and minerals, urbanisation,
infrastructure development and other forms of land conversion at the expenses of
forests. In addition to agriculture, forests contribute greatly to rural livelihoods in the
Global South through subsistence and the commercial use of timber and non-timber
forest products. About 25% of the world population, or 1.6 billion people—mainly in the
Global South—are estimated to rely on forests for their livelihoods, including fuelwood,
fodder for livestock or medicinal plants (Agrawal et al., 2013). Dependency on forests
is even higher if we include the vital environmental services they provide, such as
watershed protection and soil conservation, both of which are critical to sustaining
agricultural productivity (Rasmussen et al. 2017). Hence, different from past
restoration efforts FLR seeks to integrate different land uses and the corresponding
stakeholders at landscape level into a joint management process. To this end, livelihood
diversification and landscape heterogeneity are considered important elements of FLR
(Brancalion & Chazdon 2017).

Encroachments and conflicts along forest-farm interfaces surrounding
conservation sites can be found in tropical developing countries, as can be observed in
parts of Africa and Asia (Moyo et al., 2017; Issara et al., 2019). They highlight the
necessity of considering local livelihoods, food security and socio-economic
development in forest restoration efforts. In addition, rural stagnation, poverty and the
exclusion of local communities from forest resources have thwarted most of the forest
conservation efforts in the Global South over the past decades (Nambiar, 2019). The
fact that forests embody parts of complex patchwork landscapes with multiple
stakeholders calls for a paradigm shift towards forest restoration in a more holistic and
integrative sense. In this regard, Lamb et al. (2005) argues that, instead of restoring
large-scale forest reserves in many developing countries, mosaic-oriented landscape
restoration may be more appropriate in facilitating realistic trade-offs between
conservation and human well-being. Globally, there are about 1.5 billion ha of degraded
lands that are well-suited for mosaic restoration, in which multiple parallel land use
systems for forestry, wetlands, pasture, settlement or intensive agriculture can be
integrated (FAO, 2015). Drawing on the landscape approach, FLR opts for trade-offs
that merge various land uses and corresponding stakeholders at the landscape level
into an integrated management process (Lamb et al. 2005; Sayer et al., 2013;
Mansourian, 2018).

Yet, beyond the discourse level, FLR implementation has been criticised for being
far behind expectations, mainly due to insufficient funding (Reinecke & Blum, 2018).
No less than about USD 830 billion is required to achieve the New York Declaration on
Forests, which aims to restore 350 million hectares by 2030 (Gritten et al., 2018). Over
the past decades, forest restoration efforts have predominantly relied on public
investments, the bulk of which have benefited conservation-oriented rehabilitation
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projects. Thus far, private investments have played a minor role. If the new Bonn
Challenge and its ensuing initiatives want to keep their ambitious promise, additional
funds must be mobilised, and the private sector is the most obvious source for doing so
(Mansourian 2018; Sabogal et al., 2015).

1.2 Towards smallholder inclusion in production-driven FLR

Except for purely philanthropic-oriented forest and conservation efforts through
private entities, large-scale private sector engagement requires a market-driven
approach via commercial forestry. Nevertheless, as we can learn from concession-
based industrial tree plantations in the Global South, large-scale private investments in
commercialised forestry have not always benefited the landscapes and their
inhabitants. Since the 1990s, large-scale plantations have expanded more than fourfold
throughout the Global South, with investments coming from large corporations and
trust funds (Overbeek et al., 2012). Such large-scale and solely profit-oriented
investments in commercial forestry frequently had negative environmental impacts, as
they mostly prioritised economic returns over ecological and social sustainability
(Sawyer, 1993; Cannell, 1999). Furthermore, institutional deficiencies have abetted
land grabbing, local community exclusion, dispossession and conflicts (Overbeek et al.,
2012; Kroger 2012). Such negative ecological and social outcomes collide
fundamentally with FLR principles in which local stakeholder involvement,
participatory governance and equal benefit sharing have the highest priority on the
pathway to successful restoration efforts (Mansourian, 2016).

Pokorny & De Jong (2015) critically reflect on large-scale commercial forestry as
an alternative means of rural development and forest restoration, arguing that
smallholders bear great potential to create environmentally stable landscapes that also
bring about social and economic benefits for local communities. Similarly vein, Ros-
Tone et al. (2015) emphasise the role of smallholders in landscape approaches, as they
operate at the interface of vertical relations with downstream commaodity chain actors
(traders, processors and exporters) and horizontal interactions in the landscape in
which they sustain their livelihoods. Thus, smallholders must play a critical role as a
target group when crafting sustainable FLR policies and practical interventions on the
ground.

As market integration is advancing in the Global South, many smallholders have
turned into private sector players producing for global and local commodity chains
(Nambiar, 2019; Midgley et al., 2017). At the same time, with their diverse land use
systems, smallholders hold the key to integrating trees in agricultural land use, both in
the form of woodlots and agroforestry systems (Ros-Tone et al., 2015). Recent research
from Africa and Asia reinforces the need to consider smallholders in locally adapted
FLR approaches by providing attractive incentives to elicit their engagement (Owusu et
al.,, 2021; Tran et al., 2018). Beyond additional income generation, integrating trees in
small-scale farming systems increases social resilience by providing food, commodities
and vital environmental services at different scales (Kapp & Manning, 2014). This
corresponds well with the notion of mosaic agriculture-FLR.

