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Abstract 

óFairnessô is veiled with multiple and competing interpretations. Standard Setting Organisations, 

non-governmental organisations and carbon market actors have introduced fairness notions into 

the carbon market in an attempt to charter, standardise and communicate alternative approaches 

for carbon credits produced in smallholder and rural settings in the global South. Propositions 

that carbon credits can be ófairô are contentious, warranting careful analysis. Using an action-

oriented case study approach, I explore Fairtrade Internationalôs attempts to collaboratively 

develop the Fairtrade Climate Standard and examine its relevance within carbon programmes in 

Kenya. Multi-sited ethnographic observations and interviews, in Kenya and within various 

forums for deliberating the standard, are combined with specific tools designed to open-up 

inputs and enhance reflection amongst contributors to the standard.  

A Q study reveals three empirical perspectives on fairness in carbon projects, held amongst 

stakeholders in the standard-setting process. These diverge regarding what would be fair for 

whom, and mechanisms for achieving it, and not all notions are incorporated into the standard. 

Critical analysis of the standard-setting process against the benchmark of Fairtrade 

Internationalôs participatory governance approach illustrates process design features facilitating 

participatory collaboration and the limits to participatory governance in practice. I develop a 

heuristic to discuss how the most contentious topics were shaped by the initiatorsô ambitions, 

shared and mutually incompatible interests amongst stakeholders, and dynamics of 

protectionism. Using a Theory of Change approach I unpack specific mechanisms believed to 

lead to fairer outcomes and explore associated assumptions and evidence-bases. Key Fairtrade 

concepts- óproducersô, óorganisationsô, and transfer between external actors and Producer 

Organisations; are clouded by mixed evidence. This predicates future monitoring, evaluation 

and critical assessment of the standard once in operation. Finally I provide practical insights on 

doing collaborative action-oriented PhD research and make recommendations for researcher 

engagement in standard-setting processes and opportunities for enhancing deliberation and 

reflection.   
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Chapter 1 General Introduction  

1.1. Carbon: complex, controversial and fast evolving 

Carbon credits, which involve the measurement and transaction of emissions savings, have 

become a new commodity linking the global North and the global South via a complex array of 

technologies, institutions and discourses (Bumpus and Liverman, 2008). They are created 

within carbon projects, which involve sets of activities that supposedly result in fewer 

greenhouse gases in the atmosphere compared to a hypothetical situation without the project 

(Lohmann, 2010). Credits created within projects are sold on carbon markets. Carbon markets 

allow governments, companies and individuals to compensate their own emissions by financing 

emissions reductions in another area of the world, in both an efficient and politically attractive 

way (Boyd et al., 2011). They are a popular approach for mitigating the climate crisis 

worldwide (Lohmann, 2010) and are firmly rooted in the next decades of climate policy through 

the Paris Agreement (Marcu, 2016) as part of a portfolio of actions believed to lead to cost 

effective solutions (Bodansky et al., 2015). The carbon market has been highly volatile and has 

become increasingly fragmented and complex (Lövbrand and Stripple, 2012), which led to 

concerted efforts prior to the adoption of the Paris Agreement to foster greater linkage between 

the various schemes and regulatory bodies. These efforts were partially successful, but the new 

provisions are still highly complex and require more work to develop the architecture for a 

functioning carbon market (Marcu, 2016).  

Carbon credit infrastructure has been heralded as an opportunity for financing low carbon 

development in the global south whilst mitigating climate change. However it is criticised for 

dubious environmental effectiveness (Green, 2013) and is the subject of major discussions about 

fairness, equity and justice (Howard et al., 2015b, McDermott et al., 2013), and about 

governance, effectiveness and legitimacy of the mechanisms that carbon markets entail (Merger 

and Pistorius, 2011, Page, 2012). In particular, concerns have been raised regarding i) the 

burdens, benefits and positioning of local communities involved in international carbon projects 

(Mathur et al., 2014, Melo et al., 2014) and ii) the technical complexity of crediting 

mechanisms, which create dependency on outside expertise for audit that can shape and 

determine the character of carbon market access (Corbera and Brown, 2010, Lansing, 2013a). 

Interest in mitigation has often crowded out concerns about adaptation, but they are increasingly 

being recognised as inseparable, including within international climate policy and certification 

schemes (Willers, 2016). Scholars have laid important groundwork for understanding the trade-

offs, winners and losers, and fairness issues surrounding both, as well as how they can be 
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targeted simultaneously (Grasso, 2010, Paavola and Adger, 2006). While this thesis focuses on 

mitigation rather than adaptation, it is acknowledged that mitigation is only part of the story. 

In this complex, controversial and fast moving context, movements opposing carbon markets 

and their attempts to commodify the Earthôs carbon cycling capacity, and campaigns for a fair 

transition away from fossil fuel dependence, co-exist along technical-fix proposals for 

governments to expand carbon markets, and for regulators (such as Standard Setting 

Organisations or SSOs) to oversee better measurement and calculation and develop new 

schemes for certification and reform (Lohmann, 2010). Insufficient attention has been paid to 

the performance of these schemes, or the normative ideals they invoke (Page, 2012). As both 

the schemes and the markets they are part of are socially and politically embedded, they hold 

the potential to be socially and politically transformative. There is need to determine whether 

SSOs can trigger alternative outcomes where equity and justice can emerge (Fairhead et al., 

2012:254, Suiseeya and Caplow, 2013), or whether they are simply laying down ever more 

implausible sets of rules and procedures (Lohmann, 2010) that do little to interact with the 

global development agenda. In this thesis I respond to this need by undertaking a critical 

analysis of one particular attempt to innovate and revise a portion of the voluntary carbon 

market and introduce the normative ideal of fairness. 

1.2. Fair Carbon 

In 2011 the ethical standards body Fairtrade International (FTI) committed to address fairness 

within the climate change arena with a new fair trade commodity initially named óFair Carbon 

Creditsô (Mhene, 2012). In 2012, FTI began a strategic collaboration with the Gold Standard 

Foundation (GSF), a non-profit organisation coordinating a standard to certify carbon projects 

which also contribute to sustainable development. Their partnership brought the concepts of 

Fair Trade and Carbon Trading to the same table for the first time, with a commitment to 

enhance fairness in the carbon market.  They announced plans to develop a joint certification 

scheme (Gold Standard Foundation and Fairtrade International, 2012) expected to redress rural 

communitiesô unequal access to, information about, and capacity to benefit from, the carbon 

market (Howard et al., 2015b). The two organisations pooled their expertise and elicited inputs 

from multiple stakeholders familiar either with the carbon market or with Fairtrade1 to develop 

a standard eventually named the Fairtrade Climate Standard (FCS) for projects that would 

                                                      

1 I use óFairtradeô to refer to the product certification system operated by Fairtrade International,  

including all or any part of the activities of FLO ev, FLO-CERT, Fairtrade producer networks, national 

Fairtrade organisations and Fairtrade marketing organisations. I use ófair tradeô to refer to the broader 

movement, including activities under the umbrella of Fairtrade International and activities led by 

organisations independent of its system.  



20 

 

 

engage and benefit smallholders and rural communities in the production of Fairtrade Carbon 

Credits2. Both organisations would also jointly develop the components of a wider scheme 

supporting carbon project implementation and standard application, involving elements such as 

technical support, auditing, and joint marketing. The desire to codify fairness on the carbon 

market was a key motivation for the Dutch civil society organisation (CSO) ICCO to engage 

with FTI and contribute to funding the Fairtrade Climate Standard Setting Process (FCSSP). 

ICCO was already involved in carbon activities billed as ófairô3.  

Fairness, equity and justice are widely interpreted and lack clear definitions within carbon 

projects (Luttrell et al., 2013, McDermott et al., 2013). This opaqueness is also apparent within 

sustainability product certification, where FTIôs hegemony of power to define fairness is 

internally and externally contested, with competing actors beginning to develop their own ófairô 

labels (Tallontire and Nelson, 2013, Renard and Loconto, 2013). FTI is one of many SSOs 

addressing fairness, equity and justice in commodity markets through people-centred 

approaches aimed at poverty alleviation, participation and empowerment (Melo et al., 2014, 

Phillips, 2014). However, actual impacts are shaped by the priorities driving standards and the 

multiple contexts where they are applied (McDermott, 2013, Nelson and Martin, 2015). 

Operating both ówithin and against the marketô (Brown, 1993), and deploying a technocratic 

logic of measurement, SSOs are in a place of inherent contradiction and have the potential to 

result in continued marginalisation of local communities, centralised control and reinforcing of 

dominant interests, despite efforts to avoid these outcomes (Melo et al., 2014). FTI is a 

membership-based organisation providing opportunities for its members to influence major 

decisions via a number of channels. Nevertheless, its sheer size, stakeholder diversity, political 

and historical foundations and subsequent trajectory into mainstream markets and new 

commodities render it a heterogeneous, evolving movement characterised by a number of fault 

lines and recent scissions between different cohorts who seek to represent, advocate, dilute or 

codify different notions of fairness in different ways (Bennett, 2012, Doherty et al., 2013, 

Raynolds and Greenfield, 2015, Renard and Loconto, 2013), see also chapter 5. Introduction of 

carbon credits into the Fairtrade system triggers new debates about what is fair about fair trade 

and carbon credits, both within and outside of the movement. 

                                                      

2 This was designed as an add-on label to the Gold Standard certification, for projects which meet the 

social, environmental, trade and carbon accounting criteria of both organisations. 

3 These activities included supporting the development of the Fair Climate Network and holding 100% of 

shares in the Fair Climate Fund. 
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1.2.1. Can carbon be fair?  

Carbon trading has divided NGO, academic and policy-making communities. Some 

acknowledge the key role it must play in combating climate change; others out-rightly oppose it 

(Bachram, 2004, Caney, 2010). Within academic, policy and campaigns literature, critics have 

referred to carbon trade as dumping of carbon in poor countries (Bachram, 2004, Lohmann, 

2005), while rich countries ócontinue in their unequal over-consumptionô (Bachram, 2004:16). 

The term ócarbon colonialismô has been coined to refer to actors in rich countries who entice 

people in poorer countries into sacrificing long-term development goals in pursuit of short-term 

capital gains associated with creating carbon credits (Bachram, 2004, Page, 2012). As a result, 

poorer countries may exhaust their cheaper mitigation options and need to engage in costlier 

strategies to meet their reduction targets should these become compulsory. Other critics argue 

that everyone should minimise their own environmental impact (Sandel, 2005), with the 

ultimate goal being to catalyse a transition away from fossil fuels (Lohmann, 2010). 

Commodification approaches to carbon (chapter 2) posit that neoliberalism and market 

environmentalism are vehicles for promoting the abstraction or extraction of things from a local 

context to be sold elsewhere, involving unequal power relations (Lovell et al., 2009). Harveyôs 

(2003) concept of óaccumulation by dispossessionô has been reworded as óaccumulation by 

decarbonisationô (Bumpus and Liverman, 2008, Wang and Corson, 2015) to refer to the 

injustices of profit-making on the back of mitigation burdens placed on people in the global 

south rather than reductions in the global north. This is essentially about taking advantage of the 

commodification of carbon óbecause the creation, transfer, and sale of carbonémake moneyô 

(Bumpus and Liverman, 2008 p144).  

The main argument for paying others to reduce emissions through carbon trading is that it can 

improve environmental quality (or minimise environmental harm) at least economic cost and 

with minimum worsening of existing global inequities (Page, 2012). When carbon trading was 

first introduced, developing nations were motivated by the prospect of financial and 

technological transfers from the global North to the global South (Boyd et al., 2011), which 

were intended to be channelled into low carbon development pathways. If an intervention does 

effectively reduce emissions to a safe level, it could be judged as just on one level because 

everyone is entitled, as a matter of justice, to be protected from anthropogenic climate change 

(Caney, 2010). However, arguments of effi ciency and environmental effectiveness do not 

adequately address the ethical dimensions of carbon trading. It is important to assess whether 

those involved in carbon trading schemes consider the distribution of costs and burdens to be 

fair (Caney, 2010), and whether they perceive the scheme to be politically legitimate and 

procedurally just (Page, 2012).  



22 

 

 

It is important to illuminate the economic systems that commodities are situated within (Sayer, 

2001) and to look at carbon relationally, in terms of its historical, material and social contexts in 

order to tell what is being talked about, how it is being reduced and who stands to gain 

(Bumpus, 2011a). Although the carbon economy is a relatively new phenomenon it is also part 

of a longer history of market environmentalism (Goodman and Boyd, 2011, Boyd et al., 2011). 

Nevertheless, framing the carbon economy as an example of imperialism, colonial or neo-

colonialism or drawing parallels between them, does not necessarily aid understanding about 

what is occurring on the ground (Bridge, 2011), or what is already being, or could still be done 

to transform the system or carve out spaces for fairer practices to emerge. An overemphasis on 

uneven power relations between the global north and the global south may mask examples of 

countervailing power (Fung and Wright, 2003) or tactical and strategic use of power (Goodman 

and Herman, 2015) within particular places and spaces including in the global south. Any 

ethical appraisal of carbon trading ómust be sensitive to the very diverse forms it can takeô 

(Caney, 2010 p198). Such an appraisal can only be done on a case-by-case basis, exploring how 

particular schemes operate, whether they are considered legitimate, which outcomes they result 

in and whether the people involved perceive them to be fair.  

Drawing on the conclusions of a number of scholars, I recognise that what is needed is a 

combined approach that can produce multi-faceted and multi-dimensional explanations of how 

the carbon economy [or aspects of it] functions and for whom, and conscious of the wider 

sociological, economic and ecological landscape it is both part of and which it needs to 

transform (Boyd et al., 2011). Power must be a part of this analysis, but with adequate attention 

to the multiple forms and spaces it can occupy. This can appropriately be done by seeking 

nuanced and place-based understandings of carbon instruments in operation within particular 

projects and carbon reductions in particular places (Corbera and Martin, 2015), together with 

analyses of the particular networks, certification schemes and value chains (Bumpus and 

Liverman, 2011, Caney, 2010) that these projects are embedded within. Research needs to 

acknowledge the complications of commodification and critically assess the moral-ethical 

underpinnings of particular practices within carbon markets (Goodman and Boyd, 2011). 

Moreover, in each of these levels of analysis, it is useful to apply an empirical justice or fairness 

lens in order to give sufficient space to understanding what the people involved in these 

projects, networks, certification schemes and value chains perceive to be fair, legitimate and just 

rather than applying a universal justice lens and predisposing the analysis to one particular 

moral reading.  

Accordingly, in this thesis I undertake an extensive appraisal of the FCSSP, its governance, the 

content of the FCS and how this interacts with different peopleôs perceptions of fairness and 

realities within particular carbon projects. I do this by combining two intersecting approaches: 
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the pathways approach, and an empirical analysis of fairness, described in sections 1.3 and 

1.4.1.1 respectively. Together these approaches help to illuminate the liminal space between the 

poles of the debate.   

1.3. Pathways to óFair Carbonô  

The pathways approach was developed by Leach et al. (2010) to deal with complex 

sustainability challenges in a dynamic world, and stems from the need to link environmental 

sustainability with poverty reduction and social justice, and make science and technology work 

for people who are poor. Their premise is that ideas of sustainability have become co-opted into 

managerial and bureaucratic ósolutionsô. These take the form of dominant pathways which are 

universalising and generalising, and inappropriate for problems which are actually much more 

complex and political (such as climate change and carbon trading). Meanwhile, there may be 

alternative pathways, which are harder to detect as they are less powerfully articulated.  

A central component of the pathways approach is a concern with the ways in which particular 

actors and networks produce, prioritise and promote particular óframingsô. Framing is 

understood as the different ways of understanding and representing a system, including its 

boundaries, key terms, functions and outcomes. Different peopleôs framing involves their own 

choices and subjective judgements and it is therefore important to consider what is included or 

left out of the system framing, and to identify which goals, definitions, values, perspectives, 

interests and experiences are prioritised (Leach et al., 2010). System framings can turn into 

narratives, involving ólock-inô of a particular world view and a categorisation of what the 

problem is and who is responsible for it. When used by powerful factions, framing and 

narratives provide the traction for particular pathways and close down alternatives (Leach et al., 

2010, Nelson and Tallontire, 2014).  

Climate change and mitigation has become one of the dominant narratives and leading drivers 

of development agendas (Goodman and Boyd, 2011). Within this context, the development of 

the FCS constitutes the construction of one particular pathway. It involves framing of problems 

and solutions, bounding definitions of what is fair and universalising these in terms of a 

standard to be applied in multiple contexts. It also involves setting out a narrative or theory 

about the change process, expected to lead from interventions and outputs to outcomes and 

impacts. A pathways approach to research involves unpacking the bounding definitions (such as 

ófair carbonô), framing devices and narratives, and also attending to governance processes, as 

these are crucial in shaping which definitions, inputs and pathways are followed and which are 

ignored (Leach et al., 2010). Following Nelson and Tallontire (2014), I also understand the 

pathways concept as a way of considering historical and future trajectories and the fluidity of 
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governance processes. Specifically, it allows this research to encapsulate the dynamic nature of 

the FCSSP and its evolution over the months that I followed it whilst situating it within the 

moving trajectories of the Fairtrade movement and the carbon economy.  

The pathways approach is normative, in that the ultimate aim is to óopen upô the space which 

may allow for recognition of the pathways which support the goals and ambitions of particular 

groups of poorer and marginalised people, and allow these to flourish (Leach et al., 2010). It 

aims to achieve this through the use of flexible methods applied at different scales, and 

conducive to an emphasis on diverse perspectives, enhanced learning and reflexivity.  

1.3.1. Summary of pathways components 

The following pathways components are used in this thesis. They are highlighted in the 

following sections in relation to each objective and research gap or contribution. Appendix 

Figure 1 visualises where in the thesis they are addressed.  

1. Identifying and unpacking key terms used in pathway-building  

2. Uncovering the pathway framing, and choices, assumptions, and judgements behind it  

3. Identifying the implications of different pathways for poorer and marginalised people 

4. Uncovering the actors, institutions, goals and governance processes involved in 

pathway-building 

5. Engaging in pathway building processes 

6. Enhancing reflexivity 

1.4. Thesis aim, objectives and questions 

This thesis aims to unpack fairness in standard-setting processes and carbon projects through 

action-oriented research. This is addressed through three research objectives and nine research 

questions rooted in the pathways approach. These are focussed firstly on the content of the FCS, 

secondly on the standard-setting process (the FCSSP), and thirdly on the research process itself. 

The objectives and questions are each linked to a research gap and/or methodological 

innovation that emerged from Howard et al. (2015b) and subsequent research design work.  

1.4.1. Objective 1 

To uncover the debates, perspectives and different options for achieving fairness within 

carbon projects, and explore them in relation to the FCS 

Question 1.1: How is ófair carbonô understood and defined by different people involved in the 

FCSSP? (addressed in chapter 5) 
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Question 1.2: Whose definitions and understandings are incorporated into the FCS? (addressed 

in chapter 5) 

Question 1.3. Which assumptions and evidence is the Theory of Change for the FCS based on? 

(addressed in chapter 7) 

Question 1.4. What can example carbon projects tell us about possible pathways to the 

outcomes and impacts articulated in the Theory of Change as the FCS is applied? (addressed in 

chapter 7) 

1.4.1.1. Research gap 1: Empirical analysis of multiple definitions of, and 

mechanisms for achieving ófair carbonô 

I use the term ófair carbonô as an analytical concept to guide an exploration both of the fairness 

elements that GSF and FTI sought to bring to the carbon market, but also what other 

stakeholders understand by fairness in the context of the carbon market. óFair carbonô 

exemplifies the tension between viewpoints because for some it represents a misnomer, while 

for others, it offers a space for change (Howard et al., 2015b).  

