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Abstract 
The food industry faces problems relating to the sustainability of palm oil as a food 
commodity. These problem areas include social, environmental, economic and health issues. 
The food industry also competes with increasing palm oil demands from the energy sector. 
This case study identifies and analyzes different perspectives regarding sustainable palm oil 
as a food commodity in Sweden through interviews with palm oil experts in different 
businesses and organizations. This study focuses on how the food retailer Axfood manages 
the identified views. The results show that Axfood handle the problem areas by their 
membership in the organization Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO). At the moment 
are certificates bought for all their usage of palm oil, but discussions have been started to 
change to another palm oil certification system within the RSPO. From the results was it 
concluded that higher demands are placed on palm oil from the energy sector than from the 
food industry. Common demands need to be placed on the fat and oil industry to reach more 
sustainable levels of the certified oil. Sustainability has different meanings for different actors 
within the palm oil industry. Decreasing the usage of palm oil is part of the solution to 
achieving a more environmentally responsible palm oil industry.   
 
Keywords: Energy, Food, Palm oil, RSPO, Sustainability.  
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1. Introduction 
There is a spatial separation between where products are produced and where they are 
consumed due to world trade (Tengnäs and Svedén, 2002). The effects can be positive, where 
imported products create work and increased incomes. There are also negative impacts such 
as environmental and social problems in the producing countries (Tengnäs and Svedén, 2002). 
Palm oil production is a big industry where the oil is used in many different types of products, 
such as cosmetics, soaps and washing powder. Within the food industry palm oil is an 
important component, since it is used as the basic material for many products (Ng et al., 
2012). The problem, for usages of palm oil, is that the production is done in an unsustainable 
way.  
 
Palm oil is the most commonly used vegetable oil in the world, being used in both the food 
and energy sectors (Tincliffe and Webber, 2012). Palm oil has multiple application areas and 
is easy to cultivate for a low price. Compared to other vegetable oil crops, palm oil produces 
up to ten times more oil per hectare (Tincliffe and Webber, 2012). Palm oil production 
increased by more than 400% between 1980 and 2000, and this trend is projected to continue 
(Koh and Wilcove, 2007). Koh and Wilcove (2007) state that diets in several developed 
countries account for increased usage of palm oil in food products, because of a perception 
that palm oil is healthier than other vegetable oils.  
 
Momentarily Indonesia and Malaysia are the largest palm oil producers in the world. It is 
expected that they will remain market leaders in the near future, with respectively 20% and 
14% of global oil output projected for 2021 (OECD/FAO, 2012).  Palm oil production is also 
predicted to account for one third of the global vegetable oil production in 2021. Another 
reason for its expansion is the usage of palm oil as a renewable energy source (Ng et al., 
2012). The world’s total demand for vegetable crops as biodiesel is projected to increase to 
16% in 2021. From the total produced palm oil is 9% forecast to be used within the biofuel 
industry (OECD/FAO, 2012). 
 
The palm oil industry has offered wealth to people and development in palm oil producing 
countries, due to the work opportunities and increased income for people. The expansion of 
oil palm cultivation is, however, not without problems (Tengnäs and Svedén, 2002). 
According to Tengnäs and Svedén (2002) the major problem is that the areas where oil palms 
are produced used to be tropical rainforest. Therefore, the expansion threatens tropical plants 
and animals but also the indigenous people and their knowledge about the resource. Other 
problems are related to high carbon emissions, through deforestation and ditching of peat land 
for potential production, where connections to an increased risk for global warming exists 
(Naturvårdsverket, 2008). Plantation methods that use sustainable farming, could improve the 
palm oil industry and also reduce the deforestation as well as decrease the threat towards 
biological diversity. The strong economical connection, including the amount of job 
opportunities, has lead to focus on finding sustainable ways for cultivation.  
 
1.1 Problem formulation 
The oil palm produce on average 3.80 tonnes of oil/ha/year (Gee, 2007) and additional 0.42 
tonnes/ha of palm kernel oil (Lin, 2011). This can be compared to the main alternatives, 
rapeseed, soybean and sunflower oil, which respectively give 0.56, 0.35 and 0.46 
tonnes/ha/year (Lin, 2011). Therefore, a bigger area would be necessary to deliver the same 
volumes as palm oil. Because of the social and environmental problems related to palm oil an 
initiative was taken by different actors, who use palm oil in their business, to place a more 
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sustainable palm oil on the market. The Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO), an 
organization working with sustainability standards within the palm oil industry, was therefore 
founded. Through the organization have principles and criteria been developed for a 
sustainable palm oil, which can be obtained through different certification systems. Laurance 
et al. (2010) mention that the certification has been given critique that it is lacking in certain 
areas, where special focus has been directed to the fact that it enables tropical deforestation 
and allows release of carbon dioxide, under the disguise of sustainable criteria. Currently the 
principles and criteria are under review (RSPO 7).  
 
The palm oil industry is a controversial area related to different problem areas. In order to 
improve the business more focus needs to be placed on sustainability. What and how this can 
be fulfilled is more difficult, which the food industry also has difficulties to address. This 
project has been developed together with the food company Axfood, which struggles with 
how to assess the palm oil related difficulties. Axfood has similar goals in the palm oil 
question as many of the other Swedish food retailers. The company is also one of the bigger 
food retailers in Sweden and was therefore seen as a good representative case for the study. 
Therefore, this research aims to bring together different perspectives and relate them to how a 
food retailer manages them. It aims to fill the found gap and see possibilities in how the 
problems could be bridged and handled, to reach better alternatives for sustainability within 
the palm oil industry.  
 
1.2 Aim and research questions  
The aim of this project is to identify and analyze different perspectives regarding sustainable 
palm oil as a food commodity. The thesis will focus on how a food retailer in Sweden, 
Axfood, manages the identified views. In order to reach the aim the following research 
questions have been developed:  

1. Which perspectives are given in relation to sustainable palm oil? 
2. In relation to the different perspectives, which advantages and disadvantages can 

be identified in relation to sustainable palm oil? 
3. How are the different perspectives dealt with by a food retailer in Sweden?  