However, local communities in regions with high rates of deforestation and forest
degradation are often poor, with farmers who own small plots of land and lack access
to financial capital. Smallholders may also prioritise livelihood security over
environmental sustainability (Lamb et al., 2005). In addition, in a mosaic landscape,
farmers participate in various value chains that compete for the same household
resources of land, labour, capital and entrepreneurship (Bolwig et al., 2010). Therefore,
empowering smallholders in FLR must occur in parallel with crafting enabling
institutional environments and conducive incentive policies. Only under conditions of
secure land tenure and market access can smallholders be encouraged to integrate

Ha et al. (2022)



Forest and Society Vol. 6(1): 311-334 314

trees into their land-use systems (Snelder & Lasco, 2008). Forest devolution, combined
with linking tree-growing smallholders to markets through innovative business models
and value chain inclusion, paves the way towards market-oriented landscape
restoration pathways in which economic rewards benefit smallholders, landscapes and
the rest of society (Arts et al., 2017; Gritten et al., 2018). This notion of linking
smallholders with processors and other private sector actors located down the value
chain in economically viable approaches constitutes what we call a ‘production-driven
and inclusive FLR approach.’

Two main market-based mechanisms are currently used by international
environmental policies to attract investments in FLR: (1) Payment for Ecosystem
Services (PES), such as REDD+ or other voluntary or compliance carbon rewarding
schemes; and (2) sustainable value chain development (Arts et al. 2017; FAO and Global
Mechanisms of the UNCCD 2015). Whilst PES, especially REDD+, is widely promoted,
value chain approaches towards FLR have received far less attention. Assuming that
landscapes are embedded parts of (global) value chains, our purpose is to shed light on
the nexus amongst value chains, smallholder inclusion and landscape restoration to
achieve production-driven FLR. As will be demonstrated, value chain configurations can
have positive or negative impacts on the degradation of landscapes. We postulate that
unregulated and low-value commodity chains are more likely to generate negative
impacts (we call this ‘vicious VC’), whilst regulated and high-value commodity chains
will generate positive impacts, specifically in terms of environmental integrity, local
livelihood improvement, governance and private sector engagement (we call this
‘benign VC’).

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS

In the introduction we highlighted the relevance for production-driven and
smallholder-inclusive FLR approaches in the Global South. In the ensuing section we
explore the nexus between value chains and landscape approaches, and how both
approaches interact with each other. Based on a literature review, we discuss and seek
to conceptualize the interface between value chains and landscapes. The focus is on
how value chain configurations and governance impact on landscapes, and how value
chain upgrading, for instance enhanced (vertical and horizontal) collaboration among
chain actors or certification and chain of custody, can yield positive socio-economic and
environmental outcomes at landscapes level.

Subsequently, for testing the above postulate that ‘benign VC’ may elicit positive
landscape outcomes, we will examine Vietnam’s FLR pathway over the past 30 years.
We selected Vietnam as a case study because the country increased its forest cover from
27% in 1990 to almost 42% in 2019 through production-driven reforestation policies.
We specifically deal with acacia which has played a pivotal role in Vietnam’s
reforestation pathway. Our aim is to assess the shift from low-value to high-value acacia
chains and the corresponding landscape impacts in social-economic and ecological
terms. To this end, we look into two smallholder tree certification schemes, both located
in Central Vietnam, more precisely in the provinces of Thua Thien-Hue and Quang Tri.
Data used include secondary data derived from project reports, combined with
interviews conducted in 2017 and 2020 with stakeholders involved in the two group
certification schemes. The 2020 data was collected as part of a fact-finding-mission for
planning a group certification project. The 2017 data was collected by one of the
authors as part of an MSc thesis. Apart from key informant interviews with NGOs, local
authorities, saw mills and the group leaders, the research design included semi-
structured interviews with 19 acacia growers participating in the group certification
schemes. Visiting the project site twice in three years allowed to capture relevant
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changes.

3. VALUE CHAINS AND LANDSCAPE RESTORATION: EXPLORING THE
RELATIONSHIP

3.4 Understanding the origins of the problem

The value chain concept constitutes a descriptive and analytical instrument to
depict the full range of activities on the pathway of bringing a product or service from
conception, through the different stages of production all the way down to its final
consumers. It includes physical transformation and the input of various producer
services, such as transportation and distribution. Along the value chain, we can trace
how financial margins are shared amongst the chain actors and study power relations
in value chain governance structures (Kaplinsky & Morris 2001; Ribot, 1998; Trienekens
2012; Gereffi, 1999). In particular, value-chain mapping illustrates where actors are
positioned geographically and within the chain structure, thereby indicating power
structures related to flows of benefits and information (Helmsing & Vellema 2011; Van
Dijk & Trienekens, 2012).

Potential products can be forest-related, such as food; timber, fuelwood and non-
timber forest products; and carbon and other environmental services, such as
watershed protection and soil conservation. Value chains can operate from local,
national and global levels, connecting landscapes where raw materials are sourced to
other landscapes where processors and consumers purchase them as raw materials,
semi-products or final goods (Ingram, 2014). Therefore, value-chain analysis not only
provides a framework for capturing the chain actors and their relationships across
multiple scales and production steps, it can also be used as an instrument to trace how
the decisions, actions and attitudes along the chain impact the (sourcing) landscapes.

In practice, value chain analysis is not an end in itself but the starting point for
upgrading interventions. There are manifold options to manage the shift from lower- to
higher-value activities through improvements in processes, products and functions,
specifically regarding competitiveness and market access, diversification, value chain
governance or collaboration and partnership development (McDermott, 2007;
Trienekens & Van Dijk, 2012; Gereffi, 1999). For instance, in the Global South,
promoting horizontal collaboration amongst smallholders through the establishment
of producer associations or cooperatives has become a means to reduce the production
and transaction costs of smallholders whilst ensuring uniform quality standards and
joint merchandise products for advanced market access (Coles & Mitchell, 2011; Kilelu
et al., 2017). Moreover, certification schemes that ensure compliance with good social
and ecological standards in sourcing and production along the value chain have gained
considerable importance as an upgrading strategy, particularly within Western
markets.

