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Abstract

The bioeconomy is nowadays widely proclaimed by governments and corporations around the world as a new
paradigm for a sustainable economy. Essentially, it broadly denotes the promotion, development and establishment
of the use of biogenic resources in diverse kinds of industrial technologies, production processes and products. Yet,
in order for the bioeconomy to be sustainable, it has to be assured that these biogenic resources are sourced sustain-
ably. In the last 30 years, transnational sustainability certification (TSC) has established itself as a popular instrument in
this context, for example in the case of European biofuels sustainability regulation. In the last decade or so, however,
TSC initiatives in several biomass production sectors like palm oil, soy, fruits, aquaculture or fisheries—mostly initi-
ated by non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and corporations from the Global North—are increasingly met with
resistance from actors from the resource-producing countries, mostly located in the Global South. Issues brought

up in this context concern their lack of legitimacy and respect for national regulatory sovereignty and conflicting
priorities in terms of sustainable development. Consequently, governmental and corporate actors from the resource-
producing countries have developed sustainability standards that now at least partly compete with TSC. Against this
background, this contribution investigates this apparent dilemma of biomass certification by taking stock of existing
TSC initiatives and territorial responses to them in several sectors of the bioeconomy in order to discover general pat-
terns and dynamics of transnational biomass sustainability certification. This analysis is based on a review of existing
empirical studies on these issues as well as on conceptual literature on discourse coalitions and transnational hybrid
governance for the classification of the different aspects and developments in the individual sectors. Results show
that TSC is indeed challenged in all sectors around story lines of sovereignty and sustainability, employed by closely
associated state and industry actors in the specific context of the prevalent state-industry relations and the practices
and institutions of the respective international political economies. Beyond this general pattern, these alternative sys-
tems take on different shapes and complex relations between transnational and territorial sustainability governance
emerge that are not always antagonistic, but also exist in parallel or even complementarily and involve various hybrid
configurations of public and private actors. Overall, this casts some doubt on the potential of TSC as an instrument to
safeguard the sustainability of the bioeconomy and shows one of its potential pitfalls, which is reflected upon in the
conclusion.
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Discourse coalitions

Background: the bioeconomy and sustainability
certification

The concept of the bioeconomy has recently risen to
great popularity with governments and corporations
around the world as a new paradigm for a sustainable
economy. At its conceptual core, the bioeconomy broadly
covers the promotion, development and establishment of
the use of biogenic resources in diverse kinds of indus-
trial technologies, production processes and products
[see, e.g., 1-3]. Within the last decade, the concept that is
rooted in strategic considerations for research and inno-
vation policy of the Organisation for Economic Coopera-
tion and Development (OECD) and the European Union
(EU) developed into to a fully fledged political project.
It has found its way into the strategies of international
innovation policy and has become an essential compo-
nent of economic development for Europe and beyond
in order to meet the global challenges of the twenty-first
century such as climate change, securing the supply of
raw materials and energy for the economy and society, or
food security [see, e.g., 1-3].

Beyond the basic conception mentioned above, how-
ever, it is highly contentious what the bioeconomy
actually is or should be [see, e.g., 4-7]. In recent years,
therefore, the politically dominant take on the con-
cept of the bioeconomy along economic growth and the
global commercialization of biotechnological innova-
tions is increasingly contested by broader and alterna-
tive concepts and visions of a post-fossil economy [8—10].
Another major critique refers to the amount of biomass
resources necessary for substituting fossil resources and
the problem of sustainably sourcing all these resources
in times of social and ecological land-use issues such as
finite resources, agricultural intensification, land grab-
bing or indirect land-use change [see, e.g., 11, 12].

Thus, policy-makers are looking for instruments and
mechanisms to govern the sustainability of the bioec-
onomy. There is a plethora of governance frameworks
and potential policy instruments to choose from in this
regard [13, 14, for recent overviews see, e.g., 15-17]. One
potential policy instrument among these that is perpetu-
ally discussed in this context is sustainability certifica-
tion of bio-based products, since it “can help to manage
biogenic resources and their derived products in a sus-
tainable manner” [18, p. 2]. This is especially true for
transnational sustainability certification (TSC), since the
bioeconomy, at least in its current incarnation, is relying
heavily on the transnational trade of biogenic resources.

Peter Vandergeest describes TSC as “non-state agencies
operating transnationally (...) with the express purpose of
claiming rule-making authority with respect to ecologi-
cal and social practices. Specifically, they seek to identify
operators who can demonstrate compliance with stand-
ards as verified by ‘third-party’ certification” [19, p. 271].!

The rise of TSC systems is part of a general increase
in private, transnational environmental governance ini-
tiatives, which, due to their decentralization and flexibil-
ity, have been perceived as at least a potential response
to market and state failure at various levels [see, e.g.,
24-26]. However, the rise of such private governance
rules was not only accompanied by euphoria, but also by
skepticism. In addition to doubts about their effective-
ness and their sometimes regulation-preventing char-
acter, this skepticism primarily concerns the question
of legitimacy. Unlike government institutions, which do
so at least indirectly, private governance systems do not
represent the people they affect and cannot necessarily
be held accountable by them. In the absence of a supra-
national authority, and especially when they have a lot of
market power or when they are incorporated into state
regulation, legitimacy must therefore be actively achieved
through new sources by these systems of transnational
private governance [26-30].

