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Introduction

The issue of palm oil plantations in areas covered by rainforest is the rapid deforestation
of these biodiverse territories and the evacuation of indigenous people. This deforestation has
caused major damage to rich ecosystems and driven already endangered species closer to

extinction such as the Orangutan and the pygmy elephant’.

66 million tons of palm oil is produced every year and 61% of it is used for biofuel. This
need creates massive amounts of carbon dioxide and rapidly intensifies climate change by
speeding up deforestation . This was well documented in 2015 when in the process of clearing
rainforest area for the farming of palm oil Indonesia's emissions briefly managed to exceed the
carbon emissions of the United States.? An average palm oil plantation's carbon emissions can
be at its worst over 1100 kg per 1 ton of crude palm oil.® Uncertified plantations in East Asia

contribute at least 0.8% of earth's yearly carbon emissions.*
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Only 17% of the world's palm oil is produced responsibly and by the certification
standards of the Roundtable of Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO).°

Evidence of the damage on nature that uncertified palm oil plantations cause can be seenin the
fact that in just three countries that house plantations there has been deforestation caused by

industrial palm oil plantations that has amounted to at least 19, 000 hectares®.

Definition of Key Terms

Uncertified Plantation

A Palm oil Plantation that hasn’t met the standards set by the RSPO for such reasons as
illegal deforestation or poor labor policies. Uncertifies plantations offer a risk to the environment
or the workers that are employed there. 83% of palm oil plantations have not met the standards

of the RSPO and continue to cause harm to the environment.

Deforestation
The clearing of large areas of forest or rainforest, in this case for the farming of palm oil

for less cost than establishing a farm in open land areas.

Extinction

The complete elimination of a species and its members from the ecosystem causing
destruction in the biodiversity of the areas the species has inhabited. When a species goes
extinct there are no living members of the species left and therefore there is no longer a

possibility for the species to naturally continue its life cycle.

Sustainability
Sustainability is the ability to meet needs of the current generations without

compromising the needs of future generations. This includes keeping intact large forest areas,
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biodiversity and a clean atmosphere as well as clean oceans. Sustainability also includes

preservation of forest and lowering carbon emissions.

Biodiversity
The variety of fauna and flora in set areas which are under this topic is affected
negatively by the effects of palm oil plantations and the impacts on climate change that is

caused by these plantations.

Habitat destruction

Destruction of different faunas and floras natural habitats making them either having to
face migration or extinction. This phenomenon is also a frequent problem with the palm oil
industry. Rainforests are some of the most ecologically rich areas and house many of the world

exotic species and their clearing causes a lot of damage to these rich ecosystems.

Third world countries

Nations with a lower standard of living and a less advanced economic system. These
countries are usually characterized by poverty, a lower GDP per capita and less developed
infrastructure than in more developed countries. Most third world countries are located in Africa,

Southern- and Central America and Asia.

Carbon Footprint

Carbon emissions caused by a certain singular or corporate entity. These carbon
emissions are usually caused by carbon dioxide, methane and nitrous oxide and damage the
ozone layer of our atmosphere furthering global warming. There are natural carbon emissions,

but the carbon footprint measures the emissions made by human activities.

Explanation of the Question

Uncertified farming of palm oil mostly in South- and Central America and Asia has posed
a huge problem to the environment, because of its immense carbon footprint and large scale
deforestation issues. Despite a corporate message from some environmental certification

programs leading to believe in palm oil being sustainable it causes major pollution problems in



Southeast Asia and Central America.” These problems have seen improvement during the past

few years, but most plantations are still not up to standards.

The benefits of palm oil are seen around the world, but the problem lies in the ethicality
of these working environments, their methods of acquiring space for these plantations and the
emissions caused by uncertified or unethical palm oil plantations. Many of the problems with
palm oil plantations could be solved with sustainable palm oil farming at a large scale®. There
has been a movement trying to boycott the use and production of palm oil, because of the
underlying problems of deforestation and habitat destruction. These boycotts drive the palm oil
producers to make a larger effort in enhancing their work environments and focusing on the

regulations set by the RSPO.