 
 1.3 Thesis disposition 
After the Introduction chapter the Methods and materials will be presented, which explains 
the method used to answer the aim and research questions. The third chapter, Background, 
gives a short description of the oil palm as well as how and why it is used. The Theoretical 
framework, chapter four, is based on the literature review where the concept of sustainability 
is presented. This leads to identification of the different perspectives and their relation to palm 
oil, which later is connected to the empirical material. Chapter five, Case study, presents the 
case which is followed by the development of the RSPO. In Results, the sixth part, the 
empirical material is presented. In the seventh and finishing chapter, Discussion and 
conclusions, are the results discussed in connection to the literature and conclusions drawn.  
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2. Method and materials 
This section presents the approach and strategy to answer the aim and research questions. This 
section also motivates and describes the collection of empirical material and the study 
limitations.  
 
2.1 Scientific approach  
In order to gather the necessary data a qualitative approach was taken, since this approach’s 
main focus is to collect information and analyze results (Murray and Huges, 2008). Toloie-
Eshlaghy et al. (2011) relate the qualitative methods as an umbrella term for the methods and 
techniques which cannot be quantified. The method is preferable and suitable when exploring 
questions in social science, which can be related to the meaning of experiences, and to 
interpret the complexity of human actions. The method is also used to understand how a 
relation appears and give space for a deeper ability to explore the existing conditions 
(Bryman, 2012). This results in focus on data, which was aimed for in this research project. 
The core can be distinguished by three research methods; in-depth interviewing, analysis of 
data and observation of behavior (Darlington and Scott, 2002), where this study has used the 
first method to gather the empirical material.  
 

2.1.1 Case study 
The basic idea of a case study is that one case will be studied in detail to develop as full 
understanding as possible of the case (Punch, 1998). The aim is to comprehend the case in 
depth, in its complexity and context, with a holistic focus. The rationale can vary (May, 
2011), where explaining complexity and human experiences as a pioneer for better 
understanding are mentioned, and suits under the aim of analyzing and identifying 
perspectives in relation to palm oil. According to Punch (1998) it can therefore be seen as a 
strategy rather than a method, which use multiple data sources. The case can be anything but 
is defined as an occurring phenomenon in an enclosed context. The criticism against this 
strategy is mainly focused on its ability to generalize, when only one case is studied (Punch, 
1998; May, 2011). It is mentioned that this becomes of importance or not depending on what 
the objective of the case study is. In this study the aim was to understand the case, Axfood, in 
its difficulty with palm oil, and not to generalize.  
 
2.2 Data gathering 
Through three methods was the empirical data collected, which is in coherence with a case 
study research (Punch, 1998). A triangulation of methods was used in this study, including a 
literature review, document analysis and interviews with palm oil experts from different 
business and organizations.  

 
2.2.1 Literature review  
To get a good understanding of the background of the problem, information from the existing 
scientific literature about palm oil was gathered. This information is relevant to understand 
how previous researches have defined palm oil problems relating to sustainability. The 
purpose of the literature review is also to illustrate which gap the study fills and its 
contribution to the research field (Murray and Hughes, 2008).  
 
2.2.2 Document analysis 
Documents from Axfoods website were analyzed. Through the documents was information 
collected about the company’s sustainability work and goals. To gain access to documents of 
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the studied case is important and Bryman (2012) mention that companies produce documents 
both for the external and internal domain. This means that the researcher often has to rely only 
on public documents, and not gaining access to the internal. An important aspect to have in 
mind is therefore for what purpose and to whom the documents were written. With this 
awareness is it less likely that the researcher is mislead (Yin, 2009). Throughout the project 
this was kept in mind while reading and analyzing documents from different organizations 
and companies.  
 
2.2.3 Interviews 
Semi-structured interviews were used in this project. This interview type is characteristic by 
its flexible and fluid structure (Bryman, 2012). The interviews were organized around an 
interview guide (see appendix 1), which included topics and areas to be covered. Krag- 
Jacobsen (1993) says that with different interviewees different areas can be covered and 
followed up, which results in flexibility in how and what sequence questions are asked. This 
enables the interview to shape after the interviewees understanding and researcher interest, 
and new themes can develop. Berg (2004) mentions that even though there is a specific order 
of questioning the responders are expected to answer questions that have not been asked, 
which will give more elaborated answers. In the process a relationship is developed between 
the interviewee and interviewer. The gathered data is therefore recognized to be sensitive and 
personal (Lewis-Beck, Bryman & Futing Liao, 2004).  
 
2.3 Interview implementation 
Snowball sampling was used to gather the interviewees. This is defined as a technique to 
gather research objects from one initial actor who provides the name for other possible actors 
(Lewis- Beck et al., 2004). It is an informative method which is argued to be the most broadly 
used and has an apparent connection to in-depth interviewing (Noy, 2008). The method is, 
according to Berg (2004), preferable when identification of appropriate interviewees has been 
made. The interviewed persons may open up for further possibilities for an expansion of 
contacts, and it is therefore seen as a methodology which takes advantage of the social 
network of respondents (May, 2011). It is expected that recommendation is given to 
interviewees within relevant field for the research. This enables access to hidden populations, 
find respondents who are a few in number and in places where higher levels of confidence is 
necessary for initial contact.  
 
The first interviews were held with informant 1 and 2, who mentioned the other informants 
interviewed. The interviewed informants were from different organizations, companies and 
fields which gave a diverse picture of the palm oil area. To different companies and 
organizations were emails sent with requests for an interview. Some responded to look at their 
website for information, some did not have the time and capacity and some did not reply at 
all. The interviews, that were performed, were conducted through telephone or Skype since it 
was hard to arrange face-to-face meetings with all the interviewees, discussed further in 2.4. 
In consensus with the informants the interviews were recorded. This can have an effect on 
their answers since it is known that the interview will be kept word-by-word (Bryman, 2012). 
The interviews were transcribed word-by-word, which involves the question of reliability, 
since the transcriber can affect the results of the written material. Extra consideration was 
placed on this since most interviews were held in and transcribed in Swedish, while translated 
into English for the results. After the transcription the interview data was thematic analyzed, 
see 2.3.3. The interviews were performed between the 15th of March and 12th of April 2013 
and took about 30 to 80 minutes. 
 



