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Executive Summary 

This master thesis is going to reveal the actors’ perspective on the big issue of palm oil’s 

sustainability in Indonesia.  These differences confront each other in their interactions, and 

influence each other in favor or against each actor’s interest.  The views’ contestation of palm oil is 

widely acknowledged from 1990s while the oil palm three has existed in Indonesia since the late 

eighteenth century, thus it is important situating these perspectives historically.  The economic and 

environment issue are critical for the society, so it will be interesting to identify the possibility of 

views’ reconciliation.   

Research Approach 

The adoption of actor-oriented approach of Norman Long is intended to identify differing actors’ 

perspectives or ‘multiple social realities’ in palm oil issue of economic and environment 

sustainability, the fact that each stakeholders work with different understanding and interests that 

confront each other in their interactions.  In order to analyze the dynamics of these interactions, the 

concept of ‘social interface’ developed by Long is used. Interface is perceived as a site for conflict, 

incompatibility, and negotiation.  Long suggests social discourse in understanding processes of 

social interaction and negotiation.  Critical discourse analysis of Fairclough and van Dijk is used in 

this thesis.  For discourse analysis, the textual and interview is conducted to selected Indonesia 

palm oil stakeholders. 

Findings 

The actors studied in the thesis are: the Indonesian government represented by Indonesia Palm Oil 

Commission (IPOC) – Ministry of Agriculture, Astra Agro Lestari, Tolan Tiga Indonesia, 

smallholders from South Sumatra and Central Kalimantan, Greenpeace, and EU Commission. From 

the analysis, the meaning of palm oil sustainability for the government is the use of palm oil for 

economic development including jobs creation and income generation. The environmental 

sustainability is seen as part of their concern by enacting government acts, and oblige palm oil 

producer to follow ISPO standards. However, in their views the government seems to exclude the 

problem of expansion land by big company that might cause deforestation. Another thing is 

inheritance problems from previous ruler such as land conflict of indigenous people either with 

state-owned or private big estates that prone to trigger social unrest. The companies use the notion 

of ‘responsibility’ to express sustainability. The meaning of sustainability to Astra Agro Lestari is 

making the company economically sustain in the long term to be responsible for their shareholders. 

Astra Agro Lestari sets their own environmental handling standard to show their responsibility 

about environment, which can be biased to their interest.  Tolan Tiga Indonesia’s responsibility to 

the environments is shown by complying with all sets of rule and norm that is emerge around the 

palm oil industry no matter where it comes from. Smallholder from Banyuasin district, South 
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Sumatra experiences the changes from difficult life in the first time open new land under Nucleus 

Estates Smallholder program, to better income, better housing as palm oil began to produce.  The 

problem for him is how to recycling the waste from oil palm tree to be organic fertilizer. The 

independent smallholder from Katingan district, Central Kalimantan has benefited better livelihood 

thus encourage other local people like him to grow palm oil for income sustainability. He is aware 

the practice of mischievous big company as a threat to the orangutan and deforestation. For 

Greenpeace, the meaning of sustainability is preserving the nature especially when facing problem 

of climate change. Greenpeace advocates issue of environmental protections: deforestation, CO2 

emissions, the use of peatlands, and biodiversity extinction. As solution, Greenpeace proposes zero 

deforestation for any industry.  Greenpeace is skeptical on RSPO and ISPO.  While EU sharply 

focuses on the issue of sustainability in term of environmental protection and less accommodates 

the discussion on economic aspect of sustainability for Palm Oil Industry. 

Conclusions and Policy Implications 

This study shows that stakeholders vary, contested, and even conflicted in their perspectives on 

Indonesia sustainable palm oil. In this regard, actor-oriented approach shows its usefulness in 

uncovering these perspectives with some limitations of not conducting ethnographic study.  The 

economic issues in specific terms of jobs creation and income generation are relatively agreeable 

for most of the stakeholders.  However, it leaves a question of equality within society and justice 

related to the use of land for plantation. The big tension is on environmental issue i.e. deforestation, 

CO2 emission, and biodiversity. Each actor reflects different meaning of environmental 

sustainability reflects in their practices on environmental handling that manifest in the use of 

different standard that can be an entry point for reconciliation.   

From the study there are some important issues that might be useful in considering policy 

regarding palm oil sustainability:  The farmer’s dependency of production facilities and selling the 

harvest to big company should be addressed. The idea of farmer in Banyuasin district to recycle 

palm oil tree waste as organic fertilizer can be realized to give broader choice of ‘green’ plantation. 

The EU-Directives might have side effect on the supply of biofuel, in case the palm oil producers 

cannot comply with EU-Directives and shifting their market destination outside EU. Therefore, the 

EU needs to reconsider this indirect effect.  
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1. Introduction 

 

 

Palm oil is now gaining popularity as attractive commodity along with the growing demands for 

food, cosmetics, and biofuel industry.   Interestingly, palm oil grows in equator which is also rich of 

tropical forest and biodiversity. Thus, the expansion of palm oil raises a concern for the 

environment.  Therefore, this thesis is about perspectives on palm oil sustainability.  Starting with 

an introduction chapter where the features of the research are being set. Begin with section 1.1 that 

tells the background of the research, and followed with section 1.2 that elaborates the research 

objectives and posts the questions that are going to be answered by the research. The relevance of 

Indonesia’s case is discussed in section 1.2 with the discussion on methodological issue and the 

structure of the report in section 1.3 

1.1 Background 

In the Dutch colonial era about 1848, four trees of palm oil -which is native to West and Central 

Africa- were received by the Buitenzorg Botanical Gardens (later known as Bogor Botanical 

Gardens) in West Java (Henderson and Osborne 2000). Since then it developed into commercial 

plantation mostly in Sumatra colonial and later in 1957 the government of Indonesia taking over as 

a part of nationalization program.  In early years, state-owned companies dominate oil palm 

plantations as it was inherited from colonial plantation. Later, increase in the prices of Crude Palm 

Oil (CPO) has attracted investors from domestics and foreign and prompted farmers to grow oil 

palm trees.  The launching of the nucleus smallholder estate (NES) scheme accelerated expansion of 

oil palm plantations in the country. The NES scheme (Hasnah et al. 2004 , Zen et al. 2005) is a form 

of cooperation between state-owned or private companies which have capital, and smallholders 

who lack capital but can supply plentiful labor.  The successful of NES make the smallholders share 

42 percent of palm oil estates ownership.   

Over time, the oil palm has become the crop of central importance for edible oil industry, animal 

feed industry, and cosmetics. Its demand continues to explode as palm oil is the most productive at 

the least cost comparing with other vegetable oil (Wakker, 2005).  In 1980, the main vegetable oil 

on world markets was soybean, accounting for approximately a third of total consumption; the 

market share for palm oil was only 11 percent.  The market share of soybean has since fallen, with 

palm oil becoming the major consumed vegetable oil.  Following the demand for biofuel production 

which is being promoted as a controversial low carbon solution to climate large-scale, palm oil 
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receives a rise in the Crude Palm Oil (CPO) price and the demand getting undeniable.  The major 

importers of palm oil are India, China, and the EU who imported 7, 6 million, 6.7 million and 5.5 

million metric tonnes respectively (USDA 2011).  The promising future of palm oil is seen as the 

potential agricultural sectors to boost Indonesian economic development. In 2006, it was found that 

around 1.7 to 2 million people worked in the palm oil industry (Zen et al. 2006).  The number 

increase in 2010 (Supriyono 2010) when the palm oil industry employed 2,8 million laborers. 

Before the popularity of palm oil campaign, the main issues of environmentalist activists are rapid 

destruction of natural resources in the wake of modernization policies when forest, especially 

timber, and oil extraction become source of  growth  (Robinson 1986 as cited in, Peluso et al. 2008). 

During the New Order era under President Suharto, the massive environmental campaign by the 

NGO focused on illegal logging issues.  When the issue of illegal logging declined, the palm oil issues 

arise that first noted by Potter and Lee (1998a) who made relation between land clearances for 

palm oil as the cause of fires incidence.  International NGO such as Friends of the Earth (2004) 

released a publication summarize the research undertaken in Indonesia, Malaysia, and the 

Netherlands in 2003 about the impact of palm oil industry in Indonesia and its link to European 

market and UK based companies.  Greenpeace also shifted their agenda of illegal logging to palm oil.  

In 2007, Greenpeace released a publication "How the palm oil industry is cooking the climate", a 

report presenting the findings of their investigation on how the world's largest food, cosmetic, and 

biofuel companies were driving the destruction of Indonesia's rainforests and peat lands through 

the expansion of palm oil (Greenpeace 2007). The contesting views on the growing popularity of 

Indonesian palm oil is an interesting case to be studied as it is again represents the questions 

whether the economic development always at cost of environmental sustainability. 

1.2 Research: Objectives and Questions 

The master thesis will reveal actor's different views toward palm oil sustainability. These 

differences confront each other in their interactions and influence each other in favor or against 

each party’s interest.  The views’ contestations of palm oil is widely acknowledged from 1990s, thus 

it is important situating these perspectives historically.  The economic and environment issue are 

critical for the society, so it will be interesting to identify the possibility of views’ reconciliation.  

Considering the description above, I offer the following central question: 

“What are the different actors’ perspectives on the sustainability of Indonesian palm oil, 

and how can they be reconciled with each other?” 
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In order to help answer the central question, I will ask the following four groups of working sub-

questions:  

I. History of palm oil plantation in Indonesia 

a. How and when were palm oil plantations set up in the colonial era? Why were they set up? 

b. What role was played by smallholders in palm oil plantation, historically? 

c. What has been the contribution of palm oil for Indonesian development in the post-

independence era? 

 

II. History of environmentalist palm oil movement 

A brief overview of the origins of the environmentalist movement in Indonesia. How and 

when did this movement come to target palm oil? 

 

III. Stakeholders view on sustainable palm oil 

a. What is government of Indonesia’s views? 

b. What are company’s views? 

c. What are smallholders’ views? 

d. What are the environmental NGO’s views? 

e. What are the EU Commission views? 

 

IV. Policy recommendation 

a. What is the intersection or incommensurability between different actors’ perspectives?  

b. Can the different actors’ perspectives be reconciled? If yes, how? 

1.3 The Relevance of Indonesia's Case 

The choice of Indonesia as an object of case study is based on some relevance good reasons. Firstly, 

Indonesia is the biggest producer of palm oil, which will be influenced directly by any policy to 

endorse development of palm oil industry or on the contrary to stop palm oil production. Secondly, 

Palm oil plays significant role within Indonesian’s economy. The agricultural sectors contribute to 

16 percent of Indonesian GDP, and palm oil as a part of agricultural sector shared the biggest part of 

30 percent (WorldBank 2010).  Furthermore, around five millions livelihoods depend on palm oil 

farm which means palm oil has direct influence on (un)employment, poverty alleviation, local and 

regional development.  Thus, it will be impossible to simply abolish palm oil in the agriculture and 

industrial policy of Indonesia. Thirdly, Indonesia is tropical country that rich with rainforest 

therefore serves as the lung of the world, as an anchor for CO2 emissions reduction. The forests are 

rich of biodiversity to maintain ecosystem balance and a legacy for future generation. Thus the 

environment issue should be take into account. 
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1.4 Methodological Issue and Report Structure 

To answer the research question, firstly it is important to use secondary sources to gain historical 

insight of palm oil in Indonesia and its role in economic development. At the same time the 

transnational campaign by environmentalist NGO’s also needs to be revealed.   

Secondly, for understanding different actors’ perspective, I will use actor-oriented approach 

developed by Norman Long (Long 2001). The adoption of actor-oriented approach is intended to 

identify differing actors’ perspectives or ‘multiple social realities’ in palm oil issue of economic and 

environment sustainability, the fact that each stakeholders work with different understanding and 

interests that confront each other in their interactions (Long 2001 p.20).   In order to analyze the 

dynamics of these interactions, Long developed concept of ‘social interface’ that perceived interface 

is a site for conflict, incompatibility, and negotiation (Long 1999).  To gain actor’s the perspectives, 

Long suggests discourse analysis. According to Long (2001, p53) discourses may belong to 

institutions such as the discourse of sustainable palm oil belong to the government of Indonesia, the 

environmentalist, the big plantation owner, or the local community. But it is actors both individuals 

and institutional representatives who use discourses in specific arena of struggle, especially where 

actors face with each other for control over resources in pursuit of their own livelihood 

concern/interest. 

The research methods to collect qualitative data will rely on written material such as Indonesian’s 

government publication, environmentalist NGO official report, EU Commission official document, 

National Statistic Bureau, and interviews with different actors. The interviews will consist of open 

questions to capture actor’s perspectives or confirm their official written statement on the palm oil 

issue. The actors consist of: Indonesia agricultural ministry, local smallholders, domestic company, 

foreign company, European Union commission, and environmental NGO. The interview will be held 

via telephone and online technology i.e. Skype. 

This report will be organized as follows: Chapter one serves as an introduction including: the 

background, research objectives, research questions and research methodologies. Chapter two will 

discuss the theoretical framework of actor oriented approach. Chapter three discusses the 

historical study of palm oil in Indonesia, especially the role of smallholders and contribution of 

palm oil for Indonesian economy. Chapter four discusses narrative history of the emergence of 

environmentalist concern for palm oil.  Chapter five will present the actor analysis and social 

interface analysis. And finally, the conclusions for the research questions and lesson learned will be 

drawn in Chapter six.  
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2. Theoretical Framework of Actor-

Oriented Approach 

  

 

This chapter is dedicated to elaborate the basic theoretical framework that will be used in this 

research. The actor-oriented approach is chosen as a main analytical tool for this research which 

will deeply dig the perspective of the actors. Section 2.1 introduces the actor-oriented approach 

which will be followed with the explanation of actor analysis and social interface analysis in the 

section 2.2 and 2.3, and since the term sustainability become the central theme of this research the 

notion of it is also discussed in section 2.4 that comprises the development aspect and 

sustainability aspect. Finally, the methodology that will be conducted is described in section 2.5.  

2.1 Actor-Oriented Approach: An Introduction 

An actor oriented approach was introduced in 1977 by Norman Long as a new insight in 

development sociology to break the impasse in development studies that was dominated by 

“various forms of determinism, linearity, and institutional hegemony” (e.g. modernization theory, 

Neo-Marxist) (Long 2001 p.1). The modernization theory considers development as a progressive 

movement towards a more complex and integrated forms of ‘modern’ society in technological and 

institutional aspect, this process is maintained through the involvement of commodity market and a 

series of “interventions involving transfer of technology, knowledge, resources, and organizational 

and institutional form from the ‘more-developed’ world or sector or country to the ‘less-developed’ 

one” (Long 2001 p.10). These types of processes were familiar in developing countries when they 

have to setup their institutions by adopting the more established concept or even technology from 

the more developed countries. For modernization theorists, the modern age is ruled and led by 

westernizing elites, trained in the secular, bureaucratic, and entrepreneurial values of the first 

world (Rapley 2007 p.24-25).  In contrast, Marxist and neo-Marxist theories of political economy 

emphasize the capitalist behavior in exploiting nature in the development process, their aim is to 

“open up new markets, increase the level of surplus extraction and accumulate capital”(Long 2001 

p.10). Marxist and neo-Marxist portrays a process of development as an unequal process 

incorporating capitalist and non-capitalist in such a way that it brings the society into an uneven 

economic and political relations (Long 2001 p.10).  
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While these existing theories tended to be ‘people-less’ and create an impasse because of its 

inability to reveal the internal mechanism of a society, Long argued a way  out of  this impasse in 

development studies was to pay attention on the people involved in the development process. Thus, 

the adoption of an actor-oriented perspective came into urgency. It starts when one begins with an 

interest in observing different responses from two societies with similar structure of actors and 

given the relatively homogenous condition. Meaning by this, these two comparable societies have 

the same functional structure and role of the people within the societies, and both are also framed 

with similar situation, but eventually, the outcomes are different (Long 2001 p.13). Therefore, 

development sociologist start to assume that the different responses are resulted from the joint 

creation of actors, where the people involved in each society react and interact differently 

regardless their similar relational structure and condition the result of these interactions then 

create a new situation. Furthermore, Long describes that this perspective tries to explore how 

social actors are influencing each other to win the battle for gaining control over resources and 

institutional legitimacy ascribed to the interest and value of each actor (Long 2001 p.1). The battles 

are conducted within the arena where actors are attached to particular arenas; they can be situated 

within the arena (local actors) or outside the arena (external actors), while arenas here defined as 

“social locations or situations” where values and interest are being contested. (Long 2001 p.59).  

Arena emerges and can be delineated when different actors with their own values and interests 

start to touch one particular issue or resource, thus the contestation of their values and interests 

take place. 

Actor-oriented approach based on a social constructionist view. Long himself explained social 

constructionist as a perspective that focused “on the making and remaking  of  society”  through  the  

ongoing  self-transforming  actions  and  “perceptions  of  a diverse  and  interlocked  world  of  

actors” (Long 2001 p.2). Another methodological feature of social constructionist approach is the 

use of social discourse or conversational analysis in understanding processes of social interaction 

and negotiation. Furthermore, Long also elaborated the possibility of cooperation between actors 

by raising a notion of ‘collective-actors’ that touches three meanings (Long 2001 p.57-58): 1) 

Sharing common definition of a situation, common goals, interests or values, and agreeing tacitly or 

explicitly to pursue certain social action, here Long is also arguing that actors are not always 

fighting over their values and interest. There is also a possibility for them to form a coalition where 

their value and interest intersect each other; 2) Actor-network, which means the interaction 

between human and non-human component (not by group of individual) who decide to undertake 

some common endeavor. Here, Long argued that the attempt to define collective social action 

without acknowledging the constitutive role played by “materials, texts, and technologies” are 

insufficient analytically and tend to be reductionist when assuming that social action simply just an 

aggregate outcome participating individual, the attention on non-human component in this thesis 

will mainly be focused on the road and industrial infrastructure of Palm Oil Plantation; 3) 

Recognizes that social life is “replete with images, representations and categorizations of things” 

(perceived object), where institutions such as the state, the market and the community could be 

regarded and assumed as something that shape actors’ orientation and actions,.  
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2.2 Actor Analysis  

The main task of actor-oriented analysis is to identify and characterize differing actors’ practices, 

strategies and perspectives, and the specific situation in which they emerge and interplay with 

other actors and how they solve their specific problem. (Long 2001 p.20) 

In identifying actors, one must dismantle the notion of structures. It is urgent where “‘structure’ is 

“visualized as a set of external forces or conditions that delineate and/or regulate specific modes of 

action, thought to be required or necessary”(Long 2001 p.62).  It breaks old belief of development as 

something that is made available to communities from outside (cargo) or top down approach. The 

metaphor of ‘cargo approach’ is used “to produce image of powerful influence from outside who can 

exert its power into the inferior actors inside”(Long 2001 p.34).  During the process of dismantling 

this structure, one should endeavor to find all relevant actors who share common problem 

(Bosman 2004 p.266). 

Along with actors’ identification, the characteristics of lifeworlds and interactions, i.e. by study of 

the social practices of actors should be taken. Social interaction and dialogue have a deep 

influence upon our lifeworlds, in which continuous changes are constantly taking place. Lifeworlds 

itself is the term used firstly by Alfred Schutz to describe “the ‘lived-in’ and ‘taken-for-granted’ world 

of an actor” (Schutz 1967).  Long then elaborates further “lifeworlds are ‘lived-in’ and largely ‘taken-

for-granted’ social worlds centering on particular individuals.  Such  worlds  should  not  be  viewed  as   

‘cultural  backcloths’  that  frame  how individuals act, but instead as the product of an individual’s 

own constant self-assembling and  re-evaluating  of  relationships  and  experiences.  Lifeworlds  

embrace  actions,  interactions  and  meanings,  and  are  identified  with  specific  socio-geographical  

spaces  and  life histories” (Long 2001 p.241). 

Furthermore, as introduced earlier, Long suggested to apply discourse analysis as a useful way to 

explore how actors interact and interpenetrate each other. He explained, “By ‘discourse’ is meant a  

set  of  meanings  embodied  in  metaphors,  representations,  images,  narratives  and statements that 

advance a particular version of ‘the truth’ about objects, persons, events and  the  relations  between  

them”(Long 2001 p.51).  By providing a representation of reality, discourses frame our 

understanding of everyday life experiences,  and  “shape what  we  consider  to  be  the essential 

objects, persons and events of our world”(Long 2001 p.52).  However, social discourse encompasses 

not only verbal text, daily talk or public rhetoric but also non-verbal behavior, bodily expression 

and feelings, and how “people connected to specific goods, artifact and technology with particular 

social meanings and valuation” (Long 2001 p.3).  Discourse analysis allows a researcher to dig 

deeper into the actor’s motive, perception, and ideology. 

