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Introduction 
 The major issue the Economic and Social Committee is addressing this year, is the world-

wide use of palm oil, whose production leads to numerous economic, social, sanitary and environ-
mental challenges. Palm oil is contained in more than 50% of our foods, cosmetic- and cleaning 
products. Examples are Nutella, Nivea and Ariel detergent.  

 Since Palm oil is a tropical oil, growing only within 10 degrees north or south of the equator. 
These growing regions house vast areas of tropical rainforest rich in biodiversity on the continents 
of Asia, Africa and South America. It is estimated that there are 17 million hectares of mature palm 
oil plantations across the equator, producing a total of 62 million tonnes of palm oil in 2015. The 
second largest global vegetable oil, soya, takes up 120 million hectares, producing 48 million 
tonnes of soya oil.  

 Demand for edible vegetable oils has grown strongly in recent decades and palm oil planta-
tions have expanded rapidly in number and size to meet the global demand. With the expansion of 
the plantations several rainforests have been burnt and stubbed, the living space of different ani-
mal species have been destroyed or extremely damaged, and many of these animals have been 
injured, killed or displaced. 

 The practice that supports the industry, the production of palm oil in Malaysia and Indonesia 
is known for: “children as young as 8 and 9 sometimes work[…] seven days a week in treacherous 
conditions […] immigrants are lured to faraway plantations with promises of safe working condi-
tions and fair wages, only to find a kind of indentured servitude […] contributing to an atmosphere 
of violence, fear, and exploitation.” These statements, supported by investigations from Amnesty 
International, the International Labor Rights Fund, Humanity International, and others, should not 
go ignored like so many other unsavoury features of human rights violations in agricultural exploits. 
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Definition of key terms  
Palm oil  

 Palm oil is a yellow butter-like and vegetable oil gained from the fruit of the African oil palm  
 tree. It is used as an edible fat in the production of numerous products such as food (choco 
 late, cookies, soup etc.), cosmetic products (e.g. shampoo, crème) and cleaning agents as  
 well as biofuels. The qualities of palm oil are enormously beneficial to numerous in-  
 ternational companies turning it into an almost irreplaceable natural resource for the econ-
 omy.  

Palm oil plantations  

 Palm oil plantations are usually large farms or estates in humid-warm and tropical regions  
 on which numerous oil palms are cultivated in order to produce large amounts of palm oil.  
 In order to create a palm oil plantation several rainforests re stubbed and burnt leading to  
 numerous international challenges.  

Background information  
Origin & Cultivation 
 Palm oil is made from the fruits of the African oil palm tree. These trees originated in Africa, 
but are now grown around the equator in Asia, North- and South America.  
As these regions are often covered with rainforest, the areas used for the growing of African oil 
palm trees, have to be cleared.  

Land Clearing 
 This is why, according to estimates, 8% of the world’s deforestation between 1990 and 
2008 are related to the production of palm oil. The habitat of the local flora and fauna is destroyed 
without consideration and the effect on species such as the orang-utan is immense. The numbers 
of affected species decrease drastically.  
 Palm oil companies usually clear land by burning to build large plantations. This has a 
range of negative side effects.  

Environment 
 One of them is the effect on the environment. Burning of rainforest pollutes the air and re-
leases large amounts of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere.  
In the short-term, polluted air is a danger to humans and animals and in the long term, the release 
of carbon dioxide contributes to global warming.   

 Singapore suffered extreme air pollution due to fires in 2013 and Indonesia in 2015. The 
outbreak of these fires is related to land clearing by burning to build palm oil plantations. This had a 
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large impact on the local population. People died and even more still suffer from breathing condi-
tions that were caused by the extreme air pollution.  

Locals 
 The land used to build palm oil plantations is often property that is taken away from people, 
such as small farmers that cannot defend their rights, against their will and without compensation. 
As governments are unable or unwilling to deal with complaints, these people are left by them-
selves. The result of this are social issues such as unemployment and homelessness, which have 
triggered several violent protests that aim on the palm oil companies. 

Industry and Efficiency 
 The production of palm oil is, especially in developing countries, an industry that employs a 
large number of workers and pumps money, via wages and taxes, into the local economy. This is 
also a reason, why governments tend to support the palm oil companies.   