 

7 
 

2.3.1 Informants 
All the informants had different work assignments and titles, with the common approach that 
they in their work are involved with palm oil in some way. Yin (2009) discusses whether the 
identities should be real or anonymous. In coherence with this the approach has been taken 
where it is sufficient to give anonymity to the individuals alone and not to the 
companies/organizations. This decision bases on that the aim of the thesis was not to see what 
certain people said but instead to investigate the case, Axfood and palm oil. In table 1 the 
order of the interviews is presented as well as the informants’ position and the 
company/organization they work for, in the cases this was permitted by the interviewee. 
 

Table 1. The informants, their position and the company/organization they work for. 

 PoPosition Company /Organization 
Informant 1 Head of environmental and social responsibility  Axfood 
Informant 2 Environmental coordinator for products and purchase Axfood 
Informant 3   Responsible for palm oil questions at WWF Sweden World Wide Fund for 

Nature (WWF) 
Informant 4  Trading Manager International edible oil 

trading, processing and 
producing company 

Informant 5 Director Corporate Responsibility Cloetta 
Informant 6 Professor food science Swedish University of 

Agricultural Science   
Informant 7 Quality Manager Axfood 
Informant 8 Quality Assurance Axfood 
 
2.3.2 Interview questions 
The interviewees were all working within different fields with palm oil and hence have 
different knowledge in the matter. Therefore general and specific questions were asked for 
each interviewee (see appendix 1 and 2). Further the questions were changed during the 
process, since some questions meant for one informant had been answered by another. Out of 
the 8 interviews one was held in English and the rest in Swedish. The interview guide in 
appendix 1 and 2 has been translated into English. Some of the interviewees asked to see the 
questionnaire in advance in order to prepare necessary information. May (2011) mention that 
three conditions need to be fulfilled in order to perform a successful interview: availability, 
cognition and motivation. In coherent with this it was considered important to give the 
questionnaire to the informants who asked for it, while less spontaneous and more “polished” 
answers can be gained.    
 
2.3.3 Thematic analysis 
Berg (2004) refers thematic analysis as a good way to analyze data from several 
transcriptions. It is also necessary in order to relate the data to different themes and patterns. 
The themes, presented in the theoretical framework, were used as base for analyzing the 
transcribed interviews. The themes were; social, environmental, economic and health, but also 
sustainability and RSPO. The interviews were market with different colors according to the 
different areas. This to see similarities and difference in thoughts connected to the themes and 
their relation to sustainable palm oil. The results from all interviewees have been combined 
and are presented in chapter 6.  
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2.4 Limitations 
A theoretical limitation was the choice to focus on different perspectives in relation to palm 
oil, with basis in sustainability. In addition the presented literature needed to be limited, since 
the identified areas are broad and much written about them separately. The range of the thesis, 
time aspect and relevance were considered in order to limit the literature reviewed. Further 
could other theories have been applied, but the aim was not to use a specific theory in order to 
analyze the empirical material. Instead it was to study palm oil from the identified 
perspectives, where the used theory was considered suitable.  
 
Further limitation was to only use one case study, which was recognized to suit for the aim. In 
connection to the interviews the choice were made to only use qualitative interviews to gather 
the empirical material, which was based on the fact that snowball sampling could be used. 
The approach can limit the diversity of the informants (Taylor and Bogdan, 1998), which was 
considered but not seen as a disadvantage for the study’s aim. The number of informants 
interviewed was based on that no more relevant interviewees were mentioned by other 
informants, and the time aspect. The position and organization/ company of the interviewees 
can also be a limitation, since all work with palm oil. This gives a direction of the interviews, 
which not mirror the options and their effects neither the proponents against it. An advantage 
could have been to include consumers and environmental organizations to gain their 
perspective. An additional limitation is that phone interviews were performed, where it can be 
difficult to talk to another person openly and the opportunity to observe is lost. On the other 
hand this type of interview provides an anonymity, which can decrease the effect the 
interviewer has on the interviewee (Jacobsen, 2010).  
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3. Background 
In this chapter a short history of the oil palm will be presented, where a more elaborated 
background can be found in appendix 3. This is followed by how palm oil is produced, 
processed and used. This to give the reader the necessary background to understand for what 
purpose and in which products palm oil is used. 
 
3.1 Oil palm 
The oil palm (Elaeis guineensis) exists in three main areas: Africa, Southeast Asia and South 
and Central America, where humans have caused the big spreading (Corley and Tinker, 
2007). With the decreasing of the slave trade a new commodity was needed, where the oil 
palm came into the picture in the beginning of the 1800s (Henderson and Osborne, 2000). 
Due to economical development and new interventions, such as soaps, candles, margarine and 
industrial use the demand for palm oil grew during the 19th century (Corley and Tinker, 
2007). It also became popular in order to replace butter, since it was cheaper and had better 
durability (Henderson and Osborne, 2000). Palm oil was not the only reason for the request of 
oil palms; the demand for palm kernel oil also increased (see 3.1.1). The expansion, in using 
areas for the two oils, quickly reached its point where the demand exceeded the supply from 
natural palm tree plantations. In beginning of the 20th century the development of the oil palm 
as an international plantation crop began. Together with efficient plantation management, 
improved processing and increased marketing the oil palm industry has expanded 
dramatically during the past 50 years.  
 
3.2 From plantation to final use 
The oil palm trees grow the best within 5º north and south of the equator, where rainfall is 
evenly spread throughout the year, sufficient sunshine and temperatures of 25-33ºC 
(Gunstone, 2011). When the palms are around three years old they begin to produce fruits and 
have its peak between 9 and 12 years old (Hasnah Fleming & Coelli, 2004). The palms can 
become up to 200 years (Gunstone, 2011), but their economical life cycle is 25 years after 
which the commercial trees have to be replanted (Lin, 2011). It is critical that the fruit is 
transported immediately after harvesting to the mills, where they are sterilized with steam to 
inactivate enzymes and micro- organisms (Gunstone, 2011). Afterwards the fresh fruit 
bunches needs to be processed within 48 hours (Mccarthy and Cramb, 2009).  
 