In the case of EU biofuel sustainability regulation,
however, private certification schemes for biofuels are
included into state regulation [31]. What we have here
is therefore not only a private governance system, but
a hybrid governance’ arrangement "beyond the pub-
lic—private divide" [34], which is supposed maintain
the advantages of private governance while at the same
time remedying their disadvantages, such as their lack of

! The term has been used similarly before by other authors as a special form
transnational, non-state governance [see, e.g., 20-23].

2 1 follow Ponte and Daugbjerg [20, p. 99] here in their definition of hybrid
governance as “more than a varying combination of public and private
components of governance—it denotes their mutual dependence and deep
interrelation. Thus, THG [transnational hybrid governance] is character-
ised by polyarchic and overlapping governance arenas, where interactions
between a variety of mutually dependent private and public actors give rise
to hybrid regulatory features, and where collective orders and individu-
als engage in cross-border rulemaking, implementation, and enforcement
activities”” In that, hybrid governance is similar to the concept of co-regula-
tion [see, e.g., 32]. However, as Steurer [33, p. 401] notes, it also differs from
it in that “co-regulation represents basic (yet domain-spanning) types of
regulation with unique rather than hybrid characteristics” Therefore, I fol-
low him here in his proposition “to restrict hybrid regulation to those prac-
tices that truly combine two (or more) of the seven basic types of regulation
to something new” [ibid.].
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legitimacy, through the link with state regulation. There-
fore, sustainability certification within the framework of
EU biofuel policy also plays a special role for the bioec-
onomy, since many actors see it as a kind of test balloon
for politically prescribed sustainability certification, from
which lessons could be drawn for a possible extension
of it to the bioeconomy as a whole [see, e.g., 16, 35, 36].3
However, recent evaluations on the capability and effec-
tiveness of this public—private governance arrangement
for sustainability certification come to rather sobering
results in terms of its performance. Thus, it was, inter
alia, criticized for:

— not including some important sustainability aspects
related to biofuel production, such as indirect land-
use change or social aspects in general [see, e.g., 37,
38],

— a lack of supervision of the recognized voluntary
schemes [see, e.g., 37-39],

— a lack of transparency in the certification and audit-
ing process [see, e.g., 38, 40],

— the proliferation and fragmentation of recognized
schemes, which leads to a kind of ‘race to the bottom’
in complying with sustainability criteria [see, e.g., 38,
40], or

— alack of democratic legitimacy as regards the partici-
pation of affected stakeholders and the accountability
of involved industrial actors [see, e.g., 37-39].

Therewith, these evaluations of the EU’s biofuels gov-
ernance arrangement for sustainability certification
join a large and growing number of critical accounts on
biomass-related TSC systems ranging from forestry via
agriculture to marine-based production, mainly based on
poor ecological effectiveness, social exclusion especially
of smallholders and local communities, and a general
lack of democratic legitimacy and accountability [see,
e.g., 41-50]. In many of these cases, observers and crit-
ics see the danger of corporate prestige cultivation via
sustainability certification, which would therefore rather
be a fig leaf or greenwash of environmental and social
exploitation than actually bringing forward sustainabil-
ity [see, e.g., 35, 36].

Based on these general doubts regarding the promise
of effectiveness and legitimacy of public—private govern-
ance, in the last decade, there is a recent development of
resistance against transnational biomass sustainability
certification schemes—mainly, but not only in the Global
South—that in some cases has led to the development of

3 Actually, there are already many private and public biomass sustainability
certification schemes in place on which one could rely on in this context [see,
e.g., 18 for an overview with a focus on Europe].
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alternative certification schemes and that further puts
into question the potential of this instrument in help-
ing to bring about a sustainable bioeconomy. From a
political ecology perspective, this phenomenon can be
described as the “territorialization of transnational sus-
tainability governance” [51]. Rooted in critical political
economy, territoriality is defined by Sack as the “attempt
by an individual or group to affect, influence, or control
people, phenomena, and relationships by delimiting and
asserting control over a geographic area” [52, p. 19]. Ter-
ritorialization thus describes “specific territorial projects
in which various actors deploy territorial strategies (ter-
ritoriality) to produce bounded and controlled spaces
(territory) to (...) to govern people and resources located
within and around the territory” [53]. From this perspec-
tive, following Foley and Havice [54, p. 31], the institu-
tionalization of alternatives to TSC within and around a
certain territory, represents.

“the territorial re-making of transnational sustain-
ability governance (...) through integrated networks
among territorially embedded (...) production
interests, state regulatory and marketing institu-
tions, and international market dynamics and gov-
ernance norms. It serves to shore up the territorial,
often national, industry identities and features of
place-specific production and state-based regula-
tory regimes, and pushes these features beyond the
spatial boundaries of the state by promoting them
for recognition in global markets.”

As this quotes shows, and as Foley notes, “territo-
rialization and transnationalization are not mutually
exclusive” [51, p. 920], since territorial sustainability
certification still relies on transnational institutions and
access to global markets, e.g., to sell certified products
beyond the own territory.

The present article provides a selective overview of
these developments of territorialized resistance against
and alternatives to biomass TSC. Thereby;, it seeks to con-
tribute to the debate on how to make the bioeconomy
sustainable by showing the problems a simple extension
of the mode of “transnational hybrid governance’, as it is
deployed in the EU RED [see, e.g., chapter 5 in 55], to all
kinds of biomass would entail.

