
European Consumption and Malaysian Palm Oil:
A Sustainable Future Together? 

Dr. Kalyana Sundram, 
Chief Executive Officer 

Malaysian Palm Oil Council (MPOC),

Presentation at 
EPOC 2017
23 Nov 2017



EU Parliament Resolution: 
Palm Oil and Deforestation of Rain Forests

• Stop ‘deforestation’ or ‘clearing of forest’ in the tropics
• Phase out palm oil as biodiesel feedstock
Total	ban of non-sustainable palm oil (even when certified) by 2020 

• Only certified sustainable palm oil to be imported into EU after 
2020 – The Amsterdam Declaration
Palm oil must be certified by single EU-sustainability certification system

The Amsterdam Declaration, 7 December 2015, states its goal as 
“Towards eliminating deforestation within agricultural supply chains to EU”.
Denmark, France, Germany, United Kingdom, Norway, Italy, Netherlands are among 
endorsing countries 



EU: NET IMPORTER OF OILS & FATS

DEMAND FOR BIOFUELBOOSTS LOCALDEMAND

Import demand for oils and fats in this region has been on the
increasing trend due to the shortage in domestic oils and fats
production and the expansion of biofuels.

Source: Oil World, MPOC 

NET IMPORTER OFOILS & FATS

This has further strengthened the role of the region as a 
net importer of oils and fats

Palm is set to fill in the gap left between  consumption 
and production
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FEEDSTOCK FOR BIOFUEL IN EU

Source:	Oil	World
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Rapeseed	oil	is	dominant	feedstock	
accounting	for	51-63%	of	total	
production	in	2016.	

Palm	oil	is	2nd	in	terms	of	biofuel	
feedstock	use	in	the	EU.	

Used	cooking	oil	an	important	feedstock	
in	the	EU.	Its	usage	has	received	a	boost	
through	double-counting	by	member	
states.	

Important:	Biodiesel	use	in	Europe	may	not	extend	beyond	2030.
RED	2030	could	prescribe	complete	elimination	of	biodiesel	(including	from	EU	rapeseed,	for	transport	sector	and	seek	
higher	shares	from	second	generation	bioenergy	sources	(mainly	biomass)	
This	will	necessitate	the	search	for	alternate	markets	for	the	3.5	million	MT	Palm	Oil	used	in	this	sector



The EU Parliament’s Environment Committee (ENVI) voted on 23rd October to ban Palm Oil 
biofuels from Europe from 2021, as part of the EU’s Renewable Energy Directive (RED).
Is this a Violation of WTO Principles?

Calendar year Maximum share
2021 7.0%

2022 6.7%

2023 6.4%

2024 6.1%

2025 5.8%

2026 5.4%

2027 5.0%

2028 4.6%

2029 4.2%

2030 3.8%

Maximum contribution from liquid biofuels 
produced from food or feed crops to the 
EU renewable energy target

• The ENVI Committee states that competitor oilseed crops will be allowed to 
continue operating under the RED, whereas Palm Oil will be excluded. This is 
a clear case of EU discrimination against Palm Oil and 
breach of EU’s WTO commitments. 

The Europe Commission’s original proposal:
Gradual phase out of food based biofuels from 7% in 2021 to 
3.8% in 2030  

Renewable Energy Directive (RED) voting at EU Council 
before 18 January 2018
No contribution to the renewable programme from palm 
based biofuels beginning 2021.
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Building a Sustainable Future Together: Malaysian Palm Oil and European 
Consumption

Global Population Explosion 1750 -2000on 
Explosion

CO2 Emissions since the Industrial Revolution are 
in Step with Population Growth

• World population growth and CO2 emissions are 
uncannily similar

• GHG Mitigation: 
In 2014, France, Germany, EU and Malaysia all removed 
CO2 from net carbon stock

• Malaysia’s net CO2 removals are 1.7X higher than France
and 3.5X more than that of Germany

• Is this despite or because of Oil Palm cultivation?
CIGAR, the Consultative Group for International Agriculture 
Research cited in 2015, 
“oil palm for its ability to sequestrate carbon”

• Per capita CO2 emissions in Malaysia are clearly lower EU 
nations 

Let us tell this to the Czech Republic’s EU Resolution 
sponsor MEP, Katerina Konecna whose own country is 
also a bigger emitter of CO2 than Malaysia!
“In 2015, when fires were raging in Indonesia and haze was covering the 
region, nobody was doing anything about it”  MEP Katerina Konecna.