In actor analysis, social actors is defined as all social entities (individual persons, informal groups 

or interpersonal networks, organizations, collective groupings, particular national government, 

church or international organization) that have agency.  Agency is also an important property of 

actors “that enable actors to process social experience and to cope with life, even under the most 

extreme form coercion” (Long 2001 p.16).  With its human agency, actors possess knowledge, to 
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perceive problematic situations and power to make a respond even under uncertainty, limited 

information, physical or political-economic constraints.   

The notions of knowledge and power are then the main tools of agency.  Knowledge is “a cognitive 

and social construction produced and shaped by the experiences, encounters and discontinuities that 

emerge at the points of intersection between different actors’ lifeworlds”(Long 2001 p.70-71). 

Knowledge is not merely possessed and accumulated and cannot be measured precisely in terms of 

some notion of quantity or quality; it also comes from various processes of social interaction, 

communicative process. Knowledge emerges as a product of interaction, dialogue, reflexivity, and 

contests of meaning, and involves aspects of control, authority, and power. For actor-oriented 

analysis, one should note that the production and transformation of knowledge are not always done 

on the paper but also lie in the process of actors’ interaction, negotiation, and accommodation of 

one another's lifeworlds (Long 2001 p.170). 

Similar to knowledge, power is not automatically being possessed and easily accumulated (Gordon 

1980). Moreover, it is the result of “complex struggles and negotiations over authority, status, 

reputation and resources, and requires the networks of actors and constituencies”(Long 2001 p.71).  

Power is used in different ways for instance to subject people or to press an order where needed.  

 

2.3 Social Interface 

Furthermore, In order to examine the interrelations of knowledge and/or power construction in 

arenas and interfaces of contestation and negotiation, it is useful to work with the concept of ‘social 

interface’ which explores how the gaps between actor’s interest and power are mediated (Long 

2001 p.50). The notion ‘interface’ usually perceived as a two sided discussion or confrontation 

between individuals with differing interests, resources and power, however the complexity of 

interface situations cannot be underestimated. Interface analysis characterizes how actors’ goals, 

perceptions, values, interests and relationships are reinforced or reshaped by process of social 

discontinuities (Bosman 2004 p.66, Long 2001). 

The next task is to explore critical interfaces depicting contradiction or discontinuities between 

actors ‘lifeworlds. Interfaces typically occur “where  different,  and  often  conflicting,  lifeworlds  or  

social  fields  intersect,  or  more concretely,  in  social  situations  or  arenas  in  which  interactions  

become  oriented  around problems  of  bridging,  accommodating,  segregating  or  contesting  social,  

evaluative  and cognitive standpoints” (Long 2001 p.65).  In the present research, the term 

standpoint is associated with discourse of the actors which will be revealed through discourse 

analysis. 

Social interface analysis aims to explain social discontinuity and linkage in social arenas to identify 

and focuses on points of confrontation and social difference and situate within broader institutional 

and knowledge or power domains which touches the issue of sustainable development (Long 2001 

p.65-66).  In social interface analysis, actor-oriented approach identifies processes of knowledge 
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and or power construction in arenas and interfaces of contestation and negotiation.  However, 

interface also has tendency to generate conflict due to contradictory or unequal power relations. 

And the negotiations at the interface are conducted by those who represent particular interests. To 

summarize, the cornerstones of actor-oriented approach can be tabulated as follow: 

Table  2-1 The Cornerstones of Actor-oriented Approach 

Actors analysis Actor’s identification by listing relevant actors.  

Identify actor’s social discourse 

Identify lifeworlds: social-geographical spaces, actors’ agency 

Interface 

analysis  

(social interface) 

Analyze arena of contestation between representation 

Finding entry point for negotiation or reconciliation 

 

 

 

2.4 Sustainable Development  

2.4.1 Development 

Actor-oriented approach deals with issue of sustainable development which is a field with 

contentious thinking that progressed up to now. Historically, Pieterse (2001)outlined three main 

eras of development: First, the preludes of development in the 1800s and the catch-up phases from 

the mid 19th to 20th; second, the postwar Keynesian consensus around 1950-1980; and third, the 

neoliberal era of Washington consensus 1980-2000.  From the 18th century to postwar era, 

development has carried very different meanings overtime as summarized by Pieterse (2001 p.7) 

in the table below: 

Table  2-2 Meaning of development over time 

Period Perspectives Meanings of Development 

1800s Classical political economy Remedy for progress, catching-up 

1870 > Latecomers Industrialization, catching-up 

1850 > Colonial economics Resource management, trusteeship 

1940 > Development economics Economic growth – industrialization 

1950 > Modernization theory Growth, political and social modernization 

1960 > Dependency theory Accumulation-national, auto centric 

1970 > Alternative development Human flourishing 

1980 > Human development Capacitation, enlargement of people’s choices 

1980 > Neoliberalism Economic growth, structural reform, 

deregulation, liberalization, privatization 

1990 > Post-development Authoritarian engineering, disaster 

2000 Millennium Development Goals Structural reform 
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Before the World War, development (mainly in Western Europe) explores the relationship between 

agriculture and industry. In colonial economics there were an early stage of commerce by chartered 

companies, plantations, and mining, and exploitation of native or indigenous inhabitants. Thus the 

notion of development was questioned.  The more relevant development meaning to our discussion 

is that of the years after World War, this is where modernization theory takes root and start to 

dominate development thinking. In modernization, the core meaning of development was economic 

growth. Rostow (1960) argued mechanization and industrialization became important part of 

economic growth. Singer (1975) also viewed development in modernization theses as 'growth plus 

change', so as Arthur Lewis (1978) who assessed development as a transition to modern forms of 

production and economic behavior.“”  The measurement of development used national accounts 

which later well known as growth GDP per capita became standardized and accepted for all nations 

(Kuznets 1934 , Samuelson and Nordhaus 1998).  

The use of growth of GDP per capita as measurement of development become debatable as its 

adequacy depends on how objectives of development are defined.  Development is the process of 

economic and social transformation thus implies changes (Thirlwall 2006). Goutlet (1971)defines 

development objectives as life sustenance (provision of basic needs foods, clothing, shelter, health), 

self esteem (self respect, a sense of self worth which), and freedom (ability to choose).  Those also 

related to Amartya Sen’s(1999) vision that “freedom is the primary objective also principal means of 

development to remove various kinds of ‘unfreedoms’ including famine, lack of basic needs, poor 

health, lack of political liberty and civil rights.”   

GDP per capita is often used as a proxy for measuring standard of living. It means that it is not 

direct measure of standard of living, but rather than standard of living tends to increase when GDP 

per capita increases. GDP per capita is widely used because it is measured frequently on a quarterly 

basis, and consistently in technical definition used so that it can be compared between countries. As 

consequences, standard of living measured by GDP per capita relies on components to calculate 

GDP, which are total value of goods and services produced. It means the main concern of standard 

of living measured by growth GDP per capita is the fulfillment of physical basic needs (products and 

services).  As Sen(1999)argues growth GDP per capita income is only one of the means, not the end 

of development.  It is an entry point for poverty eradication.   

Using growth GDP per capita as development index is adequate if the concern of development is 

maximizing growth and rising living standard in terms of fulfillment of basic needs. However, there 

is still problematic in using growth of GDP per capita as it does not take into account distribution of 

income and the environmental and social costs. Another study by Simon Szreter(1997) revealed the 

negative consequences of rapid economic growth that may be conceptualized as a sequential model 

of the "four Ds" of disruption, deprivation, disease, and death. “The four Ds are always potential 

outcomes of rapid economic growth, but only the first 'D," disruption, is a universal concomitant of the 

process. Disruption is the disturbance in the physical and biological environment.” Deprivation 

involves the cultural negotiation of new values and norms, institutional and administrative 

destruction and construction and political conflict among the competing social groups involved 

thus imply social and political dangerous. Disease is health-threatening set of forces. The extent to 



11 

 

which the sequence of the four Ds unfolds to its final the ‘death’ is dependent on the political, 

ideological, social, and institutional history of that country. 

Another way to measure development can be found in Dependency theory that was popular in 

1960s as reaction against modernization theory with its well known economist Paul Baran.  He 

argued (Baran 1957)the first world actually hindered the emergence from poverty of the third 

world. By siphoning surplus away from the third world, the first world enriched itself.  By keeping 

the third world underdeveloped, the ruling bourgeoisies of the first world ensured a ready market 

for their finished goods and a cheap supply of raw materials for their factories. Early version of 

dependency theory were inclined to claim that third world countries would remain locked into 

“classical dependence,” producing primary goods and importing finished good(Rapley 2007). 

The alternative development introduced new meanings of development focused on social and 

community development, with human flourishing or capacitation (Friedman 1992). UNDP 

promoted human development as the 'enlargement of people's choices'(UNDP 1997).At the same 

time, Neoliberalism as famous perspectives of development came around. It found resurgence by 

late of 1970s, when excesses and abuse of led state development disappointed some of developing 

countries. Pioneered by Anne Krueger (Rapley 2007) the new political economy took the 

neoclassical assumption that humans are rational utility maximizers. This view strengthened by 

world political leader in which election of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan intensified third 

world countries into accepting neoclassical policies for development. Neoclassical theory has been 

embodied in structural adjustment program (SAP). Essentially, SAP seeks to make both the state 

and the market more efficient to accelerate growth and eliminate waste. It embodies the goals of 

neoclassical theory which places the market at centre stage, assigns the state a secondary role in 

development, and puts its faith in the potential of unfettered individual initiative, creativity, and 

ingenuity to innovate and become entrepreneur.  SAPs aim to remove perceived structural 

blockages to the efficient operation of markets. SAPs usually included such elements as fiscal 

austerity and disinflationary policies, the privatization of state-owned enterprise, trade 

liberalization, currency devaluation, and the general deregulation of economy, including financial 

and labor market deregulation. 

Post-development thinking puts forth an anti-development position that accused the state as 

authoritarian engineering, thus the goals economic growth is negative, and the results is a failure or 

disaster for the majority of the population(Pieterse 2001 p.7). In September 2000, 147 heads of 

state met at the United Nations (UN) headquarters to resolve action on the most pressing problems 

of humanity and nature. To underscore their commitment, they set numerical targets and deadlines 

to measure performance. These are the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) with Jeffrey Sachs 

as the main architect, and they span a large range of topics, including poverty, infectious disease, 

education, and gender equality(Attaran 2005).Development Goals the dominant tendency has been 

to relegate questions of social development to poverty alleviation. 
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2.4.2 Sustainability 

Speaking of development cannot be separated from the sustainability concept, as this is the critical 

point of clash between environmental and economic interest take place.  Given any meaning in the 

concept and implementation, up till now sustainability still becomes contentious field of studies, the 

notions of sustainability that will be used as an analytical tool in this research is Brundtland. 

Announced in 1987 by the United Nations Brundtland Commission (Brundtland 1987), the notion 

of sustainable development emerges, “that which meets all the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” Sustainable development is 

a continued process of change in which the exploitation of resources, the direction of investments, 

the orientation of technological development and institutional change are made consistent with 

future as well as present needs.  Followed by the United Nations on Rio Conference on Sustainable 

Development in 1992 institutionalized the use of sustainable to indicate environmental goodness, 

which then has morphed noun sustainability(Appleton 2006). 

2.5 Methodology of Research 

This thesis will figure out the perspectives on sustainable palm oil amongst Indonesian palm oil 

stakeholders. To gain the perspectives, the research will conduct discourse analysis. Discourse 

refers to expressing oneself using words or Gee (1999) stated as language in-used enacted activities 

and identities. Discourse can be in the form of verbal, written or spoken language or non verbal 

such as architectural style, dress, ways of acting, feeling, believing, valueing, and using various 

objects, symbols, tools, technologies (Gee 1999 , Long 2001). However, in this research the 

attention is primarily to the language of text and interview and leaves the non-verbal things out of 

consideration. Discourse analysis used in this thesis is not aimed in specific analysis of the theory of 

grammar of the data, but to have points in contributing to the understanding the different 

perspectives of stakeholders in important issues and problems of sustainable palm oil.  

So, to conduct discourse analysis in the thesis I will do some steps: First, choosing relevant actors 

that represent the list of actors in the research area (Indonesian palm oil stakeholders). Zen (2005) 

maps the Indonesian palm oil stakeholders comprise of state-owned estates, private estates, 

smallholders estates. For the thesis I will add environmentalist NGO as sustainability issue engage 

with environment sustainability, Indonesian palm oil association that collectively represents a 

group of palm oil holders, and the Energy Commission of European Union who has interest in 

sustainable palm oil issue. 

According to Long (2001, p53) discourses may belong to institutions such as the discourse of 

sustainable palm oil belong to the government of Indonesia, the Energy Commission of European 

Union, the big plantation owner, or the local community. But it is actors both individuals and 

institutional representatives who use discourses in specific arena of struggle, especially where 

actors face with each other for control over resources in pursuit of their own livelihood 

concern/interest. The confrontation between actors (such as the government of Indonesia, the 
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environmentalist NGO, big palm oil estates) and their ideas perpetuate or transform dominant 

discourse. 

Second, textual analysis by studying the documents or publication related to the issue of 

Indonesian palm oil either released officially by the stakeholders or main issues in the newspapers 

primarily from the year of 2004, as since this year the international environmentalist NGO (started 

by Friends of the Earth) begin to publish their report on palm oil and the environment.  To seek the 

points from discourse analysis, this thesis will use the critical discourse analysis (CDA) framework. 

CDA objective is to perceive language use as social practice.  CDA consider social context into 

account and explores the links between textual structures and their function in interaction within 

the society. 'Critical' implies showing connections and causes which are hidden. For instance, when 

we are talking about sustainability words such as pollution, deforestation, or conservation, we use 

linguistic elements, but this is only part of the whole sustainability. Therefore the relationship 

between language and society does not observe a one to one correspondence; rather the society is 

the whole and language is a part of it.   

Fairclough (1995) depicts three dimension of CDA: Description is the stage which is concerned 

with formal properties of the text (e.g. grammar), as stated above this thesis will not focus in the 

grammatical things but will list the outline of text. Interpretation is concerned with the 

relationship between text and interaction e.g. in what way the discourse is produced and how this 

effects interpretation.  Explanation is concerned with the relationship between interaction and 

social context and their social effects.  Explanation of socio-cultural context will require 

ethnographic study that is not the scope of this master thesis. Thus, the interpretation and 

explanation will rely on the available written historical and other information i.e. the profile of 

actors available from documents. 

According to van Dijk (1996) CDA does not have a rigid theoretical framework or methodology as it 

is a shared perspective encompassing a range of approaches instead of one school of thought, the 

researcher has to synthesis the framework to best fulfill the needs of research.  Thus, for the thesis 

CDA starts by data selection of relevant text to be analyzed.  This is done by studying the documents 

(at least two documents) or publication related to the issue of Indonesian palm oil either released 

officially by the stakeholders or main issues in the newspapers primarily from the year of 2004, as 

since this year the international environmentalist NGO (started by Friends of the Earth) begin to 

publish their report on palm oil and the environment.  Then data analysis will be done by thorough 

reading to the passage, write the outline, and summarize the overall theme.  Interpretation and 

explanation are done by attaching social context to the text, for instance when the text produced, 

for what occasion, where the text published, who is intended to be audience, what political setting, 

and so on. 

Another tools for discourse analysis is done by interview.  The interview is aimed to confirm the 

statements of actors within the text. Interviews also conducted to directly ask his opinion, 

perceptions of issues related to sustainable palm oil.  By interview, the opinion of actors about 

current issue which is not covered in their written publication can be revealed i.e. moratorium Oslo.  
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In this research, interview becomes a mean to dig information from smallholders, in this case 

farmer, who has no written publication.  Interviews are conducted via telephone or online 

technology (i.e. Skype), thus the analysis of interview data will not consider emotion or gestures 

that difficult to catch with this type of interview.  Before the interview, the textual study is done to 

gain preliminary information about public statements of an actor.  Then straightforward questions 

are compiled in semi-structure manner.   

The result of text and interview analysis is mapped in actor-oriented approach for actor analysis 

and interface analysis.  In actor analysis, this research will figure out identification of actors or 

stakeholders involved in Indonesian palm oil sector.  Then the process of identifying the discourse 

that each actor has and their opinion of sustainability palm oil and related issues.  From the study, 

the actor’s lifeworlds (geographical spaces, and agency) can be revealed.  For interface analysis, the 

study will analyze arena of contestation between different discourses the relation of powers. To 

summarize, the methodology in conducting the research is depicted as follow: 

  

 

Figure  2-1 Methodology in doing the research 
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3. History of Indonesian Palm Oil  

 

 

This chapter concerns with review of literature study on the history of Indonesian Palm Oil.  The 

historical discussion is addressed to give understanding on the presence of palm oil in Indonesia 

and its development which is not native plantation but emerge as significant agricultural sector. 

Section 3.1 starts with introduction to palm oil, its native habitat, its usage for everyday life and a 

brief description the use of palm oil for industry. Then section 3.2 reviews the palm oil in the 

Colonial Era, the first seed plant in Netherland-Indies and its cultivation under the Dutch 

government in Sumatra Island. Continued with section 3.3 discuss the palm oil in Indonesia's 

economy after Indonesia proclaimed its independence. This section is divided into sub sections. Sub 

section 3.3.1 explains the palm oil estates including state-owned, private, independent, and nucleus 

estates. The nucleus small holder estate fairly discussed in this subsection as it is an embryo for the 

majority of smallholder estates. Sub section 3.3.2 reviews the potential world market that provides 

opportunity for palm oil expansion. Sub section 3.3.3 presents the contribution of palm oil for 

Indonesia. 

3.1 Introduction to Palm Oil 

The oil palm tree belongs to Arecaceae family with botanical classification Elaeis guineensis 

(Hartley 1967). The fruit produce two valuable vegetable oils:  palm oil and palm-kernel oil. The 

palm oil that extractable from the outer flesh (mesocarp) of the ripe fruit weighting approximately 

20 percent of the fruit’s total and 5 percent from the palm kernel oil of the nut.  The oil palm has a 

life-span of about 25 years for commercial purposes. Its productivity combined with a perennial oil 

source made palm oil dominant in the total world’s production of vegetable oils.  Discovered by 

James Welsh in early 1589, palm oil was used to make soap (Raymond 1963). Then, in  the  early  

1800s, Michel  Eugène  Chevreul  revealed  that  oils  and  fats  were  compounds  of  fatty  acids and  

glycerin,  and  in  the  process  of  hydrolysis the fatty acids then liberated combined with the alkali 

to form sodium salts, possessing the lathering and cleansing properties of soap for larger scale 

manufacturing operation of soap industry. The soap industry was driven in the first half of the 19th 

century by the consequences of greater urban industrial life where it had previously been a luxury.  
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In 1813, Chevreul again discovered a fatty acid that he called ‘margarine’ (Greek: margarites means 

a pearl).  The production of butter from palm oil was also endorsed by Napoleon III in the late 

1860s when he asked French  chemists to prepare a product that could substitute for butter but 

would be cheaper as butter from milk was not only expensive but  supplies  were  not  sufficient  to  

satisfy  a  rapidly  increasing  urban  population caused the French working-man’s diet was short of 

fat (Syuvenberg 1969). The  demand  for  palm  oils  soon  exceeded  the  supply from West and 

Central Africa and led to the development of the oil palm as  an  international  plantation crop.  Due 

to the advancement of science and technology, the use and manufacturing of palm oil becomes 

enormously vary as showed in Appendix B. 

3.2 Palm Oil in the Colonial Era 

Portugal pioneered European trade with Asia at the end of the fifteenth century, their trade in Asia   

declined in the seventeenth century.  The Dutch took over the trade monopoly with Japan in 1639 

and captured Malacca in 1641.  The  Dutch  Company  (VOC)  accounted  for 45  per  cent  of  the  

European  voyages  to  Asia from  1500  to  1800. In 1602, VOC was given a monopoly charter by the 

Dutch government to organize trade with heavy capital (Maddison 2006).  Beginning at 

seventeenth century, for about a hundred years three-quarters of Dutch exports from Asia 

consisted of spices and pepper with high profit margin on spices. Pepper production was expanded 

in Java and Sumatra in competition with India. Until the end of the seventeenth century, the relative 

importance of spices and pepper had fallen and the most important exports to Europe were silk and 

cotton from China and India. The Dutch government then took over VOC and established colony in 

Netherland-Indies (Indonesia’s name officially used after independence from the Dutch in 1945). 