3.2 Impacts of value chains on landscapes: Vicious and benign value chains

Be it in global or local markets, the commodification of any product or service
inevitably creates a value chain along which the final product/service is delivered to the
consumer. The emerging value chain can have positive and/or negative impacts on the
sourcing landscape in ecological and social terms. For example, the industry that
produces palm oil, a non-timber forest product now commercially cultivated in
plantations, provides many illustrative cases of vicious value chains. Given the rising
global demand for palm oil for food (e.g., vegetable oils) and industrial use (e.g.,
biofuels), governments in tropical countries are increasingly promoting palm oil
cultivation for poverty reduction and rural development. Consequently, since 2000, the
total global area of oil palm production has expanded, ranging from 10 million to 17
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million hectares by 2012. The bulk of global palm oil originates from Indonesia and
Malaysia, where smallholders and out-growers have a stake in cultivation, apart from
large-scale private and state-owned estates (Pirker et al., 2016). Indonesia, for
instance, has an estimated 1.46 palm oil smallholders (Pacheco et al., 2017).

Whilst some studies underline the positive effects on grower communities
regarding poverty alleviation and other socio-economic improvements (e.g., Loffler et
al. 2014), general social and ecological concerns prevail, thereby making palm oil
production a contested issue. In particular, huge areas of natural forests and forest-
agriculture mosaics have been converted into homogenous landscapes of palm oil
monocultures. Resulting ecological impacts range from the loss of biodiversity to
massive pollution through agrochemicals, which harm human health and the
surrounding ecosystems. Moreover, the exclusion of indigenous people, land grabbing
and eviction as well as the abuse of (migrant) workers in plantations and milling
facilities are some of the negative social impacts attributed to transnational palm oil
commodity chains (Pye & Bhattacharya 2011). Nevertheless, the palm oil industry is not
a problem per se, but rather its uncontrolled expansion in the form of unhealthy
production systems due to weak (international) value chain governance arrangements.
In fact, as shown by Sayer et al. (2012), apart from income generation, palm oil
cultivation can generate environmental benefits for landscape restoration, such as a
positive carbon balance, if grown in areas not derived from forest- or peatlands, and
contributions to biodiversity conservation, if grown on a landscape mosaic.

In response to mounting criticisms, in 2004, the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm
0Oil (RSPO) was initiated, with the aim of enhancing value chain collaboration in the
context of certification. The case of palm oil demonstrates that intensification driven by
vicious value chains is likely to result in a non-sustainable landscape transition. Hence,
scholars have increasingly called for the integration of environmental and social
standards into value chains to ensure greater sustainability at the landscape level
(Bolwig et al., 2010, Ros-Tone et al., 2018).

Kissinger et al. (2015) point to the increased interest of downstream value chain
actors in sustainable sourcing to ensure quality management of raw material and stable
supply and to facilitate marketing in sustainability-sensitive consumer markets. Some
of the most prominent examples are certified coffee and banana value chains targeting
Western markets (Muradian et al., 2014; Liu 2008). Indeed, demonstrating compliance
with good social and environmental standards is gaining importance as a value chain
upgrading strategy to access lucrative consumer markets with increased sensitivity to
sustainable production (Nutz & Sievers, 2015). Beyond producers, consumers have the
power—precisely through their awareness and consumption choices—to exert
influence on the sourcing landscapes. Related to this, an increased demand for organic,
zero-deforestation, climate-friendly and fair-trade products may support both
producers and processors as they adopt landscape-based standards.

Voluntary self-commitments in sourcing have emerged as a common response of
international corporations in coping with mounting public pressure on them, albeit with
little success in achieving more sustainability at landscape level. In complex, long and
non-integrated value chains with multiple suppliers, as shown by Lyons-White and
Knight (2018) for the case of palm oil, no-deforestation commitments failed due to
colliding perceptions among local and international value chain actors regarding
‘forests’ and ‘deforestation’ definitions, weak national laws and complex, often non-
transparent chain structures. Supply chain stickiness, as demonstrated by Leijten et al.
2022 for the case of soy production and trade in Brazil, leading to regional
dependencies in sourcing, is another hampering factor. Hence, if self-commitments to
be successful, they must be framed and institutionalized based on clearly defined
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standards, goals and regulations, for which we consider certification schemes, enforced
and monitored by independent third-party auditing agencies, may serve as an
appropriate method.

Introducing standards in sustainable sourcing requires a change in perspective on
value chains—one that recognises how vertical value chain relations increasingly
intersect with horizontal relations at the landscape level. This becomes clearer when
looking at the interface between the value chain and the landscape approach. Beyond
the product scope, it is relevant to consider how value chains affect the land-use
decisions of smallholders and their production models, biodiversity and climate
protection, food security and local political economies in which landscapes are
embedded. Using a certified cacao production scheme in Ghana as an example, Deans
et al. (2018) elucidate how value chain upgrading through advanced collaboration
between smallholders and buyers has led to multiple positive outcomes at the
landscape level. Social and ecological certification standards were introduced jointly
with smallholder cocoa growers as a value chain upgrading strategy. Increased yields,
a price premium and enhanced competitiveness benefited both smallholders and
buyers, whilst good environmental practices (non-toxic fertiliser, shade trees, etc.)
provided co-benefits to the landscape and allowed for long-term partnership building
amongst chain actors. From amongst certification schemes geared towards tropical
productions, such as those for soy, coffee and palm oil, forest certification has evidently
been useful in supporting farmers’ livelihood and improving the environmental
conditions of production units and surrounding landscapes (Kissinger et al., 2015).

