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The commodity 

The oil palm Oil palm fruit 
bunch 

Section of oil 
palm fruit 

kernel (palm 
kernel oil) 

mesocarp 
(palm oil) 
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The popularity of palm oil 

www.rspo.org 

ZSL May Symposium 2011 

Economic and social benefits (provided 
it is produced responsibly) 
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The popularity of palm oil 

© RSPO 
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Meeting demand for palm oil 

The Woods Hole Research Center (2007)  

Estimated 480 million hectares of tropical forested area is suitable for oil palm 
= 30-40 times current planted area 

1.5mn ha of land has been approved for palm oil development in Africa since 2008 
Hardman & Co. reported in Financial Times (2012)  
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Impacts on biodiversity: tropical trends 

WWF, ZSL (2014) 
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Impacts on biodiversity 

• Oil palm ecological impact depends on extent to which expansion causes 
deforestation and extent to which it is able to support biodiversity 
 

Habitat loss: 

• Over 50% of oil palm expansion between 1990 and 2005 in Malaysia and 
Indonesia took place on previously forested land* 

• Substantial losses of primary & selectively logged forests and peatlands 

• Plantations tripled in the last 10 years 
 

Sources: Fitzherbert et al. (2008); FAO (2013); Gaveau et al. (2009); Koh et al. (2011); Carlson et al. (2012); WRI (2013)  



Palm Oil and Biodiversity 

Impacts on biodiversity 

• Habitat degradation (incl. edge effects) 

• Habitat fragmentation – limits species 
dispersal1 

• Pollution of riparian waterways – run-off, 
spillages and deliberate discharges 

• Fire and its uncontrolled spread 
 

Sources: 1e.g. Fitzherbert et al. (2008), Bernard et al. (2009), Laurance et al. (2011) 2e.g. Savilaakso et al . (2014), 
Denielsen et al. (2008), Lucey et al. (2015); 3 e.g. Wich et al. (2008) 4 e.g. Maddox et al. (2007)  

• Oil palm plantations support much fewer species than forests 
(intact primary, secondary, logged) & some other crops2 

– 47% biodiversity of primary forest 

– 15-30% forest species; more generalist, open habitat, 
invasive 

• Impacts on Critically Endangered species including orang-utan3 
and Sumatran tiger4 (e.g. prey density, fragmentation, poaching, 
illegal wildlife trade, wildlife-human conflict) 
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Impacts on biodiversity 

Forest fragments: 

• Support fewer species than the same area of continuous forest 
and biodiversity will continue to decline over time 

• Larger fragments (100s Ha or more) with higher forest quality 
support 70% or more of continuous forest biodiversity values 

• Smaller fragments (less than 10s Ha) support only a small 
proportion of continuous forest biodiversity levels 

• Smaller fragments comprise of more open habitat, generalist or 
invasive species 

• “Edge effects” cause forest to degrade and recede 

• Can hold considerable biodiversity value and provide ‘stepping 
stones’1 

 

 

Sources: See: Lucey at al. (2015) ‘Co-benefits for biodiversity and carbon in land planning 
decisions within oil palm landscapes’ and  SEnSOR project; 1e.g. Fitzherbert et al. (2008); 
Maddox et al. (2007); Struebig et al. (2008)  
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Solutions  

National policy: 

• National production standards 
and incentives that incorporate 
biodiversity criteria and support 
greater yield 

• Spatial planning to avoid areas 
of conservation significance 

• TFA 2020: Action Plan on Oil 
Palm Development in Africa 

• Demand: National import 
standards and/or voluntary 
commitments to sustainable 
sourcing 

 

 
 

 



Palm Oil and Biodiversity 

 

Solutions  

Commitments to biodiversity best 
practice: 

• Mandatory audits and compliance 

• Voluntary certification 

• Company policies and commitments 

• Strength, consistency, implementation 
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Solutions  

Implementing biodiversity best practice: 

• Guidance, training and tools 

• Spatial planning and site selection 

• Identifying and maintaining High 
Conservation Values (HCVs) 

• “Wildlife-friendly” practices (trade-off?) 

• Monitoring and managing threats e.g. fire, 
poaching, pollution, illegal logging 

• Wildlife-human conflict avoidance and 
management 

• Integrating HCS and carbon with 
biodiversity? (work underway) 

• Yield enhancement 
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Solutions  

Supply chain and other palm oil stakeholders: 

• Purchasers and financers of, and investors in, palm oil make their 
own commitments to protect biodiversity via decision-making 

• Engaging with producers of oil palm to support improvement 

• Consumption behaviour 

– Trade-offs (oils & synthetics) 

– Broader debate (lifestyle) 
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• Targets finance sector, 

CGMs and growers 

• Monitoring and managing 

environmental risks from 

palm oil production 

• Grower transparency and 

performance 

• Publicly available data 

• Free, online resource 

• Regularly updated 

sustainablepalmoil.org/spott 

http://www.sustainablepalmoil.org/spott
http://www.sustainablepalmoil.org/spott
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What caused it? 
Was it managed? 



Palm Oil and Biodiversity 

• How can we be sure we 
are having a positive 
impact on biodiversity 
with these and other 
interventions? 
– Monitor impacts and 

scientific study 

• Biodiversity at a 
landscape level; not in 
isolation at the 
concession-level 
– Landscape and 

jurisdictional approaches 

Verifying impact and taking a landscape approach 