For intensive development of tropical crops from Netherland-Indies, the Dutch implement two 

phases of policy in the nineteenth and twentieth century’s.  The first phase from 1830 to 1870 

called ‘cultuurstelsel’ or ‘cultivation system’, the practices were indigenous income exercised by 

forced delivery of crops or compulsory labor service.  Income of indigenous people rose  very  little, 

but the Dutch share of GDP rose  from  2  to  nearly  7  per  cent  and  the number  of  resident  Dutch  

nationals in Netherland-Indies rose fivefold.  Half  of  the  revenue  remitted  to  the  Netherlands 

and the Dutch King received income from his monopoly  in  shipping  export  crops (Maddison 

2006).  The second phase from 1870 to 1929 called ‘the plantation economy’, the Dutch 

authorities decided to open the colony to private enterprise and investment.  Since then there was 

rapid development of new commodity exports (petroleum, rubber, and tin) from Sumatra.  The 

income of Dutch resident rose to 50 times that of the indigenous population.  This raised the 

discussion of exploitative character of the colonial regime and the government to make a start on a 

so-called ‘ethical’ policy in 1900, which theoretically was intended to raise native welfare.  Using 

the momentum of plantation economy policy, in 1911 Belgian firm undertook commercial 

development of large plantation in Sumatra.  

Seed  from  the  Sumatran  plantations  was  the  source  for the expansion of large-scale  planting  in  

Malaysia  in  1917 (Raymond 1963). Years before in about 1848, four trees were received by the 
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Buitenzorg Botanical Gardens in Java.  These  four  trees  provided  seed  for  all  the  oil palms  

grown  in  the  Far  East, where  they  flourished  as well as their  native  Africa.  However, by the 

large attraction of palm oil prices in world markets, the Dutch government decided to start 

cultivation. In 1911 the first estates were opened on the east coast of Sumatra.  The expansion of oil 

palms in Sumatra is due to factors of suitable altitude relief, drainage, and rainfall, and the 

accessibility by several rail lines, existed there years before as service for other plantation crops. 

The new railroad to support palm oil industry first developed in the decade 1910-1920  (Deasy 

1942). The Dutch government applied transmigration policy to employ cheap workers in Sumatra 

or Kalimantan plantation. Transmigration (Jones 1979) is a program of transporting millions of 

people from the overcrowded islands especially from Java island to settlement areas in the outer 

islands of Sumatra, Kalimantan (Borneo), Sulawesi (formerly the Celebes). Until 1932 the Dutch 

government maintained a ‘coolie’ (Merriam-Webster 2011) an unskilled laborer or porter usually 

in or from the Far East hired for low or subsistence wages, which bolstered the supply of cheap 

labor to plantations mainly  in  Sumatra and enforced penal sanctions on runaway workers. 

During the years 1910 to 1914 only about 2630 km2, in 1919 after the World War I this rose to 

6,920 km2 until 1936 the total planted area was 75,000 km2 (G.vE. 1938).  The Netherlands Indies 

palm oil is especially suitable for food stuff as it has a low percentage of alkali. It has been used as a 

substitute for lard in shortenings and in the manufacture of oleomargarine.  Palm oil’s production in 

Sumatra has increased from a few thousand metric tons in the early 1900’s to almost two hundred 

thousand metric tons in 1937 and that year over 40 per cent of the total export of that commodity 

was originating from Sumatra.  By 1937, the oil palm had risen to a position of  supremacy with  

rubber in the  agricultural  economy of  the  Netherland-Indies (Deasy 1942). 

 

Figure  3-1 World Exports of Palm Oil from Netherland Indies. Source: (Deasy 1942) 

During the Japanese occupation 1942-1945, the development of palm oil entered a phase of 

stagnation and deterioration; part of palm oil plantation was overhauled to cultivate basic food due 

to food crisis as a result of the war between Japan and its opponents. 
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3.3 Palm Oil in Indonesia’s Economy 

After Indonesia proclaimed its independence in 17 August 1945, the Dutch plantation system 

collapsed, and all of the colonial plantations were nationalized under the State Plantation Company 

(Perusahaan Perkebunan Negara - PPN).  In 1946 during early year of independence, many estate 

workers were still eating palm oil as a staple food and using hemp sacks for clothing.  During this 

year, physical revolution and gunfire still occurred between Indonesian lascar and the Dutch who 

desired to reoccupy Indonesia. Initially, the lascars acquired arms by raiding wartime supplies and 

when these supplies were depleted, plantation products became important as barter for weapons 

and other necessities procured across the Malaccan Straits. Thus  the  incentive  to  increase 

plantation production was strong,  and local lascar units used production from the big  rubber and 

oil palm plantations in their territories (Langenberg 1974 as cited in, Stoler 1988).   

During the Old Order regime under President Sukarno, the production of palm oil was declined as a 

result of political instability and war.  Until the end of Old Order in 1967, the majority of oil palm 

plantation about 65,573 ha area was maintained by state-owned company (PPN), the total 

plantation were no more than 106,000 ha (Gelder 2004). President Sukarno promoted an 

isolationist policy during the period of Guided Democracy, thus foreign investment in the estate 

agriculture was not encouraged (Robinson 1986).  The state had limited resources to promote 

agricultural development, the priority was given to rice production for food security and the 

development of plantation in outer island of Java was discouraged.  Although President Sukarno 

endorsed of moving 1, 5 million people per year from Java island, labor migration program was 

impeded due to lack of financial support (Swasono 1969).   

The changes in palm oil sector were led by the New Order under President Suharto, the government 

aggressively expanded palm oil plantation mainly in Sumatra to reach 176,408 ha in 1979 through 

direct investment in state-owned company named PT. Perkebunan Nusantara (PTPN) (Casson 

2000).  President Suharto has continued and accelerated the transmigration program, Suharto 

reportedly to have an obsession interest in transmigration (Budiardjo 1986).  In 1974, the price of 

palm oil rebounded very high in international market so that efforts were made to boost palm oil 

production.  Dedicated for this purpose, the government promoted transmigration scheme known 

as Perkebunan Inti Rakyat (PIR) or Nucleus Estate and Smallholders (NES).   

The oil palm grows well where it is hot all the year between 25 and 28 Celsius degree. It needs a lot 

of sunshine and plentiful of rain. Successful oil palm cultivation cannot be attained in areas of high 

altitude or rugged relief, it needs a flat and permeable soil as the oil palm does not grow well if 

water remains around its roots for too long (Deasy 1942 , FAO 2011).  Inherit from Dutch colonial 

plantations on the island of Sumatra, until today the island is still home to the majority of the 

national palm crop with 65 percent of total palm oil production with more than 5 million hectares 

area.  However, in recent years Indonesia has successfully encouraged expansion of the crop to 

other islands of Kalimantan, Sulawesi and Papua. Kalimantan and Sulawesi in particular have 

experienced strong development, averaging 21 percent or 2,7 million hectares in Kalimantan and 2 
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percent palm oil area or around 0,3 million hectares in Sulawesi until 2010, while new plantation in 

Papua contribute 1 percent or the total around 58 thousands hectares (Agriculture 2010). 

Sumatra
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Figure  3-2 Indonesia’s regional palm oil production 2010. Source: Ministry of Agriculture (2010) 

  

3.3.1 Palm Oil Estates: State-owned, Private, Independent, and Nucleus Estates 

In early years, state-owned companies dominate oil palm plantations as it was inherited from 

colonial plantation. Later, increase in the prices of Crude Palm Oil (CPO) has attracted investors 

from domestics and foreign and prompted farmers to grow oil palm trees.  The launching of the 

nucleus smallholder estate (NES) scheme accelerated expansion of oil palm plantations in the 

country.   After monetary crisis in 1997, the change was faster when a number of investors mainly 

from Malaysia began to invest heavily in oil palm plantations in Indonesia. The private sector began 

to take over with largest investment.  They acquired plantations from local companies facing 

financial problems as a result of the crisis or opened new plantation.  Both, the impressive 

achievement of NES scheme and aggressive investment by domestic and foreign investors has made 

state-owned estates are no longer the largest oil palm plantations in the country especially since 

1990. 

The organization of oil palm production on Indonesian estates is usually arranged on traditional 

lines.  President Commissioner usually heads big domestic and foreign estates, with daily 

management is undertaken by president director.  The head office administration is in charge of 

specialist visiting agents, consultants, and appropriate technical and clerical staff.  Regional 

operations are controlled by a local manager and productions are supervised by supervisor. Some 
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workers are fully employed while others are hired through third party or contractors for particular 

tasks. Big holders usually also have CPO mills that serving several estates. (Zen et al. 2005) 

The smallholders consist of nucleus estates under NES scheme and independent or individual oil 

palm smallholdings.  The NES scheme is a form of cooperation between state-owned or private 

companies which have capital, and smallholders who lack capital but can supply plentiful labor.  

The idea is to provide “a package of management, technology, service, supply inputs, and processing 

for the purpose of smallholder development. State-owned  or  private  companies  (known  as  the 

nucleus)  prepared  plots  of  land  for  smallholders  located  nearby” (Hasnah et al. 2004 , Zen et al. 

2005).  Usually after 3 to 4 years, as these  plots matured, the operation of the land was transferred 

to the smallholders  (known  as  the  plasma)  who  developed  the  plantations  under  the 

supervision of the nucleus companies that are required to purchase their oil palm fruit fresh 

bunches. 

For the organization of nucleus estate smallholders, in the beginning the plasma is planted by 

contractors, sometimes settlers were designated as workers. Once palm oil production begins, 

separate plasma package is allocated to settlers, who operate them personally or hire others.  But 

overall management remains under the nucleus estate (state-owned or private) until development 

costs and interest are recovered through subtracting 30% from smallholders’ harvesting revenues. 

This deduction covers loan expenses, costs of harvesting, transportation and fertilizer. When costs 

have been repaid plasma smallholders receive their titles to land. (Barlow et al. 2003) 

Five types of nucleus estate were established from the beginning in 1978 including: ‘Local NES’ 

started from 1978, on government estates only. The program was intended solely for local farmers 

surrounding estates. Each settler allocated 2 hectares of oil palm, with all settler land being given 

by the local farmers in return for their inclusion. The performance of the program was poor as 

during firs 4 years the settlers lacked of food crops. The government stipulated 30% deduction of 

income for loans repayment. Many settlers abandoned their lands or selling them to rich traders. 

(Zen et al. 2005) 

‘Assisted NES’ was started from 1984, on government and private estates, partly funded by World 

Bank and Asian Development Bank. The priorities were first for locals and second for 

transmigrants. Each settler allocated 2 hectares for oil palm and 1 hectare for food crops including 

housing area. Public facilities such as schools, health centers, markets, roads were also provided.  

'Special NES' was started from 1984, on government and private estates, funded by Indonesian 

government. Priorities were given first for transmigrants and second for locals. Each settler 

allocated 2 hectares for oil palm and 1 hectares for food crops and additional of 35m2 for housing.    

'Accelerated NES' was started from 1984, on government and private estates, funded by 

Indonesian government. The program was intended for transmigrants only.  Areas and other 

facilities are similar to 'Special NES' program.  'NES Trans' was started from 1986 to replace all 

previous program, on government and private estates, funded by Indonesian government with 

interest of KKPA loans. The performance of these four programs was considered reasonably well. 
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Fewer settlers left the plasma, and once trees began to produce income was better for participants. 

However, there is problem with cultivating food crops as the condition of land was not suitable for 

these. Following rules relaxation from 1997, settlers also planted 1 hectare of food crops allocation 

with oil palm trees, and yields higher to improve their incomes and enabled for loans repayment. 

(Zen et al. 2005) 

The organization of individual oil palm smallholdings is like that of traditional small farms. They 

produce crops of low yield and quality, selling them at poor prices to local mills. Thus official 

intervened in providing credit and technical advices to improve the planting. Independent oil palm 

smallholders responded actively as they saw profitability of oil palm cultivation.  The independent 

and plasma smallholders continued to plant new individual areas of oil palm so that the 

development of palm oil plantation significantly increased by more than 500 percent during the last 

30 years as depicted in the figure 3.4 below: 

Percentage of Palm Oil Estates, comparison between 1970 and 2010 

 

 

Figure  3-3 Palm Oil Estates Owner 1970 - 2010.  Source: Direktorat Jenderal Bina Produksi Perkebunan 

(Ditjenbun 2010) 
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3.3.2 Potential World Market  

The global market for palm oil has experienced rapid growth in recent decades; it occupies almost 

40 percent of world’s vegetable oils market as depicted in figure 3.4. Demand for palm oil has 

further continued to increase in recent years as many countries are shifting away from the use of 

trans-fats to healthier alternatives (Hayes 2010). Trans-fats are often used in the place of natural 

solid fats and liquid oils in the production of commercial food, particularly fast food, snacks, and 

baked-goods industries. Artificial and synthetic trans-fats are created by the processed food 

industry from partially hydrogenating unsaturated plant fats. Palm oil is one of the few highly 

saturated vegetable fats that are semi-solid at room temperature, thus suitable as trans-fat 

substitution; more over its production is relatively low cost.   

The demand for palm oil as substitute of trans-fat has increased significantly; palm oil is tasteless 

and odorless and does not require hydrogenation to achieve a solid state. These make palm oil ideal 

for margarine, baked goods and packaged goods; it becomes strong competitor with vegetable oils 

made from soybeans and rapeseed that require hydrogenation to achieve a solid state. In addition, 

palm oil is tolerant to high heat making it useful in the fried food and fast food industries (APOC 

2011).  Palm oil also used as an ingredient in non edible products including in the production of 

bio-fuel, soaps, detergents and surfactants, cosmetics, pharmaceuticals and a wide variety of other 

household and industrial products.  

 

 

Figure  3-4 World's shared of vegetable oils' supply. Source: United States Department of Agriculture (USDA 

2011a) 

In 1980, the main vegetable oil on world markets was soybean, accounting for approximately a 

third of total consumption; the market share for palm oil was only 11 percent.  The market share of 

soybean has since fallen, with palm oil becoming the major consumed vegetable oil.  In 30 years, 

palm oil consumption has increased more than tenfold from 4.5 to 45 million (WorldGrowth 2011).  

In 2009, the world consumed approximately 6.5 kilograms of palm oil per capita annually (FAPRI 

2010a).   Currently, palm oil and palm kernel oil supply around 55 thousands metric tonnes of 



23 

 

global vegetable oils’ production followed by soybean oil and rapeseed (Appendix B).  Major 

exporters of palm oil include Indonesia and Malaysia who exported 25.4 and 18.4 million metric 

tonnes, respectively (Appendix C). 

 

Figure  3-5 Palm Oil: world supply by producer countries. 

The major importers of palm oil are India, China, and the EU who imported 7, 6 million, 6.7 million 

and 5.5 million metric tonnes, respectively (Appendix D).  India surpassed China as the world’s 

biggest buyer of palm oil as rising incomes increased demand for fried and processed foods and 

drought reduced domestic cooking oil production (Abraham 2010).  India’s demand will continue to 

grow as population increase and reduction in import tax (figure 3.6). India relies on overseas 

supplies to meet more than half its edible oil demand, the palm oil accounts for 80 percent of the 

country’s total cooking fat purchases (Abraham 2010).  Future economic growth in India and China 

will increase the demand for imported vegetable oils. 

Further demand of palm oil is also stimulated by biofuel industry which is now still in low 

percentage used of energy.  Approximately 95 percent of the world’s energy consumption is 

sourced from fossil fuels and the rest 5 percent from biofuel, by 2030 energy consumption is 

expected to increase by a further 50 percent  (EIA 2010). Biofuel are liquid fuels for road vehicles 

and include bioethanol made from crops such as cereals and sugar cane and biodiesel originating 

mainly from rapeseed, palm oil and soya oil.  Although dependent on government policies, the 

increased use of bio-fuels is expected to facilitate further demand growth for palm oil.   By the 
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implementation of antidumping and countervailing duties by the EU and the domestic consumption 

mandates, the EU is the world’s largest biodiesel industry and markets. Pushed by the biofuel 

target, consumption continues to grow 4.0 billion gallons in 2019 (FAPRI 2010b).  However, palm 

oils penetration of the bio-fuel market has been hindered by European Union protectionist policies 

against the importation of palm oil for use as a biofuel.  In 2008, the European Parliament issued 

the Renewable Energy Directive restricted the use of palm oil based bio-fuels, due to environmental 

and social concerns.  

 

Figure  3-6 Palm oil importers’ countries. Source United States Department of Agriculture (USDA 2011b) 

3.4 Contribution of Palm Oil for Indonesia 

Agriculture sector currently accounts for 16 percent of Indonesian national GDP (WorldBank 

2010), decline from 50 percent in 1960s and 23 percent in 1980s  (figure 3.7).  Such declines are 

characteristic of developing countries that in favor of industrialization and it is generally 

considered a worrying as the majority of the people are living in rural areas.  Agricultural trade is 

increasingly important for Indonesia as it is the world’s largest exporter of palm oil (Appendix E). 

Palm Oil’s is Indonesia’s second largest agricultural product after rice (paddies).  In 2010, Indonesia 
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produced over 19 million tonnes of palm oil (Appendix F). For the last decade, palm oil has been 

Indonesia’s most significant agricultural export. 

 

Figure  3-7 Agriculture value added (% of GDP). Source the World Bank (2010) 

 

The International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) found that the poorest people in rural 

areas tend to be farm laborers working on other peoples land, and smallholders on small plots of 

land less than 0.5 hectares. In 2009, of 32.5 million Indonesians living below the national poverty 

line, 20.6 million were located in rural areas (BPS 2010).  For job creations, palm oil sectors is 

considered to be labor intensive and absorbs workers from any education level, since the major 

tasks are working on the estates to cultivate and harvest, and operational worker in the mills 

(Casson 2000).  Statistically, in 2006 it was found that around 1.7 to 2 million people worked in the 

palm oil industry (Zen et al. 2006). The number increase in 2010 (Supriyono 2010) when the palm 

oil industry employed 2,8 million laborers who work on the estates, out of which 1,6 million are 

smallholders (NES and independent) who work on their own oil palm plantation.  The palm oil 

industry makes a substantial contribution to rural incomes, particularly small land holders, over 42 

percent of total palm oil plantations were owned by smallholders, with a further 50 percent owned 

by private plantations, the remaining less than 10 percent is owned by government (Ditjenbun 

2010). However, palm oil estates establishment has been a cause of many disputes between 

plantation owners and local people. The conflict mainly stem from the changes in resource 

governance during President Suharto, the government claiming sole jurisdiction over 74 percent of 

all land in Indonesia (Gordon 1998) while indigenous people have historically not been granted 

legal land rights except based on customary order for a long period of time.  These customary rights 

have often been ignored often without proper compensation that resulted in conflicts (McCarthy 

2009).  
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Conclusion 

Chapter three reviews the history of Indonesian palm oil -which is native to tropical Africa-and it’s 

expansion in Indonesia. In 1848 under the Dutch colonial era, four trees were planted by the 

Buitenzorg Botanical Gardens in Java. Because of the large attraction of palm oil prices in world 

market, the Dutch government started cultivation in Sumatra Island. After Indonesia's 

independence, the colonial estates were nationalized. In 1970, President Suharto expanded palm oil 

plantation through direct investment in state-owned company. When the price of palm oil 

rebounded very high in international market in 1974, President Suharto promoted transmigration 

scheme known as Nucleus Estate and Smallholders (NES) program. NES is a form of collaboration 

between state-owned and private company (nucleus) who has capital and smallholders who supply 

labor in transmigration land. The operation of the land was transferred to the smallholders 

(plasma) who developed the plantations under the supervision of the nucleus companies that are 

required to purchase their oil palm fruit fresh bunches. From nearly zero percentage of 

smallholders in early 1970, after the NES program the smallholders account for 42 percent share of 

total palm oil plantation in Indonesia, the other 8 percent is shared by state-owned estates and 50 

percent is owned by private estates. The domestic and global market of palm oil has increased 

significantly as the demand of edible oil and non edible products continue to grow. Further demand 

of palm oil is also stimulated by biofuel industry. However, the expansion of palm oil estates leaves 

many disputes between indigenous people and company or state-owned estates because of land 

acquisitions or insufficient compensation. 
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4. History of Environmentalist Movement  

 

 

This chapter is a literature study to provide a brief history of environmentalist movement both 

domestic and international movement. The study becomes important since globalization tends to 

spread the international issues into domestic agenda and vice versa, the domestic issue becomes 

international concern.  The interest of environmental concern started along with the growth of 

interest in natural history in the late eighteenth century.  The euphoria of natural history also 

influenced the Dutch colony (Netherland Indies) concern of environment among the elites by 

creating wildlife sanctuary in the colony.  The palm oil campaigns gain attention in the late 1990s 

especially in the mid 2000s along with the growing market of Indonesian palm oil. The organization 

of this chapter present as follow: section 4.1 starts with brief description of international 

movement history, from late 1800s until the formation of international non-governmental 

organizations (INGOs). Section 4.2 depicts a brief history of Indonesian environmentalist movement 

in pre-colonial era, the Dutch colonial era, and after independence.  Section 4.3 presents the 

environmental campaign on Indonesian palm oil, when it emerges and what the issues they 

developed. 