The article proceeds as follows: in the following chap-
ter, I will briefly present an analytical framework to
examine resistance against transnational sustainability
certification and the development of territorial alterna-
tives to it, which will then be applied to selected cases
from the field transnational biomass sustainability certi-
fication. The article is wrapped up with a conclusion on
the perspectives for sustainability certification for the
bioeconomy.
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Table 1 Selected cases of TSC systems and territorial alternatives to them
Sector TSC systems Territorial alternative systems
Name Founded Seat Structure Name Founded Seat Structure
Palm oil RSPO 2004 CH MSI ISPO 2009 Indonesia State
MSPO 2013 Malaysia State
Soy RTRS 2004 CH MSI Soja Plus 2010 Brazil Industry
Fruit GLOBALGAP. 1997 DE Industry SIZA 2008 South Industry
ETI 1998 GB M Africa
Fisheries MSC 1997 GB MSI IRF 2009 Iceland Industry
MEL 2007 Japan State/
Industry
RFM 2011 Alaska Industry
Aquaculture ACC 1997 us Industry GAP 2002/2009 Thailand State
ASC 2010 NL/GB MSI VietGAP 2011 Vietnam State/
Industry

Main text: patterns and discourse coalitions

of resistance against and alternatives to TSC
Overview of cases and conceptual approach

This review is based on a number of cases of resistance
against and alternatives to private TSC systems from the
sectors of palm oil, soy, fruit, fish, and aquaculture. The
selection of these cases was made on the grounds of case
fit and the availability of data and secondary literature
on the components of the discourse coalitions approach
via desk research. It should be noted therefore that this is
not by any means an exhaustive selection of such cases,
neither in terms of private TSC systems nor regarding
alternative national systems, which is why I don’t claim
to present a comprehensive picture of the phenomenon
here. Furthermore, this study is not able to systemati-
cally evaluate the actual sustainability performance of
the systems, even though I refer to respective evaluations
occasionally. Rather, the selected cases are supposed to
illustrate the growing phenomenon of territorialized
alternatives to private TSC systems based on the criteria
mentioned above.

Table 1 shows an overview of the cases and their main
characteristics. As can be seen, the cases share a couple
of interesting features. First, almost all of the considered
TSC systems were founded roughly around the turn of
the millennium, between 1997 and 2004, while the con-
sidered alternative systems were started roughly a dec-
ade later, between 2007 and 2014. Secondly, and hardly
surprisingly, the considered TSC systems are all initiated
and led by private actors, be it industry-led systems or
multi-stakeholder initiatives (MSIs), in which non-gov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs) often play a leading
role. The alternative schemes, in contrast, are exclusively
led by domestic state or industry actors and do not or
only rarely involve civil society actors. Thirdly, the table

shows that the private TSC systems are all based in the
Global North, mainly in Europe, but also in the United
States (US). The alternative systems, on the other hand,
are all based in the biomass exporting countries, which,
with the exception of the fisheries sector, are almost
exclusively in the Global South.

More details on the individual cases of resistance
against and territorial alternatives to private TSC systems
will be provided below as these cases are analyzed along
the components of the discourse coalitions approach.
This approach is based on Maarten Hajer’s argumen-
tative discourse analysis. Discourse here “is defined as
an interplay of ideas, concepts and categories through
which phenomena are assigned a meaning that is pro-
duced and reproduced by identifiable practices” [56, p.
44]. Thus, it means more than just discussions, language
or text. Rather, Hajer is concerned with making the dis-
cursive production, reproduction and modification of
social power and power relations comprehensible and
analyzable.

In order to do so, Hajer develops the concept of dis-
course coalitions, which are defined as "the ensemble of
particular story-lines, the actors who employ them, and
the practices through which the discourse involved exerts
its power" [57, p. 60]. Thus, at the center of discourse coa-
litions are the story lines, which Hajer describes as “con-
densed statement[s] summarizing complex narratives,
used by people as ‘short hand’ in discussions" [58, p. 69]
and thereby providing "the discursive cement that keeps
a discourse-coalition together" [56, p. 65]. Discourse coa-
litions are organized around these story lines, which are
not so much characterized by a particular set of actors
employing them, but rather by the specific institutional
contexts and practices, within which they are produced.
Practices are here generally defined as “embedded
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routines and mutually understood rules and norms that
provide coherence to social life" [58, p. 70].

If such a discourse coalition begins to influence the way
in which a “a given social unit (a policy domain, a firm,
a society) conceptualizes the world’, this is referred to as
the phase of discourse structuration [58, p. 70]. If a dis-
course condenses into certain institutional regulations
we speak of the status of discourse institutionalization
and if “both criteria are fulfilled we argue that a particular
discourse is dominant” [58, p. 70].

The discourse coalition approach can shed light on
"how different actors and organizational practices help
to reproduce or fight a given bias without necessar-
ily orchestrating or coordinating or without necessarily
sharing deep values” [58, p. 71]. Following, I will illus-
trate how this played out regarding the phenomenon of
resistance against and alternatives to TSC and how it is
structured along the components of the discourse coali-
tions approach, i.e., the main story lines, the actors that
employ them, and the practices, in the context of which
they are employed and gain meaning.