Pathways component: identifying and unpacking key terms used in pathway building 

óFairnessô and ófair carbonô are key terms that were frequently used during the FCSSP but had 

no clear definition when FTI and GSF began their collaboration. Fuzzy concepts like these  may 

have strong cohesive power, but this can disguise tensions between agendas of different 

stakeholders, making it challenging for those who are responsible for inscribing multiple 

interests into the technology to be developed (Allen, 2009:355). Underneath an apparent 

consensus on meanings there may be multiple conflicting definitions that cannot co-exist and 

some are likely to get pushed aside. McDermott et al. note with respect to equity (a term often 

used in place of fairness, see section 1.5.1), that ówithout a clear definition of which aspects... 

are being pursued and how, it is difficult to evaluate the impact of policies and programs..., and 

impossible to plan for it effectivelyô (2013: p417). My goal was to capture plural definitions in 

situ, rather than to apply a universal or theory-driven singular definition of fairness (e.g. Rawls, 

2009) to this particular context. To achieve my goal, an empirical approach was appropriate. 

Empirical analyses of justice, equity and fairness start from actual claims and the notions used 

to support these (Sikor et al., 2014). They acknowledge that multiple and competing notions co-

exist that are experiential, context-dependent and vary according to the kinds of resources and 

responsibilities being shared (Sikor et al., 2014, McDermott et al., 2013).  
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Sikor et al. (2014) identify two overlapping lines of enquiry in empirical analyses of justice (or 

fairness). The first involves identifying dominant notions, exploring their appropriateness in 

different contexts, and analysing their operation in practice. This is important because the 

implications of using particular notions only become apparent when they are explored in 

practice in particular contexts (Sikor et al., 2014). Also, this analysis helps to reveal the 

underlying power dynamics shaping whose interests and definitions make it into the dominant 

pathway, and how different actors and networks may exercise discursive power to legitimate or 

side-line particular perspectives (Leach et al., 2010). The second involves characterising 

different stakeholdersô notions in particular contexts, examining their justifications within 

public discourse, and then identifying how different notions gain or lose ground. This helps to 

identify which notions are driven by self-interest and which ones have wider relevance (Sikor et 

al., 2014). Together these lines of enquiry enable a better understanding of the interplay 

between different notions, contexts and practice, and the tensions between multiple notions 

upheld maintained at different scales. This is important because the interactions between 

different notions used simultaneously by different people is a key dynamic shaping outcomes 

(Sikor et al., 2014). Tensions can also be a creative force for generating definitions which are 

more appropriate or better adapted to the different contexts. 

I address both lines of enquiry in this thesis. The literature review in chapter 2 pursues the first 

line of enquiry, focussing on the notions of ófair carbonô initially held by FTI and GSF and 

exploring these within carbon projects documented by literature. Chapter 5 pursues the second 

line of enquiry, focussing on the perceptions of ófair carbonô held by a range of FCSSP 

stakeholders and addressing questions 1.1 and 1.2. Chapter 7 combines both enquiries in 

questions 1.3 and 1.4 through its exploration of the specific standards mechanisms considered as 

quintessential for achieving fairness outcomes by actors taking part in the FCSSP. These 

mechanisms were incorporated into the FCS but their entry was a result of dynamic governance 

processes involving negotiation of interests, power dynamics, and compromise. In chapter 7 

they are explored in terms of their justifications, different stakeholdersô perceptions and their 

appropriateness in different contexts.  

1.4.1.2. Research gap 2: Standards mechanisms and actual local level 

outcomes 

The extent to which standards exclude smallholders from markets or provide them with 

opportunities to improve welfare and competitiveness is much debated and there is evidence to 

support both positions (Jaffee et al., 2011, Henson and Humphrey, 2010). Changes in standards 

provisions and development of new tools may fuel change on the ground in projects, but actual 

local outcomes are contingent on factors beyond standards themselves (Bumpus, 2011b), and 
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there is considerable room for interpretation and opportunism in the way these standards are 

implemented. Therefore, it is critical to explore not only the standards provisions or the project 

designs on paper, but also the implementation of standards and projects in practice in order to 

identify where standards mechanisms are not leading to envisaged changes, which factors shape 

actual outcomes, and how they interact with particular project designs. Several studies have 

explored the impact of Fairtrade standards (Jaffee, 2008, Nelson and Martin, 2014), as well as 

the impact of particular carbon projects on poverty reduction (e.g. Jindal et al., 2012). However, 

studies on the impact of particular carbon standards and their ability to produce changes within 

projects have been limited to desk reviews (Wood, 2011, Suiseeya and Caplow, 2013). FTI 

maps out envisaged outcomes and impacts resulting from FTI interventions within a Theory of 

Change.  

Pathways component: uncovering the pathway framing, and choices, assumptions, and 

judgements behind it 

The Theory of Change is an example of a óframingô- one particular way of understanding and 

representing a system, including its boundaries, functions and outcomes. Different peopleôs 

analyses of a system involve drawing on their own sets of assumptions, interpretations, values 

and goals (Leach et al., 2010). It is important to explore whether the assumptions in the Theory 

of Change hold up in diverse contexts and whether they match with other peopleôs assumptions, 

interpretations, values and goals because if not, the envisaged changes are unlikely to happen.  

Pathways component: identifying the implications of different pathways for poorer and 

marginalised people 

Given the prevalence of private standards, the structural power behind them, and the frequently 

negative social consequences they entail (Fuchs et al., 2011), exploring the implications of 

attempts to develop standards which are specifically geared towards smallholders, households 

and communities is still necessary. I find Leach et al.ôs (2010) term ópoorer and marginalised 

peopleô slightly dissatisfactory because it suggests a static state that people are designated as 

belonging within. However, implied in their usage of this term is a recognition that while there 

are people who are actively trying to escape poverty and marginalisation, particular pathways 

can result in constraints to their livelihoods and freedom. In relative terms, the smallholders, 

households and communities affected by standards are more likely to be marginalised from the 

standard setting process, economically poorer and their livelihoods subject to more constraints 

than the people working for or partnering with the standard setting organisations to develop the 

standards.  
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While it will only be possible to explore the impact of the complete set of standards provisions 

and tools developed through FTI and GSFôs partnership retrospectively, initial research can 

explore this theme on a micro-scale within the context of particular projects by examining 

whether any of the individual fairness mechanisms they propose are already mirrored in existing 

projects, if and how they are working, and by seeking the opinions of project participants or 

those who involved in project implementation on the ground. This research gap is addressed 

particularly in the latter part of chapter 7 through question 1.4, where evidence from carbon 

programmes is explored alongside the FCS.  

1.4.2. Objective 2 

To describe and analyse the process of collaborative development of the FCS (addressed in 

chapter 6) 

Question 2.1 What did the FCSSP look like (in terms of forums for input, debates and 

interests)? 

Question 2.2 How did the FCS reflect stakeholder input and what shaped this? 

Question 2.3 What does this say about participatory governance in practice? 

1.4.2.1. Research gap 3: Collaborative Standard Setting in Practice 

The FTI-GSF partnership can be viewed within a broader context of sustainability governance, 

which is characterised by the emergence of market driven, voluntary standards which have 

expanded into ever new sectors (Loconto and Fouilleux, 2014, Cashore et al., 2004). 

Governance networks emerge as heterogeneous actors and institutions representing diverse 

organisational fields come together and negotiate multiple goals and interests (Bumpus et al., 

2010). This involves different actors endowed with different amounts of power (Merger and 

Pistorius, 2011) and takes place at particular scales, often to the exclusion of actors operating at 

different scales (Swyngedouw, 2000). Several analytical focal points have been underlined with 

respect to such initiatives, such as how and why they emerge (Green, 2013, Loconto and 

Fouilleux, 2014), the issues they focus on and the way that they define the boundaries of these 

issues (Loconto and Fouilleux, 2014, Bulkeley et al., 2012). A number of authors have 

underlined the need to critically assess the legitimacy of initiatives and the mechanisms they 

deploy to garner accountability (Loconto and Fouilleux, 2014, Smith and Fischlein, 2010, 

Suiseeya and Caplow, 2013, Fuchs et al., 2011). This is particularly relevant to the FTI-GSF 

partnership because of the controversy surrounding carbon trading and the sensitivity of 

combining fairness with carbon.  
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There has been a growing interest in the governance of sustainability standards, including 

Fairtrade as standards become a key feature of international trade and a tool for ensuring 

responsible business practice (Tallontire et al., 2011, Tallontire, 2007). Sustainability standards 

developed through multi-stakeholder processes tend to be regarded as more democratically 

legitimate than standards developed by single companies or industries, without the input of 

NGOs, trade unions or other organs of civil society (Fuchs et al., 2011). Nevertheless, an 

analysis of a number of private standards in terms of participation, transparency and 

accountability concluded that they all face the challenge of needing to adjust asymmetries in 

access and influence, and most accord little decision-making power to small farmers (Fuchs et 

al., 2011). FTI, initially a network of consumer labelling organisations, has been commended 

for opening out its standard-setting process to southern based producer networks (Sutton, 2013, 

Bennett, 2015).  

Pathways component: uncovering the actors, institutions, goals and governance processes in 

pathway-building 

There has been less attention on the actual process of standard setting and how core criteria are 

determined. Significant exceptions are Baconôs (2010) historical reconstruction of the processes 

undergone in fixing coffee minimum prices, Reineckeôs (2010) ethnographic study of the 

Standard Setting Unit, and Reinecke and Ansariôs (2015) analysis of the tensions between FTI 

and FLOCERT in standard setting. This is important to look at because governance pressures 

can often push powerful institutions to overlook the goals of marginalised people or to ignore 

crucial uncertainties, leading to a closing down of approaches around those which are only 

suited to a relatively knowable and manageable world, which means that any solutions may only 

be short-lasting and easily disrupted (Leach et al., 2010). The exploration of the FCSSP comes 

at an important time when they are increasing tensions within fair trade as to the movementôs 

priorities, some of which are related to ópoliticisingô versus ópragmaticô narratives (Tallontire 

and Nelson, 2013) or the target óbeneficiaryô (small producers or workers) (Renard and 

Loconto, 2013). Any precedents set within the FCSSP could have an implication on the future 

of fair trade as a whole. This thesis contributes to filling this research gap in chapter 6 in 

particular (questions 2.1-2.3) and also to some extent in chapter 7, through question 1.3. 

1.4.3. Objective 3 

To assess the value of action-oriented research in collaborative standards-setting processes 

(addressed in chapter 8) 

Question 3.1 How can action oriented multi-sited research enhance reflection amongst 

stakeholders involved in the research, and how does it shape emergent outcomes?  
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Question 3.2 What can be learnt about conducting collaborative research on standard setting 

processes through this thesis? 

1.4.3.1. Contribut ion: forging methodological innovations  

The developers of the ópathwaysô approach have made suggestions as to the types of methods 

and designs appropriate for doing pathways research on processes such as the FCSSP but 

recognise that these need to be developed, tested and adapted in diverse and dynamic settings 

and explored in terms of how they interact with governance, policy and decision-making 

processes (Stirling et al., 2007).  

Pathways components: engaging with pathway-building processes and enhancing reflexivity 

This thesis contributes methodologically to a better understanding of two particular pathways 

components in particular- óengaging with pathway-building processesô, and óenhancing 

reflexivityô- both implying different roles and tasks for researchers.  

The normative goal of the pathways approach is to encourage an óopening upô towards more 

diverse narratives and pathways which may be more suited to the goals of poor and 

marginalised people. Conducting an appraisal of what might be required to reveal these entails a 

different role for researchers- one that involves crossing traditional research boundaries where 

the researcher seeks detachment from the subject of research, to one where s/he is engaged in 

the pathway-building process and proactively convenes processes of deliberation (Leach et al., 

2010). These processes need to be initiated at various levels and scales to reduce the risk of 

exclusion and disempowerment of those who are not able to take part in the óhigh-endô 

standards development activities.  

Pathway-building must be reflexive, in order that ódestinations, routes and directions are 

continuously reconsidered by multiple participantsô (Leach et al., 2010:37). This requires 

researchers, standard-setters and anyone else involved in the process, to be humble and reflexive 

and acknowledge how our own positions and assumptions shape our perspectives and ways we 

participate in political processes. Reflexivity is particularly important in the context of dynamic 

and complex systems, where engagement in the system can serve as a pivot for experiential 

learning and awareness about the possible implications of one choice as opposed to another 

(Leach et al., 2010). Being aware of the choice should be synergetic with taking responsibility 

for it, and this awareness opens up more possibilities for alternative actions (Schlindwein and 

Ison, 2004).  

Research which can enhance the quality of reflection about the various options currently on the 

table is much needed in order to reduce the risk of ófair carbonô being co-opted as a mask for a 
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lack of real change. In order to engage with the FCS pathway-building and to enhance 

reflection, this thesis involves action-oriented case study research. A number of researchers 

have illustrated that through involvement in standards-setting processes it becomes possible to 

determine dynamics of participation, inclusion and exclusion (Bacon, 2010, Reinecke, 2010, 

Cheyns, 2011). However, this thesis is the first example of a research process that follows and 

actively engages with a complete standard-setting process led by FTI. Chapter 8 is a reflection 

on the methodological approach and how I tackled these two pathways components, addressing 

questions 3.1 and 3.2. 

1.5. Thesis frameworks and outline 

This thesis draws on a number of frameworks derived from theory, data and practice, 

respectively. The data- and practice-driven frameworks are introduced in subsequent chapters 

but the theoretically-derived framework serves as a backbone for the structure of the thesis and 

is therefore introduced here. 

1.5.1. Multi -Dimensional Fairness Framework  

The Multi-Dimensional Fairness Framework is used in this thesis as a reference point for 

identifying what does or does not form part of different stakeholdersô perceptions of fairness, 

and in understanding how the different dimensions of fairness are linked together and which 

questions frame them in a particular context. It is an adaptation of McDermott et al.ôs (2013) 

Multi -Dimensional Equity Framework. The latter was developed as a tool to guide systematic 

empirical analyses of equity, enabling examination, assessment and planning of impacts on 

equity brought about by changes in the value of ecosystem services. I found it useful 

particularly because of its prior applications to certification schemes and carbon forestry 

projects (see Howard et al., 2016). I adapted the wording in the framework (see Figure 1-1 and 

Table 1-1) to reflect the language of FTI and GSF, and the input of scholars who have theorised 

on fairness, justice and equity (see Howard et al., 2016, Howard et al., 2015b).  

1.5.1.1. Choice of terms: fairness, equity and justice 

The terms fairness, equity and justice all face a similar challenge when definitions are sought 

because they are used interchangeably to refer to an overlapping set of values (Hay, 1995). The 

concept of fair trade in different languages provides a useful illustration- in Spanish it is 

comercio justo and in French, commerce équitable ï both words translate as ófairô but suggest 

concepts of justice and equity. In everyday language the three terms are loosely deployed 

(Levanthal, 1980) and in dictionary definitions and scholarsô deployments they are commonly 

used to define each other. For example, the Cambridge dictionary defines justice as ófairness in 
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the way people are dealt withô and equity as a situation óin which everyone is treated fairly and 

equallyô (Cambridge University Press, 2016). Schroeder and Pisupati (2010) recognise that all 

three terms are based on the principles of fair treatment or due reward. Equity is usually 

understood by scholars as based on merit or contributions (Levanthal, 1980), and implies the 

distribution of costs and benefits (Schroeder and McDermott, 2014). McDermott et al. (2013) 

find it an appropriate concept for emphasising context. In contrast to the word ójusticeô it is 

more comparative and concerned with relationships and relative circumstances. Justice is 

usually distinguished by philosophers in terms of justice in exchange, distributive justice, 

corrective justice and retributive justice (Schroeder and Pisupati, 2010), and implies a respect 

for human rights (Schroeder and McDermott, 2014) and some kind of moral reasoning 

(McDermott et al., 2013). Fairness has been used more broadly by scholars to refer to elements 

implied by both justice and equity (Schroeder and McDermott, 2014), or in combination with 

justice to refer to equity that takes into account both distributional fairness and procedural 

fairness (Levanthal, 1980). In some usages of the term, fairness seems to imply subjectivity- for 

example Levanthal (1980) understands procedural fairness as the individual perception of the 

rules of allocation (emphasis added), and this is likely to influence the perception of fair 

distribution, which is also likely to be based on self-interest. Ariño and Ring (2010) use the term 

ófairnessô, to refer to perceptions of fairness within organisational alliances, even though their 

theory of fairness is composed of different types of ójusticeô.  

This brief overview of the usage of terms is not designed to be comprehensive but to illustrate 

that the three concepts are socially constructed (Schroeder and McDermott, 2014) and that 

understanding who is involved in framing what is fair, just or equitable and how, is more 

important than attempting to establish universal principles to make sense of them (McDermott 

et al., 2013, Sikor et al., 2013). This is the approach laid down in empirical analyses of justice 

(Sikor et al., 2014), introduced in section 1.4.1.1. Similarly, Hay (1995 p501) understands the 

three concepts as an example of contextual-value pluralism: that óthere may be a variety of 

principles of equity, fairness and justice held and applied independently but which are often 

brought together in a particular contextô. Moreover, when people are making choices and 

judgements, there may be other competing or more important goals which are also considered 

alongside or instead of conceptions of what is fair, equitable or just (Levanthal, 1980). In this 

thesis, I use the words ófairô and ófairnessô as empirical concepts and seek to demonstrate how 

they are understood and used differently by people rather than defining them with a universal 

definition. I have three reasons for using the word ófairnessô over ójusticeô and óequityô. Firstly it 

is empirically meaningful and familiar (commonly used by people involved in the FCSSP). 

Secondly it offers space for exploring individual perception and subjectivity in judgement. 

Thirdly, I find it clearer to use the term fairness both to describe the overarching concept, and 



33 

 

 

the constituent parts it may be composed of for different people and within theories for the sake 

of consistence and clarity. 

1.5.1.2. Adaptation of the framework 

The original framework (McDermott et al., 2013) is composed of three elements (contextual, 

procedural and distributional equity) that form the core content of equity (what counts as 

equity). These are surrounded by three concentric layers of framing questions: 1) the scale and 

target of concern (who counts as a subject of equity), 2) the goals of an intervention with respect 

to equity (why equity) and 3) how decisions about each of these dimensions are taken 

(parameters of equity). Instead, I call the three core elements ófair accessô (replacing contextual 

equity), ófair proceduresô (replacing procedural equity) and ófair benefit-sharingô (replacing 

distributional equity). I consider fair procedures as a pathway to fair benefit-sharing because for 

outcomes to be considered fair, stakeholders must have taken part in decision-making and their 

values considered (Suiseeya and Caplow, 2013). Fair procedures also link to fair access because 

they cover aspects of recognition, inclusion, representation, power relations and opportunities 

for participation (Mathur et al., 2014, Grasso, 2007, McDermott et al., 2013). While some 

scholars see fair access as a component of fair procedures (Mathur et al., 2014, Schlosberg, 

2004), I recognise that it interacts with both fair procedures and fair benefit-sharing and 

consider them as separate but interlinked. For the three outer layers, I have changed the framing 

questions from óequityô to ófairnessô for the reasons given above. 
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Figure 1-1: Multi -Dimensional Fairness Framework 
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Table 1-1: Definition of fairness dimensions and their application in this thesis 
My term My definition Application in this thesis 

Fair Access 

(Howard et 

al., 2016) 

Ways people can engage with and participate in the carbon 

market via carbon projects, taking into account power, wealth 

and resource distribution differences (Sikor et al., 2013, 

McDermott et al., 2013) 

Related concepts: Contextual equity, equity of access 

(Howard et al., 2016) 

Explored in a literature review (chapter 2) 

Multiple perceptions explored empirically amongst stakeholders in the 

FCSSP (chapter 5) 

Applied to the FCS and its application in projects in chapter 7 in terms of the 

mechanisms that promote engagement and participation by project 

participants.  

Fair 

Procedures 

(Howard et 

al., 2016) 

Ways people participate in decision-making and/or project 

implementation, the rules, procedures and political processes 

structuring this, and the inclusion and negotiation between 

competing views (Suiseeya and Caplow, 2013, Brown and 

Corbera, 2003, Howard et al., 2016).  

Related concepts: Procedural equity, Equity and legitimacy 

of decision-making and institutions (Howard et al., 2016)  

Links to Fair Access: how do procedures shape access? 

Explored at the level of carbon projects in a literature review (chapter 2) 

Multiple perceptions explored empirically amongst stakeholders in the 

FCSSP (chapter 5) 

Applied to the level of fairness of parameter setting in a review of Fairtrade 

governance parameters (chapter 3) and an analysis of how they operate in 

practice (chapter 6)  

Applied to the FCS and its application in projects in chapter 7 in terms of the 

mechanisms that promote participation and engagement (overlapping with 

fair access) 

Fair Benefit-

Sharing 

(Howard et 

al., 2016) 

Ways people can benefit from project outcomes, in (non-) 

monetary and (non-) quantifiable terms. 