4.1 International Environmentalist Movement 

There was no clear beginning of the mass environmentalist movement. However, one can trace 

back to the age of scientific discovery when the growth of interest in natural history revealed about 

the consequences of man's exploitation over nature. The most notable scientist was Gilbert White 

who published 'The Natural History of Selborne' in 1788 “that advocated the peaceful of man 

coexistence with nature” (McCormack 1989 p.2).  Along with antislavery movement in British, the 

second major issue was the crusade against cruelty to animals. The growth of private 

environmental organization during nineteenth and early twentieth century showed in the 

appendix G that range from protest against pollution, the campaigns to save wilderness, and the 

efforts to conserve natural resources.  

After 1960, there was an explosive growth of environmental movements.  In the United Sates, 

formal environmental organizations grew along with national legislation, such as the Wilderness 

Act in 1964 and National Environmental Policy Act in 1969 (Longhofer and Schofer 2010).  The 

massive environmental movement also occurred in Western Europe that relied heavily upon the 

student movements and college graduates of the 1960s and 1970s. This movement drove by 
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ecological modernization theory initiated by the German sociologist Joseph Huber and the German 

political scientist Martin Janicke. Ecological modernization theory can be understood as sociological 

interpretation of how contemporary industrialized countries deal with environmental problem 

(Mol 2000). For example, the May Revolts in France criticized modernization, student movements 

in West Germany and Denmark to issue ecological movement (Dalton 1993).  Movements and civic 

associations have become profoundly trans-national in the form of international non-governmental 

organizations (INGOs), intergovernmental organizations (IGOs), treaties among nation-states, 

international conferences and so on.  Some associations such as WWF, Greenpeace, and Friends of 

the Earth expanded internationally as a broader global environmental movement.  United Nation, 

World Bank, and International Monetary Fund require environmental assessment in development 

planning.  The global environmental regime directly funds and support local environmentalism, 

generating domestic association in a top-down manner such as Greenpeace has local 

representations in many countries and coordinated by Greenpeace headquarter in Amsterdam 

(Longhofer and Schofer 2010).  

4.2 Indonesian Environmentalist Movement and Palm Oil Campaign 

It is not clearly known the beginning of environmentalist movement in Indonesia.  However, if we 

traced back from social movement, it can be attributed to the social movement of peasants during 

pre-colonial and colonial era.  In pre-colonial era, the peasant movement involved direct, often 

violent confrontations between the wielders of power and the dissident groups.  To ensure that 

taxes were collected and order maintained, the pre-colonial rulers relied upon chains of patron-

client clusters extending from the court to local notables and the cooperation of village leaders, 

rather than on military clout. Sometimes rulers used force to political survival, “but effective rulers 

relied heavily on bribes, diplomacy, bluffs, and intrigue to control social unrest” (Adas 1981 p.223).  

However, sometimes the peasant prefer rebellion for modes of protest, very often the first act of 

protest employed by dissident peasants that was sanctioned by rulers. This rebellion were very 

rare as peasants “who felt that their taxes were too high or being mistreated by a local lord could 

petition to a higher official or directly to monarch himself in great square of the royal audience hall” 

(Adas 1981 p.229). In the coming of colonial rule to Java, the social unrest continued to occur as 

peasants protests for the Dutch taxation system, land occupation, forced labor, and forced 

migration.  However, as the Dutch operated more advanced military weapon, defeated local rulers, 

and established uniformity in governance administration, the mode of protest became more subtle.   

The theme of environment concern in the colonial era emerged for the first time along with the 

growing popularity of natural science and history in European aristocracy.  Thus, the ‘movement’ 

was pioneered by the elites instead of traditional social movement of peasants.  During the brief 

period of British rule from 1811 to 1814, the natural history work of Sir Stamford Raffles, Governor 

of Java,  stimulated Dutch elite society to take an interest in the science of the colonies (Jepson and 

Whittaker 2002 p.146).  From the description above, I can conclude in pre-colonial era, the 

movement was purely agrarian movement. On the contrary, the colonial era was marked by elite’s 

environmental movement.   
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After Indonesia declared its independence in 17th August 1945, “the lines between environmental 

and agrarian justice movements are often mixed by their common histories in opposing state 

expropriations”(Peluso et al. 2008).  In 1950s and 1960s, the peasant organization called the 

Indonesian Peasant’s Front or BTI (Barisan Tani Indonesia) that was formed in 1945 was closely 

allied with political parties especially Indonesia’s Communist party.  In 1965, General Suharto 

violently seized power, all communist party and it’s under bow organizations were criminalized 

with hundreds of thousands peasants were killed. Suharto began to implement various pro-

capitalist agrarian programmes including green revolution, mining and forest exploitation, and 

large state and corporate plantations (Peluso et al. 2008 , Fauzi 1999 , Husken and White 1989).  

Under the New Order of President Suharto, any political opposition to the state was intolerable, 

institutional and legal controls were accompanied by de-politicization of peasant organizations.  

Independent peasant organizations were replaced by Indonesian Peasant’s Harmony Association or 

Himpunan Kerukunan Tani Indonesia (HKTI) that is managed by military or government officials 

and formally affiliated with the state’s ruling party.  This situation gave room for environmental 

advocacy as safer arena for activists to help local peasants and to promote environmental agendas. 

The main issues of environmentalist activists are rapid destruction of natural resources in the wake 

of modernization policies when forest, especially timber, and oil extraction that accounted for most 

of Indonesia’s GDP (Robinson 1986 as cited in, Peluso et al. 2008).   In 1980, inspired by the 

Stockholm meeting on Sustainable Development (1972), the Indonesian Forum for the 

Environment or Wahana Lingkungan Hidup Indonesia (WALHI) was established with support from 

the government, this is the first domestic environmental organization acknowledge by the 

government. The environmental issue started to have bargain position with the government, as a 

result in 1983, forestry had been elevated to Ministry status with jurisdiction over hundreds of 

millions hectares of the national land base.  

In response to international pressures, Suharto established the Ministry of Environment without 

interference of forestry sector jurisdiction.  Overall, in New Order government under President 

Suharto, environmental debates were the only public media for discussion, and the agrarian reform 

group had to work underground as the government interpreted any criticism of its development 

policy as subversive.  The connections with government body became crucial for any environmental 

activist with such authoritarian political context as in the case of WALHI.  After the collapse of New 

Order in 1998, what so called Reformasi era, the agrarian movement use environmental justice as 

their political strategies. The openness of mass media and press after Reformasi made the massive 

campaign of environmental issues gained its stage to boost their agenda. 

During the New Order era, the massive environmental campaign by the NGO focused on illegal 

logging issues. Palmer (2000) describes illegal logging in Indonesia caused by several factors of: 

natural scarcity rents where countries tend to be most vulnerable to corrupt decision making in the 

administration of natural resources such as forest that yet to be exploited; economic and political 

uncertainty; market failure where logging concessions have become concentrated into few 

companies only or monopolistic thus created opportunity for illegal logging.  
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When the issue of illegal logging declined, the palm oil issues first noted by Potter and Lee (1998a) 

who made relation between land clearances for palm oil as the cause of fires incidence.  Anderson 

and Bowen (2000) described the chain of events of fire zone formation in the Kampar River of Riau 

province as follows: with few inhabitants, no one in a position to object the forest thus the land was 

designated as Permanent Production Forest. Then government allocated the land to logging 

companies that leads to devastating forest. The government then reclassified devastating forest as 

Conversion Forest. This reclassification attracted businessman to gain licenses from the 

government and removed any remaining timber and clearance the land for oil palm plantation.  

Friends of the Earth (2004) released a publication summarize the research undertaken in 

Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Netherlands in 2003 about the impact of palm oil industry in Indonesia 

and its link to European market and UK based companies. The report exposes the failure of UK 

governments and companies to address the issue of world's tropical rainforest destruction. Also UK 

consumers are playing a part in the continuation of rainforest destruction by everyday's shopping 

of foods and cosmetics that are tainted with the damaging environmental impacts of palm oil.  In 

2008, Friends of the Earth, LifeMosaic, and Sawit Watch released a report “Losing Ground: The 

human rights impacts of oil palm plantation expansion in Indonesia.”  It reveals an estimated 60-90 

million people in Indonesia depend on the forests for their livelihoods, but many are losing their 

land after the expansion of palm oil.  People have managed the land for generations, growing food 

crops and harvesting medicines and building materials. Some areas are community protected areas 

of forest and oil palm plantations transform this land to monoculture (Marti 2008).  

Greenpeace also shifted their agenda of illegal logging to palm oil.  In 2007, Greenpeace released a 

publication "How the palm oil industry is cooking the climate", a report presenting the findings of 

their investigation on how the world's largest food, cosmetic, and biofuel companies were driving 

the destruction of Indonesia's rainforests and peat lands through the expansion of palm oil 

(Greenpeace 2007).  Greenpeace research undertook on Riau province on the island of Sumatra. 

They claimed Riau's peat lands store 14.6Gt of carbon, and if these peat lands were destroyed for 

palm oil, the resulting GHG emissions would be equivalent to one year's total global emissions.  

Followed by another report (Greenpeace 2008) “How Unilever’s suppliers are burning up Borneo,” 

they reported the expansion of palm oil in central Kalimantan is fuelling climate change and helping 

drive orangutans to extinction.  Greenpeace investigations show, the expansion in the island of 

Borneo in large part has been led by companies who are Unilever suppliers and RSPO members.  
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Conclusion 

Chapter four reviews the history of environmentalist movement that emerge along with the 

awakening of science and the growing interest to natural history as man revealed the consequences 

of nature’s exploitation to the environment which in turn has consequences to the human life.  

Therefore, the interest for environmental issue firstly emerges in the elites group who has access to 

education or to make a journey for exploration.  The euphoria also has influence in Netherland 

Indies; the growing passion of natural history among European aristocracy (the Dutch ruler) led to 

the establishment of botanical garden in Bogor, West Java.  Later, the existence of palm oil in 

Indonesia begins in this botanical garden when four seeds of palm oil tree received in 1884. In the 

level of grassroots, the movement has difference with the elites’ concern of nature conservation. It 

relates with the peasants protest of taxation system or labor forced implemented by the Dutch 

government.  The peasant movement exists since pre-colonial era with similar issue of taxation and 

man power. However the form of protest in the colonial era was subtle as the Dutch government 

operated more advanced military weapon and defeated local ruler.  After independence, under 

President Sukarno peasant’s organization grew significantly as they had political power under 

communist party.  However, in the New Order under President Suharto, the peasant’s organizations 

(and any organization as a whole) were domesticated and forbidden to have political power. This 

open opportunity for the environmentalist to set their agenda into public as at that time 

environmental issue considered has no political power comparing with peasants protest. The issue 

of palm oil only emerged in the late 1990s with the study of forest firing incident that considered 

having relation with the practice of forest clearance for palm oil.  At that time other 

environmentalist NGO such as Greenpeace or Friends of the Earth still concentrated on the issue of 

illegal logging.  In 2000s, there was a shift of the environmentalists NGO to palm oil.  They begin to 

publish a report elaborate the effects of palm oil expansion to tropical forest, gas house emission, 

and wildlife conservation.  The report produced influence the buyer of Indonesian palm oil, 

especially in Europe that banned palm oil products from the producer reported by 

environmentalist NGO. 
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5.  Actor-oriented Approach Analysis 

Result 

 

This chapter is dedicated for actor-oriented analysis.  The first thing to do is to identify the relevant 

actors for the issue of Indonesian sustainable palm oil.  This is done by looking for recommendation 

of Indonesian palm oil stakeholders from previous study and adding other actors that might 

relevant, as suggested by Norman Long to find all relevant actors who share a common problem.  

The identified actors are: Indonesian government represented by Indonesia Palm Oil Commission 

(IPOC), PT. Astra Agro Lestari as domestic company, PT. Tolan Tiga Indonesia as European-rooted 

company, two smallholders (farmers) from South Sumatra and Central Kalimantan, Greenpeace as 

environmental NGO, and the Commission of EU that relate to the sustainable palm oil issue for 

biofuel. The next task is to introduce a brief but general profile of the identified actors. Then 

discourse analysis is used to figure out the different actors’ perspectives on the sustainability of 

Indonesian palm oil using actor oriented approach. The aim here is to explore the actor’s discourse 

and lifeworlds as defined in theoretical framework and methodology in chapter 2.  The interview is 

aimed to confirm the written statements and also reveal the current issue of sustainable palm oil 

that is not stated in written documents.  Then the actors' discourse as elaborated are analyzed 

using actor and interface analysis to gain a clearer picture of actors ‘arena, contested issue, and 

entry point for view’s reconciliation. The organization of this chapter present as follow: Actor’s 

identification is presented in section 5.1, followed by actor’s analysis of each stakeholder in section 

5.2.  Then interface analysis will be presented in section 5.3. 

5.1 Identifying Actors 

In identifying actors, the first step is choosing relevant actors that represent the list of actors in the 

research area (Indonesian palm oil stakeholders). Zen (2005) maps the Indonesian palm oil 

stakeholders comprise of state-owned estates, private estates, and smallholders estates. For the 

thesis, environmentalist NGO is added as environment became one of the main aspects of 

sustainability.  The Commission of European Union (Directorate General for Energy) also included 

in the research as the issue of sustainable palm oil not only attract environmentalist NGOs, but also 

regional and international organizations and states (e.g. Norway offers Moratorium Oslo to halt 

palm oil land expansion).  The EU is an important organization in Europe which is able to 

implement policies that directly or indirectly influences palm oil market and producer.  The 

Indonesian government is also relevant actor which has a national interest (e.g. GDP growth, job 
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creation) in the promotion of palm oil.  Moreover, the government is able to implement policy in 

Indonesian palm oil sector.  To summarize, below is the tabulation of selected actors (see Table 5.1) 

followed by the brief description of the profile of each actor based on their official document.  

Table  5-1 The list of identified actors 

Indonesian's Government Officials:  

Indonesia Palm Oil Comission (IPOC)- Ministry of Agriculture 

Palm Oil Plantation Big Holders and Small Holders: 

Domestic private company: PT.Astra Agro Lestari Tbk. 

Foreign private company: PT.Tolan Tiga Indonesia 

Smallholders : a farmer from Katingan district, Central Kalimantan province (Borneo island) 

Smallholders:  a farmer from Muara Telang – Banyuasin district, South Sumatra province 

(Sumatra island) 

Environmental NGO: 

Greenpeace  

International Organizations: 

The Commission of European Union - Directorate General for Energy  

 

Indonesian Palm Oil Commission (IPOC) – Ministry of Agriculture 

Indonesia Palm Oil Commission (IPOC) is an ad-hoc commission under the Minister of Agriculture 

established 31 May 2007 with the decree of Minister of Agriculture. In this research IPOC is 

positioned as representative of Indonesian government on palm oil issue. IPOC has vision to 

develop Indonesia's palm oil industry to become the world market leader to increase economic 

strength and the welfare of Indonesian palm oil's stakeholders.  The missions of IPOC including: 

strengthening the role of Indonesian palm oil industry in economic development; promote the use 

of sustainable palm oil; ensuring a balance between supply and demand for palm oil and its 

derivatives product in domestic and export market; increase investment in upstream and 

downstream industries; and improving the positive international image of Indonesian palm oil 

(Ditjenbun 2011).  The main activity of IPOC is improving the positive image of Indonesian palm oil 

internationally while this sector is often facing the negative campaign from environmentalist NGO. 

In response to the negative campaign of Palm Oil, IPOC is currently working on establishing 

Indonesian Sustainable Palm Oil (ISPO) certification as an Indonesian official standard of 

sustainable palm oil production. 

PT. Astra Agro Lestari (AAL)  

PT Astra Agro Lestari (AAL) is a private company with its main product of crude palm oil. In 1984, 

its holding company (PT Astra International) acquired 15.000 hectares oil palm plantation in Riau, 

Sumatra Island. AAL became a public company in 1997. Nowadays, AAL manages 263,281 hectares 

of plantation area including the Nucleus Estate Smallholder plantations located in Sumatra, 
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Kalimantan, and Sulawesi. The company employed more than 24 thousand laborers by 2010 (AAL 

2011). The Crude Palm Oil is mainly produced for domestic market, and only 10 percent for export 

market. In this research, AAL represents a big domestic company with its authorized capital of 2 

trillion rupiah or equal with 170 million Euros. 

PT. Tolan Tiga Indonesia (TTI) 

PT. Tolan Tiga Indonesia (2011) was established in 1967 based on the framework of foreign capital 

investment. However, its existence was back to 1919 when Societe Internationale de Plantations et 

de Finance (SIPEF), a Belgium based holding company, managed plantation companies which 

operate in tropical areas, especially in North Sumatra. Foreign private company entered Netherland 

Indies when the Dutch government implemented “plantation economy” from 1870 to 1929 to open 

the colony for private investments.  Plantation is the core-business for the SIPEF Group including 

Oil Palm, Rubber, Tea and Banana. In Indonesia, their oil palm plantations are located in Medan, 

South Sumatra province and in district Muko-Muko, Bengkulu province; both on Sumatra Island.  

The choice of PT. Tolan Tiga for the thesis is expected to gain rich perspectives of Indonesian palm 

oil since it is European based company which is now the continent resisting the import of 

Indonesian palm oil. 

Smallholders (SMH) 

The role of smallholders cannot be neglected as they account for 42 percent of the total Indonesian 

palm oil holders. For the research, two smallholders are interviewed. The first is a farmer name Mr. 

Huluk Sukasto from from Muara Telang, a village in Banyuasin district, South Sumatra province is 

an owner of 4 Ha Palm Oil plantation.  Mr.Sukasto is one of many other transmigrant from Java, his 

parents came to Sumatra under NES program during 1980s.  By NES program, his parent is eligible 

to receive four hectares land to grow oil palm tree and he is the second generation who maintains 

the plantation.  The second farmer is Mr.Karyadi from Kasongan district, Central Kalimantan 

province He has 80 Ha area of Palm Oil Plantation.  He belongs to an indigenous community, of 

Dayak ethnicity. He is an independent farmer which means he is not included in NES program, as 

the program did not cover Central Kalimantan province when it was released. The two respondents 

has no relationship with the researcher before, I found them via random contact. I found 

Mr.Sukasto via social network, asked help to a friend to find respondent. He is eligible for he 

research to represent a farmer under NES program.  While Mr.Karyadi, I got his contact by 

searching on palm farmer oil association, request for interview randomly. He represents 

independent farmer who does not include under NES program.     

Greenpeace (GP) 

Greenpeace (2011) is an environmentalist NGO to expose environmental problems and uses direct 

action, lobbying and research to achieve its goals. Greenpeace focuses its work on worldwide issues 

such as global warming and deforestation.  Greenpeace exists in 40 countries with Amsterdam as 

international based coordinating office. In Indonesia Greenpeace officially opened its 
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representative in 2005 with the main issue of illegal logging campaign. Three years later, 

Greenpeace focused its campaign to palm oil. Greenpeace views Indonesia as the third largest 

emitter of climate changing greenhouse gases because of forest destruction mainly for paper and 

palm oil industry.  Therefore, the involvement of Greenpeace is in the research is highly relevant as 

a prominent representation of environmentalist movement.  

The Commission of European Union – Directorate General for Energy (EU) 

The European Parliament and council finalized the new directive on renewable energy in December 

2008 and will enforce it from 2010 onwards.  The Directive sets up the key elements of the EU’s 

renewable energy policy which obliges each member state to achieving a 20 percent share of 

renewable energy for energy consumption by 2020 with a specific binding target in transport 

sector 10 percent of renewable energy. Indonesian palm oil is one of the biofuel sources. Based on 

the Directive above, the EU sets sustainable criteria for biofuel production which is applied for palm 

oil that is: CO2 reduction from biofuel production must be at least 35 percent; and biofuel cannot be 

produced from land with high biodiversity value and high carbon stock or from peat land. Hence, 

the directive sets out both emission-based criteria and land-based criteria for biofuel. Therefore the 

EU is relevant actor for the research since sustainability criteria have caused controversy among 

the Indonesian and Malaysian palm oil industry actors who perceived these as trade barriers, 

especially designed against palm oil.  

