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OVERVIEW 

1. Sustainable palm oil reaching fragile, critical mass 
2. Milestones passed, from crisis to opportunity 
3. Transformation model: looking back at RSPO 

• Is certification going into the right direction? 

4. Transformation model: looking forward to jurisdictional 
approaches 

5. Continued efforts needed for embedding into 
• Wider sector transformation 
• Wider landscape approaches 

6. Call to action 



1. SUSTAINABLE PALM OIL: 
REACHING CRITICAL MASS 
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CONTEXT 

• Oxfam’s mission: tackle the root causes of poverty and 
create lasting solutions 

• Oxfam’s problem analysis: growing need for palm oil 
land 

• Oxfam’s stakeholder analysis: delicate relations between 
• Market / producers 
• Small farmers / big companies 

• Reflecting on palm oil sustainability history: “never 
wasting a good crisis”? 
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SECTOR TRANSFORMATION PHASES 

Compared to other sectors, sustainable palm oil has reached critical 
mass and is getting embedded in institutions 



2. MILESTONES ALONG THE ROAD TO 
SUSTAINABLE PALM OIL, SO FAR 
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MILESTONES PASSED [1] Year Milestone 

2002 

The Association of Southeast-Asian Nations, ASEAN, signs the Agreement on 

Transboundary Haze Pollution for legally binding concerted national efforts and 

international co-operation to mitigate forest and land fires. 

2003 
Inauguration of the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil by founding NGOs, Asian 

producers and multinational companies. Formally established in April 2004. 

2005 
RSPO Principles and Criteria (P&C) developed by a multi-stakeholder process and 

adopted by its General Assembly, starting a pilot phase of two years. 

2006/07 
RSPO Verification systems adopted, enabling certification against the P&C, plus a Code 

of Conduct and reporting requirement (Annual Communications of Progress). 

2008 

First certification achieved. Maiden shipment to Rotterdam. RSPO systems for trade, 

traceability, claims and communication developed, enabling the procurement of certified 

sustainable palm oil, kick-started by certificates/credits trade (Greenpalm).  

2009 
RSPO Complaints Panel assumes its role, subsequently supported by mediation services 

from the Dispute Settlement Facility.  

2009 
World Bank Group starts a review of its palm oil investment strategy following a 

complaint to its Ombudsman, led by Forest Peoples Programme (Teoh 2010). 

2010 
NGOs continue to demand credible impact of sustainable palm oil initiatives, including 

Greenpeace’s iconic Kit Kat campaign. 

2011 
Indonesian President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono establishes first moratorium on 

deforestation with REDD+ support committed from the Norway government. 
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MILESTONES PASSED [2] Year Milestone 

2012 
First audits performed by ISPO (Indonesian Sustainable Palm Oil) to assure compliance 

with relevant Indonesian legislation. 

2013 

Wilmar and subsequently the other largest palm oil growers, traders and buyers begin to 

adopt commitments to No deforestation, No planting on carbon-rich peatlands, No 

exploitation of communities and smallholders 

2014 
Indonesia becomes the tenth and last country to ratify the ASEAN Agreement on 

Transboundary Haze Pollution 

2015 

In addition to the reviewed version of the P&C (2013), voluntary additional criteria are 

adopted in RSPO NEXT. In parallel, the Palm Oil Innovators Group develops criteria to 

verify progressive commitments. 

2015 First initiatives with a jurisdictional approach to sustainable palm oil emerge. 

2016 

Various platforms and initiatives come and go, including the Indonesian Palm Oil Pledge 

(IPOP), the Sustainable Palm Oil Manifesto (SPOM), Malaysian Sustainable Palm Oil 

(MSPO) and UNDP-facilitated Indonesian Palm Oil Platform (InPOP). 