Story lines of sovereignty and sustainability

When applying the discourse coalition framework to
these cases of resistance against TSC, it is possible to dis-
till common story lines of a counter-TSC discourse coali-
tion. A central story line in this context is the one of a
lack of legitimacy of TSC initiatives, which has been criti-
cized in general (see above), but also in particular with
respect to the cases briefly introduced above. For exam-
ple, in the case of palm oil, the legitimacy of the Roundta-
ble for Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) has been questioned,
as particularly smallholders and indigenous peoples have
not been sufficiently represented and involved. In gen-
eral, there is a lack of balance regarding the membership
of and influence on the RSPO between upstream actors
(producers, processors) and downstream actors (manu-
facturers, retailers) of the palm oil value chain [see, e.g.,
41, 44, 46, 49, 59, 60]. On these grounds and especially
among these upstream actor groups, the story line of a
lack of legitimacy of the RSPO emerged, according to
which the “RSPO is skewed in favour of the manufactur-
ers and retailers, whilst the bulk of the certification costs
sit with the growers” [61, p. 178].

This lack of legitimacy of the RSPO is closely related to
certain story lines of sovereignty over palm oil produc-
tion and its meaning. Schouten and Hospes analyzed this
aspect more closely in a recent study and they found that
the Indonesian government initially “implicitly practiced
a notion of interdependence sovereignty, in which state
and non-state actors share control over cross-border
flows of goods” [62, p. 5]. In the course of time, how-
ever, this relationship became more competitive than
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cooperative as “notions of interdependence sovereignty
have faded, and have been replaced by notions of domes-
tic and Westphalian sovereignty” [62, p. 9]. This can be
read as a counter movement against the previous redefi-
nition of Westphalian territorial jurisdiction and state
sovereignty by NGO-led TSC initiatives that “arguably
constitute forms of supragovernmental legalization or
even legal extraterritoriality” [51, p. 920, see also 63, 64].

In terms of the other cases, we find very similar story
lines of sovereignty around which the counter-TSC dis-
course structures. Just like the RSPO, the Roundtable
for Responsible Soy (RTRS) “has struggled with a vari-
ety of legitimacy challenges’, such as a low and unbal-
anced membership, a lack of civil society involvement
or the perceived unfair distribution of costs and benefits
between producing and importing countries [61, p. 179].
Again, this is a question of sovereignty as the alterna-
tive, producer-led initiative Soja Plus, just like ISPO, is
a means to “proclaim the sovereignty of the state as the
highest political authority to decide on what is accept-
able” [65, p. 434]. Similarly, the Sustainability Initiative of
South Africa (SIZA) was founded by domestic fruit pro-
ducers because it was “developed, owned and operated in
South Africa and not imposed from the outside” in order
“to promote itself as a local initiative, the first of its kind
in the world” [66, p. 304].

As regards the counter-TSC cases in the fisher-
ies sector, Foley and Havice [54] consider the control
over national authority and production as well as over
national reputation and territorial representation as cen-
tral motivations for domestic producers and authorities
for resisting against external influence from privates TSC
schemes, mostly from the Marine Stewardship Council
(MSC). In terms of Alaska, particularly, Foley generally
states that “the influence of ideational and cultural poli-
tics of territorial independence and nationalism” have
played a pivotal role in resisting the MSC and develop-
ing a territorial alternative to it [51, p. 924, see also 67].
Icelanders, according to Foley, similarly “tend to invoke
a strong cultural identity of independence (..) [that]
often manifests as resistance to external influence, such
as ongoing resistance to joining the European Union and
initial resistance to the MSC” [51, p. 924].

The same is true for the aquaculture cases in Thailand
and Vietnam. As Vandergeest and Unno state, Thai state
and industry actors were “unanimous in being strongly
critical of what they saw as foreign certification” and that
“they thought that it was properly the role of the Thai
government to deal with environmental and social issues
in Thailand, not foreign institutions. They articulated
their arguments in terms of nationalism and sovereignty “
[64, p. 364]. TSC initiatives such as the Aquaculture Cer-
tification Council (ACC) or the Aquaculture Stewardship
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Council (ASC), in comparison, were seen “as a way for
rich countries to control and take advantage of develop-
ing countries” [64, p. 364]. There are reports of similarly
critical viewpoints of TSC as diminishing the govern-
ment’s sovereign control over the aquaculture industry
by state and industry actors from Bangladesh or Vietnam,
for example [68, 69].

These specific interpretations of sovereignty are often
closely related to a specific interpretation of sustain-
ability. Thus, the sustainability story line is as central to
the counter-TSC discourse coalition as it is to the origi-
nal TSC discourse. For the case of palm oil, for example,
Hinkes [70] notes that the actors constituting the palm
oil counter-TSC discourse coalition employ story lines of
sustainability that differ markedly from the RSPO inter-
pretation of sustainability. Thus, they construe palm oil
as inherently sustainable due to its efficiency and produc-
tivity [see also 50, 71]. Furthermore, they widen the scope
of sustainability to the livelihoods of smallholders, which
would be threatened by RSPO-like sustainability certifi-
cation. Similarly, Higgins and Richards find that the alter-
native certification systems Indonesia Sustainable Palm
Oil (ISPO) and Malaysian Sustainable Palm Oil (MSPO)
“enable a reframing of sustainability that bypasses the
perceived challenges and limitations associated with
RSPO” [72, p. 132].

Regarding Soja Plus, story lines of sustainability are
not at the heart of the program. Nonetheless, the state-
ment on their website, according to which “sustainability
requires efficient production, with high levels of quality
and productivity, that does not compromise future gen-
erations” [73], points to a specific, industry- and produc-
tion-friendly interpretation of sustainability, which is,
however, not a Brazil- or soy-specific one, but rather in
line with a “consensual ‘sustainable development as inte-
gration’ discourse” [74, p. 187].