5.2 Actor Analysis 

The actor analysis is aimed to develop different actor’s perspectives on the sustainability of 

Indonesian palm oil using actor-oriented approach to capture the actors’ discourse, lifeworlds, and 

agency as defined in theoretical framework and methodology in chapter 2.  The sources for actor 

analysis are text and interview data. Text is selected from official publication by the actor (e.g. 

public statement or public report) related to palm oil issues.  However for smallholder actors or 

farmers, there is no written statement/text produced by them. Thus, the analysis relies solely on 

the interview, any other written publications regarding the smallholders of Indonesian palm oil 

served as material for explaining the social or historical context.  The interviews also tries to reveal 

actors’ perspectives on actual issues that are not mentioned in the actors’ written publications such 

as the recent Oslo’s moratorium between Indonesian and Norwegian Government, and the various 

versions of sustainable palm oil standardization.   

The Oslo Moratorium is a Letter of Intent signed on 26 May 2010 by the Indonesian and the 

Norwegian governments aimed to suspend new permit to open natural forest and peatlands in 

Indonesia, starting 2011 to 2013. To compensate, the Norway government will pay one million 

dollar only if the Indonesian government can reduce the CO2 emission by 26%, no reduction no 

pay.  There are at least two proposed standard so far discussed on Sustainable Palm Oil, First of all 

is Indonesian Sustainable Palm Oil (ISPO), policy taken by the Indonesian Government in this 

regard the Ministry of Agriculture with the aim to improve the competitiveness of Indonesian palm 



37 

 

oil in world markets and participating in order to meet the President of the Republic of Indonesia's 

commitment to reduce greenhouse gases and provide attention to environmental problems.  ISPO 

Implementation will be done by holding tightly to the coaching principle, advocacy and guidance for 

palm oil plantations.  

Secondly, there is also the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO). It is a global, multi-

stakeholder initiative on sustainable palm oil with its members come from many different 

backgrounds and include environmental NGOs, banks and investors, growers, processors, 

manufacturers and retailers of palm oil products and social NGOs who come from many countries 

that produce or use palm oil. The principal objective of the RSPO is to promote the growth and use 

of sustainable palm oil through co-operation within the supply chain and open dialogue between its 

stakeholders (RSPO 2011). The RSPO Principles and Criteria for Sustainable Palm Oil Production 

(RSPO P & C) are the global guidelines for producing palm oil sustainably.  

5.2.1 Indonesia Palm Oil Commission (IPOC) – Ministry of Agriculture 

Text Analysis 

The perspectives of Indonesian government, in this case represent by IPOC-Ministry of Agriculture, 

can be analyzed from several documents. The first text to analyze is written document of 

“Sustainable Palm Oil Plantation” described (Indonesia et al. 2007)    Here are some highlights of 

the text which are relevant with the issue focused in this research:  

1. “Sustainable Palm Oil Plantation”, the text is used as the title of the report.  The text is 

chosen to show palm oil plantation is a sector that concerns with sustainability issue.  

2. “Carbon Dioxide Balance”, this is the title of one part of the report to show Indonesian palm 

oil has advantages since oil palm consume more CO2 and release more O2 than tropical 

forest. The tabulation of environmental characteristic of oil palm plantation based on 

research by Henson (1999) also presented to give description that oil palm plantation 

absorbs more energy from nature in the form of biomass production that is 30 percent 

higher than tropical forest. The CO2 fixation and photosynthesis rate of oil palm plantation 

also higher than tropical forest. This is of course If we assume that the plantation is 

established without opening the forest.  

3. “Protecting High Conservation Value Forest (HCVF)”, this is part of the report to describe that 

80 percent of Indonesian oil palm plantation have fulfilled the HCVF criteria based on the 

survey of 2006 by WWF (World Wild Fund) Indonesia and IPOC's. The criteria is adopted 

from the Forest Stewardship council (FSC) to conserve the forest with high concentration of 

biodiversity values, endangered ecosystem, provide basic services of nature i.e. erosion 

control.  



38 

 

4. “Zero Burning Policy”, this is part of the report to show the commitment of Indonesian 

government to reduce the impact of burning forest to the environment by forbidding to 

open new plantations through burning. This policy enacted through various regulations, 

among them are the Environmental Law 1997, Forestry Law 1999, and Plantation Law 

2004. The violation of this policy will have legal consequences. 

The overall text shows the Indonesian government views oil palm plantation as ecologically 

friendly and supported by regulation issued by ministry of environment, ministry of forestry, 

ministry of agriculture. This asserts the commitment of Indonesian government on the 

sustainability issue.   

The second text to be analyzed is "Sustainable Palm Oil Development in Indonesia" asserts the 

importance of palm oil for Indonesia (economic sustainability) and the commitment for 

environment sustainability. Here are some highlighted texts that are relevant with the issue focused 

in this research:  

1. “Indonesia has right to develop”, the text is used to show the urgency that Indonesia with 

more than 200 million population is still in the need to grow and achieve prosperity. In this 

case, Palm oil as one of agricultural sector that bring many economical advantages: jobs and 

income creation is become sources for state’s revenues through export and taxes. It also 

contributes to rural infrastructure development as a consequence of oil palm plantation 

opening. In the case of Palm Oil, Once the plantation is opened the infrastructure such as 

road, bridges, electricity, telephone lines; educational facilities, clinic, hospital are following. 

2. “The Utilization of God’s given assets”, the nature of palm oil can grows along the equator line 

with high rainfall and other criteria that only can be met by Indonesia, Malaysia, some part 

of Central Africa, and small part of Central and Latin America. This natural competitive 

advantage then meets the high international demand of Palm Oil make the choice to focus 

on this sector become reasonable. Therefore, the IPOC thinks that the effort to seize this 

opportunity as a utilization of God’s given assets for developing the nation.   

3. “Sustainable Certification”, the text is the confirmation of government’s commitment on 

matter of sustainable palm oil. It is manifest in the government regulations that encompass 

the permission and operational rule, forest conversion procedure, environmental rule and 

biodiversity conservation. Besides that, the governments encourage palm oil industry to 

comply with any available international standards i.e. the RSPO standards, forest council 

standards and just launched the new initiative namely Indonesia Sustainable Palm Oil that 

planned to be a mandatory certification for Indonesia’s Palm Oil Industry 

 Interview 

The interview was conducted with DR. Rosediana Suharto, the Director of Indonesian Palm Oil 

Commission – Ministry of Agriculture. Here are some points revealed from the interview: 
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1. IPOC views their urgent task currently is to promote positive image of palm oil, since palm 

oil gained negative campaign from environmentalist NGO.  For example the latest issue is 

blown by Greenpeace about Kit Kat and orangutan with dramatic depiction of a man eating 

Kit Kat with his mouth full of orangutan’s blood.  This campaign need to be addressed one 

by one: first, this is a form of generalization as Indonesian palm oil is grown in Sumatra, 

West Java, Kalimantan, Sulawesi and Papua. In Aceh the oil palm area is 3, 76 percent from 

total and 11, 6 percent in Central Kalimantan from total, so another 85 percent of oil palm 

plantation does not engage with orangutan. On the other hand, public should notice there 

are two species of orangutan in Indonesia, both are considered as endangered species: 

Sumatran orangutan which can be found only in Aceh maintained by national park Gunung 

Leuser; the other is Borneo orangutan in Central Kalimantan maintained by Tanjung Putting 

and Bukit Baka Raya national park.  Moreover, there is National Agency for the Wild Life in 

every province to take care of orangutan sent back to the wild life; Second, there are 14 

ingredients of Kit Kat such as sugar, modified milk, cocoa butter, unsweetened chocolate, 

lactose, soya lecithin, polyglycerol polyriconoleate, artificial flavour, wheat flour, 

hydrogenated soybean oil or modified palm oil, unsweetened chocolate, sodium 

bicarbonate, soya lecithin, and yeast. However, the accusation that goes to oil palm only is 

viewed as tendentious campaign.  

2. IPOC views moratorium Oslo will affect the industry as they will stop the new development 

of plantation. There is no communication or discussion with palm oil player before the 

government sign moratorium Oslo.  However, as this is official decision by the government, 

and IPOC is a part of the government itself, IPOC can only accept and regret the decision.   

3. The government introduces their sustainable palm oil standards.  Sustainable Palm Oil 

System (ISPO) is a policy taken by the Indonesian Government in this regard the Ministry of 

Agriculture with the aim to improve the competitiveness of Indonesian palm oil in world 

markets and participating in order to meet the President of the Republic of Indonesia's 

commitment to reduce greenhouse gases and provide attention to environmental problems.  

As a sovereign country, Indonesia has a right to create standards, not only the one created 

by Europe or else. Also, as a producing countries Indonesia wants to serve buyers with 

qualified products. ISPO Implementation will be done by holding fast to the principles of 

coaching and advocacy and guidance to oil palm plantations, which is the task of 

government. ISPO is the answer of Indonesian program to speed up the implementation of 

sustainable palm oil.  The standard will base on Indonesian regulations, this is very 

important because penalties are imposed if regulations are not implemented.  ISPO and 

RSPO are quite similar in the criteria or principles of sustainable palm oil, the only 

difference is in Indonesia this standard is compulsory and RSPO is voluntary. Companies 

that have been certified by RSPO can be approved to ISPO certification with some additional 

criteria.   
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From the analysis, the meaning of palm oil sustainability for the government is the use of palm oil 

for economic development including jobs creation and income generation. The rural development 

is also seen as multiplier positive effect palm oil. The environmental sustainability is seen as part of 

their concern by enacting government acts, and oblige palm oil producer to follow ISPO standards. 

They consider government acts and standards are adequate to tackle environmental issue.  

However, in their views the government seems to exclude the problem of expansion land by big 

company that might cause deforestation. As confirmed in the interview with respondent in 

Katingan district, Central Kalimantan, there are mischievous companies which expand palm oil 

plantation by violating forest governance regulations.  Another thing is inheritance problems from 

previous ruler such as land conflict of indigenous people either with state-owned or private big 

estates, since at that time the ruler claiming sole jurisdiction over 74 percent of all land in 

Indonesia.  The problem is prone to trigger social unrest. The NES program also leaves a 

dependency problem between farmer and big company, since the production facilities supply and 

harvest output of palm oil are from the company. 

5.2.2 PT. Astra Agro Lestari (AAL)  

Text Analysis 

The recent official written document of PT Astra Agro Lestari (AAL) explained their business 

identity can be found in their Sustainability Report 2010 with the title “Sharing Nature for 

Prosperity and Sustainability”. Here are some highlighted texts that are relevant with the issue 

focused in this research:  

1. “Sharing Nature for Prosperity and Sustainability”, this text is used as the title of the report. 

The text is chosen to show the essence of the whole business activities of the organization. 

The company stated that their awareness is not only addressed on the usual business 

practice (profit) but also touching the issue of sustainability. Here the word sustainability 

that is central in this research came into consideration by the company to be used in their 

rhetoric. 

2. “To be a role model and contributes to the nation’s development and prosperity”, this is the 

mission statement of the company strengthen the company’s commitment to align with the 

national objectives. 

3. “Responsibilities”, this word is dominant and become the backbone of the report. AAL 

repeated and discerned the “responsibility” into five stakeholders: (i) Responsibility to 

Government, (ii) Responsibility to Community, (iii) Responsibility to Employees, (iv) 

Responsibility to Consumers, and (v) Responsibility to Environment. By using this word and 

addressed to many stakeholders AAL is trying to strengthen their importance among other 

actors due to their ability in producing added value economically (creating prosperity) and 

environmentally.  

The responsibility to government is manifested via the contribution of the company to the national 

income through tax payment and the commitment to law enforcement. Responsibility to 
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community realized in the income generating activities and investment in education. In the income 

generating activities, the company aided the surrounding society to start their own small Palm-Oil 

plantation with micro-financing as a subsidiary business unit of AAL. The company is also investing 

in education infrastructure such as schools including all the needed facilities to manage and 

maintain the educational system for the workers’ children.  

As for the employees, AAL claimed to be committed in the improvement of the quality and welfare 

of their employees. Since palm-oil plantation is a labor-intensive business the company also 

absorbs totally 26.651 employees by 2010 with the compliance with the labor regulation. The 

Implementation of hazard analysis and critical control point (HACCP) food safety system is become 

the central program of the company as their concern and responsibility to the customer. And as for 

environment, AAL argued that their commitment manifests by creating and obeying their own 

standard namely Astra Green Company Standard. It is a managerial approach standard to minimize 

the negative effect of the company’s activities to the environment. 

Interview 

The interview was conducted with Joko Supriyono, the company’s director for environment and 

social responsibility and because he is also acting as a General Secretary of Indonesian Palm Oil 

Association (GAPKI) the result of the interview also represents the GAPKI’s standpoint. Here are 

important points resulted from the interview with Mr. Joko Supriyono: 

1. AAL views that Palm Oil is in the prospective commodity that brings a significant 

contribution to Indonesian economic growth and  plays an important role in job creation, 

the number of labor absorbed are huge and keep increasing along with the expansion of the 

business. Therefore, AAL together with other Palm Oil businesses formed GAPKI to 

represent the interest of Indonesian Palm Oil and thus represent the interest of Indonesian 

Economy. 

2. Due to the strategic role played by Palm Oil Industry as mentioned in point number 1, the 

AAL and GAPKI put the big expectation to the government of Indonesia to also see this 

opportunity and put the best effort on supporting, developing and enhancing the Palm Oil 

sector including advocating and protecting the interest of the Industry from the negative 

campaign that attack Palm Oil development. 

3. As the issue of the environment under concern, AAL voluntarily implements sustainability 

practice (by creating their own ‘sustainability standard’ as a good will to protect the 

environment. Mr. Supriyono claimed that the creation and fulfillment of their own standard 

is aimed for long-term environment handling and sustainability of the company itself, and it 

has nothing to do with satisfying the European consumers who often push the Palm Oil 

Industries in Indonesia to be environmentally friendly. 
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4. AAL as well as GAPKI believe that RSPO could not be accepted as a world standard or 

consensus because for AAL besides it is not relevant for them since their markets are mostly 

domestic, it only emerge from a small consumers group in Europe which is not legitimate to 

represent all of the Palm Oil Stakeholders. So AAL and GAPKI will never be a member of 

RSPO and refuse to regard RSPO as an accepted environment protection standard. They 

stated that RSPO is neither a global standard nor a country standard and nor even a 

government regulation. So they think that there is no need to comply with it.  

5. On the contrary, AAL and GAPKI appreciate the initiative of the Government of Indonesia to 

create their own domestic standard for sustainability namely ISPO that is more suitable 

with Indonesia’s actual situation since it will be created by local stakeholders who are very 

familiar with domestic condition.  

6. On Oslo’s Moratorium, AAL and GAPKI think that, it was not a wise move of the government. 

They really expect that the government of Indonesia should focus more on economic 

development instead of on International environmental issue. 

7. AAL and GAPKI see that the anti-Palm Oil movements and campaign in Europe are political, 

they arose with the superficial argument and motivated mostly by trading motive that want 

to discourage the distribution of Palm Oil in Europe and protecting the market share of the 

other oil e.g. Sun Flower and Soya. And they think that this negative campaign should be 

tackled, because, even though Europe is not the biggest market destination for Indonesia’s 

Palm Oil (25-30%), they are still the oldest and what happen in Europe could spread to 

other regions. So the Indonesian Palm Oil industry can never let it rest without any 

responses, there should be a talk with WTO due to this ban and negative campaign of Palm 

Oil, and they also expect and encourage the government of Indonesia to stand in the front 

line advocating the interest of the industry. 

 

The meaning of sustainability AAL is making the company economically sustain in the long term to 

be responsible for their shareholders. It is no wonder if AAL disagree with forest moratorium, as 

expansion of land is necessary for their economic sustainability. AAL sets their own environmental 

handling standard to show their responsibility about environment, which can be biased to their 

interest. AAL distrusts RSPO standard by saying that it is not representing the accepted 

international consensus and portraying them as a product of small (consumers) groups in the 

Europe. On the contrary, AAL believe and encourage the existence of ISPO standards as a way out to 

mediate the interest of palm oil industry and the concern on environment. In so doing, AAL expose 

their agency by conducting lobby to government and countering campaign to neutralize the 

negative campaign on Palm Oil in Europe. Palm Oil association (i.e. GAPKI) is part of their means 

and resource to activate their agency. AAL’s main activities are anchored in Indonesia with a big 

concern to have an influence to the international issues. 
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5.2.3 PT. Tolan Tiga Indonesia (TTI) 

Text Analysis 

PT. Tolan Tiga Indonesia (TTI) is being chosen as an actor for their unique position in term of Palm 

Oil Industry. TTI is European company that operates in Indonesia for decades; they have the root in 

Europe and adopt European management culture but stick to Indonesian regulation and law 

system. It was rare to find any extensive publication from TTI, but we found one text in their official 

website that is relevant to the issue of sustainability. The text is as follows: 

“When one talks about sustainability one is talking about responsibility. As a Plantation Company we 

have to talk about sustainable agriculture and producing responsible palm oil, responsible tea, and 

responsible rubber production, with costs, efficiency and with people – and care of generations to 

come in mind.  Our stakeholders’ utmost, biodiversity not to be affected negatively and our compliance 

to the Laws of the country always. RSPO is a multi-stakeholder body to ensure this for oil palm, We will 

abide to the Principles and Criteria of RSPO. We are doing this because we care.” 

Those sentences are the explanation of sustainability from the perspective of TTI that encompasses 

many aspects. By associating sustainability with responsibility, TTI address a multi-dimension 

interpretation of sustainability. It is partially a responsibility to caring of people where they 

address generations and stakeholders, it is partially a responsibility to caring of environment 

where they address to avoid negative effect to biodiversity and it is also a responsibility to the rule 

of law of the land where they operate. The responsibility and commitment to the environment was 

shown by their engagement to RSPO. We can see from the statement that TTI is a safe player who 

tries to have a good relationship with the entire network they have and comply every rule and 

requirement asked to them. 

Interview 

The interview was conducted with Oliver Tichit, He is the General Manager Environment and 

Conservation of Tolan Tiga Indonesia, located in Medan, North Sumatra. The interview is covering 

the following points: 

1. Tolan Tiga Indonesia has been long time established in Indonesia and has become a long 

partner of Indonesian Government in developing economy especially by creating jobs for 

13000 people. Therefore TTI wishes a good cooperation with Indonesian Government 

including in removing the regulation of progressive export tax that can hinder the 

development of the Industry and burdening the farmer, this progressive tax has a significant 

impact in hampering TTI Business since most of product destinations are to Europe (more 

than 50%). 
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2. As to tackle the environmental issue, TTI thinks that the negative campaign in Europe on 

Palm Oil is exaggerated because many Palm Oil companies put also environment as their 

main concern by adhering to RSPO standard like what they did. Moreover, TTI is also 

appreciating the initiative from Indonesian Government to form a more domestic 

adjustment standard like ISPO. 

 

The TTI’s responsibility to the environments is shown by complying with all sets of rule and norm 

that is emerge around the palm oil industry no matter where it comes from. Since TTI has a long 

term relationship with their loyal customer in Europe, TTI strictly implements RSPO standards.  

Similarly, TTI as a multinational company rooted since the colonial era, they maintained 

relationship with the government and comply with domestic regulation and standards. They 

exercise their agency by utilizing and maintaining their network both local and international 

through lobby. 

  

5.2.4 Smallholders  Muara Telang – Banyuasin district, South Sumatra province  

Interview 

The interview was conducted with Mr. Huluk Sukasto, an oil palm farmer from Pelanggaria village, 

Muara Telang – Banyuasin district, in South Sumatra province. He received education until 

secondary level. His parents originally came from West Java who joined transmigration program in 

1980s under Nucleus Estate Smallholders (NES) program.  By this program, farmer received 2 

hectares for oil palm and 1 hectares for food crops and additional of 35m2 for housing.  At first 

state-owned  or  private  companies  (the nucleus) nearby  prepared  plots  of  land  for  farmer.  