Related concepts: Distributional equity, Fair distribution of 

benefits and equity of outcome (Howard et al., 2016) 

Explored in a literature review (chapter 2) 

Multiple perceptions explored empirically amongst stakeholders in the 

FCSSP (chapter 5) 

Debates around how to share benefits explored in relation to fair parameter 

setting (chapter 6) 

Target of 

Fairness 

(Howard et 

al., 2016, 

Who and what counts as a target for interventions aimed at 

enhancing fairness? 

Who and what counts as a target when fairness is being 

assessed within these interventions?       

Multiple perceptions explored empirically amongst stakeholders in the 

FCSSP (chapter 5) 

Analysis of who and what is included in the scope of the FCS  and how this 

shapes fair access (chapter 6), and which rules and definitions are used to 
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McDermott 

et al., 2013) 

Links to Fair Access: any policies/ approaches being 

developed to promote access for a particular target 

population? 

define people and prescribe how they are organised (chapter 7) 

  

Goal of 

Fairness 

(Howard et 

al., 2016, 

McDermott 

et al., 2013) 

Implicit and explicit fairness goals  

Specific goals of interventions to address fairness 

 

Multiple perceptions explored empirically amongst stakeholders in the 

FCSSP (chapter 5) 

Analysis of the ambitions and interests of stakeholders engaging in the 

FCSSP, and of where FCS situates itself in relation to adaptation, mitigation 

and development goals (chapter 6) 

Exploration of the expected outcomes and impacts of the FCS and how they 

are expected to be achieved in the Theory of Change (chapter 7) 

Parameters 

of Fairness 

(Howard et 

al., 2016, 

McDermott 

et al., 2013) 

How decisions are made to set the overarching goals for 

fairness (the rules and procedures of the parameter-setting 

process) as well as specific mechanisms for achieving it (the 

content of the standard) 

Who is included or excluded in the setting of those goals and 

mechanisms. 

How parameters relate to pre-existing governance structures 

and approaches 

Link to Fair Benefit-Sharing: how do parameters for price-

setting shape possibilities for fair benefit-sharing? 

Link to Fair Procedures: how does the parameter-setting 

process relate to fair procedures expected of projects?  

Deployed in a narrow sense in chapter 5 in terms multiple perceptions about 

how parameters for trading relationships and pricing should be set (links to 

fair benefit-sharing).  

Deployed in a holistic sense in chapter 6 in terms of how the parameters for 

fairness are set within the FCS, and in chapter 3 in terms of how fair 

parameters relate to fair procedures. 
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1.5.2. Outline of remaining chapters 

Chapter 2 unpacks the concept of ófair carbonô, firstly by exploring theoretically what it means 

to commodify carbon, fairness and fair carbon. This is followed by an analysis of how it is 

being used by FTI and GSF and benchmarking this against the Multi-Dimensional Fairness 

Framework introduced in section 1.5.1. The chapter then presents the results of a literature 

review, based on one of my published papers (Howard et al., 2015b) that explores the 

challenges associated with enhancing fairness in carbon projects aimed at small-scale farmers 

and communities and detailing the approaches that have already been developed in standards 

and certification systems. This chapter provides the backdrop for exploring multiple 

understandings of ófair carbonô in chapter 5 and multiple approaches for standardising fairness 

mechanisms in chapter 7 (both addressing objective 1).  

Chapter 3 provides an overview of the literature on the politics of standard setting and then 

gives a description of FTIôs formal governance system, necessary for contextualising the 

analysis of how the FCSSP was governed (chapter 6 and objective 2). FTIôs participatory 

governance intentions are introduced and then critically examined alongside literature on 

participatory governance and procedural fairness.  

Chapter 4 describes the research design and methods deployed. The FCSSP case is introduced, 

alongside the two example carbon programmes explored as parallel units of analysis. The data 

collection and analysis techniques for all chapters are described here, with the exception of 

chapter 5 which has its own detailed methodology section.  

Chapter 5 addresses questions 1.1 and 1.2. This chapter uses a Q study to draw out multiple 

perspectives on what fairness would mean and what fair outcomes would entail in the context of 

a Fairtrade carbon project. These are articulated by the different people involved in shaping the 

FCS. The study reveals three group perspectives (or ófactorsô) and compares them with 

perspectives incorporated into the final FCS.  

Chapter 6 addresses objective 2 and questions 2.1-2.3. It explores the governance of the FCSSP, 

identifying contentious areas (hot topics) that emerged during discussions with multiple 

stakeholders, the power, strategies and interests that shaped how decisions were made, and the 

shifting of objectives and focus of the FCS from conception to launching. Empirical data comes 

from observations and engagement with the FCSSP during a period of 15 months, and analysis 

of documents produced or commissioned by FTI throughout the FCSSP. The findings focus on 

two particular hot topics: scope, and financial benefits/ revenue sharing. While the main aim of 

this chapter is to elucidate what participatory governance as defined by FTI looks like in 

practice, the chapter also reveals key insights about standard content. 
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Chapter 7 returns to objective 1 and addresses questions 1.3-1.4. It explores standard content, 

focussing on the mechanisms within the FCS identified by FTI as crucial for achieving the 

desired outcomes and impacts. Data from this chapter comes from participant observations and 

interviews within the FCSSP but also carbon programme research in Kenya. This chapter 

explores the remaining two hot topics introduced in chapter 6: the role of project actors and how 

they are organised; and transfer of knowledge and capacities to the project stakeholders defined 

by FTI as óproducersô. These are unravelled by looking firstly at how they relate to the Theory 

of Change developed for the FCS, and secondly how they play out in the context of two 

example carbon programmes in Kenya. This chapter unpacks the FCS Theory of Change in 

terms of the assumptions behind it, explores its hypothetical application based on existing 

programmes, and increases the pool of evidence which corroborates or contravenes it. Overall, 

this provides a basis for contextualising the FCS and identifying key areas to monitor and learn 

from as the FCS is applied, and the FCS and its Theory of Change are reviewed and revised.  

Chapter 8 addresses objective 3 and questions 3.1-3.2 and as such, is a reflection on the research 

design, collaborative research process and role of the researcher. The analysis in chapter 8 

revisits initial concerns and intentions in relation to the unfolding process, and reviews research 

inputs and interventions to support reflection in relation to emergent outcomes. The chapter 

synthesises lessons and underlines important considerations for future research collaborations. It 

also makes reference to tools and findings introduced in previous chapters and ties them 

together in preparation for the concluding chapter.  

Chapter 9 concludes by recalling the gaps that each research objective was intended to address 

and reviewing the contributions made by this thesis towards each objective. It summarises 

contributions to theory, pathways research and each of the key literature areas and then makes 

recommendations for future standard-setting processes governed by organisations intending to 

operate in a participatory collaborative manner, and recommendations for further roles to be 

provided by researchers in such processes. It concludes with recommendations for further 

research.  
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Chapter 2 Unravelling ófair carbonô: key challenges for standards 

developments  

2.1. Introduction to chapter two 

Chapter one introduced the ongoing debate between those who are fundamentally opposed to 

carbon markets and those who advocate them and justified the pathways approach combined 

with an empirical analysis of fairness as ways of moving on from polarised viewpoints. In this 

chapter I situate FTI and GSFôs initiative, as well as my analysis of it, within the broader 

academic landscape and summarise useful contributions and remaining gaps within existing 

literature. The primary purpose of this chapter is to operationalise the research term ófair 

carbonô by exploring its symbolic significance, the governance context in which the concept is 

being introduced, the normative framing and subjective meanings attached to it, and the 

challenges implied by commitments to achieving it, by means of a literature review on 

commodification, standards and carbon projects. This provides the backdrop for exploring 

objective one of this thesis: to uncover the debates, perspectives and different options for 

achieving fairness within carbon projects, and explore them in relation to the FCS. This 

objective is addressed primarily in chapters 5 (focussing on questions 1.1 and 1.2) and 7 

(questions 1.3 and 1.4). 

The literature review on carbon projects sought to understand the practical constraints and 

structural and contextual factors associated with fair access, benefit-sharing and procedures for 

smallholders and communities, which Gold Standard (GSF) and Fairtrade International (FTI) 

may need to address if they are to fulfil  their fairness commitments on the carbon market. These 

are mapped alongside their initially proposed interventions. I also highlight key lessons from 

ongoing attempts by carbon project developers and SSOs to shape benefits and procedures. 

In section 2.2 I sketch out the theoretical backdrop for my analysis of ófair carbonô and then 

locate the FTI-GSF alongside parallel standard setting initiatives, and explain the triggers for 

this particular partnership in section 2.3. In section 2.44 I examine the SSOsô own initial 

framing of fairness, which centre on questions of access, benefits and participation; and link 

these to theoretical understandings of fair access, benefits and procedures and relationships 

between them in the context of carbon markets and carbon projects based on the Multi-

Dimensional Fairness Framework introduced in chapter 1. Section 2.55 describes the 

methodology for the review, which is presented in section 2.6.  
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2.2. Constituting carbon and ófair carbonô as a commodity 

Theoretical advances have been made to interpret the process of commodification of carbon, by 

which the tonne of CO2 equivalent has become the currency of the carbon market (Bumpus and 

Liverman, 2008, Bumpus, 2011a). Overall, these works have made important contributions to 

thinking about carbon credits, forging a tangible analytical component and discursive category 

out of both the intangible commodity and the invisible relationships imbued within them, and 

opening these up to critical analysis. Making sense of ófair carbonô as a potential new 

commodity involves drawing on theoretical contributions to the commodification of carbon and 

the questions this poses, combined with analyses of the politics of ethical commodities.  

Commodification approaches involve looking at the geographical lives of commodities and the 

social relationships made tangible through things and are usually characterised by an attention 

to the sites and subjects of social, cultural, environmental and economic exploitation (Castree, 

2001). A key aspect of commodification is that nature is displaced and severed from sites of 

production and specificity (Bumpus, 2011a), which makes it easy to ignore the material 

implications of this process in specific places. Clarity is needed on what characterises a 

commodity in order to be able to make a normative assessment on the benefits or ills of 

commodification processes (Castree, 2004), which also needs to be a place-based assessment.  

Carbon is a slippery commodity because it is intangible (it cannot physically change hands) and 

fictitious as it essentially involves creating value based on the absence of something (the non-

production or removal of CO2 from the atmosphere) (Bumpus, 2011a). It is also a fragile 

commodity, both created and destabilised by carbon projects, market dynamics and buyersô 

opinions (illustrated by 2011 market collapse and ongoing price fluctuation) (Bumpus and 

Liverman, 2008). These characteristics pose challenges in terms of how carbon is understood 

and talked about, measured and transacted (Goodman and Boyd, 2011), and how benefits and 

burdens are shared. Its material and biophysical properties have necessitated new governance 

practices and institutions (Boyd et al., 2011), which serve to manage the conflicts and 

contradictions inherent in the commodification of carbon (Bumpus, 2011a). The technological 

practices developed to do this are beset with problems and complications, not least because the 

science itself is contentious and is shaped by particular normative framings (Goodman and 

Boyd, 2011) (Frame, 2011).  

The process of commodification of carbon produces particular forms of socio-ecological 

relations (Boyd et al., 2011). Scholars have explored the social relationships that carbon credits 

are imbued with during production, circulation and consumption (Goodman and Boyd, 2011, 

Lovell et al., 2009, Wang and Corson, 2015), and the places and spaces where these 

relationships are played out (Lansing, 2012, Lovell and Ghaleigh, 2013). This builds on 
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scholarship on the geographical lives of Fairtrade commodities (Goodman, 2004, Guthman, 

2009, Lyon, 2006) as well as other carbon-based commodities (Bridge, 2011). Commodification 

approaches have underlined the role of framing and narratives in sustaining production and 

consumption of carbon credits and constituting connections between the two. These include 

ethical and moral grounding about what is the órightô, ógoodô or óbetterô thing to do about 

climate change and its impacts and entrench particular pathways, whilst ignoring other 

questions such as who has the marketable and moral right to pump CO2 into the atmosphere, and 

other pathways requiring larger behavioural or structural changes, or more collective or 

regulatory approaches (Goodman and Boyd, 2011). The association of normative framings and 

uncertain scientific conclusions with market-based approaches should be viewed with caution 

because of the potential to get it wrong or produce perverse incentives (Frame, 2011).  

2.2.1. Limitations to existing scholarship on carbon commodification 

Whilst the highly conceptual and discursive (as opposed to empirical) orientation of some of 

these works is useful, it still leaves a gap in terms of what may be practically be done within the 

context of carbon projects- where the carbon aspect often remains ambiguous and risks being 

misunderstood or non-transparently dealt with. Corbera and Martin (2015) point to evidence 

from projects whereby local people are handing over their property rights to carbon without 

sufficient understanding of what the carbon is or how much it is worth. An empirical analysis of 

fairness in combination with a pathways approach allows for the analytical connections to be 

made between the ways that the commodity is conceptualised and how fairness values are 

attached to it by different people involved in constituting and governing the commodity of ófair 

carbonô.  

Furthermore, while it is recognised that different types of carbon are more or less easy to 

measure, requiring different methods and leading to a propensity for certain types of project 

(Bumpus, 2011a) there is little acknowledgement in the literature of the implication this may 

have on social relationships. Fairtrade scholarship offers insights in terms of commodity and 

place specificity and how the Fairtrade concept plays out differently regarding different places 

and products (Phillips, 2014, McEwan et al., 2014) (see also chapter 7). Focus on the 

commodification process itself also risks underemphasising the wider aspects of carbon projects 

such as institutional and governance arrangements which do not necessarily change hands via 

the carbon credit or get projected onto it. For example Bridge (2011) describes these as óexternal 

influencesô. Again, Fairtrade scholarship offers some relevant insights on how different types of 

certification intersect with and affect local spaces differently (Getz and Shreck, 2006, 

Mutersbaugh et al., 2005), and the importance of considering institutions and place in analyses 

of commodity chains (Neilson and Pritchard, 2009). Governance processes are an essential 
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component of pathways research and an empirical analysis of fairness involves looking at place-

based interpretations of fairness and implications of dominant fairness framing (see chapter 1). 

2.2.2. Constituting óFair Carbonô 

óFair Carbonô is a new ethical-moral underpinning for carbon credits warranting critical 

assessment (Goodman and Boyd, 2011). Fairtrade scholarship has already raised questions 

about the politics of a movement attempting to achieve market-driven social change (Taylor, 

2005b, Fridell, 2007), where any transformation of food systems and wider political action is 

limited by the whims of a consumer market (Goodman, 2004, Lekakis, 2012). Like ófair 

carbonô, an óethical commodityô can arguably be considered an oxymoron (Guthman, 2002), 

though with respect to Fairtrade, this assertion has been countered by recognising that the 

movement and label has effectively situated ethics, commoditisation and livelihood struggles 

side by side (Goodman, 2004). Carbon credit retailers have already attempted to embed ócareô 

and óresponsibilityô for others, the environment and the future into the narratives and pricing of 

credits (Goodman and Boyd, 2011, Lovell et al., 2009). Claims are also being made about ófairô 

conduct and ófairly tradedô carbon credits (Howard et al., 2015b) Given the controversy that 

surrounds carbon trading outlined in chapter 1, such claims are likely to be contested in the 

absence of sufficient contextual information. GSF and FTIôs partnership can be seen as an 

attempt to mediate such claims.  

As with Fairtrade commodities, it is questionable whether market-driven strategies (in this case 

for producing and selling óFair Carbonô), based on consumer politics and behavioural choice are 

órightô and ógoodô enough and whether alternative pathways involving structural, collectivised 

or regulatory changes might constitute a stronger ethical-moral underpinning (Goodman and 

Boyd, 2011). 

2.2.3. Stretching and extending Fairtrade 

Application of the fair trade concept to carbon comes at a time when the meaning of fair trade is 

under question from within and outside the movement. This results from recent trajectories 

including the development of the Fair for Life label as a rival to Fairtrade (Smith, 2013); the 

breakoff of Fairtrade USA from under the umbrella of Fairtrade International (Raynolds and 

Greenfield, 2015); and the new small producer label developed by the Latin American 

producers network (Renard, 2015). Mainstreaming and the increasing participation of profit-

driven transnational corporations in Fairtrade has been held liable for the loss of the radical and 

political edge to the Fairtrade movement (Low and Davenport, 2005, Fridell, 2007) and the 

dilution of some its core principles (Doherty et al., 2013), despite the benefits that the extension 

of Fairtrade production and markets may also bring (Doherty et al., 2013, Goodman and 
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Herman, 2015). Meanwhile, there have been calls from scholars to expand or adapt Fairtrade 

certification to new areas and commodities such as wood (Klooster, 2006, Taylor, 2005a), gold 

(Hilson and Kamlongera, 2013) and commodities in conflict zones (Davenport and Low, 2015) 

where it seen as having the potential to enhance equity, fairness, promote peace and 

development, address access opportunities for smaller producers and communities, transform 

social relations and create new market niches and ties between producers and consumers. 

Nevertheless, potential challenges in implementing Fairtrade certification were noted in terms of 

the structure of the commodity chain, commodity characteristics and discrepancies between 

intended beneficiaries and producers actually capable of complying with the standard (Hilson 

and Kamlongera, 2013, Taylor, 2005a); and (with respect to gold in Sub Saharan Africa) the 

level of organisation that could be expected of producers (Hilson and Kamlongera, 2013). In 

practice, standards scoping development and improvement processes have subsequently been 

underway for both Fairtrade timber in Latin America and gold in Sub Saharan Africa4 but these 

have not been documented by scholars so it remains to be understood whether the challenges 

have been dealt with. Notably, prior to FTIôs decision to engage in the carbon market, Fairtrade 

certification of carbon credits had already been recommended as a means of (i) reframing the 

market to draw attention to the principles of dignity and common welfare and promote 

transparency and legitimacy; and (ii) organising long term collaborative interactions among 

stakeholders (Ciscell, 2010). Some of the same challenges related to the commodity chain 

structure (in terms of its complexity, fragmentation and poor consumer awareness) and 

commodity characteristics (sold in plural markets and not conducive to personalised 

consumption) recognised for Fairtrade wood (Taylor, 2005a) would nevertheless also apply to 

carbon. Ciscell (2010) does recognise some technical and financial challenges but proposes 

resolving most of them through the use of the Fairtrade premium (to cover administration costs, 

subsidise less cost-effective but more developmentally beneficial projects, and build capacity) 

and advance payments (to address lack of capital and the need for technical assistance). The 

Fairtrade premium was also flagged up as having potential to resolve some of access issues for 

small producers and communities in wood commodity chains. Without wider institutional 

support however, this alone was not expected to completely address the problem (Klooster, 

2006). 

                                                      

4 A pilot project led by FTI and the Forest Stewardship Council to develop joint certification of timber 

was implemented between 2009 and 2013 and resulted in the first jointly certified timber in 2012 initially 

marketed in Germany, see http://www.fairtrade.net/new/latest-news/single-view/article/a-world-first-

furniture-made-from-fsc-and-fairtrade-timber.html. A consultation and standard adaptation process for 

Fairtrade gold in Sub Saharan Africa was being implemented in 2014. 

http://www.fairtrade.net/new/latest-news/single-view/article/a-world-first-furniture-made-from-fsc-and-fairtrade-timber.html
http://www.fairtrade.net/new/latest-news/single-view/article/a-world-first-furniture-made-from-fsc-and-fairtrade-timber.html
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2.3. Governing by Private Rule-Setters  

Since the early 21
st
 century, a growing field of carbon standards and associated methodologies 

has emerged together with the expansion of carbon projects pioneered primarily by project 

developers, NGOs and carbon credit brokers and retailers in the global North, in new locations 

and activity sectors in the global South (Howard et al., 2015b). The FCS was designed by FTI 

and GSF for the voluntary carbon market, which during the Kyoto Protocol commitment period 

(2005-2012), operated in parallel with the compliance market developed under the framework 

of the UN-created Clean Development Mechanism (CDM). However, the Paris Agreement 

established at the UNFCCC 21
st
 Conference of Parties (COP) in December 2015 makes less of a 

distinction between voluntary and compliance markets in an effort to link and harmonise diverse 

schemes (Marcu, 2016). The FTI-GSF partnership coincided with GSFôs decision to develop 

new methodologies and standards for reducing emissions from land use and forestry5. The FTI-

GSF partnership is one of many cases of SSOs attempting to encourage, measure and 

communicate environmental and social benefits (such as Plan Vivo, Social Carbon, W+ and the 

Climate, Community and Biodiversity Standard), and combining forces to enhance the range of 

their expertise (for example dual certification offered by the Verified Carbon Standard and the 

Climate, Community and Biodiversity Standard). This attempt to meet demands of customers 

and suppliers and maintain market share is a common practice among private rule setters 

(Green, 2013).  