90% of the world's palm oil is being farmed in Indonesia and Malaysia. This proves to be
a problem because even though these countries have a rapidly expanding market the labor
policies and quality of work are still among the lowest in these countries with emerging
markets.® These countries are largely consisting of peatlands and their clearing causes massive

carbon emissions and further suppresses biodiversity.

» Job quality is lower in Indonesia than in other emerging markets
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As it can be seen from the European Space Agency’s (ESA) map of plantations around
the world, the vast majority of the plantations are located in areas with very biodiverse countries
which also house the majority of the world's rainforests. These countries are also usually
considered third world countries which might also further the problems with the working

environments on these plantations. '°
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The rapid deforestation of tropical rainforests has caused a huge problem for the area's
inhabitants. Some scientists are speculating that possibly even 150, 000 species have been
driven to or to the brink of extinction. It is realistic to say that at least half of the speculated
amount has already gone extinct. This amounts to 75, 000 different species being eliminated
completely from these biodiverse ecosystems. "' Palm oil has already made a big impact on
manual clearing of rainforests. It is estimated that 270, 000 square kilometers of forest has been

cleared for farming of palm oil alone. 2

° European Space Agency

https://www.esa.int/ESA_Multimedia/lmages/2022/05/Qil_palm_plantations_distribution Published
05/2022

""National center for Biology information https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK219303/
Published 04/1989
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Key Member States and NGOs Involved and Their Views

As it can be seen in the ESA's map of palm oil plantations. Most of the involved countries
are located in Central America and Southeast Asia. Still,- there are many countries that are

involved in the shipping and commercialization of palm oil.

Below is a list of the countries that are most involved or affected by palm oil farming. The
delegates should study these to get a better understanding of different views that large countries

or organizations have on the issue.

Indonesia

As the main supplier of palm oil around the world they are most affected by the issues of
the lack of regulation in the farming. Still the Indonesian government has not stepped up to help
people suffering from poverty that are losing their homes when large oil palm farms are set on
their land."™ Some people who have wrongfully been thrown out of their homes and private
properties have tried to revolt, but have been silenced by the Indonesian police forces. * Not all
hope is lost as slowly the Indonesian government has been taking small steps toward more
sustainable and carbon free palm oil farming but the progress is slowed down by the rising
prices of palm oil and traders with less transparency about their operations. Still
zero-deforestation commitments (ZDC) have been helping with the governing of large

plantations and have proved to have made real progress in stopping deforestation.'

Indonesia's need for keeping palm oil production profitable and stable is not unexpected,
because palm oil farming and trading makes up 4.5% of Indonesia's whole GDP and provides
employment to 3 million Indonesian people.' The rapid growth of the need for palm oil has

caused a problem in the fact that the rapid expansion of the industry doesn’t leave much room

®Human Rights Watch
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/06/03/indonesia-expanding-palm-oil-operations-bring-harm
Published 06/2022

* Human Rights Watch(Youtube) @ Qil Palm Expansion Risks Environment, Harms Communities
Published 06/2022

*Stockholm Environment Institure https://www.sei.org/features/zero-palm-oil-deforestation/
Published 9/2022
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for the development of carbon free technologies and methods. The largest manufacturers of
palm oil in Indonesia have started working together with the United Nations since 2014 to try to

minimize the problems brought with the large scale operations."

United States of America

The United States of America is one of the largest countries in international politics so
their views may impact many small countries. The views on palm oil farming are quite clear in
their “Forest Act of 2021” where they introduced a stricter tracking quota for imported goods and
imports that would fall under the current standards would be blocked from importing and fined.
This could have a major impact on many large imports such as palm oil and relations with many

exporting countries like indonesia. @

The United States has also set a Renewable Fuel Standard Program. The impact on
palm oil importation can be observed when the U.S Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA)
said the fuel produced from palm oil was not up to their greenhouse gas emission standards.
After this the USEPA has had meetings with countries such as Indonesia and Malaysia to work
towards a less polluting way for palm oil farming and has forked closely with their embassies to

make the process easier."