After 3 to 4 years, as these plots matured, the operation of the land was transferred to the farmer 

(plasma) who developed the plantations under the supervision of the nucleus companies that are 

required to purchase their oil palm fruit fresh bunches.  Here are some points revealed from the 

interview: 

1. Mr.Sukasto has owned 4 hectares oil palm plantation. He bought land from other farmer 

who desperately left the plantation and sold the land in a very cheap price.  In early years of 

transmigration program, oil palm tree was new plant for them, as in original village mostly 

they grew food crop such as paddies, corn, or vegetables.  At that time they have no 

benchmarking of successful palm oil farmer. On the other hand it takes four year to harvest 

palm fruit which is a very long period comparing with paddies in four to six month.  Some 

farmers were not patient enough to grow palm oil and return back to their homeland in Java 

which is according to Mr.Sukasto not significant in numbers.  Some others choose to work 

for big plantation. However, over time when the oil palm tree fruit, farmer began to sell 

fresh fruit bunches and received cash, the benefits of palm oil attract the farmer to seriously 

work on oil palm plantation.  For growing palm oil, farmer receives seeds, fertilizers, and 

production tools from Village Cooperative Unit or Koperasi Unit Desa (KUD) for free under 
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sharing profit agreement; KUD is funded by the government.  When the harvest time come, 

farmer then sell oil palm fruit to KUD or middleman, 70 percent of the revenue for the 

farmer, and 30 percent goes to KUD to payback the production cost.   Some others farmer 

rent their land to the company and receives 30 percent sharing profit.  The knowledge to 

grow oil palm tree was received by copying big company’s practices, supervising from KUD 

and NES partner in early time of NES program, and transfer of knowledge from farmer to 

farmer.  Unfortunately, nowadays the role of the government to supervise farmer are 

declined, there is no update of knowledge or information given to the farmer. 

2. Mr.Sukasto aware that the price of palm oil is many times better than traditional food crops 

such as paddies, therefore he feels proud to be palm oil farmer.  He testifies the different 

conditions of his neighborhoods twenty to thirty years ago and current situation.  

Nowadays the majority of farmer who owns 1 to 4 hectares oil palm plantation enjoy 

permanent housing building with modern architecture, it is common to have a car, and 

electricity and telephone line are accessible.  All those things were never imagined before. 

He said the most benefit from palm oil is the capability of farmer to send their child to 

school, even to send to Java where better education facilities are abundance. 

3. Related to forest conservation, Mr.Sukasto refused the accusation if farmer open new land 

for oil palm plantation by deforestation. The location of plantation is in their backyard, as 

the plot area designed by NES program each farmer received 2 hectare land plus additional 

housing space.  Therefore, the landscape of the village is plantation and housing side by side 

in a row.  Moreover, farmer has no capability and technology to open the forest that needs 

heavy machines.  Mr.Sukasto has no information about moratorium Oslo or certification 

standard. 

4. Related to environmental and waste handling, the farmer grow oil palm plantation and sell 

the fresh fruit bunch to KUD, middle man, or big company. Thus they do not engage with 

CPO mill.  The waste from the plantation is oil palm midrib and branches.  All the time they 

let those waste to decay with no further usage. Recently, there is an effort to use the waste 

as organic fertilizer.  Mr.Sukasto finds difficulties to make organic fertilizer since the farmer 

has limited knowledge and no supervision from the government. 

5. The big problem faced by the farmer is road infrastructure. It is not suitable to transport the 

heavy load of oil palm harvest to the buyer e.g. CPO mill. Usually, the freight facility is 

provided by the buyer. As a result, farmer must spent extra cost because buyer charges 

extra transportation cost due to inadequate road infrastructure. 

The view of Mr.Sukasto as smallholder represents the discourse mainly on the area of income 

generation and prosperity.  He experiences the changes from difficult life in the first time open new 

land under NES program to better income, better housing as palm oil began to produce.  This 

smallholder has little discourse on environmental protection since they grow oil palm tree in the 
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neighborhood and do not expand to the forest land.  They also do not engage with CPO milling 

process.  The problem for them is how to recycling the waste from oil palm tree to be organic 

fertilizer, unfortunately gain less attention from the government, they exercise their agency 

through community collaboration between the farmer. 

5.2.5 Smallholders Katingan district, Central Kalimantan province (Borneo island) 

Interview 

The other smallholder interviewee is Mr. Karyadi, an oil palm farmer from Kasongan village, 

Katingan district in Central Kalimantan province.  He is local people from Dayak ethnic.  He is well 

educated having received university education.  He owns 80 hectares oil palm plantation which can 

be considered as big farmer.  Central Kalimantan was not destinations area for NES program.  He 

started oil palm plantation from zero where he only had small land inherited from his parents.  

Then he bought abandoned land from other Dayak people since they are still practicing nomadic 

farming.  After enjoying benefits from oil palm plantation, with his current position as district 

legislative member, he is actively encourage other Dayak people to leave nomadic farming and 

starts to plant oil palm.  Further highlighted points from the interview are: 

1. Mr. Karyadi is considered as big farmer by owning 80 hectares land comparing to other oil 

palm farmer that usually own 1 to 4 hectares.  Therefore, he employs 10 man workers daily 

and multiplied in harvest period.  He gained knowledge to plant oil palm after several years 

working for big company.   Since there was no NES program in Katingan district before 

1997, thus no supervision or transfer of knowledge from the government.   He often 

purposively travels to Sumatra to learn from the oil palm farmer there.  When returned 

back to village, he practices the knowledge from Sumatra and transfer the knowledge to 

other farmer informally through daily conversation.  After 1997, the government obliged 

big company to allocate 20 percent of plantation area for NES program.  Since then more 

villagers are interested on growing oil palm tree. 

2. Mr. Karyadi admits palm oil bring prosperity, not only permanent modern housing, and car, 

he gives illustration with 4 hectares oil palm plantation farmer capable to send their child to 

Java for school, with 10 hectares farmer capable to send their child to foreign country for 

education.  However, he regrets the number of Dayak people who grow oil palm tree is not 

significant.  The difficulty is to change people’s mindset.  For centuries, Dayak people earn 

their living easily from the nature in short time such as logging the forest, sand and gold 

mining from the rivers.  Whereas to enjoy palm oil it takes at least four years.  Still, the 

situation is changing; people do not allow logging without permit or doing illegal mining.  

Logging, sand and gold mining are no longer promising adequate incomes.  Therefore Mr. 

Karyadi persuades the young Dayak and educate them how to grow palm oil.  He expects in 

the future, Dayak people will have sustainable income and more important thing capable to 

send young Dayak to school. 
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3. Related to deforestation, Mr. Karyadi explained that after strict regulation on illegal logging 

and illegal mining, the traditional practice of nomadic farming has stopped.  Therefore, 

there is no reason to have suspicion on small farmer as a source of forest destruction.  

Moreover, small farmer have no technology or capability to open the forest in large scale.  

There is also company who violate zero burning policy and burning the forest to open new 

land for plantation since the operational cost is lower than opening wet forest.  Related to 

moratorium Oslo, Mr. Karyadi said neutral which means it has no influence to small farmer, 

but it might be have positive impact if during the two years moratorium period there is 

clear procedure and regulation to manage land expansion. 

4. Related to Orangutan who lives in Central Kalimantan, Mr. Karyadi testifies generally 

orangutan is protected, except mischievous big company who violate the regulation and pay 

villagers to hunt orangutan that eat oil palm seeds inside the plantation.  He said this 

violation is under strong monitoring by the government and NGO such as Borneo Orangutan 

Survival which will give heavy sentence. 

5. Related to long term prospect of palm oil, Mr. Karyadi stated that oil palm plantation will 

bring benefits to the farmer.  Unfortunately, he receives no supportive action from the 

government to the farmer.  He has to make any efforts by himself, from knowledge 

acquiring to Sumatra, finding seeds and fertilizer, and selling fresh fruit bunches to big 

company.  One important issue to be addressed is farmer dependency to big company for 

selling the harvest.  He predicts in the next two to three years, there will be palm oil 

booming in Katingan and  will be difficult to sell to big company, the market of fresh fruit 

bunches will be  overloaded as it depends on the production capacity of big company.  

Therefore, he asked the government to permit farmer or farmer group to establish mini CPO 

mill. 

The view of Mr. Karyadi as smallholder represents the discourse on economic and environment 

sustainability.  He is independent smallholder which means does not include in the NES program, 

who is progressively develop oil palm plantation by acquiring knowledge from other successful 

plantation outside the island then actively shares the knowledge in informal daily conversation 

with other farmer or the young.  He has benefited better livelihood thus encourage other local 

people like him to grow palm oil for income sustainability.  He is aware the practice of mischievous 

big company as a threat to the orangutan and deforestation. 
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5.2.6 Greenpeace 

Text Analysis 

Greenpeace is probably the most prominent opposition to Palm Oil industries, their position as 

environmentalist organization makes them a tough environment defender. Here are some of their 

statements taken from their report: 

1. “Palm Oil Industry cooking the climate” to show direct opposition on Palm Oil Industry even 

at the first place, since they put that statement as the title of their document. Greenpeace 

would like to argue that the Palm Oil Industry is the significant factor causing the global 

warming. 

2. “The Oil Palm Industry’s recipe for climate disaster”. Still the same tone with the first 

statement, this statement can be found as one of the report section that historically 

elaborate the evidence of the destruction of the forest (in term of extensive peat drainage, 

construction of large canals, clear-cutting rainforests, and destruction of habitat including 

Sumatran Tiger) caused by land concession for Palm Oil plantation. This is to emphasize 

how dangerous the Palm Oil Industry has been for the earth.  

3. “Through carrying on business as usual, the commodity trade and other big players are not 

taking the urgent action necessary to abandon destructive and socially unjust practices linked 

to the industry’s expansion”. This is the closing statement after the discussion about RSPO, in 

their view the solution offered by RSPO is less likely solves the problem because there is 

conflict of interest between the RSPO’s member itself. For Greenpeace the member of RSPO 

is the big Palm Oil user industry that is dependent on the Palm Oil suppliers who actively 

engage in deforestation and conversion of peat lands. This statement also clarifies the 

position of Greenpeace that opposes the RSPO. 

4. “Stopping the problem: zero deforestation, by moratorium on forest clearance and peat land 

degradation”. Meaning by this, Greenpeace is in a big favor to stop the expansion of palm oil 

industry.  

Interview 

The interview was conducted with Joko Arif, Greenpeace South-East Asia Forest Campaigner, and 

the interview was covering the following points: 

1. Greenpeace started their role in Indonesia since 2005 focusing generally on forest 

protection as the home for Orangutan, indigenous people and as climate regulator. 

Greenpeace views that Indonesia is vulnerable to the climate change which will affect 

agriculture, maritime, forestry. Therefore peoples’ awareness need to be evoked. 
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2. As to solve the Palm Oil Issue Greenpeace propose the solution as follows: 1) Urging the 

other Nations to help Indonesian Government in forest conservation program 2) Palm Oil 

intensification program by increasing productivity instead of land expansion. 

3. Greenpeace appreciates RSPO with some notes that it is still not strong enough to stop the 

land expansion used for Palm Oil and thinks that the threshold criteria for green house gas 

of RSPO is not considered as sustainable, plus many RSPO member use their membership 

only for formality without commitment in implementing the standard. 

4. On the contrary, Greenpeace is skeptical about ISPO because for them it is nothing more 

than just a compilation of the existing government’s regulation and no value added to them, 

and even more, stakeholder such as NGO and indigenous society are being excluded from 

the discussion of ISPO. Greenpeace thinks that the government should be focused on law 

enforcement instead of making a new standard. 

5. Greenpeace uses report publication, lobby, anti-deforestation campaign, and non-violence 

demonstration such as blocking excavator as their means to convey their messages. 

 

For Greenpeace, the meaning of sustainability is preserving the nature especially when facing 

problem of climate change. Greenpeace advocates issue of environmental protections: 

deforestation, CO2 emissions, the use of peatlands, biodiversity extinction. Greenpeace stated 

deforestation, peatlands degradation, and forest fires have placed Indonesia among the top emitters 

of greenhouse gases in the world.  The expansion of oil palm plantation also destroys the habitat of 

endangered and protected species including orangutan and Sumatran tiger. As solution, Greenpeace 

proposes zero deforestation for any industry.  Greenpeace is skeptical on RSPO and view it as a 

‘clearance tool’ for the company to trade palm oil and more skeptical to the ISPO standard since it 

did not include NGO in the process of standard preparation. Greenpeace’s main resource is 

international network where they can recruit volunteers around the world, access to funding and 

donation. In order to exercise their agency, Greenpeace publishes reports, lobbying the policy 

maker, campaigning and conduct heroic and attractive demonstration to gain public attention. 

 

5.2.7 European Union 

Text Analysis 

European Union shares a space of intersection with the issue of Palm Oil through the EU directive 

on promotion of the use of energy from renewable sources. This directive is a commitment of the 

EU to reach the ambitious target of 20% share of energy from renewable sources by 2020 and 10% 

share of renewable energy in the transport sector, and there will be an implication on biofuel sector 

since, in the one hand, biofuel is encouraged to substitute fossil fuel, but in the other hand, the 

growth of biofuel supply from the country producing biofuel restricted due to the regulation on 

land use and carbon emission reduction. The text analysis is as follows: 
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1. “Directive”. This strong word used as a binding commitment for the country member of the 

EU. By using this world EU would like to show their commitment and determination on the 

issue of environment, specifically on renewable energy use and green house gases emission. 

2. “The overall Greenhouse gas savings from biofuel production must be at least 35 percent in 

order for cultivation to be considered sustainable”. These texts are the example of subtle 

imperative implied in the EU directive that has direct consequence on Palm Oil Industries. 

The text is set to be the first biofuel sustainable criteria that can be found in the official 

speech of EU ambassador to Malaysia which explain and summarize the meaning and 

impact of EU directive on Palm Oil producer country like Malaysia and of course Indonesia. 

3. “Areas that contain high carbon stock (such as wetlands, continuously forested areas and 

peat lands) or areas with highly bio-diverse grassland, nature protected area) should not be 

used for biofuel production”. Similar with the previous text, this text is also indirectly aimed 

to reduce CO2 emission by keeping the carbon stored in the soil and in the plant and also to 

avoid disturbing biodiversity and disrupting natural habitats. This also set to be the second 

imperative and sustainable criteria for biofuel production. 

4. “In particular, the EU expresses its support for the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil 

(RSPO)” this statement clarifies the position of EU on existing standard in sustainable Palm 

Oil practice. 

 

Interview 

The interview was conducted with Ewout Deurwaarder Directorate General for Energy, European 

Union. Here are some points revealed from the interview: 

1. The number of minimum 35% threshold of CO2 is resulted from the research using impact 

analysis and some political discussion (no detail explanation on this part), it is done without 

any consultative dialog with the producers. 

2. EU aware that their directive may shift the export destination of Palm Oil Producer 

(especially in Indonesia and Malaysia) from exporting to EU to exporting to others countries 

(e.g. as India and China), this will leads the boomerang effect for EU by threatening the 

supply of Palm Oil for Biofuel purposes that previously set to replace fossil fuel. Regarding 

to this issue, EU keep reviewing and studying all the possible solution while keeping the EU 

directive as it is called “the best things they can do so far”. 

3. EU confirmed what is mentioned in the text analysis before that they appreciate and 

support the RSPO initiative. 

4. EU assures the directive is not a trade barrier by offering the Palm Oil some alternatives to 

be followed: (1) Simply follow the directive, (2) Follow RSPO scheme that include directive 

criteria with an approval from EU, (3) Bilateral agreement EU-country with approval from 

EU. These options provide the negotiation room for countries that are objected with the EU 

directive. 
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From the interview and the document, we could see that EU sharply focuses on the issue of 

sustainability in term of environmental protection and less accommodate the discussion on 

economic aspect of sustainability for Palm Oil Industry. This partial interpretation on sustainability 

could somehow turning back to EU as a threat to the continuity of Palm Oil supply for Biofuel, since 

the EU is no longer an attractive market for Palm Oil producer. The EU who has the authority to 

produce regulation on any matters in regional level (among EU members) their directive has a legal 

position to be followed by the member. EU operates directly in Europe but because many EU 

members are those of big importer for some commodities the exporter country often need to 

comply with the EU regulation. 

From the analysis above, below is the table containing the summary of actor analysis: 

Table  5-2 Actor Analysis 

Actor Actor’s Social Discourse Actor’s Lifeworlds 

IPOC The meaning of palm oil sustainability for the 

government is the use of palm oil for 

economic development including jobs 

creation and income generation. The rural 

development is also seen as multiplier 

positive effect palm oil. The environmental 

sustainability is seen as part of their concern 

by enacting government acts, and oblige palm 

oil producer to follow ISPO standards. They 

consider government acts and standards are 

adequate to tackle environmental issue.  

However, in their views the government 

seems to exclude the problem of expansion 

land by big company that might cause 

deforestation. Another thing is inheritance 

problems from previous ruler such as land 

conflict of indigenous people either with 

state-owned or private big estates The NES 

program also leaves a dependency problem 

between farmer and big company, since the 

production facilities supply and harvest 

output of palm oil are from the company. 

Social-Geographical Space: 

Anchored in Indonesia but has to 

deal with domestic and 

international issues. 

Actor’s Agency:  

IPOC asserts its agency by enacting 

Indonesian Sustainable Palm Oil 

(ISPO) standard compulsory for 

palm oil producer.  IPOC has access 

to Indonesian legislative who make 

regulations. IPOC has access to 

international organization; 

represent government of Indonesia 

for negotiation and lobbying. 

AAL The meaning of sustainability AAL is making 

the company economically sustain in the long 

term to be responsible for their shareholders. 

It is no wonder if AAL disagree with forest 

Social-Geographical Space: 

Anchored in Indonesia but has to 

deal with international issues. 

Actor’s Agency:  
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Actor Actor’s Social Discourse Actor’s Lifeworlds 

moratorium, as expansion of land is necessary 

for their economic sustainability. AAL sets 

their own environmental handling standard 

to show their responsibility about 

environment, which can be biased to their 

interest. 

Money, Association i.e. GAPKI and 

Network and Access to Government 

Decision. Most of the time this type 

of actor exert their power through 

Government’s lobby and public 

campaign. 

TTI The TTI’s responsibility to the environments 

is shown by complying with all sets of rule 

and norm that is emerge around the palm oil 

industry no matter where it comes from. 

Since TTI has a long term relationship with 

their loyal customer in Europe, TTI strictly 

implements RSPO standards.  Similarly, TTI as 

a multinational company rooted since the 

colonial era, they maintained relationship 

with the government and comply with 

domestic regulation and standards. 

Social-Geographical Space: 

European-rooted company that 

operates in Indonesia. 

Actor’s Agency: 

 Local and International (especially 

European) Network.  Local and 

International Lobby 

SH1 Smallholder1 represents the discourse mainly 

on the area of income generation and 

prosperity that currently experiences better 

income.  This smallholder has little discourse 

on environmental protection since they grow 

oil palm tree in the neighborhood and do not 

expand to the forest land and do not engage 

with CPO milling process.   

Social-Geographical Space: 

Muara Telang – Banyuasin district, 

South Sumatra province  

Actor’s Agency: 

Exercising their agency through 

KUD and community collaboration 

between the farmers. 

SH2 Smallholder2 represents the discourse on 

economic and environment sustainability.  He 

has benefited better livelihood thus 

encourage other local people like him to grow 

palm oil for income sustainability.  He is 

aware the practice of mischievous big 

company as a threat to the orangutan and 

deforestation. 

Social-Geographical Space: 

Muara Telang – Banyuasin district, 

South Sumatra province  

Actor’s Agency: 

Exercising their agency through 

community collaboration between 

the farmers. 

GP The meaning of sustainability is preserving 

the nature especially when facing problem of 

climate change. Greenpeace advocates issue 

of environmental protections: deforestation, 

CO2 emissions, the use of peatlands, 

biodiversity extinction. Greenpeace stated 

Social-Geographical Space: 

Greenpeace operates 

internationally with special 

attention on the countries where 

the tropical forest located 

(Indonesia, Brazil and Congo) 
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Actor Actor’s Social Discourse Actor’s Lifeworlds 

deforestation, peatlands degradation, and 

forest fires have placed Indonesia among the 

top emitters of greenhouse gases in the world.  

The expansion of oil palm plantation also 

destroys the habitat of endangered and 

protected species including orangutan and 

Sumatran tiger. As solution, Greenpeace 

proposes zero deforestation for any industry.  

Greenpeace is skeptical on RSPO and view it 

as a ‘clearance tool’ for the company to trade 

palm oil and more skeptical to the ISPO 

standard since it did not include NGO in the 

process of standard preparation. 