In fisheries, responding strategically to the MSC in
particular and to the transnational sustainable seafood
movement in general were among the main motiva-
tions behind developing territorial alternatives. This is
reflected in the challenging of TSC story lines of sustain-
ability by domestic actors, who are eager to communicate
that their national practices of fishing and managing the
fishery industry “had a well-established historic reputa-
tion of sustainability” (Alaska) or “are already sustainable
because of the regulatory terms of and improvements
made” [US, 54, p. 28]. The alternative schemes in this
context enabled “fishermen to tell their own narra-
tive of fisheries success, rather than to have an outsider
(Western) narrative of fisheries crisis being told for them
through the need for an MSC eco-label” [54]. Regarding
the Iceland Responsible Fisheries (IRF) certification pro-
gram in Iceland, Foley similarly notes that the ability to
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“communicate and brand Icelandic fishery attributes of
responsibility and sustainability” was one of the major
factors contributing to the development of a collective
national response to the MSC in form of the IRF [51, p.
927].

Furthermore, these story lines of sustainability and sov-
ereignty are often accompanied by anti-NGO-story lines
criticizing the influence of transnational NGOs on the
domestic economies. In the case of palm oil, for exam-
ple, the founders of ISPO criticized RSPO for listening
“to the voice of foreign NGOs more than government
and business” [75]. Part of the motivation behind found-
ing MSPO, similarly, was the “the increasing influence of
Western environmental NGOs on the multi-stakeholder
initiative and the resultant pressures on large-scale and
small-scale producers” [76].

Similar criticism of and frustration with international
environmental NGOs can be found in the other cases,
too. In the case of fisheries, for example, Foley considers
“general hostility toward environmental NGOs because
of prior attacks on the national whaling industry” as
one of the main factors driving local producer resist-
ance against the MSC in Iceland [51, p. 924]. In case of
the Alaskan MRF program, “actors were similarly moti-
vated by concerns over intrusion by NGOs into the fish-
ery management process and industry’s perception that
standards can be changed at the discretion of NGOs and
(...) that NGOs have control over what is deemed sus-
tainable” [54, p. 28]. In case of SIZA, Schouten and Bitzer
cite one interviewee from a domestic producer asso-
ciation, according to whose “personal opinion (...), this
Human Rights Watch and these types of NGOs, they try
and find problems” [61, p. 180].

Territorial(izing) state and industry actors

For the question whether the discontent with a TSC sys-
tem and respective story lines centering on specific inter-
pretations of sovereignty and sustainability are translated
into resistance against it and eventually into alternatives
to it, it is important what actors employ these story lines.
As already pointed out above, domestic state and indus-
tries actors play pivotal roles in this context, especially
when it comes to the organization of alternative certifica-
tion systems.

In the case of palm oil in Indonesia and Malaysia, it was
mainly the national governments that became skeptical
of the RSPO* and eventually started the alternative certi-
fication systems ISPO and MSPO. Both these systems are
state-initiated and coordinated within the framework of

* Wijaya and Glasbergen [77] have taken a closer look at the development of
the Indonesian government’s attitude towards transnational sustainability cer-
tification in the form of the RSPO and have traced how this has changed from
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the Council of Palm Oil Producing Countries (CPOPC), a
kind of palm oil cartel [78]. ISPO was started and spear-
headed by the Indonesian government, specifically by
the Indonesian Palm Oil Commission (IPOC), which is
a government agency responsible for the promotion and
development of the palm oil industry within the Ministry
of Agriculture [65]. MSPO, in slight contrast, was started
via a cooperation of the Malaysian government with the
Malaysian palm oil industry. Thus, while being state-led,
the two big palm oil producer associations, the Indone-
sian Palm Oil Association (GAPKI) and the Malaysian
Palm Oil Association (MPOA), do play a considerable
role here as they support ISPO and MSPO, respectively.’
This speaks to the close relation between the state and
the palm-oil industry in Malaysia and Indonesia, which
Oliver Pye characterized as the “palm oil industrial com-
plex” [80]. “Palm oil is regarded a strategic economic
sector in both Malaysia and Indonesia’, as Nesadurai
notes [81, p. 208], which is why state actors were central
to starting both ISPO and MSPO as alternatives to the
RSPO, albeit to different degrees.6

As regards the development of Soja Plus as an alterna-
tive to the RTRS in Brazilian soy sector, the role of the
state was much less prominent, as it was started through
a cooperation of soy and agriculture industry associa-
tion. Though the state therefore played a minor role in
this case, however, Schouten and Bitzer note that “Soja
Plus, while being a private initiative, emphasizes its close
linkages to governmental regulation” [61, p. 179]. The
South African fruit industry launched its own ethical
program SIZA in 2008 as a reaction to the influence of
the Global Partnership for Good Agricultural Practice
(GLOBALG.A.P.) and the Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI)
on its market.” Similar to Soja Plus, SIZA is run almost
solely by the South African fruit industry, albeit with sup-
port of the state and also in cooperation with retailers
and civil society organizations [61].

Footnote 4 (continued)

indifferent to cooperative to antagonistic, which ultimately led to the initiation
of ISPO.

° Therefore, MSPO and ISPOs do indeed represent competition to the
RSPO. Indicative of this is, for example, that GAPKI supported the develop-
ment of ISPO from the outset and, in parallel, withdrew from the RSPO as
early as 2011 [79, p. 402].