India

India is the largest importer of palm oil in the world importing palm oil worth 11 billion U.S
dollars annually. This keeps India the largest importer by over 6 billion dollars over the second
importer China. This huge amount of money means that India brings in 5 million metric tons of

palm oil every year which equals to 43% of all imported palm oil worldwide. 2°

' UNDP

https://www.undp.org/sites/a/files/zskgke326/files/migration/gcp/UNDP_GCP_Indonesia---Palm-Qil-Platfor
m-and-National-Action-Plan.pdf

'8 Reuters
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/us-congress-democrats-target-palm-oil-beef-trade-deforestation-bill-202

1-10-06/ Published 06/2021
9 US Embassy of Malaysia
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The Indian government has also put a big emphasis on their own palm oil operations
inland, but have encountered problems with the country's excessive pollution and poor water
and air quality. The large-scale farming of palm oil could also worsen the water shortage
problems and drive plantation owners to clear more forest for more farmland.?' India has already
started the expansion of their inland palm oil plantations, but it seems they already have
neglected their responsibilities for protecting biodiversity in their forest. This problem doesn’t
seem to be short term as India’s palm oil needs and imports are expected to double over the

next 5 to 6 years.?

Malaysia

Malaysia is the second largest palm oil producer and exporter in the world. Their palm oil
export accounts for 34% of all exported palm oil worldwide. Malaysia has made large efforts to
make their production as sustainable as they can.? They have set up a Malaysian Palm Oil
Board (MPOB) . They are trying to grow and develop palm oil production as a large part of their
country’s economy. MPOB’s main functions are developing the palm oil industry, introducing
policies to affect palm oil farming, researching ways to develop and to collaborate with

international organizations to make more sustainable farm oil be available.?*

When Indonesia introduced the export ban of crude palm oil in April of 2022 and
Ukraines war in 2022 led to Malaysia having to take a larger part in exporting and producing
palm oil in the world. Even though the Indonesian crude palm oil ban ended just 4 weeks after

its initiation Malaysias has been a huge market for palm oil production.?®

21 Mongabay news
https://indi b

e-a- backseat/ Publlshed 03/2022
22 Research Gate
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/333471362 India_in_the Oil Palm_ Era Describing India%27s

Dependence_on_Palm_Oil_Recommendations_for_Sustainable_Production_and_Opportunities_to_Bec
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China

China is the second largest importer of palm oil in the world, importing 15% of the global
market.?® This means that China’s views and policies on palm oil are hugely important to global
trade and are taken very seriously. It seems as China has a low interest in developing palm oil
sustainability as only around 1% of their imported palm oils is certified to be sustainable. This
issue has gone unnoticed in many citizens as the labeling laws of food and other consumer

items are much less strict than in the European Union.?’

China has been making efforts toward more sustainable palm oil imports since 2019
when they helped with the creation of a new variety of palm oil called:
“ElaeisGuineensisJacq.Reyou No.4", this paved the way for China to start producing their own
palm oil inland.?® This still hasn’t solved the problem but it has created more opportunities to do
so. China’s latest effort toward more sustainable palm oil production and importation was seen
in July of 2023 when the first meeting of China Sustainable Palm Oil Forum (CSPOF) was held.
This was a collaboration between China Chamber of Commerce of Foodstuffs and Native
Produce (CFNA) and the RSPO. The main priority was building a greener supply chain between
the palm oil producers and developing a greener production in China. The RSPO credits China
for its increasing interest in development of greener sourcing. The second part of the forum saw
the release of China Sustainable Palm Oil Case Study, which is helping with China’s market

transformation. °

: .cdp. -pr ion
NAL.pdf Published 12/2022
?China Dialogue https://chinadial
Published 06/2023
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Roundtable of Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO)

The Roundtable of Sustainable Palm Oil is a Non-profit Global organization striving to
make palm oil more sustainable rather than boycotting its usage. They find palm oil to be a
great resource when farmed responsibly and are trying to fight deforestation. They work
together with WWF, MPOA, AAK, Migros and Unilever and represent the whole industry around
the globe. RSPO has been accepted as a special consultant to the United Nations and has
been consistently engaging with the UN secretariat and ECOSOC. With this consultant status
they can be an active part of ECOSOC’s meetings and bring their amendments for sustainable
development straight to an international source that has the power to enforce these
amendments.*® The RSPO has shown great effort in the fight for a sustainable palm oil industry
and their impact has been huge which can be seen in their impact highlights. They represent
540,000 plantation workers, they have backed up women rights and helped to achieve 25% of
management to be female representatives and have closed 81% of human rights complaints

that have been brought up regarding palm oil .*’