The decision by the ENVI Committee 
to exclude Palm Oil biofuels from the EU’s renewable energy future 

is unjustified, and has no basis in fact or reality. 

� Studies have shown that there is GHG emission savings when feedstock from mills using methane 
capture faculties is used as feedstock. (Also recognized by US EPA in its RFS2)

� The Friedrich Schiller University and Max Planck Institute of Economics:
“Default values for GHG savings potential of palm oil feedstock for electricity generation is >52% and 
for biodiesel it ranges 38.5-41%. 
These results therefore confirm and challenge the official default values published in the RED which is 
a mere 19%”.

But the RED Committee has opted to disregard important outputs from its 
own European respected institutions!

Expected to be tabled at the EU Parliament Plenary Session, 1st quarter of 2018

Implications:
• No demand for palm based biofuel by 2021, since no support for this feedstock;
• Possibility of cascading effect into other major markets, eg the US;
• Downward pressure on palm oil prices, due to lower demand in the EU 

(estimated at around 2 million tonnes used for biofuels); and
Negative image on palm oil as an environmentally friendly despite Certification  



The Deforestation Predicament
Deforestation: A definition that is still debated

Since 2013, EU had begun actions 
“Impact of EU Consumption on Deforestation”

� EU Experts claimed:
13 Million ha of forests lost annually (FAO stats are quoted by EU)

� But FAO’s Global Forest Assessment, 2015, cites an annual loss of just 7.6 Million ha lost matched by an 
annual reforestation rate of 4.3 million ha

� Net Annual decrease in forest area is 3.3 Million ha NOT 13 Million as cited in EU Resolution 
� A universal definition of what actually constitutes a forest remains difficult.”
� Despite these factual anomalies, the EU chooses to push forward its agenda and targets Palm Oil 

• The EU along with Western NGOs paint a very different and gloomy picture about deforestation. 
• Palm Oil Producers are handicapped and not reacting with facts. 
• Corrective measures are thus in order



EU Proposed Action against deforestation

� 12 forest risk commodities including meat, soya, corn, bio-ethanol feedstocks and palm oil 
were identified

� points towards animal grazing pastures as having the biggest impact on deforestation 
before crops as a group. 
Within agricultural commodities, it identifies palm oil as being only the third largest 
contributor to deforestation (at 8%), after soybeans (19%) and even maize (11%).

� EU has chosen to specifically target palm oil especially palm based biofuels

� Bio-Ethanol feedstocks not acted against although EU itself flagged it as a deforestation 
risk commodity 



Deforestation embodied in EU27 net imports of crop 
products, 1990 – 2008 Livestock , 

71.27%

Other Crops, …Oilseeds, 
5.25%

Oil Palm, 
0.31%

Grazing Land 71.2%

The regions that exported most deforestation 
embodied in crop products were:
• South America – 64%
• South East Asia – 23%
• Sub Saharan Africa – 12%

The single largest embodied deforestation 
crop was soybeans and soymeal accounting 
for 84% intended to support the EU’s dairy 
industry 

Soybeans and soy meal calculated to account for 
4.45Mha of deforestation embodiment, whereas 
palm oil could only account for 0.9Mha

Despite these glaring numbers it is only palm oil 
that is targeted by the EU Resolution 2017. 

In July 2017, the EU Agriculture Ministers signed a “Soya Declaration”, 
motivated primarily by Eastern European member states to support their 
own agricultural sectors including rapeseed and sunflower cultivation 

Total Agricultural Area : 5.1 Billion Hectares



For its deforestation agenda the EU Resolution relies on many 
instances on the findings of FOREST TRENDS, drawing on sloppy and 
unsubstantiated third party findings as a basis for policy advocacy

� Forest Trends quotes Hosonuma et. al.: “Agriculture alone accounts for more than 70% of all deforestation across 
tropical and sub tropical countries”
In fact Hosonuma et al. do not make this statement anywhere! They had sated that 
“Timber extraction and logging accounts for more than 70% of total degradation in Latin America and Asia” 

� Further Hosonuma et al. for their assessments on agriculture as the key driver of deforestation resort to quote Gibbs 
et al (2010) using data that was between 17 and 37 years old in 2010. These assessments do not reflect current real 
time scenarios. 