¢ Since both ISPO and MSPO are not recognized under the EU-RED sys-
tem, they do not present an alternative to the EU RED-recognized RSPO
in terms of certifying palm oil for biodiesel use in the EU under the RED.
However, palm oil is not only exported to the EU and not only for energy
purposes. For example, India and especially China as well as the food or
consumer goods industries in general are important potential outlets for
certified palm oil, where MSPO or ISPO can compete with RSPO [see, e.g.,
82, 83; also see next subchapter].

7 See Thompson and Lockie [84] for a similar case of discontent with
GLOBALG.A.P. standards and respective food retailer power in Tasmania/
Australia that, however, did not lead to the foundation of an alternative
standard.
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Regarding the initiatives in the fisheries sector in oppo-
sition to the MSC, governments have played an impor-
tant role in all of them, but mostly not the leading one.
However, in all cases investigated by Foley and Havice,
(regional or national) governments promoted and sup-
ported the mainly industry-led initiatives by providing
supportive legal frameworks or research support and
technical advice or even by running the development
and management of the initiative, which led them to the
conclusion that “the state in each case stands to actively
expand its own footprint and presence domestically and
in global seafood markets” [54], p. 30]. In his in-depth
study on the alternative to the MSC in Iceland, the IRF,
Foley furthermore points out the joint efforts of Iceland’s
government and fishing industry “to mobilize a collective
state-producer response” to the MSC and “to institution-
alize a state-producer initiative” [51, p. 927].

In the case of aquaculture, TSC is led by initiatives
such as the ASC (modeled on the MSC) or the indus-
try-sponsored ACC of the Global Aquaculture Alliance
(GAA). Even though these aquaculture TSC initiatives so
far only cover very little of global aquaculture production
[85], they face competition from territorial certification
schemes in some of the main aquaculture-seafood pro-
ducing countries such as Thailand or Vietnam [64, 86]. In
Thailand, this is spearheaded by the state, as the Depart-
ment of Fisheries initiated the Good Aquaculture Prac-
tice (GAP) system as an answer (and an equivalent) to the
emerging TSC systems such as ACC already in 2002. In
2009, the scope of GAP was broadened to include envi-
ronmental and social criteria and to adhere to aquacul-
ture-certification guidelines of the Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and guides
of the International Organization for Standardization
(ISO). In a similar way, the Vietnamese government and
industry have jointly initiated a national aquaculture
certification scheme, the Vietnamese Good Aquaculture
Practices [VietGAP, 86].

Even though there are differences between the cases
described here, there are also quite striking similarities,
especially between what Pye calls the “palm-oil indus-
trial complex” in Southeast Asia [80] and what Foley calls
“state-society complexes” in his study on fisheries in Ice-
land [51]. In both—and many other—cases, alternatives
to TSC are initiated and developed in close cooperation
of the respective domestic industries with the respec-
tive ministries, governmental agencies and state offi-
cials, while NGOs are largely neglected or even actively
excluded [see, e.g., 54, p. 29], which is in line with the
narratives of sovereignty and sustainability referred to
above.
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Practices of (inter)national political economy

The question whether the story lines and the actors
employing them are able to arrange alternatives to the
established TSC systems—whether the discourse moves
from structuration to institutionalization, so to speak—
largely depends on the practices and structures of the
(inter)national political economy they are embedded in.
Regarding the national political economy, the structure
of the domestic market and regulatory system for the
respective product plays an important role. While export
always remains relevant, it makes a difference to what
degree domestic demand can accommodate the supply of
the products. If it is able to accommodate a large part of
the supply—which also depends on domestic regulations,
for example obligations to utilize certain alternative sys-
tems—domestic producers (and thus territorialized
alternative certification systems) are less dependent on
transnational markets. If it is not, the structure of the
international political economy and the availability of
different outlets for the respective product plays a more
important role.

In the case of Soja Plus, for example, conditions for
starting an alternative to the RTRS were favorable as—
despite “clear signs” from Europe—demand for sustaina-
bly certified soy on the transnational market, for example
from the US, remained low [61, p. 179]. Thus, the was no
pressure to establish a particularly ambitious and poten-
tially burdensome certification system, because there are
a number of international outlets for non- or otherwise-
certified soy, especially China, as Soja Plus is cooperat-
ing with the Chinese Soybean Industry Association
[CSIA, 87], but also Europe [88]. Soja Plus, as a conse-
quence, didn’t need to focus too much on its credibility in
terms sustainability at the international soy market, even
though it modeled its scheme quite closely on the RTRS
approach [65].% Schouten and Bitzer in this context con-
clude that alternative standards from the Global South in
general “restrict their focus, at least initially, to internal
audiences without any ambition for transnational appli-
cation. (...) International recognition by external audi-
ences is still important, but seems to be subordinated to
acceptance by internal audiences” [61, p. 181].