The palm fruit is oval (figure 1) and weights up to 30 g; 
it grows in bunches with up to 1500 fruits with a total 
weight of 20 to 30 kg. The fruits ripen progressively and 
are harvested in intervals of 10 to 14 days (Gunstone, 
2011). As mentioned the fruit can produce two important 
vegetable oils, palm oil (PO) and palm-kernel oil (PKO), 
which is an extraordinary capacity. From the outer flesh, 
mesocarp, palm oil can be extracted and this part consists 
of around 20% of the fruits total weight. The palm kernel 
oil, which is extracted from the nut, consists of 5% of the 
weight of the fruit (Henderson and Osborne, 2000). 
Besides palm oil and palm kernel oil, palm kernel cake 
is a main products derived from the oil palm and used 
for livestock feed.  
 

Figure 1. Cross section of an oil palm fruit 
(Modified after Corley and Tinker, 2007). 

Mesocarp 

Endocarp 

Kernel 



 

10 
 

Palm oil is a combination of different triglycerides where different fatty acids are combined in 
diverse positions in the same molecule. Therefore there is no clear melting point (Corely and 
Tinker, 2007). The oil has a high oxidative stability that can be used at high temperatures and 
support long shelf life of products (Foster, Williamson & Lunn, 2009). The oil consists of a 
small fraction of non triglycerides, where β-carotene, sterols and tocopherol are included (see 
4.3.4). These have different positive effects on human health, such as being antioxidants, have 
anti-cholesterol effects and forming different vitamins. To produce palm kernel oil the kernel 
has to be crushed to extract the oil. The oil contains a high proportion of lauric acid, making it 
similar to coconut oil (see 4.3.4), and has a melting point at 27 to 30ºC. After extraction of the 
oil the rests is pressed to a kernel cake, which is used for animal feed as a source for 
additional nutrients (Corley and Tinker, 2007). Palm kernel oil is mainly used within the 
oleochemical industry, oil products extracted from plants and animal fats used for e.g. 
personal care items, but has some usage for the food industry (Foster et al., 2009). Here the 
usage can replace butter fat in dairy products, such as coffee whitener, whipped toppings, 
toffee, caramel and coatings. The different types for application are shown in table 2. 
 

Table 2. Usage in food for some palm oil products  
(Modified after Foster et al., 2009). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	   Palm	  oil	   Palm	  olein	   Palm	  stearin	  
(soft)	  

Palm	  sterain	  
(hard)	  

Hardened	  
palm	  oil	  

Palm	  kernel	  
oil	  

Margarines	   XX	   XXX	   XXX	   X	   XXX	   XXX	  
Frying	  fats	   XXX	   XXX	   XX	   	   XX	   	  
Cooking	  oils	   	   XX	   	   	   	   	  
Fats	  and	  coating	   	   	   XXX	   	   XX	   XXX	  
Ice	  cream	   XXX	   	   	   	   XX	   XXX	  
Biscuits	   XXX	   	   XX	   X	   XX	   XX	  
Cookies	   XXX	   	   XX	   X	   X	   	  
Crackers	   XXX	   	   XX	   X	   X	   XXX	  
Cake	  mix	   XXX	   	   XX	   X	   X	   	  
Icings	   XX	   	   X	   	   XXX	   	  
Instant	  noodles	   XXX	   XXX	   XX	   	   X	   	  
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4. Theoretical framework 
The theoretical framework is based on the literature review. It brings up aspects and 
discussions around the issue of “sustainability”, leading to the identification and theoretical 
background of the different perspectives in relation to sustainable palm oil and the themes 
used to analyze the results and findings.  
 
4.1 Sustainability as a concept  
The term sustainability can, and has, been used in different and varying ways, since its 
flexibility is a part of its attraction (Adams, 2009). Scoones (2007) and Adams (2009) refer 
sustainability to a buzzword, which everything can be connected to. Adams (2009: 2) develop 
it further and state that buzzwords are “unavoidable, powerful and floating free from concrete 
referents”. It creates a ‘boundary term’ which unites different groups on a broad general 
agenda and has been translated, with different meanings, depending on the context of the 
discussion and audience of the debate. Consequently, it has been facing different discourses, 
some more alike than others (Redclift, 2005). Redclift (2005) say that this depends on the fact 
that the approach is misleading where complexity and contradictions are underlying. 
Therefore, confusion exist which is characteristic of the concept. According to Scoones 
(2007) sustainability has been used as a base for formulation of networks and projects. It has 
also been used for construction of institutions and organizations, followed by large 
economical inputs for this cause. Adams (2009) argues that sustainability has been used as a 
term in the debate over human impact on global climate change, while sustainable 
development has included a wider range of issues. Here is biodiversity and pollution 
integrated at the same time as the challenge to handle global inequality and poverty while the 
economy is stable. Sustainable development can be defined in many ways, whereas the 
Brundtland Commission definition is the most commonly used. Here it is defined as “a 
development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs” (Redclift, 2005: 213). Adams (2009) argues that this 
definition is rather a good slogan than a base for theory, since it has no coherent theoretical 
core or constant meaning. The simple phrase permits its users to make high-sounding 
statements, which have a weak meaning. Redclift (2005) give an example of the confusion as 
the ‘needs’, in the Brundtland definition, which will be different for future generations and 
that needs are defined in different cultures. This has lead to the inclusion of the two concepts 
in any debate touching upon environment and development. 
 
From this it can be stated that sustainability has been used as a term to embrace many 
different issues, where poverty, biodiversity and political aspects are included. Adams (2009) 
implies that this does not capture the fact of not continuing with business-as-usual. Instead it 
is used to make businesses sustainable on the continuing path of business-as-usual with green 
credentials. Dauvergene and Neville (2010) argue that sustainability, in relation to palm oil, is 
both powerful and misleading. This creates a discourse which is complex to challenge since it 
is commonly accepted norms and goals of the international community. From the 
international perspective palm oil has been established as an alternative to fossil fuel. On a 
national level provides economic benefits. Although the development has been called 
sustainable in practice the production tends to exclude perspectives, interests and livelihoods 
of marginalized communities, specially were insecure land holdings exist. The oil palm can be 
produced at a small and local scale, but is easily lend to large-scale plantations and export 
oriented production, where the incentives for production are intensifying these trends 
(Dauvergene and Neville, 2010).  
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4.2 The three pillars of sustainability 
Sustainable development is a guiding principle for the development of economic, 
environmental and social issues, according to the United Nations (UN) (Hansmann, Mieg & 
Frischknecht, 2012). The connection between the three areas was developed in the beginning 
of the 90s, by the business community (Scoones, 2007), where it got the term ‘triple bottom 
line’ (Elkington, 2004). And according to the Bruntland definition these three areas aim to 
have “an ‘equitable sharing of the environmental costs and benefits of economic development 
between and within countries’” (Hansmann et al., 2012: 451). The three dimensions are 
fundamental aspects for sustainability and have been named as the three pillars of 
sustainability (figure 2). The pillars mirror that responsible development needs to include 
consideration of natural, human and economic aspects or as a more casual way of speaking 
planet, people and profit (the 3Ps).  
 