� The EU Resolution then cites 40% of global deforestation caused by conversion to large scale monoculture oil palm 
plantations, whereas
An article published in The Conservation by a network of independent European, UK researchers and academia 
who consider academic rigor as their rightful duty quoted:
“Exploring this sources of data shows that palm oil is actually responsible for only 2.3% of the world’s deforestation”. 

For all above purposes, it appears that the EU Precautionary Principle laid out in 
Article 191 of the Treaty of the Functioning of the European Union 

was conveniently ignored because it was PALM OIL



Europe Exploits its Own Forest Resources, Which is Not 
Widely Known

� EU Conference May 2017: Beyond Wood – The Multiple Services of Provided by Europe’s Forests

• European forests provide resources that are also exploited by rural EU communities 

• EU Forest based industries provide 3.5 million jobs within EU 

• Only 50% of these forests are actually certified but no clarity on their certification systems 

� How does EU exploitation of forests compare with their demands on PO producer countries?

� Obviously very little media exposure on these activities 



Worth remembering: European countries burn their peat !
Peat should be conserved wherever possible.

But to know that countries like Finnland and Sweden every 
year use millions of tonnes of peat in heating does put things 
into perspective. Other countries like Germany still use peat 
widely for gardening purposes, although alternatives exist. 

The report “Fuel Peat Industry in the EU”[1] summarizes the situation as follows:
Finland (59 % of total use), Ireland (29%) and Sweden (11%) are largest peat users, corresponding to 
99% of the total use. 
Peat is used in central heating power plants (CH) (45% of the total use), in condensing power generation 
(CP) (38%), district heating (DH) (10%) and residential heating (RH) (8%). 
The total number of power plants is 125. 
The approximate number of people receiving heating energy from peat is 1.94 million.”
These peat uses are equivalent to burning 3.3 million tons of fossil oil.
And by no means is this less GHG emitting 

Mechanized peat harvesting in East Friesland, 
Germany



EU Mandated Single Certification Scheme 
The current sustainability standards on palm oil do not meet EU 

commitment on sustainability.

� The EU Resolution called out for a Single Certification Scheme managed by EU

� The EU Commissioner however had opinion that this is not feasible and prefers 
“producer countries must manage their own”. 

� Malaysia's MSPO and Indonesia’s ISPO must quickly demonstrate that they are reliable, 
verifiable and demonstrate a systematic adherence to the stated P&Cs

� Must meet NGO demands while gaining EU accreditation 

� If this fails the EU could easily revert to imposing its Single Certification Agenda

Producer nations are also being “baited” by the offer of a FLEGT like independent 
certification scheme for each production entity. 



Sustainability certification
for smallholders has its
own specific challenges.
On average, the Malaysian
smallholder cultivating oil
palm is 55 years of age or
older. Sustainability as a
concept still is unfamiliar to
most.

There is an economic case
for palm oil: Because of the
crop´s superior yields, palm oil
is a source of income that is
essential to rural communities.
For overseas buyers in the
food, cosmetics, biofuels and
other industries, palm oil is a
valued production input.
Punishing the oil producers for
that is akin to shooting the
messenger.

There is an environmental case for
palm oil: the superior efficiency of palm
oil also makes it indispensable from a
sustainability standpoint. Meeting
growing global demand for vegetable oils
without doing severe damage to the
environment would be impossible without
palm oil.

There is a moral case for palm oil: every developed country is using the 
natural resources in its reach to improve or maintain living standards –
Norwegian petroleum, German coal and steel, French wine or Italian olives. 

Cultivation of the oil palm, a crop of unique agronomic characteristics is only 
viable in areas around the Equator. It is only natural that societies fortunate 
enough to be in the precise geography do not pass up this opportunity. 

And yes, just like European nations, we too, are entitled to develop. 
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