
Introduction

Palm oil is the world’s most 

consumed vegetable oil and is used 

in as an edible oil, processed foods 

like chocolate bars, ice cream, instant 

noodles, and margarine. Derivatives 

of palm oil are also used in cosmetics, 

soaps, shampoos and detergents.  

Oil palms yield more oil per hectare 

of land than any other crops in the 

world. They are also relatively less 

reliant on fertilizers, pesticides 

and water compared to other 

monoculture crops.

The palm oil industry is a source of 

considerable social benefi ts, as it 

provides employment in rural areas. 

There are more than one million 

workers, three million smallholders 

and many more households involved 

in palm oil production.  

Palm Oil

Facts and Figures:
Palm oil is mainly produced in South East Asia with Indonesia and Malaysia 
contributing to more than 87% of the total production of palm oil globally. 
Palm oil makes up more or less 36% (55.97 Mn MT) of the 153.53 Million 
Metric Tonne (Mn MT) of edible oil produced worldwide.1

Global consumption of palm oil stands at 49.09 Mn MT, as of 2011-12. 
Of this, India’s total palm oil consumption stands at 23%, making it the 
world’s largest consumer, followed by Indonesia and China, at 22% and 19%, 
respectively.2 

WHAT YOU SHOULD KNOW ABOUT PALM OIL USE IN INDIA
 India is the world’s largest consumer of palm oil.

 In 2011-2012, India imported about 7.2 Mn MT of palm oil, making it 
the largest importer. India imports  16% (9.90 Mn Mt Tonnes) of its 
edible oils, of  which 74% (7.3 Mn Mt Tonnes) is palm oil.3

 95% of India’s imported palm oil is used as edible oil, of which 50% is 
used in the form of cooking oil and 20 % as vanaspati. 

 India is highly dependent on Indonesia for its palm oil supply, with 
Indonesia supplying almost 73% of India’s local market (mostly in the 
form of crude palm oil, as there is no tariff on crude palm oil imported 
into India). 

 Malaysia is the second largest supplier of palm oil to India, mostly in the 
form of refi ned, bleached and deodorised palm olein (RBDPO).

 The Indian palm oil market is mostly controlled by large refi ning 
companies.

1  USDA
2  ibid
3  ibid



Main Issues involved:

The demand for palm oil is set to increase in the coming years, 
inadvertently increasing India’s footprint on the tropical forest, 
since much of the world’s palm oil is produced in tropical 
forests. 

Between 2005 and 2010, 30-40% of oil palm expansion in 
Malaysia and Indonesia occurred at the expense of natural 
forests.4 It is estimated that between 2005 and 2010, 28% of 
forest loss in Indonesia and Malaysia was due to conversion for 
large-scale palm oil production.5 

There are fi ve environmental and social risks that WWF has 
identifi ed with palm oil production:

1. Land Conversion and Biodiversity Loss

Land conversion of forests or other native habitat can 
contribute to climate change, loss of ecosystem services, 
and acute habitat degradation and biodiversity loss through 
conversion of High Conservation Value areas and forest 
fragmentation. The net change in forest area, globally, 
in the period 2000–2010 was estimated at ~5.2 million 
hectares per year (an area about the size of Costa Rica).6 
When forests shrink, so does the home of endangered 
species, such as the Sumatran tiger and rhino, elephant 
and orangutan—species which are now on the brink of 
extinction. Loss of natural forests also means loss of the 
services that forests provide, such as clean water and soil 
erosion control. When forests, vital to communities, are 
cleared, people lose their land and their livelihoods—
sometimes even their homes. 

2. Greenhouse Gas Emissions

The practice of clearing forests or draining peatlands for 
palm oil plantations, generates signifi cant carbon dioxide 

4 Gunarso, P., Eko, M. and Agus, F. “Land-use Change in the Palm Oil Sector in 
Indonesia, Malaysia and Papua New Guinea (1990–2010),” Report to the GHG 
Working Group of the Roundtable for Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO), (Kuala 
Lumpur, 2012).

5 Ibid.
6 Global Forest Resource Assessment 2010.

(C02), and the decay of palm oil mill effl uent can produce 
methane (CH4) emissions.7 15% of all human-induced 
greenhouse gas emissions are caused by deforestation, 
forest degradation and peatland emissions. Signifi cant 
sources of GHG emissions associated with oil palm are 
the use of fi res for land clearing and the emissions of 
methane from the effl  uent treatment ponds of palm oil 
mills. Although, the ASEAN countries signed the ASEAN 
Agreement on Trans-boundary Haze Pollution in 2002 
and adopted a regional policy to implement zero burning 
(ASEAN Secretariat, 2003),8 use of fi  re for clearing land 
for agriculture, continues and contributes to air pollution in 
the region. 

3. Community Displacement

Land acquisition and forest conversion in regions with 
unclear or unenforced property rights can result in 
displacement and loss of ecosystem services for local 
communities and indigenous peoples. When forests, vital to 
communities, are cleared, people lose their land and their 
livelihoods—sometimes even their homes.

4. Soil Health, Compaction and Erosion

Planting on unsuitable slopes can lead to erosion and soil 
loss.