Even though the national political economy alterna-
tive certification systems are embedded in always plays
an important role, this conclusion can, however, only
partly be extended to the other cases. In the case of SIZA,
for example, the international market plays a much big-
ger role for the South African fruit industry, which is
traditionally very export-oriented. As a result, SIZA

8 Initially started out as a certification scheme, however, this certification
never came to fruition and Soja Plus diminished to a much less ambitious pro-
gram, mainly focusing on capacity development for soy farmers.
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is designed less as an alternative to TSC systems than
most of the other cases regarded here. Given the domi-
nance and power of retailers from the Global North,
SIZA recognized “the need for international credibility
and has engaged with overseas as well as South African
retailers to satisfy their requirements and avoid compet-
ing expectations” [61, p. 180]. Therefore, SIZA is aligned
with the Global Social Compliance Programme (GSCP),
which is supported by local and international retailers
such as Tesco, Walmart, or Carrefour [89], directly with
other standards such as GLOBALG.A.P. [90], or with civil
society organizations such as the World Wildlife Fund
[WWE, 91]. Thus, SIZA is well integrated into the trans-
national fruit market and as such, according to Schouten
and Bitzer, bears witness “to the growing role of South
African actors in actively defining the content of ethical
trade programs for the export industry” [61, p. 181].

In the case of palm oil, similarly, domestic demand
is not big enough to accommodate large parts of the
domestic palm oil production to make Indonesian or
Malaysian palm oil production independent from trans-
national markets [about three quarters of Indonesian and
Malaysian palm oil production are exported, [81]. Inter-
national demand for palm oil, however, is very large and,
as is the case with RTRS, the uptake of RSPO-certified
remains limited. As a result, the transnational political
economy of palm oil is able to accommodate ISPO- or
MSPO-certified palm oil. Especially China and India play
an important role in this context [82, 83]. Thus, again
very similar to the RTRS, South—South trade relations
with India and especially China undermine the RSPO, as
producers “faced little risk from continuing with unsus-
tainable operations if they could sell to domestic markets
and to the fast-growing new palm oil markets such as in
China and India with little interest at that time in procur-
ing certified palm oil” [81, pp. 211-212]. In addition, the
Indonesian government hopes to use ISPO to open up
new markets for certified palm oil beyond the European
one [77]. Furthermore, national regulations guarantee
the domestic uptake both of ISPO- and of MSPO-certi-
fied palm oil in Indonesia and Malaysia—even if it is not
enough to accommodate all domestic palm oil produc-
tion. Thus, ISPO is not a voluntary certification system,
but rather the consolidation of existing palm oil-related
regulations in Indonesia under a common regulatory
umbrella. All palm oil producers in Indonesia are there-
fore obliged to comply with the ISPO standard and to be
certified accordingly, which is why the amount of ISPO-
certified palm oil rose considerably recently [92]. The
MSPO, on the other hand, initially was not mandatory
for Malaysian palm oil producers and more like a vol-
untary certification system. Since 2019, however, MSPO
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certification is also binding for all palm oil production in
Malaysia [93].

Regarding the fisheries sector, the counter-MSC initia-
tives also heavily rely on being able to export their cer-
tified fish, since they are “evolving within transnational
commodity networks that are demanding sustainability
certification and driving industry and states’ interest in
developing initiatives that comply with mounting pres-
sures to demonstrate sustainability” [54, p. 31]. There-
fore—and since they were clearly set up as alternatives
to the dominating MSC [94]—, they had to make sure to
be considered as equally credible and legitimate suppliers
of sustainably sourced fish on the transnational market.
Besides invoking the story line of inherent sustainability
of their territorial fisheries sector (see above), Foley and
Havice found that “almost all cases seek compliance with,
and emphasize linkages to, transnational organizations
and related norms” [54, p. 30]. Therefore, they conclude
that these territorial counter-MSC certification initiatives
are “also transnational in that they appeal to, and rely on,
international authority, particularly the FAO and ISO, to
communicate transnationally legible credibility” [54, p.
31]. As regards the Icelandic IRF program, Foley specifi-
cally emphasizes the territorial interactions with global
governance and states that the IRF’s establishment was
heavily contingent on the program’s “ability to create new
institutions that are embedded locally and internation-
ally” [51, pp. 929-930]. Fittingly, he therefore ultimately
characterizes it “as a new institution of territorialized
transnational sustainability governance, a hybrid form of
transnational sustainability governance deeply embedded
in territorial social relations yet also embedded in trans-
national governance and market institutions and norms”
(51, pp. 930-931].

The case of the Thai GAP, shows similarities to the
counter-MSC cases in the fisheries sector in that it is
heavily export-dependent and relies on international
norms such as the FAO Guidelines for Responsible Fish-
eries and Aquaculture or the ISO standard for bodies
operating under product certification systems (ISO 65)
in order to gain transnational credibility for GAP-certi-
fied seafood. GAP certification is quasi-obligatory for
Thai seafood exporters since it is state-run and “export-
oriented processors no longer accepted shrimp without a
GAP certificate” [see also 21, 64, p. 363]. In contrast to
the counter-MSC cases in the fisheries sector, however,
GAP has not been established in opposition to or to
compete with, but rather coexist or even cooperate with
private TSC systems such as the ASC or the ACC. Thus,
GAP “was portrayed by the Department of Fisheries
as Thailand’s answer to transnational eco-certification,
with the argument it should be accepted by the ACC (...)
and the (...) ASC as an equivalent standard” [64, p. 363].
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Similarly, the Vietnamese VietGAP system is not only an
alternative to private TSC systems but also “acting as an
entry standard into international certification schemes
like GLOBALG.A.P,, ASC, and ACC’, because compli-
ance with VietGAP guidelines reduces the certification
fees for these TSC systems [86, p. 199].

Conclusion: sustainability certification

for the bioeconomy—squaring the circle?