3.3 State restrictions and forest certification for value chain upgrading and
sustainable FLR promotion

To a large degree, the value chain impacts of forest-based products on (forest)
landscapes are determined by chain governance structures. Beyond endogenous
factors shaping chain governance, there exists a wide range of external factors at
different scales, including international agreements as well as national legislation and
policies defining social, ecological and other standards in timber sourcing and
processing. One prominent example from the forest sector is the Forest Law
Enforcement, Governance and Trade (FLEGT) Action Plan initiated by the EU to tackle
illegal logging and deforestation in timber-producing countries in Asia, Africa and
South America. As one of the largest timber consumers worldwide, the EU seeks to
avoid negative impacts on the environment and communities living in sourcing
landscapes with high rates of illegal timber extractions. Thus, as a requlatory policy
instrument, the FLEGT has prohibited imports of illegally harvested timber into the EU
since 2013. Be it timber or processed wood products, tropical countries with voluntary
partnership agreements with the EU engage in a chain of custody procedures that
facilitate the export of wood products to the EU.

Aside from state-run auditing systems, third-party certification through private
organisations has also played an increasingly important role in forestry and forest
product value chain governance. Certified timber or non-timber forest products usually
enjoy advanced access to lucrative export markets in industrialised countries and are
often able to yield price premiums. The most prominent certification organisation in
forestry is the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), a non-profit organisation founded in
1993. As an international organisation, the FSC offers certification services in
sustainable forest management and chain of custody certification for any chain actors
using or selling FSC-certified material and products. Forest management certification
targets a wider range of forest owners, ranging from smallholders to large corporations.
Amongst others, the FSC standard includes sustainable silviculture practices,
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ecosystem and environmental value maintenance, good social standards for forest
workers and ensuring the economic and social well-being of local communities (FSC
2015). Similar certification services are offered by the Programme for the Endorsement
of Forest Certification (PEFC, 2018). Based on 16 case studies in developing and
transitioning countries, Cashore et al. (2006) confirm that forest certification has a
range of positive effects on power relations, workers and communities, business and
the environment. This reinforces the idea that value chains of certified timbers are more
advanced, thus garnering higher benefits for producers and performing better in
environmental terms. Hence, regulated in the sense of certified commodity chains
constitute beneficial instruments that can be used in integrated landscape approaches.

The abovementioned -certification organisations require forest owners to
maintain, conserve and/or restore ecosystem services and environmental values of the
production units; to avoid, repair or mitigate negative environmental impacts; and to
protect rare and threatened species, along with their habitats, through conservation
zones, protection areas and connectivity. More importantly, forest owners also have the
responsibility of managing the landscape around the production units to maintain
and/or restore a varying mosaic of species, plant sizes, plant ages, spatial scales and
regeneration cycles appropriate to the landscape values within a region. These
requirements correspond well with a core FLR principle, which is to maintain and
enhance natural ecosystems within landscapes (Bonn Challenge, 2019). We thus
assume that harnessing certification as a value chain upgrading strategy may be
appropriate in production-driven forest landscape restoration, not only to meet
ecological standards, but also social standards, if smallholders and their livelihoods are
duly considered. To testify this hypothesis, and understand under which conditions it
could work, the ensuing section consider the case of acacia-based forest landscape
restoration in Vietnam.

4. PRODUCTION-DRIVEN AND INCLUSIVE FLR IN VIETNAM: THE CASE OF ACACIA

Vietnam

i

Thailand

: "<Thug Thien- Hue

x

Cambodia

Figure 1. Map of Vietnam, Quang Tri und Thue Thien Hue, modified from google map
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In this section, we examine the case of Vietnam and shed light on the pathway of
production-driven FLR as a process of value chain establishment and upgrading. To this
end, we use secondary data stemming from recent studies dealing with the prominent
role acacia has played in the reforestation of degraded land and rural development in
the Vietnamese uplands. Apart from a macro-level analysis, we also refer to two case
studies for micro-level analysis. More precisely, we look at two smallholder-based
group forest certification schemes as examples of acacia value chain upgrading in the
provinces of Quang Tri and Thua Thien-Hue.

4.1 FLRin Vietham

After decades of runaway deforestation due to armed conflicts, industrial-scale
logging and rapid agriculture expansion, Vietnam’s forest cover has increased
profoundly from just 27% in 1990 to almost 42% in 2019, covering an area of 14.5
million hectares (ha) (MARD, 2019). Thus, Vietnam can be considered an international
success story in forest restoration. However, only 8% of the forests can be classified as
rich and medium-rich natural forests (MARD, 2015), whilst about 33% are degraded
(Pham et al., 2012). The large expansion of forest areas resulted from a national policy
shift away from forest exploitation towards rehabilitation and corresponding
reforestation programmes initiated by the Government of Vietnam (GoV), with support
from the international donor community. Short-rotation, fast growing species, such as
acacia, eucalyptus and pine, for commercial use play a paramount role in this process.
The expansion of tree plantations is also the main approach pursued by the GoV to
attain a target of 47% forest cover by 2020 (MARD, 2015).

Whether forest restoration in Vietnam should be considered a kind of FLR is
somewhat controversial and is a matter of perspective. The two nationwide forest
rehabilitation and reforestation programmes started in 1992 with the ‘Green the Barren
Hills” programme (or Programme 327), which aimed to re-green open land and barren
hills, protect existing forests, assist natural regeneration and reforestation and promote
social welfare (Jong et al., 2006). This programme was followed by the Five Million
Hectare Reforestation Project (SMHRP) from 1998-2010. The target of the SMHRP was
to reforest about 2 million ha of protection forest and 3 million ha of production forest.

The aforementioned reforestation programmes would not have been possible
without the preceding institutional changes in the wake of Vietnam’s transition from a
state-run subsidy economy to a market economy. The de-collectivisation of agriculture
in the late 1980s was followed by land reforms in the 1990s. In particular, the
promulgation of the first Forest Protection and Development Law (1991) paved the way
for land allocation and forest devolution to households. This involved tens of thousands
of smallholders throughout Vietnam who were actively involved in the FLR.