This thesis follows an expanding series of studies attending to the potential spaces for change 

and incremental innovations and revisions being carved out by private rule-setters and carbon 

project implementers (Green, 2013, Hale and Roger, 2014, Bulkeley et al., 2012). These works 

have contributed to an understanding of the transnational governance landscape, but this thesis 

is novel in providing a detailed empirical assessment of governance within one particular 

standards setting process. I also contribute to the Fairtrade scholarship which has documented 

the development of new labels (Smith, 2013, Renard and Laconto, 2013, Renard, 2015) and 

revisions of existing Fairtrade standards mechanisms (Bacon, 2010, Reinecke, 2010, Reinecke 

and Ansari, 2015). While most of the work on labels has been limited to discourse and content 

analysis, ethnographic work by Bacon and Reinecke has enabled a close documentation of 

governance processes and negotiations involved in making the revisions. This thesis takes the 

latter approach but with an entire standard-setting process as its focus. 

                                                      

5 This also involved entering into a partnership with the Forest Stewardship Council, also announced in 

2012. 
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Critical literature on Fairtrade and other agro-food standards has suggested that standards are 

more than just technologies for organising and regulating markets (Busch, 2000). They have 

been understood as a political field and a neoliberal governance tool (Ponte et al., 2011) aimed 

at creating uniformity through disciplining of everyday practices according to technical and 

market logics (Busch, 2000, Leach et al., 2012). Standards have been criticised as being more 

about verification and auditability than they are about resolving social and environmental 

problems (Djama et al., 2011). In the case of Fairtrade, the standards were initially more about 

facilitating development as a process, but Fairtrade International faced pressure from the auditor 

FLOCert to reconceptualise development as an auditable outcome in order to comply with ISO 

65 requirements for third party product certification (Reinecke and Ansari, 2015), as well as 

with the umbrella alliance ISEALôs codes for member standards organisations. Carbon 

standards have a relatively recent history. Existing literature has covered comparative and 

standard-specific content reviews (Kollmuss et al., 2008, Sterk, 2009) but there is a need for 

critical research that explores what they are expected to do and what they do in practice. I 

partially address this gap particularly in chapter 7 where I explore what the FCSSP is expected 

to do and which particular mechanisms within the standard are expected to lead to specific 

outcomes, but this should be seen in the wider context of standards as a political governance 

tool.   

2.4. Standard Settersô framing: access, benefits and participation as 

three pillars of fairness  

óFair Carbonô was not clearly defined at the outset of the FCSSP. This section nevertheless 

explores FTI and GSFôs initial framing of the issue. I underline the aspects of fairness these 

organisations originally announced that they were tackling, based on the initial press release 

announcing the collaboration between FTI and GSF (Gold Standard Foundation, 2012), and 

material published on GSFôs website on the lines of partnership with FTI (Gold Standard 

Foundation, 2014). Firstly, FTI and GSF claimed their collaboration would enable access to the 

carbon market for óthousands more smallholders in developing countriesô (Gold Standard 

Foundation, 2012). óCommunitiesô and ófarming communitiesô were also referred to as intended 

target beneficiaries (Gold Standard Foundation, 2014). Several mechanisms were mentioned to 

address access issues: streamlined and simplified processes and reduced transaction costs (Gold 

Standard Foundation, 2012); guidelines for application of methodologies, making them easier 

and more relevant to smallholders and community projects; tools and capacity-building sessions 

for smallholders, making it easier for them to participate in carbon markets; and upfront finance 

mechanisms. Secondly, through their collaboration, GSF and FTI sought to ensure benefits to 

smallholders from the carbon market. This was framed in terms of finance for those who are 

least responsible for atmospheric greenhouse gas emissions, enabling them to both adapt to and 
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mitigate climate change in a way that is ófair to both people and planetô (Gold Standard 

Foundation, 2012). One way in which GSF and FTI suggested benefits could be increased 

through a future Fairtrade label for GSF credits is through ódefined, direct and financial benefits 

to communitiesô (Gold Standard Foundation, 2014). When the objectives of the standard were 

publically announced a year later, óparticipationô was also a major theme. Based on their initial 

research, FTI had concluded that the problem was not only smallholdersô limited access to, and 

benefits from the carbon market, but also their limited involvement or active participation, 

noting for example that where they do take part in projects, they usually do not own the carbon 

credits. In terms of changes envisaged, the spokesperson for FTI mentioned procedures such as 

Free Prior Informed Consent, and farmer organisations empowered to take control and drive 

their own projects (Gold Standard Foundation et al., 2013).  

The three pillars of access, benefits and participation underlined by FTI and GSF in public 

communications early on in the FCSSP roughly map onto the three elements that form the 

content of fairness in the Multi-Dimensional Fairness Framework. Fairness in participation is 

one element of the broader fairness concept of procedural fairness (see Figure 2-1 and Table 

1-1). For example, regarding participation, it is important to ask not only whether smallholders 

have the opportunity to participate in carbon projects, but also whether they have the capacity to 

make an informed decision, and the freedom to choose whether to participate or not.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2-1: Elements of the Multi-Dimensional Fairness Framework included in FTI and 

GSF's pillars of fairness 
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2.5. Carbon project review methodology  

The focus of the literature review on carbon projects is largely on sub-Saharan Africa and 

organic carbon projects (carbon stored above or below ground, in trees, forests and soils) 

targeting smallholders and communities. The regional focus was chosen because of choices 

made in the research design and because the region has fewer carbon projects being 

implemented6, suggesting that the biggest constraints are present there. The sectoral focus was 

chosen for four reasons: 1) both forest and agricultural carbon projects were initially envisaged 

within the scope of the FCS; 2) their mitigation effectiveness is questionable (Newell et al., 

2013), 3) benefits to participants are less evident (Bumpus and Liverman, 2008) compared to 

energy efficiency projects, for example involving distribution of improved cook-stoves (Simon 

et al., 2012), and 4) relatively few projects have been developed7, so understanding of their 

implications is largely unknown. While many of the findings from the review apply to carbon 

projects in any sector, I have reduced the detail of the sections specific to agricultural carbon 

projects in order to remain relevant to the eventual scope of the FCS which excluded 

agricultural projects. Full details of these aspects are provided in Howard et al. (2015b).  

I identified relevant literature (project-specific case studies, multi-project reviews, general 

discussions about carbon projects in the target category, literature on specific carbon standards 

and their application) by using search engines, reference lists of key articles, and articles citing 

them (see Box 2-1 for search terms used). I prioritised peer-reviewed literature but found 

limited studies of smallholder/ community-focused organic carbon projects being implemented, 

partly because there are still few projects to date and most are at early stages of implementation 

(see Table 2-1 for details on the eleven different carbon projects detailed in the case studies I 

identified- notably all but one are forest-carbon projects, but some also include agricultural land 

management within their activities). Many project studies conducted have been commissioned 

by project developers or donors and thus constitute grey literature, which I used only for 

background information rather than evidence. However, some of the peer-reviewed literature 

used grey literature as an evidence base (especially project documentation). I compensated for 

the paucity of project-specific literature by reviewing more general discussions on the 

challenges in implementing organic carbon projects with smallholders and communities in sub-

Saharan Africa. I analysed identified literature to locate key limitations to access, benefits and 

                                                      

6 I confirmed this through an analysis conducted for FTI of all the projects listed on the registries and 

websites up to the end of October 2013 for the following standards: Verified Carbon Standard, Gold 

Standard, Carbon Fix, the Climate, Community and Biodiversity Alliance Standard, and Plan Vivo. 

Social Carbon projects were also reviewed where they were jointly certified by VCS and Social Carbon.  
7 The analysis mentioned above showed that there were significantly fewer forest and agricultural 

projects being implemented in comparison to renewable energy and energy efficiency projects. 
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procedures, on the basis of the themes underlined in Box 2-1. I also analysed the literature on 

specific carbon standards and their application using the Standards themes outlined in Box 2-1 

as a basis. I found that Plan Vivo certified projects had been most extensively documented 

whereas literature on other standards and project outcomes was limited to desk reviews (Wood, 

2011, Suiseeya and Caplow, 2013, Sterk, 2009).  

 

Box 2-1: search terms and criteria 

Details of search terms and themes used to identify and analyse literature 

Key words used for initial literature search: 

ócarbon projectsô, crossed with themes such as equity; fairness; value chains; institutions; 

trade-offs; knowledge, expertise and roles for local communities; procedures; participation; 

community engagement and costs and benefits. 

 Access themes explored: 

Challenges and opportunities for implementing organic carbon projects with smallholders and 

communities in sub-Saharan Africa 

Pros, cons and risks associated with including smallholders and communities within carbon 

markets 

Types of organic carbon project designs amenable to registration 

Requirements for registering and implementing a project involving smallholders and 

communities 

Resources required for taking part in organic carbon projects 

Role of institutions in shaping access to these resources 

Benefits themes explored: 

Costs and benefits associated with the carbon project 

Monetary and non-monetary benefits and their links with participation 

How costs and benefits are distributed between project stakeholders 

Opportunities for smallholders and community members to take part in project design or 

implementation. 

Procedures themes explored: 

Mechanisms, processes and strategies for members of host communities to resist, influence, 

be informed about, take ownership over, or express discontent about projects and examples of 

how they operate in practice 

Dynamics of inclusion, exclusion, representation and participation within host communities 

Conditions required for procedural fairness and participatory parity  

Standard themes explored: 

Rules, procedures and mechanisms codified by standards  

Impact of codification on project implementation and outcomes 
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Table 2-1: Details of carbon projects identified in literature  

Type of 

literature 

No. of 

key 

articles  

Project details (and number of studies covering the project) 

Single-project 

case studies 

8 Kenya: Kenyan Agricultural Carbon Project (KACP) (soil 

carbon), VCS certified (2);  

Uganda: Trees For Global Benefits (TFGB) (community-based 

forestry), Plan Vivo certified (1) 

Mozambique: Sofala Community Carbon Project (a.k.a. 

Nôhambita), (community-based forestry), Plan Vivo certified (2) 

Mali: Carbon From Communities (community-based natural 

resource management), not certified (1) 

Tanzania: Angai Villages Land Forest Reserve (REDD), no 

details of certification (1) 

Indonesia: Kalimantan Forest and Climate Partnership (REDD+ 

project) 

Multi -project 

comparative 

case studies 

7 Kenya: KACP (1) 

Mozambique: Sofala Community Carbon Project (3) 

Uganda: TFGB (2) 

Uganda: Nile Basin Reforestation Project, CDM certified (1) 

Uganda: Kikonda Forest Reserve, certified by Carbon Fix (now 

owned by Gold Standard) (protected area) (1)  

Malawi: Trees for Hope (community-based forestry), Plan Vivo 

certified (1) 

Ghana: Vision 2050 (forest plantation), considering CDM 

certification (1) 

Sierra Leone: Western Area Peninsula Forest Reserve (protected 

area), applying for VCS certification (1) 

Democratic Republic of Congo: Kamoa (environmental 

conservation), going for Plan Vivo certification (2) 

Tanzania: Angai Villages Land Forest Reserve (REDD), no 

details of certification (1) 

Tanzania: pseudonym Program Small-Grove, not certified (1) 

Desk reviews 

of organic 

carbon 

projects 

3 1 study covered 42 projects, another other covered 23 projects 

(including some overlaps) - both in Africa. A third covered 56 

projects worldwide. 

2.6. Limits to fair access, benefit-sharing and procedures  

The literature search enabled a better understanding of the principal factors limiting the ability 

of smallholders and communities in Africa to access the carbon market. Constraining factors 

shaping ability to access the land and legal resources have been documented elsewhere (Howard 

et al., 2015b). These are a crucial prerequisite for taking part in carbon projects, but possibilities 
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for addressing them fall within the remit of GSFôs requirements rather than the FCS8. I therefore 

focus in this section on access to markets, shaped by the project development and 

implementation process.   

2.6.1. Access to markets: technical complexities, uncertainties and costs 

Projects involving smallholders and communities face significant barriers to implementation 

and market access. Challenges relate to technical complexity, uncertainties and costs associated 

with project development, carbon accounting (monitoring, reporting and verification of the 

carbon sequestration or emissions reductions created by project activities) and sales of carbon 

credits. Below I explore how these limit access for smallholders and communities. 

2.6.1.1. Project development and management 

Project development requires multiple steps, starting with an initial assessment of the project 

idea, and outlining the carbon mitigation potential, social and environmental impacts and the 

financial feasibility (Leach and Scoones, 2013). This must usually be approved by the SSO 

before moving onto a more detailed Project Design Document (PDD).The PDD outlines which 

carbon accounting methodologies are appropriate. It is often a long, technically-dense 

document, has implications for the volume of emissions reductions that a project will potentially 

generate, and sets out the data requirements for verifying project implementation and actual 

emissions reductions (Leach and Scoones, 2013). It forms the backbone for validation 

(according to the rules and criteria of the chosen standard), and periodic verification after the 

project is running, but only has to be written once per project. Actors involved in multiple 

projects become adept at producing PDDs in quite a formulaic way, but sometimes PDDs are 

insufficiently sensitive to local context or adaptive to changing local conditions, needs and 

priorities (Leach and Scoones, 2013). Projects are usually managed by external (often foreign) 

project developers who have skills in identifying potential project activities, defining and 

assuring the principles of operation, and searching for buyers (Corbera and Brown, 2010), or 

who pay consultants to assist them. It would be difficult for smallholders and communities to 

manage and implement projects by themselves. They therefore rely on project developers and 

                                                      

8 Through my involvement with GSFôs standard-setting processes for Climate Smart Agriculture and 

Afforestation/ Reforestation smallholder guidelines, I used my knowledge of the existing challenges for 

smallholders, documented in the literature and testified by programme implementers I interviewed in 

Kenya, in order to lobby for changes in the requirements that would facilitate participation in carbon 

projects for people without formal land titles. Changes were effectuated in version 1.0 of the guidelines, 

published in November 2014, see http://www.goldstandard.org/sites/default/files/ar-guidelines-

smallholder-microscale.pdf, p10.  

http://www.goldstandard.org/sites/default/files/ar-guidelines-smallholder-microscale.pdf
http://www.goldstandard.org/sites/default/files/ar-guidelines-smallholder-microscale.pdf
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other actors in the carbon offset value chain, and generally have a weak positioning in relation 

to these parties (Mathur et al., 2014). 

2.6.1.2.  Carbon accounting 

Carbon accounting is characterised by considerable uncertainty and ambiguity surrounding 

hypothetical calculations about emissions trajectories with or without the project (Lohmann, 

2010), and assessments of the actual mitigation capacity of carbon projects (Jindal et al., 2012, 

Simon et al., 2012). Various techniques are deployed for estimating and quantifying actual 

emissions reductions in forest and soil carbon projects. Calculations and measurements often 

involve computer-modelling, satellite imagery and positioning systems (Corbera and Brown, 

2010) which require upfront investment and technical capacity building (Perez et al., 2007), or 

reliance on external parties. Information gained using technical methods needs to be 

contextualised and ground-truthed with field data from permanent fixed plots, tree surveys 

(Leach and Scoones, 2013), random sampling and/or self-assessments by project participants 

(Atela, 2012). Generally, the more robust and complex the methodology for carbon accounting, 

the more expensive it is to implement, with direct implications for the amount of carbon 

revenue available to those involved in generating the offset. Field techniques may involve lower 

upfront investment costs but are more labour-intensive and time-consuming. However, with less 

rigorous methodologies, projects may be required to earmark a larger proportion of the 

emissions reductions in a risk-buffer to allow for accounting inaccuracies. In the Kenyan 

Agricultural Carbon Project, 60% of the carbon credits generated were initially set aside (Atela, 

2012), leaving little to cover project implementation and incentives for participants. Certain 

types and designs of project face larger challenges in monitoring of activities and carbon 

performance.  

Projects may need to aggregate large numbers of smallholders and communities within single 

schemes in order to generate sufficient emissions reduction volumes to render a project 

financially viable (Scherr et al., 2012, Perez et al., 2007). When participants are geographically 

scattered, monitoring and verification become inherently more costly and complex (Perez et al., 

2007, Leach et al., 2012). While some authors advocate a role for communities in field data 

collection, to reduce costs and empower local people, this must be balanced against the need for 

robust accounting (Danielsen et al., 2011, Palmer Fry, 2011, Gupta et al., 2012) and the money 

available to remunerate people adequately. Some projects, such as Trees for Global Benefits in 

Uganda, rely on volunteers to undertake monitoring (Peskett et al., 2011), which may keep costs 

down, but relies on peopleôs willingness to work without direct remuneration. Decisions about 

which methodologies and techniques should be used to generate which kinds of data, and who 

to involve in the collection and analysis, are politically-laden (Gupta et al., 2012). They have 
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direct implications for the empowerment or disenfranchisement of local communities, as well as 

directly affecting the benefits received within the community.  

2.6.1.3.  Verification, Certification and Sales of Carbon Credits 

The structure of the carbon market necessitates rigorous auditing (verification) of a projectôs 

performance and monitoring data, because the intangibility of carbon credits means it is 

possible to intentionally or unintentionally sell or account for them twice (double accounting). 

Also, both supplier and buyer have an interest in exaggerating the number of carbon credits that 

a project has produced (Kollmuss et al., 2008). For SSOs to be perceived as credible, they 

impose complex (and costly) methods for accounting both carbon and environmental and social 

benefits and granting certification. While some SSOs (e.g. Plan Vivo) reduce costs to the project 

by using their own staff to conduct desk audits of projects, SSOs that draw on CDM 

infrastructure (e.g. GSF) use CDM-accredited auditors or Designated Operating Entities. These 

auditors generally command much higher fees than the auditors from FLO-Cert (the designated 

Certification Body for Fairtrade International) or other sustainability certification schemes. 

Sales of carbon credits are usually mediated electronically, via trading platforms and databases 

(Corbera and Brown, 2010) and often involve predominantly Northern brokers, retailers and 

industrial networks. Although some buyers have shown willingness to pay more for premium 

carbon credits which involve strong storylines and/or rigorous accounting and verification 

procedures, many buyers are interested in paying as little as possible (Merger and Pistorius, 

2011) or combining a small volume of premium carbon credits with a larger volume of cheap 

carbon credits without co-benefits. Overall, carbon offset prices are extremely volatile and 

average prices may be insufficient to cover costs of production for smallholder- and 

community-focused organic carbon credits, which are comparatively more costly to generate 

than credits from cook stove projects, and less popular on the market (Swallow and Goddard, 

2013). Their sales are mainly limited to voluntary markets because of restrictions or non-

eligibility on compliance markets (Swallow and Goddard, 2013). Several organic carbon 

projects in sub-Saharan Africa have experienced difficulties or delays in making sales 

(Reynolds, 2012). In the Sofala Community Carbon project in Mozambique, it has been 

suggested that this was partly to do with the perception of the quality of the Plan Vivo 

certification (Grace et al., 2010). 