 

 

Actor’s Agency: 

Greenpeace has a strong 

international network where they 

can recruit volunteers around the 

world and access to funding and 

donation.  In order to exercise their 

agency, Greenpeace publish report, 

lobbying the policy maker, 

campaigning and conduct heroic 

and attractive demonstration to 

gain public attention. 

EU EU is focusing on environmental protection 

and less concern on economic aspect of 

sustainability for Palm Oil Industry. However, 

this partial interpretation of sustainability 

could somehow strike them back as a threat 

to the continuity of Palm Oil supply for their 

biofuel needs.  

 

Social-Geographical Space: 

EU operates directly in Europe but 

because many EU members are 

those of big importer for some 

commodities the exporter country 

often need to comply the EU 

regulation. 

Actor’s Agency: 

Authority to produce regulation on 

any matters in regional level 

(among EU members). In this case, 

their EU directive is the way for 

them to exercise their agency to EU 

members. 

 

5.3 Interface Analysis  

We have so far elaborated the actor’s discourse and lifeworlds by analyzing the texts and 

interviews. Each actor has their own discourse on the matter of sustainable palm oil, which is the 

central theme of this research. In order to gain a clearer picture on the actor’s arena, we need to 

deduce this actor’s profile and find out how each actor relate to each other, in which issue they are 

contested each other and in which issue the agreement or reconciliation can be achieved. And since 

one of the main question of this research is to seek the opportunity to reconcile actors’ perspective, 
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the factors that make the actors put in the same box should be identified, thus the interface analysis 

come into relevance. 

It is always a good point to start with splitting the big notion of sustainability into two group of 

issue: The first one is Economic Development, and the second one is Environmental Protection. We 

can find from the actor analysis that the economics issue of sustainable palm oil encompassing the 

issue of Job Creation, Income Creation and Rural Development while the environmental issue 

touching the issue of Environmental Destruction (i.e. CO2 emission, deforestation and biodiversity 

disruption), RSPO standardization, ISPO standardization and Oslo moratorium. Those issues are 

emerged frequently in the texts as well as in the interviews; some of them are also actual and 

recently discussed and reported in Indonesian and International Media. The next step is to classify 

actor based on their contestation and adherence to each issue.  The following table shows the 

contestation of representation between actors: 

Table  5-3 Contestation of Representation between Actors 

Group of 

Sustainability 

Issue 

Sustainability Issue Supportive Actor Opposing Actor 
Neutral 

Actor 

Economic 

Development 

Jobs creation 
IPOC, AAL, TTI, 

SMH1, SMH2 

-  GP, EU 

Income 
IPOC, AAL, SMH1, 

SMH2 
- GP, EU 

Rural development 
IPOC, AAL, TTI, 

SMH1, SMH2 
- GP, EU 

Environment 

Palm oil is the cause of 

environmental Destruction 

(CO2 emission, Deforestation, 

Biodiversity disruption) 

GP, EU IPOC, AAL, TTI, 

SMH1, SMH2 

- 

OSLO Moratorium IPOC, GP, EU, SMH2 AAL SMH1 

RSPO 
IPOC, TTI, EU,  

AAL, GP 
SMH1, 

SMH2 

ISPO 
IPOC, AAL, TTI,  

GP 
SMH1, 

SMH2 

 

From the table above, most of the actors except Greenpeace views palm oil bring benefits of jobs 

creation, income generation, and rural development.  AAL and TTI employs 24 thousands and 8 

thousands workers respectively.  The majority of the employees are working on the estates, 

cultivating oil palm tree and harvesting fruit fresh bunches. Others are working in CPO mills owned 

by big company, only few people work in the management level.  Based on the statistic 2010 

(Supriyono 2010) palm oil industry employs 2,8 million labor who work on the estates, 1,6 million 

or around 60 percent of them are smallholders who work on their own oil palm plantation.  In the 

micro level, plasma smallholders’ earning are better more than previous earning; and for palm oil 
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workers, big plantation follow strictly the government regulation on minimum wages standard 

which is vary in every region, and most plantation company pays their workers above the minimum 

wages standards (Indonesia et al. 2007). Smallholders both in South Sumatra and Central 

Kalimantan are enjoying better living, housing, and infrastructures such as roads, bridges, 

electricity, telephone lines, and more.   

On the other hand, Greenpeace’s reports show palm oil as the cause of environmental destruction.  

The report (2007) said Indonesia loose 2 percent of its remaining forest every year mostly for palm 

oil expansion due to the increasing global demand of palm oil for industry and biofuel.  Greenpeace 

stated deforestation, peatlands degradation, and forest fires have placed Indonesia among the top 

emitters of greenhouse gases in the world.  The report show forest destruction is responsible for 

about one fifth of global GHG emissions.  Every year, 1.8 billion tonnes of CO2 emissions are 

released by the degradation and burning of Indonesia's peatlands. This figure is equivalent to 4 

percent of world's total GHG emissions.  There are about 22.5 million hectares of peatlands in 

Indonesia including the world's deepest peat deposit up to 15 meters deep.  Peatlands are critical 

carbon stores that capable to store a fifth of total carbon in the terrestrial biosphere, including all 

soils and vegetation.   Another report (Greenpeace 2008) shows how palm oil plantation caused 

Orangutan extinction; it is showed in a campaign by Greenpeace depicted a man eating Kit Kat 

chocolate with his mouth full of orangutan’s blood.  The expansion of oil palm plantation also 

destroys the habitat of endangered and protected species including the critically endangered 

Sumatran tiger. 

As solution, Greenpeace proposes zero deforestation especially in tropical forest countries such as 

Indonesia, Congo, and Brazil, by establishing forest moratorium which means no more forest cut 

allowed including a moratorium on peatlands conversion.  Greenpeace also proposes a global 

funding mechanism to transfer money from rich to poor countries for forest protection.  Therefore, 

Greenpeace supports the letter of intent between Norway and Indonesian government (Oslo 

moratorium) that suspends the oil palm expansion for two years ahead and encouraging longer 

time for forest moratorium. Greenpeace exercises their agency by active campaign for example 

positioning big company such as Unilever who consume CPO for their food and cosmetic products 

as anti environmental sustainability. Greenpeace also lobby the rich country to agree upon their 

proposal.   

European Union also obliged palm oil producer countries to meet EU-Directives criteria of palm oil 

production for biofuel.  To meet the criteria, EU offers alternatives to be followed: (1) Simply follow 

the directive, (2) Follow RSPO scheme that include directive criteria with an approval from EU, (3) 

Bilateral agreement EU-country with approval from EU. These options provide the negotiation 

room for countries that are objected with the EU directive.  EU tends to be ignorant with the 

economic issue; the ignorance of EU for economic issue discourages the oil palm industry since the 

criteria of EU Directives not feasible to be fulfilled.  The oil palm producer from Indonesia views EU 

Directives as ‘green protection’ or trade barrier for palm oil.  Therefore, the supply of palm oil for 

biofuel to Europe is threatened, since the oil palm producers tend to shift their market if they can 
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not comply with the EU Directives standard. Thus, the long term intention of EU Directives for 

sustainable palm oil is threatened by the Directives criteria itself.   

Tolan Tiga Indonesia (TTI) as European based company shows its responsibility of environmental 

by complying with RSPO standards and all government regulation.  TTI also commits to comply 

with government regulation including ISPO. TTI views anti-palm oil campaign is exaggerated since 

the palm oil producers have adopt government regulation and sustainability standards which is 

never considered by Greenpeace. For smallholders, since their plantation in neighborhood area, 

there is no reason to accuse smallholders as agent for deforestation. Smallholder in South Sumatra 

shows his environmental concern by willingness to recycle the waste from oil palm tree to be 

organic fertilizer although he faces difficulties of knowledge shortages. 

 

To show their commitment toward environment AAL has developed its own internal standard and 

procedure that can biased to their own interest. AAL argues environmental concern is inherently an 

obligation of the company, with or without any external pressures.  Although the government of 

Indonesia recommends private company to comply with RSPO standards, AAL does not join to be 

RSPO member.  AAL believe that RSPO could not be accepted as a world standard or consensus, 

because it only emerge from a small consumers group in Europe that only based of European 

buyers interest. Therefore, AAL refuses to regard RSPO as an accepted environment protection 

standard. They stated that RSPO is neither a global standard nor a country standard and nor even a 

government regulation. So there is no need to comply with it.   On the contrary, AAL appreciate the 

initiative of the Government of Indonesia to create their own domestic standard for sustainability 

namely ISPO that is more suitable with Indonesia’s actual situation.  

From the explanation above, the economic sustainability issue will remain a contestation arena for 

actors has no intersecting discourse with the rest of the actors.  Therefore, the environmental 

concern can be a line for similarity.  However, since the practices toward environmental concern 

are varies, there is a need for standards as an entry point for reconciliation.  From the study, at least 

three standards emerge, namely: RSPO, ISPO, and internal company standard, in which actors vary 

in the acceptance level. Greenpeace is skeptical on RSPO and view it as a ‘clearance tool’ for the 

company to trade palm oil. Moreover, Greenpeace is more skeptical to the ISPO standard that just 

released by Indonesian government, they criticize the process of ISPO creation, which that 

according to them, did not include NGO in the process of standard preparation.  On the other hand, 

the internal environmental standard practices by AAL also prone to bias since none of external 

party will use and agree on self-claimed standard. 
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6. Conclusion 

 

It is now the time for us to conclude what we have been discussing in the previous chapters. In 

doing so, the conclusion are distinguished into three parts, the first part is the conclusion related 

with the research questions, and the second part is the conclusion related with method used in this 

research. Finally policy implication is discussed in section 6.3 at the end of this chapter.  

6.1 Summary: Answering the Research Questions 

The central question of the research is going to analyze the different actors’ perspectives on the 

sustainability of Indonesian palm oil?  And how can they be reconciled with each other.  To help 

answering the main question, I use groups of working sub questions. These are the summary of 

research finding to answer the research question. The first group of sub question is history of palm 

oil plantation in Indonesia’ which is discussed in chapter 3.  Palm oil is an existing plantation since 

nineteenth century during the Dutch colonial era, at that time the controversy of economic value 

versus environmental issue was not known. Since the view’s contestations of sustainable palm oil 

are widely acknowledged in twentieth century, thus it is important to situate these perspectives 

historically.  How and when were palm oil plantations set up in the colonial era? Why were they 

set up?  The oil palm tree is originally from the Equatorial Guinea coast, central Africa (Hartley 

1967). In about 1848, four trees were received by the Buitenzorg Botanical Gardens in Java 

(Henderson and Osborne 2000).  These  four  trees  provided  seed  for  all  the  oil palms  grown  in  

the  Far  East, where  they  flourished  as well as in their  native  Africa.  By the large attraction of 

palm oil prices in world markets, the Dutch government decided to start cultivation. In 1911 the 

first estates were opened on the east coast of Sumatra. The expansion of oil palms in Sumatra is due 

to factors of suitable altitude relief, drainage, and rainfall and existed transportation infrastructures 

(Deasy 1942). I cannot found other socio-economic factors behind that expansion except the nature 

reasoning. From 1870 to 1929, the Dutch government implemented a policy called ‘the plantation 

economy’ where the Dutch authorities decided to open the colony to private enterprise and 

investment.  Using the momentum of plantation economy policy, in 1911 Belgian firm undertook 

commercial development of large plantation in Sumatra, including PT. Tolan Tiga Indonesia as one 

of my respondents in this research. After Indonesia proclaimed its independence in 1945, the Dutch 

plantation system collapsed, and all of the colonial plantations were nationalized (Gelder 2004).  

The palm oil plantation during the colonial era did however become the embryo for state-owned 

and foreign estates set up in the post colonial era. 
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What role was played by smallholders in palm oil plantation, historically? During the Old Order 

regime under President Sukarno, the production of palm oil was declined as a result of political 

instability and war (Gelder 2004). The changes in palm oil sector were led by the New Order of 

President Suharto, the government aggressively expanded palm oil plantation mainly in Sumatra 

through direct investment in state-owned company(Casson 2000).  In 1974, the price of palm oil 

rebounded very high in international market so that efforts were made to boost palm oil 

production.  Dedicated for this purpose, the government promoted transmigration scheme known 

as Nucleus Estate and Smallholders (NES) which is a form of cooperation between state-owned or 

private companies which have capital, and smallholders who lack capital but can supply plentiful 

labor (Hasnah et al. 2004 , Zen et al. 2005).  The main idea was the nucleus (state-owned or private 

company) allocates plots of land (usually 2 hectares) for smallholders, in the beginning this ‘plasma’ 

is planted by contractors, sometimes settlers were designated as workers. Once the plots mature, 

they would be handed over to smallholders under the supervision of the nucleus which will buy the 

fresh fruit bunch.  The nucleus subtracted 30 percent from smallholders’ harvesting revenues. This 

deduction covers loan expenses, costs of harvesting, transportation and fertilizer. When costs have 

been repaid plasma smallholders receive their titles to land.  One of my research respondents is 

NES/supported smallholders in Banyuasin district, South Sumatra province. Beside supported 

smallholders, there are independent or individual smallholders who are not part of the NES 

program. The independent and plasma smallholders continued to plant new individual areas of oil 

palm so that the development of palm oil plantation significantly increased to account 42 percent of 

total palm oil estates in Indonesia (Agriculture 2010).  Although that is considerable part of 

smallholders, I think they are to a large extent dependent on the big companies in several aspects 

such as for production tools, fertilizers, pesticides, and mainly the market for selling fresh fruit 

bunch harvesting (Degn and Bertule 2009).  This is also confirmed from the interview with 

independent smallholders from Katingan district, Central Kalimantan province. He worries about 

palm oil price for smallholders as only big companies own mills. Thus, smallholder’s dependent to 

company in selling the fruit harvesting since palm oil is traded in form of crude palm oil (CPO) or 

Crude Palm kernel oil (CPKO).  Moreover, big companies do not support independent smallholders 

with production facilities.  The independent farmers buy seeds, fertilizers on their own and 

sometimes have to import from other island.   

What has been the contribution of palm oil for Indonesian development in the post-

independence era? The idea of development for Indonesia is emphasized in the economic aspect. 

The Indonesian government has used oil palm as a major vehicle for rural development (Zen et al. 

2005 , Potter and Lee 1998b). This is done through NES program since 1980s.  The contribution of 

palm oil for development discussed in this thesis is limited to one component of economic 

wellbeing, to be precise job creation and income generation; although I understand there are other 

important issues of wellbeing, such as food security, access to education and healthcare, social 

cohesion, cultural impact, and a lot more aspects. For job creations, palm oil sectors is considered to 

be labor intensive and absorbs workers from any education level, since the major tasks are working 

on the estates to cultivate and harvest, and operational worker in the mills (Casson 2000).  For 

example, Tolan Tiga Indonesia said the majority of their workers are low to middle educated who 
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work on the estate, middle to university educated worker for working on mills, quality control, and 

foreman, top management is managed by expatriates. Statistically, in 2006 it was found that around 

1.7 to 2 million people worked in the palm oil industry (Zen et al. 2006). The number increase in 

2010 (Supriyono 2010) when the palm oil industry employed 2,8 million laborers who work on the 

estates, out of which 1,6 million are smallholders (NES and independent) who work on their own 

oil palm plantation.  The respondents in South Sumatra and Central Kalimantan also admit to enjoy 

a better income comparing before cultivating palm oil.  When I asked the economic condition of 

other palm oil farmer in their neighborhood, it is said almost similar condition, expressed in their 

ownership of modern housing, cars, and ability to send their child to higher education outside the 

island.  However, it is too early to generalize the better income is enjoyed by all palm oil farmers 

(equality) in the village as my observation did not conducted in the field.  The rural development in 

palm oil area also leaves a question about the wellbeing of farmer who do not cultivate oil palm 

tree.  As stated by respondent from Katingan district, before becoming aware that palm oil gives 

attractive economic value, Dayak people sell their land in a very cheap price and no longer become 

land owner to cultivate palm oil.  This case is possible to raise inequality in the village. Palm oil 

estates establishment has been a cause of many disputes between plantation owners and local 

people. The conflict mainly stem from the changes in resource governance during President 

Suharto, the government claiming sole jurisdiction over 74 percent of all land in Indonesia (Gordon 

1998) while indigenous people have historically not been granted legal land rights except based on 

customary order for a long period of time.  These customary rights have often been ignored often 

without proper compensation that resulted in conflicts (McCarthy 2009). 

The second group of sub questions which are discussed in chapter 4 is related to the ‘history of 

environmentalist palm oil movement’. Starting with a brief overview of the origins of the 

environmentalist movement in Indonesia, How and when did this environmental movement come 

to target palm oil?  The history of environmentalist movement emerged in Europe along with the 

awakening of science and the growing interest to natural history as man revealed the consequences 

of nature’s exploitation on the environment which in turn has consequences to the human life 

(McCormack 1989).  The euphoria also has influence in the Dutch colony which led to the 

establishment of botanical garden and sanctuaries, one of them in Bogor, West Java (Jepson and 

Whittaker 2002).  Later, the existence of palm oil in Indonesia began in this botanical garden when 

four seeds of palm oil tree received in 1884. Then in the New Order under President Suharto, the 

main issues of environmentalist activists are rapid destruction of natural resources in the wake of 

modernization policies (which also adopted by President Suharto), when forest, especially timber 

(logging) and mining were exploited for the sake of growth (Robinson 1986 , Peluso et al. 2008 , 

Palmer 2000).  The first palm oil issues recognized is the study about the relation between land 

clearances for palm oil as the cause of fires incidence (Potter and Lee 1998a).  Another similar 

study shows the New Order government turned the forest for palm oil as follow: with few 

inhabitants, no one in a position to object the forest thus the land was designated as Permanent 

Production Forest. Then government allocated the land to logging companies that leads to 

devastating forest. The government then reclassified devastating forest as Conversion Forest. This 

reclassification attracted businessman to gain licenses from the government and removed any 
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remaining timber and clearance the land for oil palm plantation (Anderson and Bowen 2000).  The 

two issues of forest clearance and burning in the late 1990s  was followed by publication of Friends 

of the Earth (2004) reported the failure of UK governments and companies to address the issue of 

world's tropical rainforest destruction. Also UK consumers are playing a part in the continuation of 

rainforest destruction by everyday's shopping of foods and cosmetics that are tainted with the 

damaging environmental impacts of palm oil.  I think that by this publication, the palm oil campaign 

began to reach consumers’ (i.e. Unilever, Burger King) of palm oil concern especially in Europe, 

since the expansion of palm oil is also triggered by attractive demand/market.  Following by 

Greenpeace, which also uses specific brands to create awareness about the environmental problem 

related to palm oil. In 2007, Greenpeace released a report presenting the findings of their 

investigation on how the world's largest food, cosmetic, and biofuel companies were driving the 

destruction of Indonesia's rainforests and peat lands through the expansion of palm oil 

(Greenpeace 2007).  Followed by another report showing how the expansion of palm oil in central 

Kalimantan is fuelling climate change and helping drive orangutans to extinction (Greenpeace 

2008).   

The third group of sub question which discussed in chapter 5.2 is the actor-oriented analysis to 

gain insight into multiple perspectives on sustainability palm oil.  Since the main question is 

going to reveal the actors’ perspective on the big issue of palm oil’s sustainability, the research is 

basically converged into two aspect of sustainability: first is Economic issue and the second is 

Environmental issue. This division of sustainability aspect is useful to specify the abstract term of 

sustainability. Without further specification, the term sustainability could address anything, then 

people will easily say that everything good are sustainable which will not be beneficial for our 

discussion. Those two division are at least my interpretation of Brundtland’s notion of 

sustainability ‘that which meets all the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own needs. Sustainable development is a continued process of 

change in which the exploitation of resources, the direction of investments, the orientation of 

technological development and institutional change are made consistent with future as well as 

present needs (Brundtland 1987). Therefore, in the research I will try to reveal actors’ 

sustainability notion in two issues of economic and environment. I understand this is also limitation 

of my study since there are broader ways to interpret sustainability.   

The adoption of actor-oriented approach is intended to identify differing actors’ perspectives or 

‘multiple social realities’ in palm oil issue of economic and environment sustainability, the fact that 

each stakeholders work with different understanding and interests that confront each other in their 

interactions (Long 2001 p.20).   In order to analyze the dynamics of these interactions, I used the 

concept of ‘social interface’ developed by Long that perceived interface is a site for conflict, 

incompatibility, and negotiation (Long 1999).  Long suggests social discourse (which emphasize on 

ethnographic study) in understanding processes of social interaction and negotiation. Based on my 

understanding, for this research the way I interpret Long’s actor-oriented framework as follow: to 

conduct discourse analysis the first step is choosing relevant actors that represent Indonesian palm 

oil stakeholders. IPOC represents the Indonesian government, AAL represent domestic company, 
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TTI represent foreign company with roots from Dutch colonial era, Smallholder in South Sumatra 

represent NES smallholder which I found randomly via friends of a friend.  Smallholder in Central 

Kalimantan represent independent or non NES smallholder which I found randomly via palm oil 

association of farmers. Greenpeace represents a major environmentalist NGO, and EU represent 

international organization.  Second step is textual and interview analysis to gain the perspectives.  