Summing up, we can speak of a counter-TSC discourse
that has structured and institutionalized around con-
text-specific story lines of sovereignty and sustainability,
employed by often closely associated national state and
industry actors. This discourse coalition allows for the
place-specific institutionalization of this discourse in
the form of territorialized resistance against private TSC
systems and the establishment of alternatives to them.
Beyond this general pattern, this means that these alter-
native systems take on different shapes, mainly contin-
gent on the domestic state-industry re(gu)lations and the
practices and institutions of the respective (inter)national
political economies they are embedded in (see Fig. 1).

While all alternative systems are initiated by national
state and/or industry actors (with no or only a very subor-
dinate role for NGOs), they are very selectively and spe-
cifically integrated into or isolated from the transnational
markets, mainly depending on the available (domestic or
international) outlets for the respective product beyond
the TSC-dominated market share. This also determines
the relationship of these alternative systems with the
established TSC systems. This relationship can be one of
competition, as in the case of ISPO and MSPO as alter-
natives to RSPO for certified palm oil (at least in certain
palm oil market sectors, i.e., those not governed under
the EU-RED, and regions, such as India or China) or in
the case of the IRF as an alternative to the MSC. It can
also be one of co-existence, as in the case of Soja Plus and
the RTRS, or one of co-operation, as in the cases of SIZA
and GLOBALG.A.P. in the fruit sector or GAP or Viet-
GAP and ASC or ACC in the aquaculture sector. Thus,
whether territorialized certification schemes actually
do provide alternatives to existing TSC systems largely
hinges on the specific (trans)national market conditions
and by whom and what the certification is specifically
sought for, which might present a promising avenue for
future research endeavors.

This shows that the “rejection of transnational eco-cer-
tification is not a rejection of internationalization” per se
[64, p. 365]. Rather, the conclusion of Foley on the Ice-
landic IRF can be generalized beyond this specific case
in that all the cases regarded here are “new institution[s]
of territorialized transnational sustainability govern-
ance, (...) hybrid form[s] of transnational sustainability
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TSC lacks legitimacy

Our industries are
inherently sustainable

Practices Domestic State-Industry Re(gu)lations  (Inter)National Political Economy
Actors Domestic Governments <«—» Domestic Industries
Story Lines

Burden of TSC is
with local producers

Domestic alternative
tailored to our needs

TSC undermines
our sovereignty

Transnational NGOs
are too influential

Fig. 1 Basic structure of the counter-TSC discourse coalition

governance deeply embedded in territorial social rela-
tions yet also embedded in transnational governance and
market institutions and norms” [51, pp. 930-931].

What it also shows is that private TSC as an instrument
of transnational environmental governance is under
heavy pressure from two sides. On the one hand, actors
from the Global North, mainly NGOs, accuse TSC as
being “little more than a green fig leaf” for environmen-
tal destruction and exploitation of natural resources in
the Global South [36, 95, 96, p. 13]. On the other hand,
as shown in this paper, actors from the Global South,
mainly governments and corporate actors, increasingly
view TSC as unwelcome interference in domestic affairs,
challenge the normative interpretative sovereignty of
importing countries or regions over what ‘sustainabil-
ity’ is, as well as the extraterritorial sustainability claims
associated with it, and develop alternatives.

Where does this leave us in terms of an outlook for sus-
tainability certification for the bioeconomy? It is hardly
debatable that the sustainability of biomass sourcing for
the bioeconomy has to be safeguarded in one way or the
other. In view of this review, however, one can only come
to a somewhat pessimistic conclusion when it comes to
the question as to whether sustainability certification can
be the solution in this regard. On the one hand, as shown
here, private TSC did not really live up to its promise of
effectiveness and legitimacy, as both its ecological effec-
tiveness and its social repercussions are questionable.
Territorialized eco-certification, on the other hand, even
if it is available as an alternative under certain conditions,
is not necessarily the better alternative to TSC in terms
of legitimacy and sustainability. Irrespective of the cred-
ibility and integrity of the resistance against private TSC

systems and of the alternative certification systems, it
is at least equally questionable as to whether they actu-
ally perform better in terms of environmental protection
and social inclusiveness.” Apart from that, they are often
based on nationalist ideologies and strategies, just as TSC
often replicates neo-colonial and imperialist patterns and
attitudes [see, e.g., 54, 64].

Beyond this somewhat sobering conclusion, the only
remaining insight probably is that the sustainability of
biomass production can hardly be guaranteed for the
bioeconomy at the global level as long as it is under the
premise of economic growth and international compe-
tition—at least not by the instrument of sustainability
certification. Rather, it is hardly imaginable under this
premise how sustainability certification of the entire
bioeconomy could combine or balance both ambitious
and effective sustainability standards on the one hand
and democratic legitimacy and social acceptance on the
other. Thus, the actors involved and affected would have
to acknowledge that further sustainability certification
would ultimately have to prevent the expansion of the
cultivation area for the respective biogenic raw mate-
rial—which, however, in view of the continuing growth
paradigm and the associated demand for the respec-
tive raw materials, would be tantamount to squaring the
circle.

9 With regard to the actual level of ambition of the three rivalling systems in
the palm oil sector in terms of sustainability and legitimacy, studies have con-
cluded that RSPO, MSPO and ISPO are relatively similar, but that the RSPO
tends to perform better, despite considerable potential for improvement [see,
e.g., 65, 78, 97]. In a similar vein, Hidayat et al. [98] attribute potential to
ISPO, which however cannot be exploited due to a lack of governance capaci-
ties on the part of the Indonesian state.
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