2016 
Indonesia President Widodo instructs a five-year moratorium on new palm oil concessions 

and establishes Peatland Restoration Agency 

2017 
RSPO adopts a Smallholder strategy, a Theory of change and starts another review of its 

Principles and Criteria 
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EVOLUTION OF ENVIRONMENTAL 
SUBJECTS 

Sustainable Development 

Climate 

Ecosystems  

Orangutans  
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EVOLUTION OF SOCIAL SUBJECTS 

Sustainable Economic 
Development 

Human rights 

Communities  

Small farmers  



3. TRANSFORMATION MODEL:  
LOOKING BACK AT RSPO 
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RSPO: ASSESSING KEY ELEMENTS 

Example: RSPO   
1. Shared vision – making sustainability the new normal 
 Note: Certification is a means to an end 

2. Theory of Change – evolving from current practice 
 Note: Upscaling and mainstreaming requires incentives 

3. Roles and responsibilities – different alliances 
4. Business case – carrots and sticks > a race to the top 
5. Accountability system – mark milestones, deliver impact 
 Note: Nobody should be left sitting on the fence 

6. Backbone – multistakeholder learning and governance 
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GOING INTO THE RIGHT DIRECTION? 

• Sustainable production practices need more supporting 
rules and tools 

• Enablers do not work holistically on all sustainability 
issues 

• Alternative livelihoods remain out of scope 
• Market forces work in some sustainable value chains but 

not in others 



4. TRANSFORMATION MODEL:  
LOOKING FORWARD TO 
JURISDICTIONAL APPROACHES (J.A.) 
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J.A.: ASSESSING KEY ELEMENTS 

Example: FAIR Partnerships 
1. Shared vision – Partnerships with communities as 

business partners with land assets in mosaic landscape 
2. Theory of Change – from exploitation to inclusive green 

growth 
3. Roles and responsibilities – local/global market relations 
4. Business case – low emission rural development 
5. Accountability system – participatory evaluation 
6. Backbone – capacity building for all innovation partners 
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SECTOR “SHAPE” MODEL 

Compared to other sectors, palm oil is a hybrid with both large size as 
well small scale growers, contrary to the ideal for sustainable 
development with mosty middle-sized arrangements (diamond shape) 
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GOING INTO THE RIGHT DIRECTION? 

Conclusion: 
Continued efforts are needed for embedding sustainable 
palm oil into 

• Wider sector transformation 
• Wider landscape approaches 

 



5. CALL TO ACTION 
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CALL TO ACTION [1] 

• Palm oil communities, including farmers, should claim 
their lead role in determining and voicing their livelihood 
aspirations and building their capacities to achieve them. 

• Palm oil growers should behave as ‘guests’ in the ‘host 
community’ landscapes, engaging host communities and 
micro entrepreneurs in the development of their planting 
and milling activities, and supporting smallholder 
production as key factor in local economic growth. 

• Palm oil buyers should look beyond their commodity 
market controls and engage and reward growers in 
landscape level partnerships, supporting responsible 
sector growth. 
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CALL TO ACTION [2] 

• Palm oil traders rather than just following supply and 
demand, should take full responsibility for the commodity 
flows they handle, driving inclusive production and 
growth. 

• Palm oil investors should focus on long-term ‘triple 
bottom lines’ and direct agricultural investments to green 
and inclusive production growth opportunities. 

• Local governments should promote agricultural reform, 
notably by securing land tenure and oversight in support 
of smallholder production and growth, balancing, 
securing and enforcing land use plans. 
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CALL TO ACTION [3] 

• Platforms such as RSPO should consolidate good 
practices (including enforcement), facilitate 
dissemination of newly emerging best practices, and the 
interplay between the global expectations and support 
with the local capacities to transform and deliver.  

• Knowledge institutions should support impact 
measurement, evaluation of system safeguards and 
drawing of lessons about effective pathways of change. 

• NGOs and civil society organisations should move from 
‘no-no-no messaging’ to designing and promoting ‘yes-
please’ innovations and critically monitoring long term 
changes. 
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