The approaches aiming to balance the three areas have been given criticism since they include 
diverse types of values which are not proportional to each other, such as biodiversity vs. costs, 
profit vs. equity, health and cultural values. Further on are controversial interests of 
stakeholders often conflicting within one pillar, as social conflicts or economic conflicts, 
which generally put focus on one pillar instead of all three (Hansmann et al., 2012). On the 
other hand do Henriques and Richardson (2004) argue that it is not possible to prove priority 
to one of the dimensions for another, since the dimensions on their own are not sufficient. 
According to Hansmann et al. (2012) the pillars influence each other in both positive and 
negative ways. The correlation of positive synergies between them stands for a critical task in 
sustainable decision making. Additional it was found that the integration of the pillars often is 
overlapping with the occurrence of conflicts between them. The conflicts could lead to 
systematic efforts for their integration, or conflicts could arise through efforts to balance the 
three areas in relation to a sustainability issue. Resolving conflicts is though seen as the vital 
part when integrating and balancing the three pillars.  
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Figure 2. The three pillars for Sustainable Development 
(Adopted after Hansmann et al., 2012). 
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4.3 The three pillars and their relation to palm oil  
The issue of palm oil sustainability can be applied to the three pillars and shows the 
advantages and disadvantages with the commodity. On one side palm oil has considerable 
positive socio-economic impact in production countries and is a tool for rural development 
(Brandi et al., 2012). In addition it has many advantages such as high yield per hectare, a long 
life span as a perennial source and multiple application areas (see appendix 4) (Henderson and 
Osborne, 2000). On the other hand there are several negative sides for ecological and social 
sustainability, such as big carbon footprints, reduction of biodiversity and a cause of land 
right conflicts. Sustainability has therefore been a hot topic in relation to the palm oil industry, 
where Tan et al. (2009) mention that it needs to be cultivated with an appropriate method to 
guarantee sustainable development in terms of environmental, social and economical benefits. 
From the literature review these areas can be distinguished from different sources; 
environmental (e.g. Tincliffe and Webber, 2012; Laurance et al., 2010), social (e.g. Hasnah et 
al., 2004; Mccarthy and Cramb, 2009) and economic (e.g. Abdullah, 2011). It could further be 
stated that a fourth issue, in relation to palm oil sustainability, also is of importance. Therefore 
health will be highlighted (e.g. Foster et al., 2009; Lin, 2011), which is included under the 
social aspect in figure 2. The identified perspectives for palm oil sustainability will be 
presented in the following sections.  
 
4.3.1 Environmental  
The long economical life cycle and the closed canopy of the palm oil plantations support 
stable ecosystems (Gee, 2007). Lin (2011) also state that this green canopy absorbs carbon 
dioxide from the environment. On the other hand Laurance et al. (2010) argue that from a 
climate change and biodiversity perspective the advantages are small, since it directly or 
indirectly contribute to deforestation. Tan et al. (2009) mention deforestation, orangutan 
extinction and peat land destruction as three issues which need to be addressed. These areas 
are something Tincliffe and Webber (2012) also point out by declaring that the land cleared 
for oil palm plantations often is virgin tropical rainforest or peat swap forest. Both of these 
have high levels of biodiversity and also work as carbon sinks, which cannot be repaired once 
lost. This is contributing to the loss of unique animals and plants, and the orangutan is one 
species which has lost 90% of its habitats during the last 20 years. OECD and FAO (2012) 
points out that particular the change of primary forest to plantations has been given much 
critique, and has slowly decreased since the late 90s. Another problem within the plantations 
is that the vegetation often is cleared by burning, which also is a health problem (see 4.3.4) 
and therefore contribute to more emissions. Recent research has discovered tropical rainforest 
deforestation to contribute with 10% of the annual anthropogenic carbon emissions (Tincliffe 
and Webber, 2012).  
 
McCarthy and Zen (2010) mention another problem which is that oil palm factories need to be 
placed alongside water sources. Many factories lie by the side of small rivers, running through 
the rural landscape, where most of their waste is dumped creating problems of externalities. 
Many factories create up to 1,200 m2 of effluent liquid waste per day from the production of 
crude palm oil (CPO). The biological oxygen demand and pollution load this cause is equal to 
the sewerage produced from a city of 75 000 citizens. Further the processing of oil palm fruits 
creating solid waste, such as empty fruit bunches and mesocarp fiber. These are often burned 
and, due to their large amounts, produce unhealthy odors and smoke pollution stretching over 
broad areas. Shells are also a waste created which some state companies use to fill roads, 
whereas most factories use them for internal burning to power boiling stations which create 
big amounts of black smoke and dust. According to McCarthy and Zen (2010) have 
Indonesian policymakers developed environmental laws, which to some extent have been 
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successful, whereas key shortfalls remain. Economic interests tend to overcome 
environmental considerations, as well as favorable arrangements, bribes and misusing of 
public funds.  
 
4.3.2 Social 
In contrast to the environmental problems, the palm oil factories create work opportunities, 
where the employees are depending upon the palm. McCarthy and Zen (2010) state that the 
employees would support and protect the factories. This even though the factories clearly 
create environmental problems. Further on is the world’s population expected to increase to 
over 8 billion in 2028, where palm oil is the only oil which has the potential to supply the 
whole population with vegetable oil (Tan et al., 2009). Moreover, a growing population adds 
workforce and hence, salaries can be kept low within the industry. Following the expansion of 
plantations indigenous people are forced away from their homes. Many of these people have 
afterwards been employed at the plantations, where low salaries, bad treatment and bad living 
conditions have been reported (OECD/FAO, 2012). 
 