2.6.1.4. Investment costs 

It may take several years from the conception of a project to the generation and sale of its first 

carbon credits. The finance required during this period is likely to be a significant barrier for 

community or smallholder-led projects, necessitating a role for investors and donors to put 
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forward large sums of money with little guarantee of receiving returns at least in the initial years 

(Corbera and Brown, 2010). It is particularly difficult to design financially viable projects or 

source money to finance them in a context of price volatility. Many project ideas are abandoned 

during the initial feasibility assessment, because of both the lack of profitability and the 

complexity of developing them (Leach and Scoones, 2013). Pioneering organic carbon projects 

in sub-Saharan Africa such as the Sofala Community Carbon project in Mozambique and the 

Kenyan Agricultural Carbon project have been extremely costly to set up and heavily reliant on 

donor funding (Swallow and Goddard, 2013). Costs would have to be reduced if these projects 

were extended or implemented elsewhere (Jindal et al., 2012, Grace et al., 2010).  

2.6.1.5. Proposed interventions and lessons  

GSF and FTI proposed four interventions which could potentially alleviate some of the 

limitations related to access to markets. Firstly, streamlined and simplified processes would 

make it easier to tackle project development, carbon accounting and other certification 

requirements, potentially opening up these tasks to a broader range of actors. Secondly, tools 

and training to build capacity for smallholders and communities could facilitate them to take on 

particular roles within a carbon project. GSF has thus far chosen to go down the route of rigour, 

using existing CDM rules and adding further requirements. FTI standards are also becoming 

increasingly difficult for small producer organisations to apply. Simplicity and streamlining are 

greater challenges now that GSF and FTI are in partnership, as the combination of approaches 

could potentially make their certification system more complicated. If quality continues to be a 

key consideration, there will continue to be inherent trade-offs between rigour and 

simplification.  

Thirdly, GSF and FTIôs commitment to reduce transaction costs could partially resolve the issue 

of high costs in project development and generation of carbon credits. SSOs are responsible for 

setting the fees for project registration and certification and defining which actors audit projects 

against their standards and these fees absorb significant proportions of project budgets. In 

general, SSOs have been criticised for the high costs of certification that serve to exclude small 

producer organisations (Mutersbaugh, 2005). Nevertheless, projects involving smallholders and 

communities scattered over large areas may have structurally higher operational costs which 

make them less able to compete with more centralised types of project design and these are 

beyond the influence of SSOs. Fourthly, upfront financing mechanisms could alleviate another 

portion of the burden of investment costs, but outcomes depend on how these are devised and 

which conditions are placed on the finance. For example, if the upfront finance is provided by 

the buyer, they will incur greater risks, and this could fall back on those producing the carbon 

credits in terms of lower prices. This has often happened when carbon credits are sold Ex-Ante 
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(purchased before they have been delivered), but at lower prices. Also, imposing additional 

financing requirements on the buyer may discourage some potential buyers. 

Notably, GSF and FTI did not include any interventions in their initial set of propositions which 

could facilitate sales of carbon credits. In the context of a weak carbon market, a shortage of 

demand for GSF-FTI certified credits is probable. However, there is some confidence that FTI 

could play a role in transforming the market (e.g. Ciscell, 2010). In the case of coffee, FTI has 

succeeded in increasing profits and commanding a price premium (Nelson and Martin, 2014) 

although most discussions on the impact of Fairtrade certification ignore that most coffee 

producers fail to sell all their certified coffee under Fairtrade conditions because of low demand 

(Bacon et al., 2008). Fairtrade certified products have traditionally been bought by individual 

consumers, but are increasingly incorporated into public and corporate procurement strategies 

(Fisher and Corbalán, 2013). Meanwhile, the voluntary carbon market has a predominantly 

corporate consumer base (Lovell et al., 2009) but public authorities are increasingly becoming 

customers (Peters-Stanley and Gonzalez, 2014). It is difficult to predict how the market will 

evolve in coming years. 

2.6.2. Fair benefit-sharing 

Organic carbon projects involving smallholders and communities involve significant transaction 

costs which render them costly to implement. Nevertheless, carbon projects are commonly 

considered an opportunity for channelling carbon finance to those least responsible for climate 

change. Several authors have questioned the legitimacy and efficacy of project budgets 

managed by donors and investors, underlining the need to decipher how costs and revenue are 

split between the stakeholders involved, what proportion of the budget is absorbed by 

transaction costs, and how much goes to the communities responsible for carbon sequestration 

(Sharma and Suppan, 2011, Fairhead et al., 2012). In this section I explore both financial and 

non-financial benefits in terms of who benefits, how they are discussed and decided on, their 

relative importance, and the limitations to determining a ófair shareô.  

2.6.2.1. Financial and non-financial benefits 

In organic carbon projects, there are ongoing debates about who should benefit and how benefits 

should be shared between actors. While there are rationales for making benefits available to 

those who facilitate the mitigation action at a project level (Luttrell et al., 2013), the individuals 

and groups carrying out the mitigation action will also need to receive direct and/or indirect 

financial and non-financial benefits (Stringer et al., 2012). These might include incentive 

payments, improvements to soil fertility, increased agricultural yields, employment, additional 
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income from timber or non-timber products harvested from the trees products, access to cheaper 

fuel, training or secure land tenure.  

The cost and associated risks of implementing the recommended land management practices 

often serve as a barrier to farmers, who may not have the will to implement them without 

receiving financial payments upfront (Nhantumbo and Izidine, 2009). Evidence suggests that 

financial benefits have often been insufficiently attractive, regular or disseminated enough to 

motivate or compensate participants, especially when they incur significant investment, risks 

and labour costs (Dougill et al., 2012, Swallow and Goddard, 2013). Several debates surround 

the issue of payments, such as whether or not they are a key motivation for adoption and 

sustained implementation of new land use practices associated with carbon projects (Fisher, 

2012), and how to design payments compensation or alternative approaches (Adhikari and 

Boag, 2013, Namirembe et al., 2014). Evidence from Trees for Global Benefits in Uganda 

showed that payments were the main motivation for involvement, particularly at the household 

level, although in one area, the aesthetic and existence value of trees was a bigger motivation 

(Fisher, 2012). Similarly, in the Sofala Community Carbon project in Mozambique, participants 

relied on payments which served as a safety net because planting of trees involved high 

transaction and opportunity costs and losses when they did not survive (Dougill et al., 2012). In 

both projects, payments are front-loaded, but this approach has implications for temporal 

sustainability of carbon sequestration activities, particularly after the end of the front-loaded 

payment period (Fisher, 2012). In the Mozambican project, payments temporarily ceased 

because of a rupture in the sale of credits, and participants were unwilling to act without them 

and faced disappointment as well as an income gap (Dougill et al., 2012). This also illustrates 

that participantsô perceptions of a project and its associated risks and benefits can condition 

behavioural change or adoption and the sustained implementation of new land use practices 

(Dougill et al., 2012, Tschakert, 2007).  

Carbon payments alone cannot release people from poverty, and are only intended as a way to 

smooth the transition to a more sustainable and productive set of land uses which eventually 

generate value independent of carbon payments (Jindal et al., 2012). In combination, these are 

often framed as providing multiple wins- addressing local environmental problems, offering a 

cheap pathway to climate mitigation, and providing financial benefits to farmers. In reality, 

wins may be optimistically overstated. Non-financial and non-quantifiable benefits are often 

harder to measure and attribute, which is perhaps why there is more focus in the literature on 

financial aspects. Non-financial benefits noted in the projects literature included personal 

development in the form of training, growth in womenôs confidence to speak or write publically 

and in the presence of men (Bozmoski and Hultman, 2010, Grace et al., 2010) and development 

of technical and business management skills (Grace et al., 2010); environmental benefits 
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(Bozmoski and Hultman, 2010); provision of appropriate equipment and use of project vehicles 

for emergencies (Dyer et al., 2014). 

2.6.2.2. Benefit-sharing within the community 

Where benefits do reach local communities, there is evidence of unjust distributions, as carbon 

projects are unlikely to address pre-existing marginalisation (Mathur et al., 2014). In the Sofala 

Community Carbon project in Mozambique, employment was deemed one of the major 

economic benefits by those who had been hired by the project (Jindal et al., 2012), but 

employment is usually limited to a few people and may only be temporary. Actors involved in 

projects aiming to benefit smallholders and communities face a challenge in designing them in 

ways that maximise investment returns for a range of farmers without marginalising others 

(Perez et al., 2007). The role of local organisations and leaders in brokering deals or facilitating 

the distribution of benefits shapes project participantsô abilities to draw an equitable share of the 

benefits (Lipper et al., 2006, Perez et al., 2007, Dougill et al., 2012). This is especially when 

payments involve a proportion being paid into a community fund, as was the case in projects in 

Mozambique (Jindal et al., 2012), Uganda (Peskett et al., 2011) and the Democratic Republic of 

Congo (Dyer et al., 2014). If community-based carbon projects are to achieve their multiple 

environmental, economic and social goals, the activities they incorporate must be backed by 

óstrong rural organisations, legitimate and representative leadership, client-driven extension, 

local capacity building, and informed and enabling policiesô (Perez et al., 2007). There is a 

knowledge gap about what levels of organisation are happening in existing projects, the role that 

organisations serve, and how they shape access to benefits. SSOs and project developers also 

need to face the challenge of how to take into account the diversity of forms of social 

organisation, institutions and practices when designing standards or projects (Leach and 

Scoones, 2013, Perez et al., 2007).  

2.6.2.3. Harmful effects and project reputation 

Some projects entail negative impacts on local communities but very few tangible benefits. 

Large-scale forestry, biodiversity corridor and bio-char projects have been criticised as routes 

for foreign direct investors to buy tracts of land cheaply from national governments for extended 

periods, and to benefit disproportionately, whilst dispossessing local communities and 

excluding them from the resources from which they earn their living (Tienhaara, 2012, Leach et 

al., 2012). In some instances, these projects have incited strong critique from affected 

communities, and from journalists and NGOs, jeopardising the projectôs legitimacy and causing 

it to crumble (Reynolds, 2012). One of the projects featured in Table 2-1 was ówound downô in 

2015 because of persistent difficulties (Plan Vivo, 2015) and this happened after a scathing 

report had been published (Kill, 2013). This suggests that focusing on local goals may not 



57 

 

merely be a strategy for enhancing social benefits. There are also pragmatic reasons for doing so 

since a projectôs sustainability depends on its meeting of local and global expectations 

(Reynolds, 2012). 

2.6.2.4. Proposed interventions and lessons  

In the initial GSF-FTI communication, the only possible intervention relating to benefits was 

the suggestion of defined and direct financial benefits to communities. From a standards 

perspective, financial benefits may be easier to measure and track at least in the short term, 

compared to less tangible benefits, or benefits that take longer to materialise. Choosing to focus 

on community rather than individual payments has its own set of implications for fairness, and 

depends on the presence of strong local institutions which serve the interests of the smallholders 

and community members involved in projects. FTIôs historic approach of working with and 

strengthening Producer Organisations (Nelson and Pound, 2010) aligns with the need identified 

in the literature for strong organisations to back carbon projects. Evidence suggests however 

that financial payments at the household level may be important motivations for participants in 

organic carbon projects but in themselves are not enough to pull people out of poverty, 

especially in the context of weak and dynamic market prices. This suggests payments need to be 

combined with other types of benefit. Therefore, GSF and FTI are potentially raising 

expectations by underlining defined and direct financial benefits, the delivery of which is 

beyond their control.  

Meanwhile, GSF and FTI can potentially shape benefits accrued from using their label(s), in the 

form of reputation. Carbon certification has not always been successful in enhancing 

reputational benefits, especially in the face of criticsô reports of negative social and 

environmental outcomes (e.g. Kill, 2013, Lohmann, 2006). Critics have also named and shamed 

projects certified by SSOs that prioritise these attributes (e.g. Plan Vivo). Evidence of lack of 

rigour in the enforcement of carbon standards (Suiseeya and Caplow, 2013) also threatens the 

credibility of third party certified carbon credits. The GSF-FTI partnership is potentially an 

opportunity for enhancing reputational benefits since both SSOs take pride in emphasising the 

quality and attributes of their standards. FTI has succeeded in unveiling the social aspects of 

production (Nelson and Martin, 2014), although in some cases, FTI and other certification 

schemes have capitalised on and claimed credit for practices that coffee farmers have adopted 

for generations (Bacon et al., 2008). This critique is potentially applicable to GSF-FTI certified 

carbon credits. Carbon projects must involve activities which are different from óbusiness as 

usualô. If they fail to prove additionality of emissions reductions, they will lose their credibility.  
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2.6.3. Fair Procedures 

Participation in carbon sequestration and trading schemes should ideally be voluntary, and 

individual resources users should have the freedom to participate in ways that allow for their 

varying resource endowments, tolerance to risk, and opportunity costs (Perez et al., 2007). In 

reality, power relations can transect the various levels of governance in a carbon project (Atela, 

2012) and provoke participation. It is important to enquire whether the local community 

members who are asked to participate in project operations are actually provided with all the 

necessary information to make an informed decision on their involvement at the outset and 

whether they have the opportunity to opt out if it is costing them more than they are gaining. 

Achieving procedural fairness is dependent on the implementation of rules and processes, the 

presence of representative and inclusive institutions, and the possibility to include, or negotiate 

between competing views. This is within a context where different stakeholders have different 

levels of knowledge, skills, power, information and languages at their disposal (Brown and 

Corbera, 2003, Grasso, 2010). Involvement of local communities in project design and 

implementation is widely expected to lead to better social and environmental outcomes and 

support the overall success of organic carbon projects (Reynolds, 2012, Suiseeya and Caplow, 

2013). However, despite efforts to include local communities, claims of injustice still persist 

(Suiseeya and Caplow, 2013). Some of the challenges of effective communication and 

engagement with local communities relate to fair access and fair benefits. Unequal access to 

information results in price uncertainty and speculation, posing challenges for communicating 

prices. Transacting credits involves larger scale uncontrollable processes and unforeseen delays 

(for example credit sales) which can erode trust even in projects with high community 

involvement. This underlines the need for community engagement to adapt to dynamic 

situations (Dyer et al., 2014).  

2.6.3.1. Community Engagement 

Table 2-2 outlines some principles of effective community engagement, based on the review of 

projects outlined in Table 2-1 and incorporating experience of practitioners and scholars who 

have studied effective community engagement in multiple settings. Each principle is illustrated 

with examples of application. Although they are ideals to aim for, some caveats and counter-

arguments are also given, in order to understand where the principle may be challenging or less 

effective to apply. Overall it is important to note that carbon projects may involve actors from 

business and NGO sectors, some of whom may have long-term histories of engagement with 

local communities while others are unfamiliar with tools and processes for facilitation and 

meaningful engagement. Those who create spaces for participation may use them to their own 

interests, co-opt them, or intentionally or unintentionally close them off to certain people 
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(Tallontire et al., 2014). If tools for engagement and participation are used instrumentally whilst 

ignoring contextual factors, they can instead serve to legitimise or exacerbate inequitable power 

dynamics and outcomes (Mahanty and McDermott, 2013), especially if the systems of decision-

making involve misrepresentation or exclusion of certain individuals or groups from the circle 

of people who count (Fraser, 2009). Even the best applications cannot address many contextual 

factors or overcome social challenges at macro (e.g. legal and political rights) and micro levels 

(e.g. entrenched poverty, highly unequal land distribution and disparities within communities) 

(Mahanty and McDermott, 2013). 
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Table 2-2: Principles of Community Engagement 

Principle Examples within reviewed projects Caveats and counter-arguments 

Recognise heterogeneity of 

community/ audience (Dyer et al., 

2014, Hillier, 1998) taking into 

account issues around how 

communities define themselves, and 

different interests and power 

relations (Mathur et al., 2014) 

Kamoa: there were lower levels of trust/ consensus in a 

ócommunityô which was externally formed by combining 

two locations together to make up numbers (Dyer et al., 

2014).  

 

Inclusion of marginalised groups can be 

problematic because traditional authorities may 

resist this, but standards can be used as a lever to 

persuade local elites and officials to make 

compromises (Wood, 2011) 

 

Dedicate the time, resources and 

repetition to ensure ongoing, two-

way communication  (World 

Agroforestry Centre, 2011, Dyer et 

al., 2014), using a range of tools and 

communication outlets (World 

Agroforestry Centre, 2011). 

This is both for project developers to 

understand community institutions, 

and communities to understand 

details of financing and contract 

arrangements and understand their 

commitments (Peskett et al., 2011, 

Wood, 2011) 

Kamoa: participants reported that the initial meeting 

involved two-way communications, open and meaningful 

exchange and consensus from participants, and ongoing 

engagement was facilitated by frequent visits from project 

representatives, enabling info-exchange, support and help 

where needed (Dyer et al., 2014). 

Nôhambita and TFGB: opportunities for fostering 

understanding and information exchange were limited by 

infrequent (twice-yearly) interactions with project staff and 

extension workers, who visited only to service contracts 

(Dyer et al., 2014, Fisher, 2011).  

Angai Villages: communication was hampered by irregular 

meetings and the cost of sharing information (Mustalahti et 

al., 2012) 

Projects involving little participation may gain 

little from extra consultations- and project 

developers sometimes feel that they are 

unnecessary. Nevertheless, there is evidence of 

consultations being useful for identifying negative 

impacts or ways of improving even in such cases 

(Wood, 2011)  

Facilitation and management of group dynamics is 

more important than the tools used (Chess and 

Purcell, 1999) 

Too much consultation can result in consultation 

fatigue (Mulyani and Jepson, 2015) 
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Projects need charismatic leaders and 

facilitators (Chess and Purcell, 1999, 

Dyer et al., 2014, Hillier, 1998), and 

should be based on mutual respect 

and clarity of roles and 

responsibilities (World Agroforestry 

Centre, 2011) 

Nôhambita, Kamoa and the KACP project all involved 

approaching the traditional authorities first, who invited 

members of their communities to attend initial meetings 

(Atela, 2012, Dyer et al., 2014) 

 

Communication can fail if it only goes through 

authorities and representatives rather than affected 

parties (Dyer et al., 2014, World Agroforestry 

Centre, 2011) 

Seek common ownership of the 

project, goal or decisions made 

(Dyer et al., 2014, Hillier, 1998) 

In a review of 42 African carbon forestry projects, all of the 

projects initiated and implemented by communities were 

classified as successes, suggesting that local ownership may 

be a determinant of success. Meanwhile, one of the failed 

projects involved a design which was incompatible with 

local economic incentives and social norms (Reynolds, 

2012) 

Well-designed frameworks and community 

participation in management are not enough to 

ensure access to benefits. External factors (e.g. 

dependency on outside actors for resources and 

technical support) and internal factors (around 

expectations of benefit-sharing) shape their 

effectiveness (Mustalahti et al., 2012) 

Draw on peopleôs knowledge and 

expertise (World Agroforestry 

Centre, 2011), recognising that they 

will have different images, values, 

meanings, information and 

languages at their disposal (Hillier, 

1998)  

Kamoa: design involved joint decision-making combined 

with farmers local knowledge, giving them the sovereignty 

to choose which land and planting system to adopt (Dyer et 

al., 2014). This characterises the Plan Vivo approach. 

Avoid using patronising or insensitive examples 

and metaphors (World Agroforestry Centre, 2011) 

Principle: design and approach of 

participatory activities is important, 

Repeated small interest group meetings and intensive 

facilitation enhanced learning in Indonesian setting because 

Participatory approaches can be used 

instrumentally and may not be capable of 
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e.g. small groups, where repeated 

interaction and communication are 

facilitated, as this can enhance social 

learning (Mulyani and Jepson, 2015, 

World Agroforestry Centre, 2011) 

it enabled community members to learn and respect 

different viewpoints without intimidation and enabled shifts 

of understanding and increased trust to occur (Mulyani and 

Jepson, 2015). 

challenging existing marginalisation (Mathur et 

al., 2014) 

Principle: Free, Prior and Informed 

Consent: people need to understand 

the implications of what they are 

being proposed or asked to sign in 

carbon contracts and clarity of rules 

and terms of engagement is vital 

(Mulyani and Jepson, 2015, Mahanty 

and McDermott, 2013).  

In TFGB and Nôhambita there was incomplete 

understanding of contracts and the time-scale implications 

of commitments in projects, partially due to language used 

or illiteracy of farmers (Dyer et al., 2014, Kill, 2013) 

whereas in Kamoa there was evidence of a high level of 

understanding and recollection of information given during 

initial meetings (Dyer et al., 2014). 

Clarity may be enhanced by using a local language 

but it should not be assumed that a local language 

is preferred (World Agroforestry Centre, 2011). 

