Sustainable palm oil could be key to balancing food security and forest conservation
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As the world's population is projected to reach 9.8 billion by 2050, the challenge of balancing food production with forest conservation looms larger than ever. Amidst an annual loss of 80 million hectares of forests, primarily due to agricultural expansion, the importance of producing commodities sustainably cannot be overstated. The cultivation of palm oil emerges as a particularly pressing case; once vilified for its role in deforestation, recent initiatives suggest it could be vital for ecological balance if managed appropriately.
A recent report by Global Canopy highlights a significant dissonance between corporate pledges to eradicate deforestation by 2025 and the actual progress being made, particularly among smallholders. This ineffectiveness is underscored by findings from Forest 500, indicating that nearly half of the companies committed to reducing deforestation are still far from meeting their targets. Moreover, the World Bank warns that unchecked deforestation could lead to economic repercussions exceeding $2.7 trillion annually by 2030, with Brazil’s agricultural output alone potentially declining by $3.5 billion due to Amazon degradation.
The urgency of these challenges is echoed by the role of smallholder farmers, who produce about 40% of the world's palm oil. Their transition to sustainable practices not only bolsters environmental protection but also enhances food security and livelihoods. Sustainable palm oil initiatives strive to equip these farmers with the tools to optimise yields while adhering to ethical and environmentally responsible practices. The Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO), alongside standards like Fairtrade and Bonsucro, is instrumental in this transition, offering training and certification to improve market access and premium pricing for sustainably sourced products.
The efficiency of oil palm cultivation plays a crucial role in this narrative. As the world's most widely used vegetable oil, palm oil accounts for around 35% of global vegetable oil production, yet utilises less than 10% of the land dedicated to oil crops. Notably, substituting palm oil with alternative oils such as sunflower or soybean could impose even greater environmental strains, as these require significantly more land. Sustainable practices can ensure that oil palm cultivation is both productive and ecologically sound.
Evidence suggests that RSPO-certified plantations yield approximately 60% more palm oil per hectare than the global average. This increased productivity not only mitigates land use pressures but also aligns with sustainability goals, enhancing food security while meeting the global demand for palm oil. Smallholders practising responsible agriculture benefit economically, often earning up to 35% more from their yields. This financial uplift encourages a shift from subsistence farming towards entrepreneurialism, fostering community resilience.
However, the palm oil industry's landscape is fraught with challenges. Current trends show that both Indonesia and Malaysia's exports are impacted by domestic biofuel demands, with nearly half of Indonesia's palm oil production diverted to biodiesel programmes. This shift risks exacerbating food security issues across Southeast Asia, already facing rising cooking oil prices and shortages. Responsive actions to uphold the balance between palm oil production and food supply are urgently needed, particularly as the demand for biofuels grows.
Regenerative agriculture practices are gaining traction as a potential solution to the challenges posed by climate change, particularly in Southeast Asia. Integrating diverse crops and reducing chemical usage can strengthen both yields and the resilience of palm oil farming against extreme weather patterns. Initiatives such as those being undertaken by the IDH in Aceh Tamiang demonstrate the feasibility of scalable solutions that protect ecosystems while improving farmers' livelihoods.
Corporate commitments to sustainable sourcing have also come under scrutiny, with reports detailing illegal deforestation linked to major brands like Nestlé and Procter & Gamble. Such instances undermine public trust, prompting companies to reevaluate their supply chains. As the EU prepares to enforce its Deforestation Regulation, which demands compliance for imports, the implications for the palm oil sector — particularly in Indonesia and Malaysia — could be profound, potentially reducing exports and impacting global commodity prices.
As the world anticipates the Climate COP30 in Belém, situated at the threshold of the Amazon rainforest, the intersection of sustainable palm oil production, forest conservation, and global food security remains a pivotal focal point. The road ahead is complex, but integrating sustainable practices in palm oil production is essential for ensuring that human activities and natural ecosystems coexist harmoniously. Achieving this balance is not merely a responsibility for businesses but a collective imperative to secure a sustainable future for all.
HS Yen, Director of Standards and Sustainability at the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil, aptly summarises the imperative: the essence of sustainable agriculture lies in creating systems where human actions support rather than undermine ecological health.
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