
THE SECRET INGREDIENT
An environmentally disastrous ingredient is slipping under the
radar and into our everyday shopping. Can we put an end to
this destructive practice, asks Rachel Croft
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CALL IT the Global industries’ go-to
vegetable oil. Cheap, versatile, high
yielding[2]- no wonder palm oil is the
most popular choice for producers
and manufacturers alike. So, why
should we care? The heart of the
matter is the environmentally devas-
tating deforestation associated with
palm oil plantations, and the many
social and ecological concerns associ-
ated with it.

But just how much do you think you
consume? You might be surprised
that palm oil is actually contained in
over 50% of our household products,
including confectionary, cosmetics,
baked goods and cleaning products[1].
But how can this be happening with-
out our knowledge? Incredibly, in many
countries including the UK, there is
no law on the compulsory labelling of
palm oil, which results in the ingredi-
ent sneaking in under more than 170
names[1] (try Sodium Lauryl Sulfate or
Glyceryl Stearate for size).

The Slippery Slope
The biggest producers of palm oil

are Indonesia and Malaysia; home to
lowland tropical rainforest habitats
containing some of the highest con-
centrations of endemic species in the
world[3]. Some campaigners claim that

in 15 years, just 2% of these coun-
tries rainforests will remain unless
immediate action is taken to reduce
deforestation[4]. Evidence strongly
suggests that the driving force be-
hind this is palm oil. A study by Koh
and Wilcove[5] analysing land-cover da-
ta from the United Nations FAO
found that 55%–59% of oil palm ex-
pansion in Malaysia, and >56% expan-
sion in Indonesia from 1900 occurred
at the expense of the both pristine
rainforest and logged forests.

Sadly, things are only getting
worse. Indonesia alone currently has
over 9 million hectares of plantations,
which produces 21 million tonnes of
crude palm oil annually[6], and have set
a target to double that by 2020
[7].Though the Government has some
procedures in place to protect the
forests such as environmental im-
pact assessments, evidence has
emerged which suggests that this is
largely ignored by industries[1] , re-
sulting in the illegal use of fires, clear-
ing forest before permits were given,
and removal of peat. Strong evidence
of corruption in law and lack of en-
forcement means the judicial system
is ineffective[6] meaning unsustainable
practices continue unchecked today.
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Increasing global demand for vegetable oils
There has been a steady growth in demand for palm oil in recent years, with no
signs of slowing
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Nowhere left to run
Oil palm plantations have been

shown to support far fewer spe-
cies than native forests and other
tree crops[8].

Orangutans are a prime exam-
ple; in 1900 there were 315,000
wild individuals, but today there
are fewer than 50,000, crammed
into increasingly fragmented for-
est[4]. Orangutans need large are-
as of rainforest in order to feed,
and as a result are excellent seed
dispersers, providing a huge range
of environmental services to hu-
manity[9]. Both species are endan-
gered according to the IUCN[9],
many killed for meat or to protect
the palm oil crops[9], while others
starve as a result of the

engagement processes and a
science-based research pro-
gramme to improve oil pro-
duction.

As a result of the increas-
ing global awareness of un-
sustainable palm oil, the fo-

cus of palm oil in Malaysia has be-
gun to shift to meet universally
accepted sustainability standards
[13].

But so far, though many retail-
ers and manufacturers in the
countries including the UK have
made strong commitments to us-
ing certified sustainable palm oil,
many have delayed even as suffi-
cient quantities became available
[2].

People Power
Pressure on companies can

make a huge difference- no longer
should we tolerate being misguid-
ed by vague product labelling. The
easiest way is to speak out with
your wallet, and buy products
which are free from unsustainable
palm oil. The list at the end of this
article contains some common ingre-
dients which are often other names
for palm oil for you to look out for.
Look out for eco-labels like the
RSPOs- you can make a difference
tomorrow by choosing wisely today.

abused by illegal land grab-
bing, and are denied legal
remedies[6].

The soil structure and
morphology is also abused
by mechanised deforesta-
tion, as the bare soil is
easily washed away, clogging up
watercourses or releasing huge
amounts of the carbon stored
within it[6]. The clearing and drain-
ing of an area to make room for
plantations involve the use of
fires, which greatly increase the
amount of carbon released from
peat soils[6]. It doesn’t end there.
Fertilizers are applied twice a
year to the plantations, but inac-
curate application combined with
sludge-like waste from the pro-
cessing mills have a huge impacts
watercourses as both as are de-
oxygenating[11].

Time for change
Though palm oil has currently

got Southeast Asian rainforest in
its greasy grip, thankfully things
are starting on the gradual path
to change.

Sustainable palm oil now ac-
counts for ~14% of global pro-
duction, thanks to the certifica-
tion by the Roundtable on Sus-
tainable Palm Oil (RSPO), estab-
lished in 2003. It involves mem-
bers including growers, manufac-
turers, retailers and NGOs[12].
Certified sustainable palm oil is
from plantations which have been
independently examined and found
to comply with globally agreed
environmental standards devised
by the RSPO[4].

The only current issue is that
the organisation is considered
unreliable by some[1] due to prob-
lems regarding the implementa-
tion of the RSPO’s principals con-
cerning human rights, land use
and biodiversity issues[2]. That
being said, the RSPO has already
improved the industry through
set definitions for sustainability,
developing stakeholder engage-
ment processes and a science-
based research programme to
improve oil production[2].In 2011,
the RSPO officially released its
trademark, allowing stakeholder
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Alternatives just can’t match
up to cheap and efficient 
palm oil

conversion to monocultures. The
species could be driven to extinc-
tion within 12 years unless the
devastation of their natural habi-
tat is halted[4].

It isn’t just Orangutans suffer-
ing. Studies using data on butter-
fly and bird diversity in forests
Malaysia suggest that conversion
of forests to oil palm plantations
may result in significant losses in
biodiversity[5]. Tropical rainforests
are goldmines of medicinal poten-
tial and have been little explored in
this respect. Vast clearing means
that many species could have be-
come extinct before discovery,
destroying this bank of unbelieva-
ble potential for short term gain.

People and Planet Abused
The emergence of palm oil produc-

tion in Indonesia in the 1950s was at
the time a godsend, alleviating pov-
erty in rural areas[10]. Today casts a
very different picture; small holder
farmers have become trapped in ex-
ploitive relationships with industry
giants at the cost of human rights
and exploitation of vulnerable groups.
Women and children are often worst
affected[6]. Communities and indige-
nous people who rely on the forests
for hunter-gathering have been S
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“In as little at 15 years, just 2% of the rainforests
of these two countries will remain.”

RSPO trademark