There may always be a gap in knowledge and 

power between local communities and project 

proponents so communities should be given legal 

advice and support to balance external interests 

driving projects (Mulyani and Jepson, 2015, 

Peskett et al., 2011).  
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2.6.3.2. Standardised mechanisms for community engagement 

Standards have the potential to serve as instruments for regulating the fairness of procedures 

through the practices they encode (Suiseeya and Caplow, 2013). In an attempt to promote 

transparency and participation and ensure that projects do no harm, some SSOs (e.g. Gold 

Standard, CCBA, Social Carbon, Plan Vivo) mandate the involvement of community 

stakeholders (to varying degrees and with varying levels of prescriptiveness) and audit the 

documentary evidence, through mechanisms for consultation, consent and expression of 

grievances. These also serve the purposes of reducing opposition and critique as projects are 

implemented, and therefore increase the attractiveness of credits certified under their schemes 

(Wood, 2011). The GSF Local Stakeholder Consultation guidelines specify a mandatory process 

with two rounds of consultations. These should be clearly documented, and include the names 

of people who attend and participate. Project details should be presented in non-technical form, 

and include an explanation of carbon markets and the generation of finance from offsetting 

(Wood, 2011). GSF provides guidance on how to organise a Local Stakeholder Consultation, by 

providing non-technical explanations of projects, templates of invitations, suggesting ways of 

engaging people and recording their input. In contrast, the Climate, Community and 

Biodiversity Standard specifies more who should be involved, modalities of involvement and 

require a continuous stakeholder involvement throughout the project (Sterk, 2009). 

Tools such as the Local Stakeholder Consultation facilitate a more structured inclusion of social 

dimensions in a project (Bumpus, 2011b), but the actual outcomes are contingent on their 

enactment by different actors and the rigour with which the SSO checks for non-compliance and 

encourages corrective measures. Evidence from a desk-review of design documents of 56 forest 

carbon projects certified under the Climate, Community and Biodiversity Standard suggests that 

in many cases, mechanisms ówere notably devoid of diverse measures of engagement that could 

potentially engage a more comprehensive- and possibly more representative- group of 

stakeholdersô taking part in the consultation process (Suiseeya and Caplow, 2013:973). Where 

methods for inclusion were deployed, the choice of methods and the information provided about 

them suggested a more passive role for the community. In large meetings, people may be 

hesitant to express themselves (Suiseeya and Caplow, 2013) and simply presenting technical 

information might be insufficient for communicating complex concepts related to forest carbon 

projects, and ensuring comprehension (Lewis and Sheppard, 2006). When it came to providing 

input, only 57% of projects reported any of the responses received from community members, 

and 16 projects did not gather any input from community-based stakeholders (Suiseeya and 

Caplow, 2013). There were multiple examples of design documents which were not compliant 

with aspects of the Standard but had nevertheless been validated, suggesting that the criteria 

were not being rigorously applied or audited (Suiseeya and Caplow, 2013). 
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2.6.3.3. Proposed interventions and lessons  

FTI initially proposed two ways in which they imagined addressing participation (understood as 

part of fair procedures) in carbon projects: introducing the tool of Free, Prior and Informed 

Consent (FPIC), which is already a key tool within REDD+ (Reduced Emissions from 

Deforestation and Forest Degradation) projects; and empowering farmer organisations to take 

control in carbon projects. Challenges related to the latter have already been explored in relation 

to fair access so I elaborate on FPIC before making a brief comment about this second point.  

FPIC means giving affected stakeholders the right to freely (without coercion, intimidation or 

manipulation) give or withhold consent, having been able to access appropriate and sufficient 

information to make an informed choice, prior to a course of action (Szablowski, 2010, 

Mahanty and McDermott, 2013). In theory, óconsentô goes beyond óconsultationô because it 

involves the sharing or transfer of decision-making authority to those giving or withholding 

consent, and can be used to facilitate collaborative and inclusive decision-making or to avoid 

projects (Szablowski, 2010). FPIC has been criticised for only offering the right of consent to 

people with formal land rights, although in some applications (such as FSC), the right is 

extended to the wider community (Mahanty and McDermott, 2013). GSF incorporated FPIC 

into their Land Use and Forest Framework9: it refers to the principle that a community has the 

right to give or withhold its consent to proposed projects that may affect the lands they 

customarily own, occupy or otherwise use, and therefore goes a step towards addressing the 

criticism about land rights. The Plan Vivo definition is the same but includes smallholders as 

well as communities and adds óonce they have a full and accurate understanding of the 

implications of the projectô (Plan Vivo, 2013 p29).  

In both cases, the problem may come in defining in practice who is included as a smallholder, 

community member, land owner or occupier (customary or otherwise), and also who makes this 

decision, and on what basis, given the highly politicised challenges associated with who has the 

órightô level of knowledge and understanding. Project developers may not have these contextual 

understandings at the outset of a process when tools like FPIC are being applied. It is common 

for companies or project leaders to refer to points of contact such as traditional or administrative 

leaders in order to make connection with the community, but sole reliance on them is 

problematic when accountability and transparency in local systems of representation is weak as 

they can harbour and perpetuate intra-community disparities (Mahanty and McDermott, 2013). 

                                                      

9 This was influenced by their partnership with FSC, as the two organisations had done an analysis of the 

areas of overlap and gaps between their standards (Public Presentation at the 19
th
 UNFCCC Conference 

of Parties). 



65 

 

Deployments of terms like óconsultationô and óconsentô need to be critically assessed to 

understand not only what is understood and intended by them, but also how they operate in 

particular contexts, how agendas are set and participants selected (Tallontire et al., 2014). There 

is a danger that they are embraced as panaceas (Mahanty and McDermott, 2013) but in practice 

they are shaped by multiple factors. These include the project developerôs commitment to the 

process, the level of civil society engagement, cultural and institutional factors affecting 

communication and participation, knowledge gaps, power relations, inclusivity, and the 

presence of external officials, (Wood, 2011, Dyer et al., 2014, Mahanty and McDermott, 2013). 

Mandating them within the standard is therefore not enough in itself to guarantee positive 

participation of local people in practice (Suiseeya and Caplow, 2013).  

FTIôs second proposition for addressing participation- empowering farmer organisations to take 

control of projects- needs to be understood within Fairtradeôs historical approach of working 

with Producer Organisations (see chapter 6). Although there is evidence of FTIôs success in this 

field, the transferability of the approach needs to take into account the challenges of carbon 

project development and implementation mentioned in the section on Fair Access.  

2.7. Conclusion to chapter two 

Heated debates surround the concept of fairness in carbon projects but the term itself is widely 

interpreted and lacks clear definition. After a review of relevant literature on the 

commodification of carbon and ófair carbonô, I then took a pragmatic approach by exploring the 

pillars of access, benefits and participation that FTI and GSF proposed to include in their 

framing of fairness, and reviewing academic literature in order to unravel what lies behind these 

pillars. I assessed how they are interconnected, and which practical constraints shape fairness 

outcomes within carbon projects. The GSF-FTI partnership provides an interesting focus 

because it potentially opens up discursive and material spaces, whereby more vulnerable 

stakeholders currently excluded from, or marginal in the carbon trading system could potentially 

play a more active role and reap more benefits. My analysis offers potential guidance for those 

involved in setting the parameters of fairness in refining their definitions, as well as informing 

further academic debate on ófair carbonô.  

While the outcomes of efforts to enhance access and shape fairer benefits and procedures for 

smallholders and communities are highly uncertain, it is important to explore steps being taken 

towards these goals. With many actors involved, multiple interests at stake, and a competitive 

context which may push SSOs to act quickly to fill gaps in the standards market, independent 

research can help to enhance transparency within the process. This involves going beyond an 

exploration of fairness dimensions in projects and standards tools for addressing them, to 
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explore of fairness dimensions in the setting of the standards themselves. I turn to this in chapter 

3.  
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Chapter 3 Fair Procedures in Standard Setting 

3.1. Introduction to chapter 3 

This chapter provides the backdrop for understanding the empirical material introduced in 

chapter 6 and for addressing objective two of this thesis. In this chapter I extend the concept of 

Fair Procedures introduced in chapter 2, to the process of Standard Setting by FTI (Figure 3-1). 

By doing this, I make a conceptual link between Fair Procedures and Fair Parameters. After a 

brief overview of relevant literature on Standards and standard setting, I then explore the 

framework (in terms of rules, procedures and political processes) that FTI has set in place to 

govern standard-setting and partnership processes, and examine how these look alongside both 

the ideal of fair procedures and participatory governance theories. This serves as a backdrop for 

a detailed analysis in chapter 6 of the application of FTIôs governance framework in practice in 

the context of the FCSSP. 

 

Figure 3-1: Aspects of the Multi-Dimensional Fairness Framework explored in chapter 3 
The purple arrow represents the question of how the ideals of Fair Procedures relate to the pre-existing 

governance structures and approaches that are likely to shape Fairness Parameter-Setting. 

3.2. Literature r eview: key themes within standards governance 

Section 1.4.2.1 introduced the research gaps related to collaborative standard setting in practice. 

In this section I elaborate on each of the key themes relevant to this thesis with the support of 

existing literature. 
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3.2.1. Standards: pathways and political processes 

The burgeoning of standards in the last two and a half decades has attracted a lot of scholarship 

aimed at better understanding their emergence, evolution and continued proliferation at different 

levels (Djama et al., 2011). The majority of works have applied an institutional theory lens, 

which posits that the quest for external legitimacy is the main explanation for the existence and 

proliferation of private standard setting (Djama et al., 2011).  

By applying a pathways approach, I view standards and standard setting processes more 

critically, as an example of a managerial approach to sustainability issues resulting in 

universalising pathways that are not necessary appropriate to the problems they aim to address. 

Blowfield and Dolan (2008) protract this perspective by describing standards as techno-

rationalist solutions that are part of a drive for neoliberal normalisation. Baconôs view on 

Fairtrade standards is that they are not a complete reflection of a neoliberal agenda, but 

Fairtrade governance is subject to óan array of political economic constraints, personal 

convictions, and path-dependent contingenciesô (2010 p112). A number of authors have 

explored how the organisational trajectories of standards organisations are shaped by 

cooperation and competition between participating stakeholders who seek to control the rules of 

the game and pursue their own interests (Mutersbaugh et al., 2005). It is important to 

acknowledge standardsô political backdrop not least because it has consequences on poor and 

marginalised people (Blowfield and Dolan, 2008, Leach et al., 2010). 

Attending to the political dimensions of standards requires an exploration of the internal 

processes of certification, socially embedded practices and governance tools deployed to set 

standards. Chapter 6 of this thesis is dedicated to this analysis and builds on existing works (e.g. 

Bacon, 2010, Blowfield and Dolan, 2008, Cheyns, 2011, Djama et al., 2011, Murphy and Yates, 

2011, Ponte et al., 2011, Reinecke, 2010). Between them they have looked at how governing is 

accomplished in practical and technical terms within different types of standard setting 

initiatives including those led by Fairtrade International. This has involved exploring the 

circumstances within which standards are developed; questioning the rationales, strategies and 

moral reasoning behind them; mapping the configurations of actors, interests and alliances and 

dynamics of inclusion and exclusion; examining conflict, negotiation and co-existence of 

different viewpoints; and exploring the effects of standards and the interests they serve. Despite 

a common focus across these works, scholarsô views differ on a number of aspects. Differences 

relate to some extent to the type of standards they looked at, but also the analytical lens applied.  
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3.2.2. Legitimacy, inclusiveness and power 

Standards involving inputs from a broad range of stakeholders including civil society tend to be 

regarded as more legitimate than standards developed by single companies or industries (Fuchs 

et al., 2011). Multi -stakeholder initiatives such as the Round table on Sustainable Palm Oil 

(RSPO) base their legitimacy on balanced representation and participation of óall categories of 

stakeholdersô, and thus a wide range of interests (Cheyns, 2011). The involvement of coalitions 

of companies, trade unions, NGOs and other civil society stakeholders, is believed to reduce the 

likelihood that business will have too much influence on social and environmental issues and to 

better present workersô and producersô interests (Blowfield and Dolan, 2008). A significant 

defining feature of standards perceived by standard-setters is their democratic process 

orientation (Murphy and Yates, 2011), often involving extensive dialogue and consensus-based 

decision-making.  

In practice, participation is óinflectedô by power relations, meaning that initiatives involving 

broad participation by multiple stakeholders are potentially as exclusionary as top down 

initiatives (Blowfield and Dolan, 2008 p16). For example, Cheyns (2011) has found that the 

RSPOôs inclusive aims are compromised in practice in terms of who is considered a 

óstakeholderô and how participation is managed: people who engage through personal 

attachments, drawing on lived experiences or principles of justice are less able to make 

themselves heard and their interventions accorded less legitimacy than those who adopt a 

pragmatic approach. Southern stakeholders have expressed concerns that ethical trade codes are 

developed behind desks in Europe with little consultation and some critics argue that these 

reflect colonial ethnocentrism (Blowfield and Dolan, 2008).  

Standard setting is considered technical and SSOs such as FTI and Rainforest International have 

begun including both internal and external óexpertsô on their standards committees. Murphy and 

Yates (2011) describe the members of technical standards committees rather benignly as 

epistemic communities who believe that humanity can benefit from their shared knowledge. 

Although they may represent certain interests and actors, they do not always advocate for what 

suits them. In contrast, Blowfield and Dolan (2008) detect more of a power asymmetry amongst 

the ócommunitiesô who participate in devising ethical codes for horticulture. These are óthe 

community of the supply chainô including the poor and marginalised to which Northern 

business has a duty, and óthe community of principalsô- the CSOs and companies who are not 

commercial participants in the supply chain but they influence its governance and their 

worldviews significantly inform what constitutes virtue. This latter community is more likely to 

be recognised by Multi Stakeholder Initiatives, and ethical trade involves them exerting power 
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over the community of the supply chain through the legitimisation of certain behaviour and 

instruments (ibid).  

Standard setting committees may include people who claim to represent smallholders but may 

do so only on an ad hoc basis and without adequate accountability or legitimacy, rather than it 

being a truly representative smallholder participation (Tallontire et al., 2014, Cheyns, 2011). 

Efforts to include ólocalô perspectives, for example within horticultural codes for African 

agriculture, are not necessarily more ethically relevant because they falsely assume that there is 

a community of beneficiaries who share a collective identity, culture and set of interests while 

ignoring the cultural embeddedness and contested nature of issues they may be consulted on 

such as gender-based discrimination and sexual harassment (Blowfield and Dolan, 2008).  

Several authors have described the management of participation within standard setting as an 

example of a managerialism: this refers to a set of knowledge and practices systematically 

aimed at increasing the efficiency of collective action (Djama et al., 2011). Arguably, the more 

managerial the approach, the less inclusive it is (Ponte et al., 2011). These same forms of 

exclusion, elitism and unequal access are likely to apply to the setting of carbon standards but 

few studies have documented this. 

3.2.3. Conflicts, tensions and governing tools 

The design, content, implementation and underlying epistemology of standards and codes are 

sites of conflict and negotiation (Blowfield and Dolan, 2008). Aside from looking at who comes 

to the bargaining table (Busch, 2000), it is important to look at how conflicts and tensions are 

dealt with, how multiple perspectives are allowed to co-exist and how conflicting viewpoints 

are transformed into cooperative attitudes (Djama et al., 2011). In an analysis of the adjustment 

of Fairtrade coffee prices in 2007-2008 from the perspective of a researcher positioned 

alongside the Latin American producer network, Bacon (2010) describes the outcomes as a 

result of a balance of power, convictions and capabilities within a contested governance system. 

Reinecke (2010) studied the same process as an intern within Fairtrade International and 

described it as a result of negotiation power drawing both on techno-scientific input from the 

Standards Unit and multi-stakeholder democracy from the Standards Committee and FTI Board.  

The fair trade movement is already marked by tensions regarding what ófairnessô means, who 

fair trade should target, and where should it be going (Doherty et al., 2013, Raynolds and 

Greenfield, 2015, Smith, 2013) and bringing new stakeholders into debates about Fairtrade 

carbon was likely to increase the possibility for tension and conflict in the FCSSP. Views differ 

on whether or not multi-stakeholder standard setting processes can be a site for constructively 

dealing with conflict or not. Murphy and Yates (2011) recognise that greater understanding that 
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can come from participating and that better technical solutions are frequently discovered in the 

course of debates, especially through standard setting by consensus. Focht and Lawler (2000) 

recognise that policy [or standards] processes require particular tools (such as Q) to open up 

debate and expose underlying conflicts as failing to recognise them can inhibit deliberative 

processes. In contrast, Djama et al. (2011) see consensus as a tactic for neutralising debate 

because unlike compromise, it does not result from debate or negotiation. (Rancière, 2013 p8, 

c.f. Djama et al., 2011) describes consensus as a ómachine of powerô with the aim of imposing a 

vision, a particular presentation of facts and a direction for their interpretation. Djama et al. 

(2011) note how consensus processes are strategically commandeered in the RSPO, by 

consultants who make efforts to mobilise particular intermediaries and confine debates on 

sensitive issues to specialised committees. Cheyns (2011) describes this as a technical 

óprofessional styleô of interaction without confrontation which comes down to the politically-

correct style of language used.  

The act of preventing conflict from arising in the first place has been described as óthe most 

insidious and effective use of powerô (Lukes, 1974 p23). While some authors see consensus as a 

tool for wielding this sort of power, it is important to discern what the tool is designed to offer, 

the system it is part of, how it is enacted in practice and whether this meets the intended aims 

(Bühler, 2002). This topic is returned to in chapter 6.  

Aside from consensus and the management of tensions, a number of other tools and tactics have 

been scrutinised and labelled as technologies of managerialism, deployed to wield power and 

impose particular directionalities and outcomes in standard setting processes. These include for 

example the control of issue-exploration through tactics to open up and close down discussions 

(Cheyns, 2011, Leach et al., 2010), see also section 3.4.4; using pragmatic arguments and the 

pressure for expediency to opt for short-term, practical, implementable, economically 

acceptable or most knowable solutions (Cheyns, 2011, Djama et al., 2011, Leach et al., 2010); 

and mystifying the auditing process by limiting discussion on how criteria have been established 

(Blowfield and Dolan, 2008). 

3.2.4. Section summary 

Different views on the above themes relate to different perspectives on standards and what they 

do, as well as authorsô foci on different types of standard, ranging from standards with routes in 

social movements; to industry-dominated multi-stakeholder initiatives and business to business 

standards. While Fairtrade standards fit with the first category it is important to recognise that 

such standards are increasingly drawing on neoliberal governance tools (Djama et al., 2011). 

We can expect that FTI might hold the potential to design inclusive stakeholder processes, 

based on their participatory governance approach (see section 3.4), but this needs to be critically 
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unpacked. This section has underlined the need to look at governance processes enacted by 

particular SSOs whilst considering the wider political context within which standards are being 

deployed as techno-rational governance tools. My work builds on the authors cited in this 

section, particularly Bacon (2010) and Reinecke (2010) who have both looked at decision-

making within FTI price negotiations. They positioned themselves inside the movement in order 

to understand socially embedded governance practices and situate governance processes within 

FTIôs historical and future trajectory. My approach involves a similarly long term and 

embedded ethnographic engagement but with a broader and more comprehensive focus on an 

entire standard setting process rather than a pricing decision. I am also situated as an 

independent researcher rather than being attached to a particular sub-unit of FTI. Nevertheless it 

is important to be reflexive about the position I adopt. Leach et al. (2010) encourage 

engagement by researchers in path-building processes but some critics have questioned the 

appropriateness of intervening to make standards setting processes more democratic or to try to 

remove their structural limitations. The concern is that this can contribute to an advancement of 

the interests of already powerful actors in standard-setting, naturalise them as a form of 

governance, or disperse of local struggles (Blowfield and Dolan, 2008, Mutersbaugh, 2005). In 

chapter 8 I reflect on my positionality and its possible effects. 

In the remainder of this chapter, section 3.3 introduces FTIôs governance structure, rules and 

processes for standard-setting and explores the interface between stakeholders in the Fairtrade 

system and stakeholders involved in the FCSSP and section 3.4 discusses FTIôs participatory 

governance approach and critically explores this in relation to literature on participatory and 

collaborative governance. Section 3.5 concludes the chapter. 