For the first time, a modern forest land classification and management system
was introduced based on three forest land types: (1) special use forest, (2) protection
forest and (3) production forest. Whilst the two former categories aim at conservation
in national parks and watershed areas, production forests opened up new opportunities
for commercial forestry as a vehicle for production-driven reforestation (Jong et al.
2006). Incentives were provided via state-fostered access to seedling, extension
services and access to credits. Hence, forest restoration served the dual purpose of (1)
landscape restoration and (2) rural development. The latter not only included poverty
alleviation and livelihood diversification but also eradication of shifting cultivation and
modernisation of the upland farming system by including trees (Sandwall et al. 2010).
In the absence of large-scale, concession-based private investments, the bulk of tree
plantations in Vietnam are now owned by households holding 1-5 hectares each (Sikor
2012). Thus, smallholders have greatly contributed to the emerging agriculture-forest
mosaic landscapes comprising a mix of paddy land, upland fields, tree plantations and
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protected watershed forests (Figure 2). The GoV has also acknowledged that forest
degradation and rehabilitation must be addressed through an integrated approach in
which local stakeholders and their livelihoods must be linked with ecological objectives
in the landscapes.

During the same period, Vietnam has also established a flourishing wooden
furniture industry, with some 3,000 small and medium-sized enterprises earning about
USD10.3 billion in exports in 2019, marking an increase of 22% compared to 2018
(VIFOREST et al., 2020). However, as the bulk of domestically grown timber is of low
value and is non-certified, Vietnam’s furniture industry depends as much as 80% on
foreign wood supply. In response, the GoV has pushed for an increase in the share of
high-quality and certified domestic wood supply from plantations (Hoang et al., 2015b,
Pistorius et al., 2016).

TREE PLANTATIONS _ WATERSHED PROTECTION
ALONG THE SLOPES g FORESTS

FARM HOUSE SURROUNDED
BY SHADE TREES

\

- TEA PLANTATION
-—

PADDY FIELDS

Figure 2. Typical agriculture-forest mosaic landscape in Yen Bai Province, Vietnam
4.2 The acacia boom in Vietnam

Acacias were first introduced to the southern and northern parts of Vietnam in the
1960s and 1980s, respectively. By 2013, more than half of the plantation area was
covered with acacia species: 600,000 ha with acacia mangium, 400,000 ha with clonal
acacia hybrid (A. mangium x A. auriculiformis), 90,000 ha with A. auriculiformis and
5,000 ha with A. crassicarpa (Kien et al., 2014, Nambiar et al., 2014). The prominent
role of acacia in restoration is particularly related to its nitrogen-fixing capacity, which
is essential for the rehabilitation of heavily degraded soils and barren lands. Further,
acacia is highly favoured due its fast growth rate and short rotation cycles, making it an
ideal input for the low-return business model based on large and reliable supply chains
that have emerged over the past 20 years. Nearly half of all acacia plantations are
managed by smallholders, whilst the rest are scattered across state forest enterprises
and private companies (Pistorius et al., 2016). Without formal contracts, smallholders
commonly sell their standing trees to local traders who then do the felling and pre-
processing before selling them to processors in the domestic pulp, woodchip or
furniture industries.
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Acacia has played a significant role in Vietnam’s economic development with two
predominant products: wood chips and sawlogs (Pistorius et al., 2016). Wood chip
production has well-established and low-value acacia wood value chains. About 70%
of Vietnamese acacia wood is chopped for chips and exported to regional markets, such
as China or Japan (Maraseni et al., 2017). Meanwhile, sawlog production, with and
without third-party sustainable forest management certification, has serviced both
domestic or international markets. The demand for wood by Vietnam’s booming
furniture industry is high and constantly increasing (To et al., 2017).

Despite the socio-economic significant role acacia plays in fostering rural
development in upland areas, its vast spatial expansion in monocultures and resulting
landscape dominance have also raised concerns in many respects. On the one hand,
low-value acacia value chains promoted the reforestation of large areas of barren land
and local wood industry development. On the other hand, the rapid expansion of acacia
plantations has led to low biodiversity, high risks of diseases and forest fire as well as
low resilience against climate change (Rizzeti et al., 2016).

4.3 Efforts for sustainable forest certification in Vietnam as a value chain
upgrading strategy

Following an empirical assessment of Vietnamese value chains, Tham et al. (2021)
reported that although acacia wood-chip value chains are financially profitable (about
26 USD/m3), they score poorly in terms of economic development due to their low
value-added. In comparison, acacia furniture value chains (about 557 USD/m3) and
FSC-certified furniture value chains (about 663 USD/m3) economically perform much
better. Thus, they recommend that the latter value chains should receive greater
attention in terms of government policies. Indeed, forest certification has been strongly
promoted by the GoV since the early 2000s.

In 2007, the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD) announced
the target of expanding forest areas under certification to 2 million ha by 2020.
However, this target was then scaled back to 500,000 ha by another ministerial decision
in 2015 due to various challenges of third-party certification requirements, low-level
forest management systems and restricted financial resources (MARD 2015; Ha 2018).
To date, about 240,000 ha of forest received certification from the FSC (FSC, 2019;
MARD, 2019), the most globally prominent international forest certification scheme.
Recently, the GoV also started collaborating with the Programme for the Endorsement
of Forest Certification (PEFC) schemes, another globally renowned certification scheme
(MARD, 2019). Meanwhile, the Vietnam Forest Certification System (VFCS) was
established in 2018 through the Prime Minister’s decision, No. 1288/QD-TTg (GoV,
2018), based on the PEFC’s principles and systems of forest certification (MARD, 2018).

Apart from the need to improve environmental values and sustainable forest
management, the growth of forest certification in Vietnam is driven by several key
factors. The first factor is the need to respond to the rising sustainability and legality
requirements of public procurement policies (e.g., the European Timber Regulations or
the Lacey Act of the United States) of many countries, which are considered major
import markets for Vietnamese timber products (To et al.,, 2017). Meeting these
requirements is particularly critical for Vietnam to maintain the current high growth
rate of its exporting timber industry. Given that the demand for certified, high-quality
timber is rising (To et al., 2017), in response, the GoV is striving to transform the current
low-value wood chip plantations into high-value timber plantations through prolonged
rotation and certification (Maraseni et al., 2017).