5. Palm Oil Mill Effl uent Discharge

Palm Oil Mill Effl uent (POME) can contain signifi cant 
quantities of biological materials, nitrogen, and 
phosphorus. If this effl uent is not treated prior to discharge, 
it can negatively impact the local soils and waterways 
through de-oxygenation via eutrophication.9

7 G G.R. van der Werf, D. C. Morton, R. S. DeFries, J. G. J. Olivier, P. S. 
Kasibhatla,R. B. Jackson, G. J. Collatz and J. T. Randerson (Nov 2009), CO2 
emissions from forest loss, Nature Geoscience 2 (11): 737–738.

8 Hooijer, A., Silvius, M., Wosten, H. And Page, S.2006, Peat-CO2: Assessment 
of CO2 emissions from drained peatlands in SE Asia, Delft Hydraulics report 
Q3943.

9 Okute, Loretta Ojonoma and Isu, Nnennaya R. “The environmental impact of 
palm oil mill effl uent (pome) on some physico-chemical parameters and total 
aerobic bioload of soil at a dump site in Anyigba, Kogi State, Nigeria.” African 
Journal of Agricultural Research Vol 2. (12) pp. 656-662, December 2007.



Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) 

and WWF association
The Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) has emerged 
as the leading mainstream standard for palm oil. Established in 
2004 by WWF,10 AAK, KLK, Sainsbury’s, Unilever and others, 
the RSPO brings together more than 1000 palm oil growers, 
oil processors, manufacturers, retailers, NGOs and palm oil 
investors, who have one goal in common—promoting the 
growth and use of sustainable oil palm. 

RSPO has set standards for responsible oil palm plantations, 
coupled with an independent system for auditing plantations, 
mills and the supply chain right up to the end users. At the 
heart of the RSPO’s standards is the requirement not to clear 
primary forest or any land that is important for wildlife and 
communities. There are also standards that address soil erosion, 
pollution, health and safety, labour conditions and others that 
make up the defi nition of sustainable palm oil.

10 WWF is a founding member of the RSPO and sits on its Executive Board. 
WWF’s goals are to push for continuous improvement and strict enforcement 
of the standards so they deliver conservation gains and benefi t communities

WWF – India’s work on palm oil: 

WWF-India is promoting environmentally appropriate, socially 
benefi cial and economically viable practices in the Indian palm 
oil industry by:

 Presenting the business case for sustainable palm oil use by 
Indian companies

 Spreading awareness regarding  environmental and social 
problems associated with unsustainable palm oil 

 Mapping the supply chain for palm oil in India

 Supporting the RSPO and GreenPalm in India 

 Encouraging companies that import, trade and buy palm oil 
to join the RSPO

 Infl uencing Indian companies to commit to purchasing 
certifi ed sustainable palm oil or greenpalm certifi cates, 
based on a time-bound plan

“India is an infl uential and signifi cant new economy for sustainable palm across the world. When India does 

adopt strategic policies towards Certifi ed Sustainable Palm Oil, it will set a benchmark around the world from a 

global reputational perspective, as it clearly demonstrates the nation’s commitment and contribution towards 

international sustainable endeavours. The RSPO is committed to continuing the momentum of engagement and 

collaboration with the government of India and directly with the industry. Our outreach and advocacy efforts India 

is one of our strategic pillars for 2012 – which is to accelerate CSPO uptake amongst current demand markets 

while penetrating major new markets for sustainable palm oil.”

- Darrel Webber, Secretary General RSPO
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COMMITMENTS TO SUSTAINABLE PALM OIL
 Unilever - Already at 100% through Green Palm and to buy 

all their palm oil from traceable sources by 2020

 McDonalds’ - To use 100% sustainable palm oil by 2015

 Carrefour - Declaration to exclusively source CSPO 
and implementation of RSPO Trademark in Carrefour 
Indonesia by 2015

 Johnson-Johnson -  Already at 100% through Green Palm. 
Seek 100% Sustainable Palm Oil Procurement by 2015

 Kellogs - Already at 100% through Green Palm

 Cargill - By 2015, the palm oil products Cargill supplies to 
customers in Europe, United States, Canada and Australia 
will be 100% RSPO Certifi ed and/or originated from 
smallholder growers (excluding palm kernel oil) and by 
2020 in India and China.

Next Steps/ Looking Ahead:  

At the heart of the RSPO’s standards is the requirement to not 
clear primary forest or any land that is important for wildlife 
and communities. There are also standards that address soil 
erosion, pollution, health and safety, labour conditions and 
others that make up the defi nition of sustainable palm oil. Over 
the last few years, these initiatives have gained momentum with 
increased participation from industry players ranging from 
retailers, such as Walmart and Tesco, to manufacturers, such 
as Unilever and Nestle and to traders such as Cargill. There 
is also increasing interest from Indian companies that have 
become RSPO members and have started to explore procuring 
sustainable palm oil. The level of awareness about procuring 
CSPO is limited in India, but has started to grow since February 
2012. As of December 2012, 21 companies in India are 
registered, as members of the RSPO including Adani Wilmar, 
Godrej, Kamani Oil Industries, VVF and Ruchi Soya. 