3.3. FTI : a representative and inclusive institution? 

FTI is a membership organisation with an evolving governance structure. Their aims to achieve 

fairness and justice through democratic decision-making (Taylor, 2005b) are challenged by the 

number and diversity of stakeholders involved in the Fairtrade system (Sutton, 2013). The 

organisation is under substantial pressure from its consortium and onlookers to genuinely 

engage with and include not only its membership base (which includes more than 1.5 million 

producers and workers grouped within three Producer Networks (PNs) and 19 National 

Fairtrade Organisations (NFOs) involved in licensing and marketing Fairtrade products) but also 

a wider set of stakeholders such as NGOs, supporters and other CSOs in the north and south, as 

well as businesses and consumers, in its governance processes (Bacon, 2010, Sutton, 2013). 

There is evidence of significant efforts made to respond to this pressure (Bennett, 2015). A 

óground-breakingô vote in 2011 instigated major changes to increase producer representation, 

according the producer networks equal voting rights in the General Assembly, the highest 
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decision-making body, and reconfiguring the Board to offer an equal number of places to 

producer representatives and market representatives (see Table 3-1). Marking these changes, 

FTI announced, óweôre proud of our multi-stakeholder system. We know the importance of 

being held accountable to the producers, traders, NGOs and supporters who have worked so 

hard to make Fairtrade what it is todayô (Fairtrade International, 2012 p18). However, these 

changes do not automatically render a stronger voice to all producers, particularly because of 

issues of capacity and representation (Sutton, 2013).  

3.3.1. Rules and processes 

The rules and processes for representation on the Standards Committee and decision making 

procedures are defined in the FTI Terms of Reference for the Standards Committee and the 

Standard Operating Procedure for standard setting (more details are given on decision-making 

provisions in section 6.6.2.1). However, this formal governance structure (Table 3-1 and Figure 

3-2) needs to be understood alongside the spaces created for people who are not included within 

the existing Fairtrade membership or representative structure to have an influence on standards. 

The FCSSP implied the creation of a new Fairtrade commodity involving a new set of 

stakeholders who at the time were not members of FTI and were unfamiliar with its system and 

processes, but were being relied on to fill in gaps in carbon expertise that FTI did not possess. 

This dynamic implied the need to include and negotiate between an expanded set of viewpoints 

of FTI members and non-members.  

Table 3-1: Entities within the Fairtrade System and role played in governance and 

standard-setting 

Entity Role in governance Influence on standards 

Producer Networks (PNs) 

(3): for Africa, Latin 

America and Asia 

 

Full members of FTI. 

Voting rights at Annual 

General Assembly; 4 

places on the Fairtrade 

Board   

Can submit standard request  

Invited to provide input during 

research/ drafting phase, and 

during consultation 

PNs recruit producer-facing 

members of Standards Committee 

Fairtrade Organisations:  

-19 NFOs (govern use of 

Fairtrade mark and promote 

Fairtrade) 

-6 Fairtrade Marketing 

Organisations (promote 

Fairtrade)  

Only NFOs are full 

members (voting rights at 

Annual General Assembly 

and 4 places on the 

Fairtrade Board) 

Can submit standard request  

Invited to provide input during 

research/ drafting phase, and 

during consultation 

Can postulate as members of the 

Standards Committee, recruited 

by FTI. 

General Assembly (50% 

producer representatives; 

50% NFO representatives) 

Meets once per year to 

approve accounts, decide 

on membership issues and 

ratify Board members. 

No role in standards development 

FTI Board Supreme decision-making Advises on strategies/ objectives 
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 body for FTI for standards development; 

Decides on the Standard 

Committeeôs responsibilities and 

membership and delegates 

decision-making authority to them 

FTI Leadership team and 

staff  

 

Leadership team manages 

day-to-day operations and 

strategic direction 

The Standards Unit, led by 

Director of Standards and Pricing 

is responsible for developing and 

revising Fairtrade standards, 

research and coordination work. 

FTI Standards Committee No role in governance Meets 4-6 times per year, takes 

major decisions about standards, 

delegating minor decisions to the 

Standards Unit. Responsible for 

resolving contentious issues; 

balancing stakeholder comments; 

clarifying terms and conditions; 

reviewing effectiveness and 

practicalities. 

FLOCERT (independent 

certification body of the 

Fairtrade system) 

Part of the Fairtrade 

system but not members 

of FTI (and no role in its 

governance) 

Responsible for developing  

compliance criteria for standards, 

and auditing compliance  

Source: compiled by author from www.fairtrade.net  

 

Figure 3-2: FTI formal bodies involved in standard-setting and interactions between them, 

compiled by author from www.fairtrade.net 

http://www.fairtrade.net/
http://www.fairtrade.net/
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3.4. Participatory Governance 

Beyond the formal governance structures, FTIôs Partnership Strategy 2011-2015 lays out 

intentions to include not only member organisations but óeveryone with a stake in a 

development processô, following an approach they call óparticipatory governanceô. This is 

described as an inclusive approach, based on equality, which is critical in maximising the 

development potential of Fairtrade and in enabling partnerships to reach their potential 

(Fairtrade International, 2009).  
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Table 3-2 has been developed on the basis of the intentions laid out in FTIôs Partnership 

Strategy for 2011-2015 (Fairtrade International, 2009). While the original document does not 

describe the approach in terms of intentions and underlying aims, this structure helps to draw 

out what exactly FTI are hoping to achieve, making it easier to assess. Note that this strategy is 

intended to set out the ways that FTI works with their longer term formal institutional partners, 

(see for example Fairtrade International, 2011a). However, in this thesis I extend it to an 

assessment of how they work with óeveryone with a stake in a development processô including 

the stakeholders they partner with on a more informal basis during standard setting processes. 

Although this may push the bar higher than FTI originally intended, the intention is to use the 

high bar to identify opportunities for improvement and extension in the implementation of the 

strategy. 

Table 3-2: Analytical interpretation of FTIôs participatory governance approach 

FTIôs Participatory Governance Approach 

Intention A: Avoiding power 

imbalances in relationships 

A.1. Engaging with partners on an equal footing 

with shared resources and ambitions to find 

solutions to the most pressing development 

challenges 

Intention B: Enabling everyone with a 

stake to contribute to design and 

outcome 

B.1. Enabling diverse stakeholders to participate 

and interact 

B.2.Enabling diverse stakeholders to share in 

decision-making activities where practical 

Underlying governance aim To draw on alternatives to top-down development 

models 

On the surface, FTIôs participatory approach seems to fit with the ideal form of fair procedures  

described in the environmental justice literature: óparticipatory parityô is when parties are 

recognised and affirmative efforts are made to ensure their inclusion and representation and 

redress imbalances, including removing institutional obstacles that prevent participation as peers 

(Fraser, 2009, Hillier, 1998). However, as an ideal form, it is hard to achieve in practice. Below 

I explore the possible limits to FTIôs governance intentions. 

3.4.1. Intention 1: Avoiding power imbalances in relationships 

This intention is ambitious even if it is only applied to FTIôs formal institutional partners. Power 

and resource imbalances between stakeholders are common problems in collaborative 

governance, and if stakeholders do not all have the same capacities, organisation, status or 

resources to participate on an equal footing, stronger actors can manipulate the governance 

process while certain interests and parties are subordinated (Ansell and Gash, 2008, Fung and 

Wright, 2003). Formal institutions involving participatory collaboration often involve 

significant asymmetries in prior organisation, knowledge, level of interest and capabilities 

(Fung and Wright, 2003). There is a risk that participation in governance is in practice no more 
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than an interest group approach where groups and individuals lobby a system to shape it to their 

own self-interests (Cornwall and Gaventa, 2000). Competitive interest group bargaining is at the 

root of many policy failures (Fischer, 2003a). Fung and Wright (2003 p261) classify such 

bargaining as óadversarial decision-makingô and contrast it with collaborative decision-making 

ówhere the central effort is to solve problems rather than to win victories, to discover the 

broadest commonality of interests rather than to mobilise maximum support for given interestsô. 

Adversarialism emphasises differences rather than commonalities between groups and has the 

potential to generate excess conflict, and therefore may be unhelpful when working towards 

either intention in Fairtradeôs Participatory Governance approach. Nevertheless, the tendency 

for co-optation of standards and adversarial decision-making by powerful players in the private 

sector is evidenced by a number of scholars (Busch, 2011, Cheyns, 2011, Tallontire et al., 2014) 

and power relations should always be tended to when exploring governance processes 

(Flyvbjerg, 2001).  

While at the level of formal institutional partners, FTI can strive to ensure that resources and 

ambitions are shared and that engagement is on an equal footing, when this intention is applied 

to óeveryone with a stakeô it may be more appropriate to start by recognising that power 

imbalances are very likely, and that positive strategies of empowerment and representation of 

weaker or disadvantaged stakeholders are required. This is the approach laid down in the ISEAL 

Code of Good Practice for Standard Setting (ISEAL Alliance, 2014b) through the principle of 

accessibility, which requires SSOs to ensure that appropriate opportunities to participate in the 

Standard Setting Process are provided for stakeholders, including those who are disadvantaged. 

Similarly, environmental justice literature notes that in the absence of participatory parity, 

expectable and/or unavoidable exclusions need to be recognised rather than concealed (Hillier, 

1998), and the exclusion of certain visions of the environment, certain individuals and groups 

and certain kinds of values should be interrogated (Martinez-Alier, 2014, Mathur et al., 2014) .   

3.4.2. Intention 2: Enabling everyone with a stake to contribute to design 

and outcome 

Procedural injustice occurs either when the decision-rules deny the full participation of those 

who have been included, or when the boundaries used to define ówho countsô deny the inclusion 

of certain people (Fraser, 2009). The second intention needs to be understood in the context of 

who is defined as counting as a stakeholder, and who is allowed to fully participate according to 

which rules. In the Partnership Strategy (Fairtrade International, 2009), óeveryone with a stakeô 

includes producers, consumers, businesses, funders and technical service providers. The ISEAL 

Code indicates that key stakeholders can include both directly affected stakeholders such as 

óenterprises being assessed for compliance against the standard, community and indigenous 
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groups affected by application of the standard, and environmental organisations who have an 

interest in areas affected by the implementation of the standardô and also indirectly affected 

stakeholders who have an interest in the application of the standard (ISEAL Alliance, 2014b 

p12-14). The ISEAL Code recommends a mapping process for stakeholder identification, and 

this is included in FTIôs Standard Operating Procedure. However, as a membership organisation 

FTI is also committed to providing particular opportunities for participation, representation and 

formal decision-making to members over and above non-members. Of the stakeholders listed 

above, only licensed producers, some businesses (licensed as traders) and NFOs (who may also 

provide funding or technical services) are actually members (see Table 3-1). While other diverse 

stakeholders may be given space to participate, interact and to contribute to design and outcome, 

if they are not members they are not included in formal decision-making processes. The ISEAL 

Code of Good Practice takes this potential tension into account within its clauses on Decision-

Making, through the guidance that ólimiting decision-making to members does not preclude the 

standard-setting organisation from meeting other requirements for balanced, multi-stakeholder 

participation in decision-makingô (ISEAL Alliance, 2014b p14). It is important to ensure that 

commitments to include a broader range of stakeholders including non-members is not done 

instrumentally or superficially, with no real commitment to take non-membersô inputs on board. 

However it is also important to track whether existing governance arrangements resulting from 

long fought battles, are allowed to flourish when non-member stakeholders are allowed a hand 

in design, decision making and delivery of outcomes.  

In parallel, another potential tension exists between the assumed need for expert or technical 

knowledge which is common within standard-setting processes (see e.g. Tallontire et al., 2014) 

and mandated within the ISEAL Code of Good Practice (ISEAL Alliance, 2014b), and the 

intention to include everyone with a stake (including stakeholders who do not yet have a high 

degree of technical knowledge). Literature on participatory governance provides evidence of the 

value of broadening of participation beyond FTIôs formal partners to include civilians, including 

ónon-expertsô in the search for solutions to pressing development problems. óIncluding the 

publicô has become an expected component of ógood practiceô in many arenas across the world, 

enhancing the diversity of voices and opportunities for citizen engagement and deliberation 

(Cornwall, 2004). Non-expert input can contribute to the legitimisation of the standard or policy 

development and implementation process (increasing acceptance of, or trust in the decisions 

made), its role in enhancing learning, articulation of broader demands, and help to build and 

preserve present and future decision-making capacities (Fischer, 2003a, Cornwall and Gaventa, 

2000). Non-experts in particular can contribute to problem characterisation by highlighting 

aspects of the problem requiring analysis, raising questions that have been overlooked, and 

providing knowledge and experience of specific conditions that need to be understood in order 

for assumptions to be more realistic (Fischer, 2003a). However, it is inherently complex to 
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integrate different types of knowledge and any attempts to do so need to take in account (i) that 

this must be supported by mechanisms to support mutual learning and deliberation, and (ii) that 

perspectives might change during a process as people take on board new information (Raymond 

et al., 2010). Overall, popular participation in governance processes has been heralded as a 

potential means for improving effectiveness of projects and alignment of participantsô goals 

(Leach et al., 2010), although practical implementation is challenged in particular by barriers to 

participation and power relations. Too much focus on technical aspects can mean that the 

examination of social, ethical and political values is pushed off the agenda (Fischer, 2003a) and 

it may be those whose daily lives are affected by the standard or policy rather than those who 

are providing a professional contribution, who are best placed to raise these questions (see e.g. 

Cheyns, 2011). Participation may be in various ways, and in various óspacesô, e.g. closed or 

provided, óinvitedô, claimed, created or óraidedô spaces (Cornwall and Coelho, 2007), each of 

which may be bounded but permeable and navigable by different people at different times 

(Gaventa, 2004). Attending to the spaces sheds light on the people given entry but also those 

who are temporarily or permanently excluded from spaces for participation (Tallontire et al., 

2014, Nelson et al., 2014).  

These considerations are particularly relevant within this process because of the implications of 

a new Fairtrade commodity mentioned above. Research and reflection can be used to look at 

why some suggestions and interpretations are taken forward and used as the basis for decision-

making while others are not, and this involves exploring counter-politics, operating outside 

those arenas (Leach et al., 2010). To understand how this dynamic operated in practice in the 

context of the FCSSP, including which stakeholders (members and non-members) actually 

contributed to design, decisions and delivery of outcomes, both formal and informal decision-

making processes need to be examined.  

3.4.3. Underlying governance aim: alternatives to top-down development 

models 

Fung and Wright (2003) note that top down governance solutions may lack relevant information 

and local knowledge and involve long feedback loops, because those making the decisions are 

far from those who must live under them. Also they tend to generate fixed rules that are not 

suited to contexts of high local diversity, volatility and scientific uncertainty. In principle, 

participatory governance offers a counter governance mode to top down governance, by 

involving substantive direct involvement of actors from the bottom tiers of an organisational 

structure rather than imposing decisions from the top down. However, if those who participate 

are primarily experts and elites, then this is still a form of top-down governance subject to the 

same limitations as non-participatory governance, such as distance from those who are affected 
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by the policy or standard in their daily lives. Fung and Wright (2003) distinguish between four 

varieties of governance structures and processes, using the dimensions of top-down versus 

participatory, and adversarial versus collaborative (see Table 3-3).  
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Character of decision-making process 

1: Top down  

Adversarial 

2: Top down Collaborative 

3: Participatory 

Adversarial 

4: Participatory Collaborative 

Co-optation and participatory 

window dressing 

Robust, democracy-enhancing 

forms of collaboration 

Table 3-3: Varieties of Governance Structures and Processes, based on Fung and Wright 

(2003) 

Participatory Governance as defined by FTI, should sit in quadrant 4 of the matrix. However, 

Fung and Wright (2003) posit that within this quadrant there are different possible outcomes- (i) 

those that take the form of co-optation and participatory window-dressing, and (ii)  robust, 

democracy-enhancing forms of collaboration. Empowered Participatory Governance is an 

example of a governance design which can achieve the 4b-types of outcomes. It is characterised 

by decentralised decision-making, centralised coordination and includes mechanisms to 

counteract power imbalances and facilitate representation of the weak and less organised actors 

(Fung and Wright, 2003). Its three principles are practical orientation, bottom-up participation, 

and deliberative solution generation. Within this design, equality does not have to be absolute 

but it must be sufficient for the purposes of deliberation. They note that Empowered 

Participatory Governance in practice is hindered by the use of power relations to manipulate 

decisions but this can be counteracted if there is significant countervailing power (a form of 

power that develops to reduce, or even neutralises the power advantages of ordinarily powerful 

actors). It is therefore the degree of countervailing power that can shape outcomes of co-

optation versus robust collaboration within Participatory Collaborative governance modes. 

Empowered Participatory Governance has generally been applied to settings involving state and 

non-state actors but Doherty et al (2013) have assessed Fairtrade governance against the 

benchmark of Empowered Participatory Governance. They have identified examples of 

countervailing power within the Latin American Producer Network, exemplified by their 

creation of a new label (Símbolo de Pequeños Productores) and their choice to exclude Hired 

Labour set-ups from their regional network. Doherty et al (2013) recognise that their analysis of 

countervailing power within FTI is limited, and recommend further exploration.  
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Participatory Deliberation is another governance form situated in quadrant 4b of the matrix, 

which involves bringing diverse actors and perspectives together into forums for debate, 

dialogue and negotiation (Leach et al., 2010). Its goals are to create a setting for social learning 

about existing interests, problems, possibilities and responsibilities, to build legitimacy around 

new interests, and in the process, influence óthe political pathways along which power and 

interest travelô (Fischer, 2003a p205). The emphasis is on the sense-making of complex policy 

problems (Leach et al., 2010), and this is often a timely process with no guarantee of consensus. 

However, over time, it can be more effective in helping to define and sustain chosen actions and 

can counter tendencies towards adversarialism (Fischer, 2003a). Facilitation of a participatory 

deliberation process involves creating the conditions that support people to pose questions, 

decide on important issues and make basic connections themselves (Fischer, 2003b). It may still 

imply that proposal generation and decision-making is done by the people with the official 

mandate, and that they come with their own values and specific ideas about what should be 

done. Nevertheless, by seeking input from and stimulating discussion amongst a wider set of 

people, they receive guidance about direction and a set of alternative visions about what is 

desirable and possible. This provokes them to re-examine the premises and values at the root of 

the decisions they make (Fischer, 2003a). 

3.4.4. Opening Up and Closing Down in policy appraisal 

Genuinely deliberative policy-making and consensus-based decision making, requires active 

attempts to open up the policy-making process to include a variety of inputs, as well as 

decisions to exclude some options and come to a decision on a particular way forward. 

Subjecting policy to appraisal (whereby a system is analysed in order to generate substantive 

understandings, social learning and decipher cultural meanings, see Smith and Stirling (2007)) 

involves both opening up and closing down processes.  

Opening up involves posing alternative questions, looking at neglected issues, marginal 

perspectives and ignored uncertainties, triangulating contending knowledges, examining 

different options and highlighting new possibilities (Smith and Stirling, 2007). Closing down is 

about ódefining the right questions, finding the priority issues, identifying the salient 

knowledges, recruiting the appropriate protagonists, adopting the most effective methods, 

highlighting the most likely outcomes and so determining the ñbestò optionsô (Stirling, 2005 

p221-222). This contrasts with premature closure which can occur before a proper examination 

of the options and the assumptions behind them has taken place, and may come about if 

powerful interests stand behind a particular option and push it to a decision-point. 

Decision-making comes with an inherent tension, in that understanding may always be 

insufficient but approaches must be fixed in order óto do something here and now and perhaps 
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make a differenceô (Rip, 2006 p92). Smith and Stirling note that ówhether consensual, 

majoritarian, elitist, or to meet sectional interests, pragmatic ñdecisionsò must be madeô (Smith 

and Stirling, 2007 p369) which sometimes results in sub-optimal ósatisficingô strategies with the 

aim of producing acceptable outcomes. This happens in almost all governance settings but the 

key is to have regular self-critical reassessment to see if satisficing strategies are delivering the 

desired outcomes according to different peopleôs perspectives (Smith and Stirling, 2007). 