Cramb and Curry (2012) mention that the management systems for oil palm production differ 
from independent smallholders, where families provide the majority of the labor and the oil 
palm planting area is below 50 hectare (RSPO 5), to large-scale private estates. The latter 
dominate the market with a mixture of state-managed or private owned oil palm plantations. 
Alongside with the development of the estates infrastructure has followed, making it possible 
for growth of smallholders. Combinations, which include private companies, landholders, 
state agencies and settlers, have occurred throughout the last 50 years, where the different 
types are shown in table 3. Therefore, Corley and Tinker (2007) state that it can be seen as 
cooperation between governmental owned and private companies, who have the funds, and 
the smallholders, who have the labor. In addition these systems encourage smallholders to 
maintain their palms and harvest on a regular basis. According to Lin (2011), the systems 
have assisted farmers in rural areas to grow oil palm instead of other crops, leading to 
improvements. On the other hand these systems have been facing problems where farmers 
earn less than they should (Corley and Tinker, 2007). 
 

Table 3. The modes of oil palm production  
(Adopted after Cramb and Curry, 2012). 

Mode of production Variants Main countries  
Estates • Private and/or state owned 

• National and/or foreign company 
• Sate land or customary land 

Malaysia 
Indonesia 
PNG* 
Salomon Islands 

Managed smallholders schemes • Resettlement schemes for landless/land-poor or in 
situ schemes for existing landholders 

• Landholders manage own lots or agency manages 
whole scheme on an estate basis 

• Large-scale or small-scale schemes (mini-estates) 

Malaysia 

Nucleus estate–smallholder 
(NES) schemes 

• Private or state-owned plantation company as 
nucleus (providing mill and other infrastructure) 

• Settlers on state land and/or local (customary) 
landholders as smallholder plasma/ outgrowers 

• Smallholder cooperatives or individual settlers 
dealing 

Indonesia 
PNG 
Salomon Islands 

Joint-venture schemes • Customary land is consolidated in a trust held by a 
government agency that forms joint venture 
company with private investor  

Malaysia 
Indonesia 
PNG 
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• Customary landholders issued with communal title, 
conditional on development by a private or state-
owned plantation company  

• Partnership schemes whereby company develops 
and manages land for farmers and pays ‘rent’ on 
basis of land area contributed  

• Customary land leased to private company by 
Incorporated Land Group in return for land rentals, 
royalties on production and sometimes dividends 

Assisted smallholders • Smallholders given planting grants and technical 
advice 

• Smallholder groups linked to input supplies, credit, 
technical advice, fruit bulking facility and 
processor 

Malaysia 
Indonesia 
PNG 
Solomon Islands 
 

Independent smallholders • Self-managed and self-funded (may receive some 
inputs on short-term credit) 

• Smallholders in NES or other schemes who 
eventually become independent 

Malaysia 
Indonesia 
PNG 
Solomon Islands 

 
 
4.3.3 Economic 
As noted in the previous section, palm oil has a strong connection to the economical aspect, 
and contributes to many countries economies. According to Abdullah (2011) the palm oil 
industry has the greatest potential, of all vegetable crops, to develop on the world market 
where the usage for biofuel have strengthen the world’s demand. The usage of palm oil is 
predicted to double from 2009-11 until 2021, where 9% will be used within the biofuel 
industry. Therefore, the two major palm oil producers, Indonesia and Malaysia, have 
developed flexible refining capacities, which will make it easy to change to biodiesel 
production when the prices becomes higher (OECD/FAO, 2012). Malaysia and Indonesia also 
have great opportunities for expansion, with their low-cost labor, available land and the right 
growing conditions (Mcarthy and Cramb, 2009). Further is it mention that for oil palm 
producers to maintain the low production costs is the key to continued profitability. 
 
Gillespie (2012) argues in the same direction and mention that there is a “powerful narrative” 
within the Indonesian and Malaysian government which keenly promotes the development of 
oil palm plantations as an effective instrument for development. Local governments are 
interested in the continuing profitability, since the factories contribute to local government 
returns (McCarthy and Zen, 2010). Indonesia export about 75 % of its produced palm oil 
(figure 3) and hold 46% of the worlds export market. The production has potential to expand 
even more since the country has available land (Abdullah, 2011). Indonesia has set out to be 
the world’s largest biofuel producer with the goal of producing 40 million tons of palm oil by 
2020, where 50% is for food and 50% for fuel. To reach this goal the expansion is prospected 
to reach 26.07 million hectares by 2020 (Gillespie, 2012). Additional palm oil is also 
important for import, where Malaysia is among both the top ten importers and exporters 
(figure 3 and 4).  
 
As seen in table 3 different program has been used to meet these socioeconomic problems. In 
these, together with the whole oil palm business, it is currently estimated that six million 
people are working with palm oil, where many have been put out of poverty (Gillespie, 2012). 
Therefore, palm oil producing countries have a great challenge to find a sustainable balance 
between economic development and environmental protection (OECD/FAO, 2012). Further 
on do many of these countries face legislation and governmental problems in coherence to the 
forest resource, where improvement of the transparency of the distribution of the forest use 

*Papua New Guinea 
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rights needs to be done. In order to raise the issues of sustainable palm oil, the Indonesia 
Sustainable Palm Oil Initiative (ISPO) was established in Indonesia, and became compulsory 
for all producers in 2012 (UNDP, 2012). The initiative aims to support the sustainable 
production while decreasing the negative environmental and social impacts, and improve the 
ability for smallholders as it is being promoted on the international market.  
 

 

An effect which connects all aspects for six nations in Asia is the transboundary haze. Fire is 
the most cost-efficient way to clear land of vegetation for plantations, while it releases smoke 
which causes pollution (Varkkey, 2012). Investors, in joint ventures with local companies, 
have control over large amount of the plantations and are also often the ones who preform the 
fires. This can continue since political connections protect them and help to get around 
regulations (Varkkey, 2012). Varkkey (2012) refer to this as patronage policies, which enable 
companies to act upon impunity despite protests from civil society. In a situation of patronage 
policies is this not unusual since both patrons and clients are motivated by material gain. The 
companies are linked to powerful political elites in their home countries meaning that the 
political elites are more driven by material gain than the society who are affected by the haze.  
 