 Furthermore, when compared to other vegetable oils, such as soya oil or sunflower oil, the 
production of palm oil is more efficient. Due to a large harvest per hectare, less land is required for 
the growing of oil palms. Therefore, other vegetable oils are usually not an alternative to replace 
palm oil in foods and other products, such as bio fuel.  
  
Human Rights 
As companies try to reduce their costs by employing a cheap workforce, there have been uncov-
ered several cases where companies employed children. This is a clear violation of the human 
rights. Besides, the working conditions for the employees have often very low standards. 

Major Countries and Organisations Involved 
Exporting: Indonesia & Malaysia 
 Producing and exporting more than 50% of the world’s traded palm oil, Indonesia is the 
number one palm oil exporting country in the world. It is followed by Malaysia that produces and 
exports around 30% of the world’s traded palm oil. The local economies of both countries benefit 
from the production. However, small subjects, such as workers, are often exploited and the major 
financial benefit is received by the palm oil companies. 

Importing: India, China & the EU 
 India imports more than 20% of the world’s traded palm oil and mainly uses it to manufac-
ture second degree goods. It is followed by China which imports approximately 10% of the world’s 
traded palm oil and uses it for the same purposes. 
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 The countries of the European Union (EU) are on the third rank with an import of just below 
10% of the world’s traded palm oil. Palm oil is contained in many products within the EU. Especial-
ly biofuel is a product that is well-known for containing it.  

Round Table of Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO)  

 The Round Table of Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) was established in 2004 to promote the  
production and use of sustainable palm oil. The RSPO has introduced globally recognised   
standards for sustainable palm oil and, currently, 40% of the world’s palm oil producers are   
members of the RSPO. A product is awarded with a Certificate of Sustainable Palm Oil    
(CSPO) when it fulfils eight principles and criteria related to social, economic and envi-   
ronmental good practice. 

Relevant UN Treaties and Events 
•  Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 25th September 2015 

(A/RES/70/1) 

European Union (EU): 

• Palm oil and Deforestation of rainforests, 4th April 2017 (2016/2222(INI) 

• Commitment to Support: 100% Sustainable Palm Oil in Europe by 2020, 7th December 2015  

• The Amsterdam Declaration in Support of a Fully Sustainable Palm Oil Supply Chain by 2020, 
7th December 2015 

Previous Attempts 
Various National Palm Oil Initiatives instigated a “Commitment to support 100% Sustainable 
Palm Oil in Europe” 
 Eleven organisations signed and supported this commitment. The governments of five Eu-
ropean countries declared their support towards the project by signing the Amsterdam Palm Oil 
Declaration during the EU and Global Value Chains’ high-level conference on 7th December 2015. 
The commitment to support is also supported by seven European governments in the 'Amsterdam 
Declaration in Support of a Fully Sustainable Palm Oil Supply Chain by 2020`. 

Amsterdam Declaration in Support of a Fully Sustainable Palm Oil Supply Chain by 2020 
 A declaration signed by seven European countries that supports the private sector com-
mitment for a fully sustainable palm oil supply chain by 2020 (European Sustainable Palm Oil – 
ESPO). 
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The orangutan project  
 The sub-projects funded by TOP not only include direct orangutan conservation, such as 
orangutan rescue, rehabilitation and release programs, but also forest habitat protection and re-
generation, education,research and local community partnerships 

RSPO 
 The RSPO has more than 4,000 members worldwide (e.g. Ferrero) who represent all links 
along the palm oil supply chain. They have committed to produce, source and/or use sustainable 
palm oil certified by the RSPO. 

Possible Solutions 
 The world, at the moment, is dependent on palm oil. Stopping its production or replacing it 
for a better outcome is not possible. Consumers would be curbed in their consumption and the ef-
fect on the world-wide economy would be immense. 
 Therefore, solutions need to aim on sustainable production that saves the environment and 
supports locals. The introduction of world-wide standards which are monitored by a central organi-
sation could support this. For this, increased transparency of companies and governments would 
be beneficial. 

 Reducing the quantity of palm oil in the products can also be a solution, this would however 
be likely to reduce the total amount of palm oil produced, and therefore have a negative impact on 
the palm oil industry.  
 Besides, the efficiency and sustainability of palm oil production can be optimised even fur-
ther by research programmes. These could also aim on developing a more efficient and sustain-
able alternative for palm oil.  
 All of these solutions are costly and could have negative side effects, especially on the 
economy. Therefore it is to determine by the ECOSOC to what extent measures can be taken. 
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