Second, and equally important, global retailers are also steadily putting more
pressure upon wood supply chains by requiring certified products. For instance, IKEA
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Corporation, one of the main global buyers, has requested 100% FSC-certified timber
products from Vietnam since September 2017 (To et al., 2017). Other giant global
retailers, such as Walmart (Walmart, 2020) and John Lewis (John Lewis, 2020), require
their sourcing materials to be certified, and FSC and PEFC are both equally accepted in
their sourcing procurement policies.

Finally, it is also expected that forest certification can serve as an important
instrument to improve farmers’ livelihood, strengthen their skills and capacities in
sustainable forest management and ensure better forestry outcomes (Auer, 2012). This
objective is pivotal, because about 4.1 million ha of plantation forest are managed by
smallholder farmers, many of whom adhere to outmoded forest management practices
with low economic values and negative impacts on the environment (MARD, 2019;
Pistorius et al., 2016). Given that the Vietnam forest certification scheme under the
PEFC is still in an early stage of development, our analysis will focus on FSC, which has
been implemented over the last 20 years.

4.4 Impacts of group certification on FLR: The cases of Quang Tri and Thua-Thien
Hue

The previous section adopted a macro perspective on Vietnam’s production-driven
and smallholder-based forest landscape restoration pathway. Next, we will provide a
micro-perspective on value chain upgrading options for additional landscape-level
ecological and socio-economic benefits through certification. To this end, we will look
at two case studies of FSC forest group certification schemes in the two provinces,
Quang Tri and Thua Thien-Hue, which are neighbouring provinces in Central Vietnam
(see figure 1).

4.4.1 Case study 1: FSC group certification in Quang Tri Province

To understand the potential impacts of certification-based value-chain upgrading
on FLR, we draw on the example of an FSC group certification scheme in Quang Tri
Province, Vietnam (hereinafter referred to as the Quang Tri certification group). This
specific group represents the first smallholder-based certification group in Vietnam. It
was initiated in 2007 by the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) and the Swiss Agency
for Development and Cooperation, with political support from provincial authorities
(Auer, 2012). The group was first certified in 2010, overseeing a plantation area of 270
ha belonging to 315 households. As of 2019, the certified area has increased to 1,920
ha, belonging to 520 smallholders (FSC, 2019). All certified sawlogs produced by the
group are bought directly by companies belonging to the Global Forest and Trade
Network under WWF facilitation. The products are sold at higher prices compared to
non-certified sawlogs. Furthermore, due to the high demand for certified timber,
growers are in a position to choose buyers who offer the best prices and terms of trade
(Auer, 2012; Hoang et al., 2015a). In addition, by selling directly without a middleman,
there are lower transaction costs for the producers. Equally important, the certified
timber is sold per cubic metre rather than selling the standing trees on the stock per
hectare, which is subject to the estimation of a middlemen. This new transparent
practice benefits growers, who are usually unable to accurately estimate the growing
stock of their plantation (Hoang et al., 2015a). Actually, all timber produced by the
group until 2020 is guaranteed to be bought at favourable conditions and fair prices by
a furniture production company that is engaged closely with the group (Ha, 2018). As a
result, the reported price of FSC-certified acacia timber paid by the local company to
the smallholders increased by 10%-17% compared to (local) market prices for non-
certified acacia sawlogs (Auer, 2012; Hoang et al., 2015a & b). It must be noted that
higher prices are not a requirement in FSC certification, but should—and often do—
emerge as a positive effect.
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In the case of the Quang Tri certification group, higher prices are accepted by the
buyer due toits interest in sustaining long-term sourcing of FSC-certified raw materials,
which are currently rare in Vietnam (personal communication with WWF project
managers and the buyer company, February 2020). Moreover, the price premium
emerges under a subsidy system, as the actual transaction costs of certified timber are
beyond the financial capacity of smallholders. In fact, both the financial and technical
expenses of achieving and maintaining the certificate are still mainly sponsored by
external stakeholders, including international donors or private companies, together
with a very small contribution from the group participants (Ha, 2018). At the same time,
certification has not only strengthened value chain governance and upgrading in
economic terms, but has also contributed to the development of smallholders’ skills and
awareness in sustainable forest management. This includes improved silviculture skills,
such as planting of seedlings, tracking of annual forest growth, thinning and felling. In
recent years, farmers have been trained in plantation inventory methods and harvesting
planning. A pre-assessment carried out by a third-party auditor found that farmers
previously had clear-cut plots with bulldozed and ploughed soils prior to planting
acacia seedlings (Sloth & Le, 2009). Forest productivity measures are now reported in
project notebooks. In addition, more sustainable practices have replaced the
conventional ones with negative environmental impacts, especially those related to
excessive soil preparation, fires, pesticides and fertiliser usage. Participating growers
have also agreed to prolong the rotation of their plantation up to eight years, which is
much longer than the common practice of four- to five-year rotations (WWF, 2016
unpublished data).

Hence, in this example, certification was instrumental in improving the
environmental conditions of not only production units but also adjacent areas. As
stipulated, producers under the FSC scheme have to leave buffer strips along the
watercourses, including both riparian areas and ponds, for environmental benefits. The
buffer areas are planted with a mix of acacia and high-value native hardwood species,
such as Hopea odorata (Auer, 2012). Growers are also required to apply low-impact
harvesting techniques to reduce the physical impacts of harvesting on soil and ground
conditions. Moreover, high conservation value assessments have also been conducted,
with the aims of preserving natural understorey trees, thus reducing environmental
impacts of future rotations and minimising biodiversity loss in monoculture plantation.
This also demonstrates that certification does not only consider environmental
conditions within the production units but also those of adjacent land patches within
the larger landscape.