Figure 3. Top 10 exports of palm oil and the export amount  
(Indexmundi 1, 2013). 

Figure 4. Top  imports of palm oil and the import amount 
(Indexmundi 2, 2013). 
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Table 5. Composition of some fatty acids 
for PO and PKO in percentage.  

(Based on Corley and Tinker, 2007). 
 

4.3.4 Health 
Fats are essential for human health where the structure of the fat is important, since some are 
better and some worse for the health. Saturated and trans fatty acids increase the levels of 
cholesterol, which is a risk factor for heart- and vessel diseases. The saturated fats are mainly 
found in dairy products (Abrahamsson et al., 2006), which together with the health concern 
has driven the increase in the oilseed market (Foster et al., 2009). Further, many vegetable 
oils have a high content of vitamin E and K (table 4), which both have health advantages. 
Palm oil contains an equal amount of saturated and unsaturated fats, where table 5 shows that 
the palmitic acid the main present acid, which has a negative effect on blood cholesterol 
(Foster et al., 2009). 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Foster et al. (2009) points out that palm oil also include oleic acid which has a positive effect 
on risk factors for coronary heath disease. The composition of fatty acids in palm oil products 
differ significantly, depending on the conditions of refining, and give the different products 
their character. Even though the signs points to that palm oil should have a negative effect it is 
in Foster et al. (2009: 31) referred to different studies which have concluded that palm oil 
have no unfavorable health consequences: 

 
 “palm oil should not be classified as a ‘saturated fat’, because it behaves like an 
‘unsaturated oil’ with respect to blood lipid parameters, as the majority of the saturated 
present, namely palmitic and stearic acids, have been shown to have a relatively neutral 
effect on blood cholesterol elevation”  
 

It is concluded that further research to identify the 
health effects and consequences would be useful. On 
the other hand do Henderson and Osbone (2000) 
mention that the evidence for the beneficial health effects 
exist, such as trans fat free, high content of Beta- carotene 
and vitamin E (table 4). Gillespie (2012) mention that the 
trans-fat aspect has been used to remove trans fats from 
the food industry, since it require very little or no 
hydrogenation to produce margarine, bakery shortening 
and confectionery fats. Lin (2011) also mention other 
minor components of palm oil products where some 
works as antioxidants and to stabilize the oil against 
oxidation, which decrease when the oil has been refined.  
 

Type of oil Vitamin E 
(mg/100 ml)  

Vitamin K 
(µg/100 ml) 

Beta- 
Carotene* 
(µg/100 ml) 

Sunflower oil  41.1 5.4 0 
Rapeseed oil 17.5 71.3 0 

Soybean oil 8.2 189.9 0 
Olive oil 14.4 60.2 11 
Coconut oil 0.1 0.5 

 
No number 

Palm oil 15.9 8.0 15 430 

Palm kernel oil 3.8 24.7 No number 

Fatty acid  PKO PO 

C12:0 Lauric SFA 48.7 
No 
number 

C14:0 Myristic  SFA 15.6 1.1 

C16:0 Palmitic SFA 7.5 
43.5  
 

C18:0 Stearic SFA 1.8 
4.3 
 

C18:1 Oleic MUFA 14.8 39.8 

C18:2 Linoleic PUFA 12.6  
 

10.2  
 

Table 4. Vitamin E and K in some oil types. 
(Adopted after Foster et al., 2009; * Livsmedelsverket, 2013). 
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5. The Case 
In this chapter the case will be presented where the history and development of Axfood will 
be brought up. Afterwards the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) will be 
highlighted. This since Axfood is a member of the organization and it is an important part of 
their work with sustainable palm oil. The development of the organization and how they work 
will be brought up, as well as the criticism it is facing. 
 
5.1 Axfood 
Axfood is one of Sweden’s leading food retailers (Axfood, 2012a), where their everyday 
commodity trade consists of retail- and wholesaler trade (Axfood 1). The retailer trade 
consists of their own chains Willys, Hemköp and PrisXtra and the wholesaler trade through 
Dagab and Axfood Närlivs. The company was founded in 2000 (Axfood 2) and in 2009 their 
own brand was Garant launched (Axfood 3). The Garant products have 10 to 15% lower price 
than the leading brands and in 2012 the goal of 25% selling share of own brand products was 
reached. This is the biggest share for the company and for the Swedish daily trading business 
(Axfood, 2012). On the Garant products, which contain palm oil, it is printed on the package 
that they include it. This will be obligated in 2014. The new regulation, made by the EU 
(2011), changes the existing food labeling in order to make it possible for consumers to take 
an aware choice, and it shall be applied in December 2014.  
 
Sustainability is an important aspect and essential for the trust within the company’s interest 
groups, where the ambition is to be the leading company within the sustainability area. It is 
mentioned that sustainability work and good economy goes hand in hand. This creates the 
right offer to the customers and improved business (Axfood, 2012). In Axfood’s policy for a 
sustainable development is it stated that the UN’s definition of sustainable development (see 
4.2) is used as a base for their work (Axfood, 2007). Further on it is mentioned that the 
company shall observe the environmental aspects in all parts of their business. This is 
developed as seeing environmental questions from an overall perspective. It includes the 
choice of products and producer, through buy-in, logistics and commercial shop, until the 
final offer to consumers. Through Axfood’s Code of Conduct is it clarified what is expected 
of the suppliers. In the Code of Conduct the social area is foremost handled (Axfood, 2012). 
The ongoing environmental work includes the aspect of buy-in and choice of products where 
Axfood strive to get the products which have the least effect on the environment. The own 
brand products is taken full responsibility for, from a life cycle perspective. The overarching 
goals, for the environmental policy, are (Axfood, 2007: 1, author’s translation): 
 

 “Axfood is an environmental conscious company. The environmental work happens in the 
whole company and is preformed every day of all employees. Axfood ease for their 
costumers to make conscious choices. Axfood takes an active role to support ‘best method’ 
within the general dealer buinsess”.  