3.5. Conclusion to chapter three 

This chapter described standard setting as an example of pathway-building and then situated 

research on standards governance processes within the broader literature. It then described FTIôs 

own governance structure and approach and examined this through the lens of procedural 

fairness according to insight from literature on environmental justice and participatory 

governance. FTI is a multi-stakeholder organisation that has made efforts to include its broad 

membership base in top level governance. On paper, the organisationôs participatory governance 

approach aligns closely with ideals of fair procedures and participatory parity. In practice, it 

may be better to recognise firstly that power imbalances are likely to exist and need to be 

factored into process design, and secondly to recognise the inherent tensions linked to the aim 

of enabling diverse stakeholders to interact and participate in design and decision-making. 

Alternative governance forms must be congruent with the issue and context, or problem space 

(Voss et al., 2006 p435). In this case, it could be expected that a mix of governance structures, 

processes and mechanisms might be required. This is because there is both a need to engender 

mutual learning and bridging between member and non-member stakeholders (who have 

different pieces of knowledge and experience to contribute); and a need to respect FTIôs formal 

decision-making processes (which emphasises consensus). Governance structures and processes 

also need to be dynamic as issues move through the different stages deliberation and consensus-

based decision making. This might begin with mechanisms that open up the issue to further 

exploration, and move into mechanisms that are more conducive to reaching closure on an issue 

when decisions ultimately need to be made. In chapter 6 of this thesis, I undertake an issue-

based exploration of the various governance forms that came to the fore in practice, and assess 

the extent to which they were alternatives to top-down governance. This is preceded by a 

description of the overall research design and methodology (chapter 4) and an empirical 

assessment of perspectives on fairness held by stakeholders in the FCSSP in chapter 5. 
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Chapter 4 Research Design and Methodology 

4.1. Introduction  to chapter four 

This thesis used a case study approach to conduct action-oriented research within the case of the 

Fairtrade Climate Standard Setting Process (FCSSP) managed by FTI in partnership with GSF. 

These approaches are conducive for exploring complex processes, which need to be understood 

in their real-life context (Nowotny et al., 2005). Case study research enables the researcher to 

maintain the holistic and meaningful characteristics of contemporary phenomenon, situated 

within their real life contexts, and is especially appropriate when the boundaries between the 

phenomenon and the context are entangled (Yin, 2013). Action-oriented research is also 

context-bound, and takes on real life and often complex problems (Greenwood and Levin, 1998, 

Bolwig et al., 2008). It recognises the inextricable link between research and action, or between 

research processes, outcomes, and the application of results to problem solving. Access to real 

time data on the early stages of organisational alliance formation (and in this case, on the early 

stages of a standard which was the principal product arising from the partnership between FTI 

and GSF) can be hard to come by for a number of reasons. Firstly, the alliance process may be 

happening secretly and is hidden to the researcher; secondly, it may move too fast for the 

researcher to gain access; thirdly, once the researcherôs interest in the alliance is known, 

lawyers, partners and others may be ambivalent about an outsiderôs involvement; and fourthly 

the organisations may be concerned about research óadvertisingô a non-successful outcome 

should their partnership result in this (Ariño and Ring, 2010). In my case, I met and surmounted 

the third and fourth barriers. Meanwhile, serendipity, timeliness and support from a number of 

key people during the research partnership negotiation phase helped me to bypass the first two 

potential barriers. Trust, determination and conviction from myself, my supervisors and the 

research partners made this process challenging rather than óhardô, but the real time data 

accessed is nonetheless a rare and valuable find. 

I used the methods of participant observation, interviews, Q method, document analysis, 

participatory policy analysis, supported reflection and documentary evidence of impact. This 

was a novel mix of methods aimed not only at addressing the research questions but also at 

achieving the two pathways components 5 and 6 introduced in sections 1.3.1 and 1.4.3.1: 

engaging in pathway-building processes and enhancing reflection. While some methods were 

selected as the case study was being negotiated, others were added during the course of the 

research process. Flexibility of methods is a characteristic of action oriented research (see 

section 4.4.1) and indicative of my close engagement with the pathway-building process and 

hence the need to find ways of aligning my own unfolding research process with that of the 
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FCSSP. This positionality accorded me opportunities to be inventive, creating novel ways of 

enhancing reflection during moments when I discerned that it was most needed. The sections 

below set out the research design, data collection, analysis, and quality control procedures, and 

then outline important reflections on the role of the researcher, ethical issues and 

methodological challenges. 

The approach I adopted is rooted in an óorganistic-orientedô action research process in which 

inquiry into the assumptions and ways of thinking and acting of the participants rather than 

problem-solving is central10 (Coghlan, 2003). My purpose was to contribute to the ongoing 

FCSSP, support reflection and learning and reflect on the role of research in live standard-

setting processes rather than engage in joint problem-solving alongside the Research Partner 

Organisations (RPOs) about how to produce an optimal standard. I had an understanding of the 

óproblemô and the ósolutionô as framed by the RPOs but I did not know whether the same 

óproblemô, or ósolutionô would be articulated by the smallholders who were the intended target 

of the solution (I had not been able to consult them). Also I was agnostic as to whether or not it 

really would address the problems that it was expected to so I wanted to reserve the right to be 

critical of the process if necessary. Therefore I chose to intervene by asking questions; exploring 

values and assumptions; óopening upô the inputs by shedding light on any alternative pathways 

before one particular approach to fairness became codified in the FCS; examining the extent of 

participation within the FCSSP (particularly in terms of whether and how the contributions of 

smallholders and rural communities were being taken into account); and supporting reflection 

on the FCSSP amongst those leading it. The extent to which I was able to facilitate reflection 

was limited by the time constraints and degree of willingness of the RPOs.  

I intended my research would be useful and meaningful to the RPOs. Although we did not 

commit at the outset to a relationship of co-researchers (this would have required more time 

commitment on their part and more intense communication between us), I gave them 

opportunities to provide inputs on my proposed research questions11, and we proposed activities 

I could take part in whilst contributing inputs to the FCSSP. My purpose was challenged during 

an early discussion where one of the coordinators asked whether I aimed to criticise the FCS, or 

to contribute to it. In several discussions, they stated that providing critique at the end of the 

                                                      

10 This contrasts with a ómechanistic-orientedô process where the researcher collectively defines the 

change required and works towards it with the other people involved. 
11 Although action research should really involve joint question development, in this case I approached 

them with a rough idea of questions and formulated them as the partnership grew more likely. On the 

whole they were happy with the questions though GSF made a proposition to add an enquiry about how a 

future standard would be better as a result of their collaboration. I chose not to frame the question in this 

way as it involved an assumption that the standard would necessarily be better. 
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FCSSP when it was too late to change anything, would not be useful to them. This shaped my 

design to incorporate multiple research inputs throughout the FCSSP as well as conducting a 

longitudinal process analysis. In hindsight I recognise that maintaining a constructively critical 

stance was a useful accompaniment as both RPOs underwent transformative learning journeys 

during the FCSSP. My contributions at different stages may have provided some fuel for 

undertaking these journeys or making sense of them in hindsight (see chapter 8). 

4.1.1. Approach to knowledge  

My research approach fits most closely to a critical action research paradigm, whereby 

participants and researchers are both subjects in the dialectical task of unveiling reality, 

critically analysing it, and recreating that knowledge (Freire, 1970). It is based on the action-

oriented principle that understanding cannot be achieved independent of context, time and place 

(Small and Uttal, 2005). Co-learning is considered a primary aspect of the process, and 

researchers openly acknowledge their bias, making no attempts to be objective (Greenwood and 

Levin, 1998, Oôbrien, 2001). This involves both subjectivism and inter-subjectivism as forms of 

meaning-making and knowledge generation. Subjectivism, which is more common, posits that 

reality is a projection of the human imagination, and the subject is a reflective individual or 

actor. Knowing and meaning-making is based on individual experience and consciousness and 

can be explored using methods that inquire into peopleôs interpretations and perceptions. As a 

researcher, I could step back from a situation or dialogue I participated in, and draw on my 

subjectivity to interpret and make sense of it, define patterns and construct metaphors. 

Nevertheless, as embodied, relational and reflexively-embedded humans, we are also inter-

subjective. Action-oriented research involves acknowledging, valuing but also critically 

assessing inter-subjectivity in the research process, where meaning-making and knowledge 

generation arises through interactions between people in moments of space and time. As a 

researcher and participant in the FCSSP, I was often embedded in, or a witness to such 

interactions, and actively drew on them during open-ended interview dialogues and participant 

observation in meetings.  

4.1.2. Research strategy  

Action-oriented research creates theory grounded in action, whereby problem diagnoses are 

shaped by theory, and theory influences possible grounds for action based on the problem 

diagnoses (Susman and Evered, 1978). This thesis is based on abductive reasoning, which 

acknowledges that observing and thinking is theoretically shaped, but also that what we observe 

exceeds our ways of understanding (Locke, 2011). I carried theory and constructs with me into 

my field research, and they influenced the development of my research tools, data collection and 

analysis but they did not limit me from picking up on peopleôs own theories even if they did not 
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fit within the frame of the theories I had come with. This was particularly the case in my use of 

McDermott et alôs (2013) Equity Framework (see Q study, chapter 5), and my reading of 

theories on participatory governance before analysing the data on governance in chapter 6.  I 

also drew on the ólocalô theories developed by Fairtrade International on participatory 

governance from their organisational perspective, and the Theory of Change mapped out in the 

FCS, using them as principle benchmarks for analyses in chapters 6 and 7.  

4.2. Case study design and selection criteria  

This methodology is based on an óextended caseô design (Mitchell, 2006) which involved 

dealing with a sequence of events, where the same actors were involved in a series of situations 

and the links between different events were traced over time, through multi-sited ethnography 

(Marcus, 1995). The case selection strategy was information-oriented rather than random, 

selected for maximum utility on the basis of expectations about information content (Flyvbjerg, 

2006). The justifications were formulated after entering into discussions with the RPOs, once I 

knew what might be possible. The FCSSP matched four of Yinôs five rationales for opting for 

single case designs (Yin, 2013).  

1) It was expected to be a ócritical caseô, of strategic importance in relation to the general 

problem- such cases are identified and explored by looking for most or least likely examples 

and exposing them to tests of falsification (Flyvbjerg, 2006). I expected that the FTI-GSF 

partnership would equip them and their wider consortium with multiple combined tools and 

ideas for addressing the problem of smallholder access and benefits within the carbon 

market, and I expected FTI to be exemplary at stakeholder inclusion in standard-setting 

processes, but both expectations warranted critical unpacking.  

2) It was unusual (the FTI-GSF partnership itself, with both RPOs venturing into sectors that 

were novel for them; and the joint development of a standard incorporating fairness criteria 

were precedents). 

3) It was revelatory (I was the first researcher to ever track an entire FTI Standard Setting 

Process, and following the FCSSP in real time would enable me to reveal new phenomena);  

4) It was longitudinal (following it over an elongated time period).  

The main criticism of a single case study design is that the nature of the case can shift 

substantially, making the original research questions no longer relevant (Yin, 2013). Action-

oriented research counters this critique by incorporating flexibility and reactivity into the 

design, including potentially making changes to the methodology in response to the unfolding 

process (Small, 1995). The choice not to explore a second case was carefully considered, and 

had involved initial screening of possible parallel cases.   
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4.2.1. Parallel units of analysis 

In addition to the research within the FCSSP, I also conducted research in parallel units of 

analysis in two example carbon programmes in Kenya (see Figure 4-1). This enabled me to 

explore the perspectives of a wider range of stakeholders on potential pathways to fair carbon 

and address question 1.4 (óWhat can example carbon projects tell us about possible pathways to 

the outcomes and impacts articulated in the Theory of Change as the FCS is applied?ô). This is 

especially significant  as the perspectives of those expected to implement standards on the 

ground are often missed out of more technical standards discussions (Tallontire et al., 2014). It 

also enabled me to analyse how some of the FCS mechanisms related to particular contextual 

realities. I had originally planned to explore these aspects within FTI and GSFôs selected pilot 

projects but the piloting phase was delayed beyond the timeframe of my data collection period.  

Figure 4-1: FCSSP case design showing relationships between the example carbon 

programmes and the FCSSP  

 

Note that I actively shaped the interactions between the programmes and the FCSSP by (i) 

instigating FTI to invite the personnel from the first programme to a stakeholder workshop, (ii)  

holding a workshop with the personnel from this project to provide feedback on the FCS during 

the consultation phase; and (iii)  choosing the second programme because it was initially 

expected to pilot the FCS.  

4.2.2. Independent carbon programme research  

Data were collected during four months of field research in Kenya in January-February and 

May-August 2014. Kenya was chosen as a study site for multiple reasons:  
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1) My previous fieldwork experience was in Africa and my supervisors all had fieldwork 

experience and networks in East Africa. 

2) Staff from FTI and GSF expected that the FCS would be piloted in Kenya because the 

presence of Fairtrade Africa (the African Fairtrade Producers Network) would facilitate 

learning and support during the pilots.  

3) Kenya had the highest incidence of carbon projects and programmes within Africa at the 

time.  

4) My participation in a stakeholder workshop in February 2014 in Nairobi organised by FTI 

as part of the FCSSP was useful for building relationships with Kenyan stakeholders.  

4.2.2.1. Selection of carbon programmes 

The first programme was TIST-Kenya (The International Small group and Tree planting 

programme), primarily in operation around Mount Kenya and spreading to other areas in Kenya. 

The second was the Kenyan Domestic Biogas Programme (KENDBIP) present in most regions 

of Kenya. Both are linked to parallel initiatives elsewhere in Africa and Asia. 

TIST-Kenya is an on-farm reforestation programme brought to Kenya in 2005 by Clean Air 

Action Corporation (CAAC), a US company specialised in designing and analysing emissions 

reductions strategies. With support from US charity Institute for Environmental Innovation 

(I4EI), the programme implements sustainable development, biodiversity, health and fuel-

efficient stove training and activities to further benefit the TIST member farmers. TIST-Kenya 

received financial support from USAID and is now the largest of the four country programmes, 

expanding to include over 59,000 member farmers, who planted more than 6,000,000 trees on 

14,000 hectares of land during the first ten years of operation (2005-2015). The Kenyan 

Domestic Biogas Programme (KENDBIP) is part of the African Biogas Partnership Programme 

funded by the Dutch government and implemented by two CSOs headquartered in the 

Netherlands. In the first phase (2009-2013), the programme was focussed on biogas sector 

development, and involved activities such as partnership building, training of biogas 

entrepreneurs, lobbying for biogas sector policies and norms, and promoting biogas amongst 

farmers. Digester subsidies were given and more than 11,000 were installed. The second phase, 

(2014-2017), was expected to involve continued sector development but with a view to phasing 

out the support of the CSOs, and promotion of biogas without subsidies. Carbon finance was 

envisaged as a means to financially sustain the sector.  

The following criteria were used to make the selection, which was again information-oriented 

rather than random in order to maximise information from only two units of analysis:  
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Interest in the FCS: in the interests of designing the carbon programme research to be mutually 

useful (for my research, the RPOs and the programme implementers and participants), it was 

important that there was some interest from within the programmes to influence the FCS and/or 

eventually apply it. By May 2014 when I made the final selection, staff from both programmes 

had taken part in at least one of the stakeholder meetings or workshops organised by FTI and 

provided input while the standard was being drafted, and at the time were considering its 

potential applicability for their programmes in the future. KENDBIP was later selected as an 

FCS pilot project but subsequently pulled out. 

Coverage of a spectrum of mitigation measures: bearing in mind the four sectors originally 

proposed within the scope of the FCS, I wanted to test my hypothesis that different types of 

carbon resource would have different implications for smallholder participation and benefits. 

Cook stove projects were already highly represented within the FCSSP and perspectives of 

project proponents often seemed at odds with those of land use projects. I therefore chose 

programmes which combined elements of land use and energy and between them covered all 

four sectors (Figure 4-2). I considered projects certified by any carbon standards within the 

selection, as GSF had only just begun certifying land use and forest projects at that point. 

Potential to generate insight on projects/ programmes at different stages of development: given 

the time for projects to move through to issuance of credits, and the vast number of projects that 

spend years stuck in pre-registration phases (see e.g. Shames et al., 2010), I chose TIST-Kenya 

because of their ten year history which had included becoming the worldôs first programme to 

obtain dual certification from the Verified Carbon Standard and the Climate, Community and 

Biodiversity Standard (see details in chapter 7). TIST-Kenyaôs success made it an óunusualô or 

óextremeô example (Flyvbjerg, 2006). The programme had generated more carbon credits 

compared to similar forest carbon projects in the East Africa region (Deshmukh et al., 2014) and 

received an award from Environmental Finance for the best offset project in 2014. In 

comparison to most of the carbon projects and programmes represented by people taking part in 

the FCSSP, the programme had already witnessed some of the outcomes underscored within the 

FCS. This implied that if the FCS requirements were too ambitious for TIST-Kenya, then it 

would be difficult to expect them in other projects.  

The potential lessons to learn from TIST-Kenya became a justification for my later choice to 

prioritise focus on TIST-Kenya over KENDBIP. The programme managers were still working 

towards compliance with the Gold Standard despite running biogas activities since 2009. Steps 

had been taken in mid-2014 to register the biogas activities overseen by KENDBIP within a 

Programme of Activity (a term for a coordinated series of carbon mitigation measures) managed 

by a carbon actor in Europe but the carbon components were still being formulated when data 
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Figure 4-2 Coverage of mitigation measures between the two example programmes 

was collected. Nevertheless, the programme illustrates the challenges and uncertainties that 

often characterise the initial phases of a carbon programme. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.2.3. Bounding the case  

4.2.3.1. Temporal boundaries  

According to the projected timeframe, my fieldwork period was expected to cover the 

development of the FCS, its testing in a pilot project, and possibly its release. However, delays 

were envisaged and the content of my data was dependent on what would happen within the 

snapshot of time that I was able to witness (plus what I could gather about the historical 

processes prior to my engagement with the FCSSP). Eventually, the fieldwork period extended 

from September 2013 to November 2014. This coincided with phases 2 and 3 of the FCSSP and 

ended with an FTI meeting where the FCS was approved, thus marking the beginning of phase 4 

of the FCSSP (see Appendix 1). I continued following the process remotely for another 12 
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months, by accessing documents and occasional email correspondence with FTI. The longer 

fieldwork period in Kenya (May-August 2014) was while FTI and GSF were preparing and 

conducting their public consultations, which meant (i) that I was only absent from one FCSSP 

event held in Europe during this period (and followed it via published minutes); and that (ii)  I 

was able to channel inputs from Kenyan stakeholders for both consultations whilst there. 

4.2.3.2. Spatial boundaries 

I attended in person or online events held related to the FCSSP held in Germany, the U.K. and 

Kenya. Other events in Latin America and Asia were excluded from my scope because of my 

regional focus on Africa. Three CSO meetings held in Belgium, France and Germany; and the 

FCS launch event held at the UNFCCC 21
st
 Conference of Parties in Paris were beyond my 

scope to attend because I had been unable to forecast them in my fieldwork budget. I bounded 

the two Kenyan carbon programmes by focussing on a geographical area of Kenya where they 

both had activities so that I could look at them both within the same time period.  

4.3. Stakeholder identification and selection strategies 

The work to develop the FCS was managed by a Project Team composed of FTI staff from 

Standards and Pricing Units, Strategy and Policy, and also FLO-cert staff. GSF staff were 

considered by FTI as project participants but not part of the project team. The FCSSP 

incorporated a wide net of stakeholders from FTI and GSFôs combined networks as well as 

some people involved in carbon projects not yet certified by GSF but interested in the FCS (see 

Figure 4-3 for a visual mapping, and chapter 6 for more details). I came into contact with the 

majority of these stakeholders during my research. When doing so, I sought their permission to 

conduct participant observation and potentially interview them. The 26 participants of the Q 

study also came from this combined network of stakeholders. The Kenyan carbon programme 

research was conducted with two programmes not yet certified by GSF or FTI, but whose staff 

and contractors were included as stakeholders in the FCSSP through being invited to participate 

in meetings and workshops. Figure 4-4 maps stakeholders participating in the research and 

forums where research was conducted. 
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Figure 4-3: Stakeholders in the FCSSP














































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