As a result of certification, value chain governance has been upgraded through
enhanced cooperation amongst smallholders in a horizontal direction and an emerging
partnership between growers and the private sector in a vertical direction. Over the
years, the group structure has developed from a loosely structured group of farmers to
a basic legal entity and, finally, to a formally registered entity. The Association of Quang
Tri Smallholder Forest Certification Groups is now legally recognised by the Quang Tri
Provincial People’s Committee. Through this organisation, direct cooperation between
producers and buyers has been significantly strengthened. Amongst other benefits, the
company has agreed to provide financial and technical support to enable the Quang Tri
FSC group to maintain its certificate and to purchase all timber produced by the group
until 2020. A 15%-17% price premium compared to market prices is also guaranteed
for FSC-certified timber produced by the group, with some minimum requirements in
terms of diameter and plantation age (Ha, 2018).
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4.4.2 Case study 1: FSC group certification in Quang Tri Province

The TTH-FOSDA is another smallholder-based FSC certification scheme. It was
established in 2015 through a collaboration between the WWF and the Thua Thien-Hue
Forest Protection Department (Thua Thien-Hue FPD) (Ha, 2018; FSC, 2020). The TTH-
FOSDA can be considered a ‘sister model’” of the Quang Tri group discussed above, yet
with a range of improvements and advantages in terms of group structure, partnership
relations and cost and benefit sharing mechanism. These improvements have allowed
the TTH-FOSDA to expand and overcome some limitations faced by the Quang Tri Group.
In particular, the TTH-FOSDA has expanded at a relatively fast pace since its foundation.
For the first time, it obtained the FSC forest management certificate in 2016 with an
area of almost 1,000 ha. By 2020, 4,720 ha, belonging to 948 forest smallholders, had
been certified under the TTH-FOSDA (FSC, 2020; WWF, 2019).

Regarding its organisational structure, the TTH-FOSDA is somewhat similar to the
Quang Tri Group, comprising the board committee at the provincial level and sub-
associations at the local level (Ha, 2018). However, a closer look reveals a number of
notable differences. For one, the majority of sub-associations of the Quang Tri Group
are self-established groups of small-scale forest owners who come from the same
village or commune and share common interests in applying forest certification. In
comparison, 19 out of 35 sub-associations of the TTH-FOSDA are registered as
cooperatives. The cooperatives are legally entitled businesses under the Law of
Cooperatives and, therefore, enjoy many advantages in terms of management,
leadership and political commitments (Ha, 2018). The TTH-FOSDA also aimed to
support and encourage the remaining sub-groups to undergo the process of upgrading
into cooperatives, thereby raising the number of cooperatives to 30 by the end of 2020
(Personal communication with the FOSDA Vice Chairman, February 2020).

The Board Committee of the TTH-FOSDA includes representatives of the
provincial government and the chairperson of 35 sub-associations and three private
companies. Two of the latter are buyers who purchase all the sawlogs produced by the
groups. The third is a private nursery that offers good-quality seedlings to the groups
(Personal communication with the FOSDA Vice Chairman, February 2020).

There are four key stakeholders in the group who contribute to the development
of the TTH-FOSDA group:

(i) Private sector: This consists of the two buyer companies that have a principal
agreement with the TTH-FOSDA to buy all certified sawlogs produced by the group
members at a favourable price compared to the market price of non-certified products.
These companies also provide technical support to enable the TTH-FOSDA members to
expand their certification areas. Additionally, they also offer financial support, such as
responsibility for the surveillance audit costs, by the third-party certification body for
the group.

(i) Group members: These contribute membership fees as a way of sharing
benefits gained from selling their certified products at higher prices.

(iii) External funders: These include the WWF-IKEA partnership (WWF, 2019) and
the USAID Green Annamites Project (USAID 2019), both of which provide a reasonable
amount of technical and financial support to the TTH-FOSDA.

(iv) The provincial government: Though this, the group has been given access to
state-run promotion programmes on forest certification. The national decision
38/2016/QD-TTg requires the province to subsidise smallholders with VND 300,000 per
certified ha (GoV 2016). Therefore, the group has managed to secure a combined VND
600 million (equivalent to USD 25,700) subsidy for the years 2018 and 2019 to pay for
certification services once the external funding from donors runs out (Personal
communication with the FOSDA Vice Chairman and WWF Project Manager, February
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2020).

The second case study demonstrates how a financial collaboration mechanism
amongst the private sector, government, smallholders and external funders helped the
TTH-FOSDA group overcome the technical and financial challenges of forest
certification. Especially, the private sector has been dedicated and proactively engaged
right from the beginning, thereby witnessing and reaping the benefits of stable and
long-term sourcing of certified wood based on mutually beneficial partnerships with
growers.

5. CONCLUSION: TOWARDS A MULTI-STAGES MODEL IN PRODUCTION-DRIVEN
FLR

Today, there is an urgent need to mobilise FLR funding for the sake of climate
protection and restoring/maintaining vital ecosystems around the world. As funding
from state coffers can be quite limited, it has become increasingly relevant to think
beyond conventional public-funded, conservation-driven FLR approaches. In this
regard, increased private sector engagement points the way out of the funding impasse,
although it requires a shift in perspective towards production-driven and market-
oriented FLR. Value chains play a pivotal role in such a production-driven FLR approach,
as they connect landscapes with local and global markets, along with the stakeholders
involved within and beyond the landscapes where the sourcing of forest and
agricultural products is taking place.

At the same time, we must not ignore the manifold social and ecological risks
inherent in commercial restoration pathways that seek economic viability. Different
configurations of value chain governance arrangements can have significant social and
ecological impacts at the landscape level, both in negative and positive terms. In
particular, unregulated and low-value commodity chains (vicious value chains) are
more likely to generate negative than positive landscape outcomes, whilst regulated
and high-value commodity chains (benign value chains) may promote positive
landscape transitions, especially in terms of environmental integrity, local livelihood
improvements and landscape governance.