This is done by studying the documents or publication related to the issue of Indonesian palm oil 

either released officially by the stakeholders or main issues in the newspapers. Then data analysis 

will be done by thorough reading to the passage, write the outline, and summarize the overall 

theme.  Interpretation and explanation are done by attaching social context to the text (how is the 

meaning attached), for instance considering historical context that has been discussed in chapter 3 

and 4, and figure out what is not said/excluded from the discourse.  Another tools for discourse 

analysis is done by interview.  The interview is aimed to confirm the statements of actors within the 

text. Interviews also conducted to directly ask actors’ perceptions of issues related to sustainable 

palm oil.  By interview, the opinion of actors about current issue which is not covered in their 

written publication can be revealed i.e. moratorium Oslo.  In this research, interview becomes a 

means to dig information from smallholders, in this case farmer, who has no written publication.   

From the analysis, the meaning of palm oil sustainability for the government is the use of palm oil 

for economic development including jobs creation and income generation. The rural development 

is also seen as multiplier positive effect palm oil. The environmental sustainability is seen as part of 

their concern by enacting government acts, and oblige palm oil producer to follow ISPO standards. 

They consider government acts and standards are adequate to tackle environmental issue.  

However, in their views the government seems to exclude the problem of expansion land by big 

company that might cause deforestation. As confirmed in the interview with respondent in 

Katingan district, Central Kalimantan, there are mischievous companies which expand palm oil 

plantation by violating forest governance regulations.  Another thing is inheritance problems from 

previous ruler such as land conflict of indigenous people either with state-owned or private big 

estates, since at that time the ruler claiming sole jurisdiction over 74 percent of all land in 

Indonesia.  The problem is prone to trigger social unrest. The NES program also leaves a 

dependency problem between farmer and big company, since the production facilities supply and 

harvest output of palm oil are from the company. 

Interestingly, both companies of AAL and TTI use the notion of ‘responsibility’ to express 

sustainability, responsibility to their shareholders, employees, government, and environment. 

Therefore, the meaning of sustainability AAL is making the company economically sustain in the 

long term to be responsible for their shareholders. It is no wonder if AAL disagree with forest 

moratorium, as expansion of land is necessary for their economic sustainability. AAL sets their own 

environmental handling standard to show their responsibility about environment, which can be 

biased to their interest. AAL distrusts RSPO standard by saying that it is not representing the 

accepted international consensus and portraying them as a product of small (consumers) groups in 

the Europe. On the contrary, AAL believe and encourage the existence of ISPO standards as a way 

out to mediate the interest of palm oil industry and the concern on environment.  The TTI’s 
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responsibility to the environments is shown by complying with all sets of rule and norm that is 

emerge around the palm oil industry no matter where it comes from. Since TTI has a long term 

relationship with their loyal customer in Europe, TTI strictly implements RSPO standards.  

Similarly, TTI as a multinational company rooted since the colonial era, they maintained 

relationship with the government and comply with domestic regulation and standards. 

The NES smallholder from Banyuasin district, South Sumatra experiences the changes from difficult 

life in the first time open new land under NES program to better income, better housing as palm oil 

began to produce.  This smallholder has little discourse on environmental protection since they 

grow oil palm tree in the neighborhood and do not expand to the forest land.  He also does not 

engage with CPO milling process.  The problem for him is how to recycling the waste from oil palm 

tree to be organic fertilizer. The independent smallholder from Katingan district, Central 

Kalimantan has benefited better livelihood thus encourage other local people like him to grow palm 

oil for income sustainability.  He is aware the practice of mischievous big company as a threat to the 

orangutan and deforestation.  

For Greenpeace, the meaning of sustainability is preserving the nature especially when facing 

problem of climate change. Greenpeace advocates issue of environmental protections: 

deforestation, CO2 emissions, the use of peatlands, biodiversity extinction. Greenpeace stated 

deforestation, peatlands degradation, and forest fires have placed Indonesia among the top emitters 

of greenhouse gases in the world.  The expansion of oil palm plantation also destroys the habitat of 

endangered and protected species including orangutan and Sumatran tiger. As solution, Greenpeace 

proposes zero deforestation for any industry.  Greenpeace is skeptical on RSPO and view it as a 

‘clearance tool’ for the company to trade palm oil and more skeptical to the ISPO standard since it 

did not include NGO in the process of standard preparation.  While EU sharply focuses on the issue 

of sustainability in term of environmental protection and less accommodates the discussion on 

economic aspect of sustainability for Palm Oil Industry. This partial interpretation on sustainability 

could somehow turning back to EU as a threat to the continuity of Palm Oil supply for Biofuel, since 

the EU is no longer an attractive market for Palm Oil producer. 

The third fourth group of sub question which discussed in chapter 5.3 is related to policy 

recommendation. What is the intersection or incommensurability between different actors’ 

perspectives? Can the different actors’ perspectives be reconciled? If yes, how? 

In chapter five, actors are selected based on their relevance to the sustainability issue. Actors’ 

perspective is revealed by analyzing the texts they have produced and then confirmed and enriched 

by the interview. All of those results then systematize into structured actors’ representation that 

identified their perspectives, agencies and social discourses. The perspective of actors is important 

to be revealed to find out the position of each actor to one particular issue. Hence, eliciting the 

issues out of the diffuse and unstructured information from the text and the interview should be 

done carefully in order to have a well mapped actors’ perspective towards issues division.  In my 

understanding, the way to have a proper assessment on this matter is broken down the big group of 
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issue on Economic development into small specific issue which is revealed during the interview, 

they are: Jobs creation, Income, and Rural Development. While the environmental issue touching 

the issue of Environmental Destruction (i.e. CO2 emission, deforestation and biodiversity 

disruption), RSPO standardization, ISPO standardization and OSLO moratorium.  And the position 

of each actor on each issue are being revealed through the text analysis and confirmed through the 

interview. 

To preserve the nature and facing climate change, GP proposed forest moratorium or zero 

expansion of forest for industry. From the interview, when I asked GP’s respondent for economic 

consequence of GP campaign to stop the use of forest for industry, he said it will bring indirect 

effect, since if we can face the climate problem the productivity of agricultural as a whole will be 

good.  Instead of opening forest, he suggests intensification program to increase palm oil 

productivity in existing plantations.  Therefore, GP is considered as neutral actor in economic issue, 

although in the job creations aspects will bring negative effect.  For facing CO2 emissions, EU sets 

standards of EU-Directives to be fulfilled by palm oil producers. The EU-Directives can be 

responded negatively by producer who cannot comply with. Consequently, EU could be threatened 

by the shortage of palm oil supply if the producer shifting their market to non EU destinations 

countries. The rest of the actors are simply in favor of the economic development.   

When we come to discuss the environmental aspect of sustainable palm oil, the controversy 

emerges in a most extreme mode, on the one side, the environmentalist insists to halt all kind of 

Palm Oil expansion to save the environment, while on the other side, the people from Industry 

defend their right to grow and accusing the environmentalist movement as a trading war’s tool to 

hit Palm Oil sector while giving the Palm Oil’s competitors (i.e. soya, rapeseed, sun flower) room for 

growing. Here the tension between actors took the place. From the interface analysis we can see 

that AAL and GP as a representation of two extreme positions are always opposing each other in 

every aspect of environmental issues. There are four environmental issues emerge from the 

analysis: 1) Environmental destructions caused mainly by Palm Oil Industry, 2) Oslo Moratorium, 

3) RSPO, and 4) ISPO where Greenpeace and AAL are in the opposite position in three issues of 

Environmental Destruction, Oslo Moratorium and ISPO. However they are both agree on opposing 

RSPO for different reasons. While Greenpeace thinks that RSPO is not sufficient for environmental 

protection, AAL oppose RSPO with an accusation that RSPO is a tool of trade protectionism, or 

subtly said that it is a ‘green protectionism’.  On the issue of Oslo Moratorium, it is captured an 

interesting position of IPOC that were forced to agree with the moratorium just because they are in 

the same organization with the government’s official who is representing Indonesia in signing the 

moratorium, although we found that many IPOC’s statements and publications, including their 

disagreement that the Palm Oil industry is the main cause for environmental destruction, are 

opposing the spirit of the moratorium.    

Since in my interpretation there is little disagreement or tension between actors on the economic 

development issue, the attention will be focused on the environmental issue where the controversy 

and disagreement take place. The two extreme actor positions actually lead to the reconciliation of 
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actors if there is any common rule and standard agreed.  And since there are two standards (RSPO 

and IPOC) emerge, actors then automatically affiliate to one of these two standards, but there are 

also some actors are willing to affiliate to both standards. The RSPO is established in 2002 by Palm 

Oil consumer association with voluntarily membership.  RSPO especially intended as a standards 

for palm oil products marketed in the EU. Thus to be accepted in EU, palm oil producer should 

comply with RSPO standards.  Because of it’s voluntarily, some companies like AAL do not join the 

membership; moreover their biggest market is for domestic consumption. The ISPO standard is 

formulated by IPOC and just released in 2011.  ISPO is obligatory for Indonesian palm oil producers, 

so it does not tie other countries producers and also for buyers (such as Unilever, Nestle). Both of 

the standards addressed issue of palm oil production process.  Here the chance for reconciliation 

lies because once all actors could use the same standard or recognizing the other standard, then 

time has come for all parties to co-operate and realized a sustainable production and development 

of palm oil.  

6.2 Concluding Reflections and Directions for Future Research 

This study shows that stakeholders vary, contested, and even conflicted in their perspectives on 

Indonesia sustainable palm oil. In this regard, actor-oriented approach shows its usefulness in 

uncovering these perspectives with some limitations. Long suggested to do social discourse 

analysis with emphasize on ethnographic study to be optimum in uncover the hidden things on 

actors discourse especially through social practices in everyday life.  For discourse analysis, Long 

refers to many methodologies, one of them critical discourse analysis (CDA) of Fairclough (1995) 

and van Dijk (1996) that is used in this thesis.  Fairclough (1995) depicts dimension of CDA: 

Description is the stage which is concerned with formal properties of the text (e.g. grammar), as 

this thesis will not focus in the grammatical things but will list the outline of text. Interpretation and 

explanation is concerned with the relationship between text and social context and their social 

effects.  Fairclough suggests an explanation of socio-cultural context will require ethnographic 

study that is not done in this master thesis. Thus, the interpretation and explanation will rely on the 

available written text and the interview, which can be limited or bias to my scope of knowledge.  

However, according to van Dijk (1996) CDA does not have a rigid theoretical framework or 

methodology as it is a shared perspective encompassing a range of approaches instead of one 

school of thought, the researcher has to synthesis the framework to best fulfill the needs of 

research, for this thesis is explained in chapter 2.  I found almost all study case using Long’s actor-

oriented approached is intended for planned intervention in development project with definitive 

social and geographical space (i.e. rural area) Bosman 2004 , (Long 1999 , Bosman 2004 , Long 

2002 , Long and Liu 2009).  The researcher then goes to the field, develops relevant actors in the 

field by dismantling available established structures, makes thorough observations of actor’s 

lifeworlds, social practices and cultural paradigm, and, experiencing or observing the contestation 

and conflicts.  Since I did not conduct ethnographic study, the ways I analyze social interface is 

mapping actor’s perspectives into arena of contestations of actors’ discourse and make analysis. 

Therefore, there are some limitations for example I could not confirm the interview statement of 
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smallholders’ wellbeing with actual condition on the field, or could not confirm the practices of 

environmental handling, or sometimes the information could be in normative way. 

Based on the research findings and its limitations, I propose some recommendations for further 

research: First, from interview with an independent smallholder in Katingan district, Central 

Kalimantan, it is revealed that many indigenous Dayak people gave up their land to be bought by 

company or other farmers.  Thus, conducting ethnographic study can be done to address issue of 

sustainable development in broader term of social sustainability for example the social cohesion of 

Dayak people who plant oil palm.  Second, it is revealed that smallholder has very limited 

knowledge for environmental handling, for example the NES smallholder in Banyuasin district, 

South Sumatra has willingness for waste recycling with limited knowledge.  So the research can be 

done how to enhance smallholders’ environmental handling. Third, it will be interesting to study 

the actor’s network, and coordination both inside and between actors. For example this study put 

ministry of agriculture as single government representatives; while in fact there is ministry of 

environment, ministry of forestry, ministry of trade, and others that might have internal dynamics 

in responds to one single issue of sustainable palm oil.  Lastly the fourth, since the end of my thesis 

is about the battle over standard, thus it will be interesting to study at least the two standards of 

RSPO and ISPO. Moreover ISPO is just released on May 2011, then further study need to assess the 

effectiveness of ISPO implementation and standard reconciliation (if possible). 

6.3 Policy Implication 

From the study there are some important issues that might be useful in considering policy 

regarding palm oil sustainability:  Greenpeace propose forest moratorium of zero using of forest for 

industry, which means no more expansion or opening forest intended for export crops (timber, 

rubber, palm oil) plantation, pulp and paper industry, or other industry activity.  Greenpeace 

suggest the urgency of saving the tropical forest to face climate change.  Greenpeace argues climate 

change leads to problem of climate uncertainty that disadvantaging the farmers such as seasons 

uncertainty cause crop failure. Therefore, forest moratorium will have indirect effect on the 

economic sustainability of farmer.  However, the developing country like Indonesia is facing 

problems of employment that also needs to be considered.  The EU-Directives might have side 

effect on the supply of biofuel, in case the palm oil producers cannot comply with EU-Directives and 

shifting their market destination outside EU. Therefore, the EU needs to reconsider this indirect 

effect. 

The farmer’s dependency to big company should be addressed. Farmers in NES program depend on 

production facilities such as seeds, fertilizers, pesticides, tools from its nucleus (big companies or 

state owned).  The idea of farmer in Banyuasin district to recycle palm oil tree waste as organic 

fertilizer can be realized to give broader choice of ‘green’ farming. Since smallholders mainly 

cultivate and harvest palm oil in the estates, and do not engage with palm oil milling process, the 

recycling can be seen as opportunity to lessen the dependency and creating opportunity for 

reducing the use of chemical farming. 
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7. Appendixes 

7.1 Appendix A: Current process operation and products of palm oil 

mills  

 

Figure  7-1 Current process operation and products of palm oil mills and kernel crushing plants, and downstream 

products obtained from crude palm oil (CPO) and crude palm kernel oil (CPKO). Source: (Santosa 2008) 

 



67 

 

7.2 Appendix B: world’s supply of vegetable oils 

 

Table  7-1 Major Vegetable Oils: World Supply in million metric tonnes.  Source: USDA (2011a) 

Production 2006/07 2007/08 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 May 

2011/12 

Oil Palm & Palm 

Kernel 

41.77 45.96 49.16 51.36 52.91 55.92 

Oil Soybean 36.53 37.83 35.89 38.89 41.84 43.27 

Oil Rapeseed 17.13 18.42 20.47 22.31 22.97 23.14 

Oil Sunflower seed 10.7 10.03 12 11.66 11.38 12.18 

Oil Cottonseed 5.13 5.21 4.78 4.64 4.98 5.27 

Oil Peanut 4.49 4.86 5.02 4.68 5.03 5.06 

Oil Coconut 3.22 3.53 3.53 3.62 3.68 3.68 

Oil Olive 2.83 2.78 2.78 3.05 3.01 3.02 

Total 121.78 128.61 133.64 140.2 145.8 151.53 

 

7.3 Appendix C: Major exporters of palm oil 

  

Table  7-2  Major exporters of palm oil in thousand metric tonnes. Source: USDA (2011a) 

Production 2006/07 2007/08 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 May 

2011/12 

 Indonesia 16600 18000 20500 22000 23600 25400 

 Malaysia 15290 17567 17259 17763 17500 18400 

 Thailand 1170 1050 1540 1345 1288 1450 

 Colombia 755 780 795 770 820 880 

 Nigeria 810 820 850 850 850 850 

 Other 2704 2867 3048 3134 3202 3281 

 Total 37329 41084 43992 45862 47260 50261 
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7.4 Appendix D: Importers of palm oil 

 

Table  7-3  Major Importers of palm oil in thousand metric tonnes. Source: USDA (2011a) 

Countries 2006/07 2007/08 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 May 2011/12 

 Other 8282 9335 8579 9623 10229 10423 

 India 3650 5013 6867 6603 7000 7600 

 China 5139 5223 6118 5760 5950 6650 

 EU-27 4332 4960 5504 5422 5100 5500 

 Pakistan 1619 1958 1957 2041 2100 2200 

 Malaysia 403 669 1047 1283 1350 1400 

 Egypt 768 553 1024 1174 1125 1250 

 Bangladesh 898 724 700 951 1050 1120 

 United States 702 952 1036 994 907 998 

 Iran 419 610 504 548 570 650 

 Singapore 220 287 328 352 475 600 

Total 26432 30284 33664 34751 35856 38391 

 

7.5 Appendix E: Indonesia: palm oils’ production 1990 – 2010 

 

 

Figure  7-2 Palm oil national productivity. Source: Direktorat Jenderal Bina Produksi Perkebunan (2010) 
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7.6 Appendix F: Indonesia: palm oils and palm kernel oil export volume 

 

Figure  7-3 Export Volume of Palm Oil & Palm Kernel Oil. Source: Indonesian Oil Palm Research Institute (PPKS 

2010) 

 

7.7 Appendix G: Private Environmental Organizations, 1865 -1914 

Table  7-4  Some Private Environmental Organizations, 1865 -1914. Source (McCormack 1989 p.18) 

Year Organization Country 

1865 Commons, Open Spaces and Footpaths Preservation Society Britain 

1867 East Riding Association for the Protection of Sea Birds Britain 

1870 Association for the Protection of British Birds Britain 

1880 Fog and Smoke Committee (National Smoke Abatement Institution Britain 

1883 American Ornithologists Union Natal Game Protection Association United States 

1885 Selborne Society Britain 

1886 Audubon Society (lapsed 1889, revived 1905) United States 

1891 Society for the Protection of Birds Britain 

1892 Sierra Club United States 

1895 National Trust Britain 

1896 Massachusetts Audubon Society United States 

1898 Coal Smoke Abatement Society (now National Society for Clean Air) Britain 

1903 Society for the Preservation of the Wild Fauna of the Empire Britain 

1905 National Association of Audubon Societies United States 
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1909 Swiss League for the Protection of Nature Switzerland 

 Swedish Society for the Protection of Nature Sweden 

 Wildlife Preservation Society Australia 

1912 Society for the Promotion of Nature Reserves Britain 

1913 British Ecological Society Britain 

 

7.8 Appendix H: RSPO Principles 

1. Commit to Transparency 

2. Compliance with applicable laws and regulations  

3. Commitment to long-term economic and financial viability 

4. Use of appropriate best practices by growers and millers  

5. Environmental responsibility and conservation of natural resources and biodiversity 

6. Responsible consideration of employees and of individuals and communities affected by 

growers and mills 

7. Responsible development for new plantings 

8. Commitment to continuous improvement in key areas of activity 

 

7.9 Appendix I: ISPO Principles 

1. The plantation licensing and management system  

2. The application of technical guidelines for palm oil cultivation and processing 

3. Environmental management and monitoring 

4. Responsibility towards workers  

5. Social and community responsibility 

6. Empowering the community economy and  

7. Sustainable business improvement 
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7.10 Appendix J: List of Interviewee 

Dr.Rosedianan Suharto, Director Indonesia Palm Oil Commission- Ministry of Agriculture, 6 June 

2011 

Mr.Joko Supriyono, Director for Environment and Social Responsibility, PT. Astra Agro Lestari, 10 

May 2011 

Mr. Oliver Tichit, General Manager Environment and Conservation, PT.Tolan Tiga Indonesia  9 

August 2011 

Mr.Huluk Sukasto, a NES farmer of Banyuasin District, South Sumatra province, 14 May 2011 

Mr.Karyadi, an independent large farmer from Katingan District, Central Kalimantan province, 9 

June 2011 

Mr.Joko Arif, Greenpeace South-East Asia Forest Campaigner , 17 June 2011 

Mr. Ewout  Deurwaarder, European Commission-Directorate General for Energy, 25 May 2011 
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