Timeline of Events

Date Description of event

5000 BCE The Believed Start of palm oil farming

Start of the 19th century Most palm oil is produced by hand in West Africa and Europe has

until the mid 19th century. established its first trade routes.*

1911 William Levers started the first large scale industrialized palm oil farm in
Congo.

30 Roundtable of Sustainable Palm QOil
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1960’s Malaysia takes control as the largest producer of palm oil after large
improvements were made to refining technologies. This was further
developed when Brittain’s ministry of food only allowed Malaysian palm
oil to be imported.®

First of May 2000 The Malaysian government created the first palm oil moderation agency
the Malaysian Palm Qil Board.

Early 2000s Indonesia overtakes Malaysia as the largest producer and exporter of
crude and refined palm oil®*

2004 Roundtable of Sustainable Palm Oll is established to make palm oil
farming better for the environment

2014 RSPO is given official consultant rights in ECOSOC

2019 China joins the palm oil farming business after they have put out a new
variety of oil palm.

July 2023 China joins hands with the RSPO to hold a large palm oil Forum.

UN involvement and relevant treaties

There has been a lot of UN involvement in sustainability and biodiversity around the world. They

have been working closely together with the RSPO to make amendments. Below are some

relevant treaties and agreements that concern the palm oil industry. Although these treaties are

not directly concerning palm oil they still impact it.Here are some:

o UNEP resolution

UNEP resolution
UNEP resolution
UNEP resolution

.16 from 2019 UNEP/EA.4/Res.16
.6 from 2022UNEP/EA.5/Res.6
.1 from 2019UNEP/EA.4/Res.1
.12 from 2019 UNEP/EA.4/Res.12

3 China Dialogue https://chinadialogue.net/en/food/illustrated-history-of-industrial-palm-oil/ Published
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Possible solutions

The first step in all of these global environmental problems is always acknowledgement.

After that we need to keep working with NGOs like the RSPO, ISPO and MSPO which are now
fighting for no rainforest clearing for plantations, restricted use of pesticides and fighting against
human rights violations that may exist inside the industry.*®* We also need to keep working with
the sustainable certification programs that make sure we farm palm oil responsibly and as free
of harm as possible. We need to boycott uncertified palm oil plantations and comply with RSPO

certification standards.

We should also set reasonable standards of carbon emission reduction for these
companies to minimize the problematic climate effects. We must encourage companies to fork
towards SBTi’s net zero programs of 1.5C emission reduction.*®,3” We must encourage
companies to make labeling clear on products that use palm oil and incentivise companies to
produce their products with palm oil from sustainable and certified palm oil plantations and
companies.® One reliable way to reduce the CO2 seems to be the collection of the methane
produced in the compression and refining process of the palm oil into a biofuel. This method
was proven to half the methane emissions from traditional methods thus keeping the carbon

footprint of the biofuel lower. °

Also to reduce the environmental effects of palm oil farming we need to plant in ways
that reduce deforestation of rainforest as they also help massively in siphoning carbon dioxide

out of the atmosphere. Planting needs to be taken from peatlands, because the process of

35 Economlc Research Institute of Asia
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peatland clearing not only releases huge amounts of carbon dioxide emissions, but also
weakens the biodiversity of these areas. There have been amendments made to limit
deforestation and only permit new palm oil land to be situated only in agricultural and fallow

lands. 4°

In conclusion we need to fight the palm oil industries together with governmental
agencies and NGOs to try to fight the negative effects of palm oil, but also preserve the
positives as palm oil has grown to be a crucial material used worldwide. Together we need to
entice companies to work together with NGOs like the RSPO and to meet their standards so we

can keep working towards a more healthy industry.
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