The case of Vietnam demonstrates that FLR can be efficient and equitable when
smallholders are included as agents in the mosaic landscape restoration of degraded
forest land. As shown in Figure 3, the case of Vietnam vividly elucidates how the
creation of an enabling institutional environment (land reforms, market reforms and
forest devolution) in conjunction with smallholder inclusion as part of a production-
driven restoration pathway brought trees back into the landscape and contributed
positively to rural development and livelihood diversification. Since the 1990s, many
upland areas throughout Vietnam have been transformed into diverse agriculture-
forest mosaic landscapes consisting of paddy lands, upland fields, pastures, tree
plantations and protected watershed forests. As we can learn from Vietnam in the early
phase of forest landscape restoration, it was critical to support FLR through market-
driven approaches and promoting livelihood benefits through adequate policies that
mobilized and enabled smallholders to grow trees.

Nevertheless, whilst acacia plantations brought trees back into landscape,
provided additional income to rural communities through livelihood diversification and
contributed to soil rehabilitation, the rapid spatial expansion of small-scale,
monoculture tree plantations have become a limiting factor for achieving the goal of
biodiversity conservation and proper ecosystem functioning at landscape level.
Moreover, drawing on short rotation cycles (four to five years), acacia woodlots mainly
supply materials for woodchip, paper and pulp production. Although paper and
woodchip value chains are financially viable, from an economic perspective, they only
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create very low value-added. Accordingly, the incomes of stallholders engaged in acacia
planting are stable but are at consistently low levels. At the same time, given the
scarcity of domestically produced saw wood, Vietnam’s export-oriented booming

furniture industry has become heavily reliant on timber imports, including certified
timber.
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Figure 3. The FLR evolutionary pathway in Vietnam

The aforementioned shortcomings are now being increasingly tackled by
government policies that aim to promote prolonged acacia rotation cycles for higher-
quality timber. Different from countries in the Global South that export unprocessed
wood in the absence of domestic processing options, Vietnam’s booming furniture
industry may serve as a critical entry-point to promote value-chain upgrading to yield
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ecological and socio-economic benefits at landscape level. The strategy is to substitute
wood imports, create more value-added within Vietnam’s furniture industry and,
ultimately, improve the incomes of acacia growers. Certification provides additional
upgrading options, as it offers advanced access to export markets (e.g., European
Union) with high (legal) entry barriers that require certification and chain of custody.
As discussed previously, value chain upgrading through certification does not only
benefit value chain stakeholders in socio-economic terms, but also generates positive
effects on the sourcing landscapes and their ecological functionalities. A meta-analysis
by Burivalova et al. 2017, comparing various case studies, concludes that forest
certification can attain additional social and economic benefits, and to a lesser extent
also ecological gains. Drawing on empirical evidence from community-based FSC in
Tanzania, Kalonga et al. (2016) attribute forest certification a positive role in
biodiversity conservation, and further highlight possible socio-economic benefits for
smallholder communities in form of increased incomes (Kalonga et al., 2015).

Nevertheless, the number of skeptical, even critical perspective regarding the
feasibility of smallholder certification schemes is large, hinting at the high financial and
administrate costs and the challenge to comply with high standard procedures and
requirements (Molnar, 2004). Indeed, as evident from our case studies in Vietnam, in
the Global South, certification schemes are often externally initiated by third-party
interventions through international donors, particularly non-government organisations
(Wiersum et al., 2013; Gambetta et al., 2004). Beyond organisational matters, external
support is needed to overcome high certification costs, which discourage smallholders
from entering high-value, certified commodity chains (Perez-Aleman & Sandilands,
2008). In connection to the high certification costs, the net price premium that farmers
actually receive could be as low as 5% (Flanagan et al., 2019), which is rather a
disincentive. Our case studies are no exceptions in this regard. Initially, certification
would not have been possible without external start-up financing. However,
subsequent partnership development, particularly the active role played by the private
sector, stabilised the scheme and helped ensure sustainability beyond the time when
external support came to an end. As can be learnt from the TTH-FOSDA case, involving
the buyers in the board committee proved to be beneficial for long-term partnership and
trust building. Certification further stimulated the horizontal cooperation amongst
smallholders and, with it, their voice and bargaining power. Strong ties and close
cooperation amongst chain stakeholders are prerequisites in building community-
private sector partnerships that enable certification for mutual benefits. Such
partnerships may pave the way towards mature, profitable and financially self-
sufficient value-chain arrangements.

Despite the justified criticisms, certification remains an appropriate tool for
upgrading and sustainability configurations in value chains. This makes it an
appropriate tool for production-driven FLR, as certification comes with multiple positive
ecological and socio-economic effects at the landscape level. As indicated in Figure 3,
Vietnam’s production-driven FLR pathway can be depicted as a multi-stage model in
which the first stage features the value chain establishment of low-value woodchip and
paper production for which smallholder-based acacia plantations provided the sourcing
base. Since 2000, drawing on value chain upgrading strategies Vietnam entered a new
stage towards more benign value chains that strive for higher economic values (e.g.,
furniture), whilst simultaneously increasing sustainability at the landscape level. In this
regard, certification, rolled out at larger scale, may serve as the next level in this stages
model. Each stage adds new standards to FLR strategies, instead of maximising
ecological, economic and social benefits right from the beginning of FLR processes
when other factors such as financial viability are more critical than ecological aspects.
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It follows an adaptive strategy in which producers slowly, but gradually increase their
sustainability performance. Apart from the FSC, the development of the national forest
certification system for Vietnam (Vietnam Forest Certification Scheme), which is on its
way to being endorsed by the PEFC, may trigger new impulses. Thus, by gradually
improving the certification framework conditions for smallholders, certification could
play a more important role in production-driven landscape restoration in Vietnam.
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