 
In Axfood’s sustainability program, which is the company’s management control measure, 
different goals, actions and follow-ups are described. Within the area of sustainable products 
one of the overall targets is that Axfood shall improve their products from an environmental 
point of view with support from the buy-in guidelines. Further on it is also stated that they 
shall actively work for a more sustainable production of palm- and soybean oil (Axfood, 
2012). The key indicator informs that the palm oil in Garant’s products shall be certified, in 
accordance to the systems provided by the RSPO (presented in 5.2.2), by 2015. Between July 
2011 and June 2012, 1 945 tonnes of palm oil was bought certificates for, through the Book 
and Claim system (see 5.2.2) (RSPO 6).  
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5.2 The concept of Roundtable  
Following the trend to address sustainability the initiatives for private governance, related to 
sustainability problems, have increased; where diverse stakeholders worldwide are connect 
together (Schouten, Leroy & Glasbergen, 2012). The stakeholders include private parties, 
businesses and non-governmental organizations (NGOs), where decisions are made through 
consensus and all parties can influence and take part in discussions. One form of this is the 
Roundtable which develop standards to make a whole commodity chain sustainable. Schouten 
et al. (2012) mention that these are by some authors considered as “a way to address the 
democratic deficits of international governance institutions and interpreted as forums intended 
to promote learning, dialog, and best practices” (p.42). The critiques have been directed to the 
fact that some groups have advantages as well as cooperation can focused on specific topics 
and discourses where “asymmetries of power might result in colonization of the arrangements 
by market actors and they might diffuse the radical potential of green critique” (Schouten et 
al., 2012: 42).  
 
5.2.1 The development of Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil 
The Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) was initiated by the WWF because of the 
increasing sustainability problems in relation to palm oil. The first meeting of RSPO was held 
in 2002. During the first meeting retailers, food manufacturers, palm oil processors, traders, 
financial institutions and WWF attended (Schouten et al., 2012). During the meeting it 
became obvious that the focus should not be on one problem, like deforestation, instead it 
should be on both the demand and supply sides (Nikoloyuk, Burns & de Man, 2010). 
Nikoloyuk et al. (2010) point out that in this early stage critical compromises were made to 
assure the support of key participants, where Unilever is mentioned as the most notable. 
Further it is mentioned that in this stage there were no actors from the palm oil production and 
processing industry participating, but some joined shortly after the first meeting.  
 
In order to define sustainability within the palm oil sector eight principles and 39 criteria for 
sustainable palm oil production were accepted in 2005, see appendix 5 (Laurance et al., 
2010). These include the economic, environmental and social aspects of sustainable palm oil 
production (Nikoloyuk et al., 2010). The principles and criteria include commitment to 
transparency by growers and millers, management plan for economic viability, recycling of 
waste, energy efficiency, no child exploitation and decent salaries for employees (Tinncliffe 
and Weber, 2012). They ensure, respect and take into account the basic rights of previous land 
owners, plantation workers, local communities, small farmers and their families. The 
principles and criteria also make sure to reduce the environmental footprints from mills and 
plantation owners. Further they guarantee that no new primary forests, or high conservation 
areas, are cleared for palm oil production. The first report, on the certification system for 
sustainable palm oil, was available in 2007. It took another year before the first certified palm 
oil was accessible (Schouten et al., 2012).  
 
There are three types of membership: ordinary members, affiliate members and supply chain 
associate. The ordinary members can vote in decision making (RSPO 1). The 1st of March 
2013 RSPO had 1 194 members in total, from which 823 were ordinary members (RSPO 1). 
The stakeholder categories can be seen in figure 5. Schouten et al. (2012) state that the 
stakeholder categories cause problems, since the “community” with the most members can 
dominate the decision making process. On the other hand Laurance et al. (2010) mention that 
RSPO is trying to be a proponent for a balanced multi stakeholder approach, with 
environmental sustainability highlighted. Further it is mentioned that RSPO mean that this is 
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proven by the fact that four of its 16 executive board members are from conservation or social 
development organization.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5.2.2 RSPO challenges and systems 
Out of the world’s produced palm oil, 14% is produced sustainable, according to RSPO 
principles and criteria (Schouten et al., 2012). The markets uptake is about 50% of the 
produced certified oil, see figure 6 (RSPO 3). From this it is implied that many of the 
sustainable producers put in useless effort, from their economic perspective, to meet the 
RSPO standards (Schouten et al., 2012).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6. The amount of produced and bought certified palm- and palm kernel oil.  
(RSPO 3).  

      2008              2009               2010               2011               2012 

Figure 5 .Divide of the 823 ordinary members from different stakeholder groups.  
(Modified after RSPO 2). 
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In Tinncliffe and Webber (2012) an interview is made with Darrel Webber, the secretary 
general of RSPO. In the interview Webber mention that national commitments are necessary 
to increase the uptake, to make the sustainable palm oil the standard instead of the exception. 
Complex supply chains, uneven market, lack of awareness and inadequate education in the 
supply chain are mentioned as reasons for the low uptake.  Therefore, one major challenge for 
the RSPO is to increase the demand of certified oil. In Tincliffe and Webber (2012) is it 
mentioned that the demand challenge is handled by the four supply chain systems customized 
to end-uses, assuring that the oil is sustainable. After becoming a member of the RSPO the 
available systems to chose from are (WWF, CHC & FMO, 2012): 
 

• Identity Preserved (IP): Full traceable certified sustainable palm oil (CSPO), where 
the certified oil from one plantation is separated from other plantations oil through the 
supply chain.   

• Segregated (SG): CSPO can be mixed from different plantations but is traceable 
through the supply chain. 

• Mass Balance (MB): Certified and noncertified palm oil are mixed, but the amount of 
certified oil is being documented. The end user can buy the same volume of certified 
oil that was documented from the beginning, and the rest can be sold as noncertified 
oil.  

• Book and Claim (B&C): CSPO certificates are separated from the sale of the 
physical oil, through a trading platform managed by Green Palm. In this system a 
certified plantation can sell its oil as noncertified, but by documenting the sold volume 
the plantation can sell Book and Claim certificates to other parts of the supply chain, 
like retailers. These buy this oil to “offset” unsustainable oil with the certifications, 
where one certificate represents one metric tonne of RSPO sustainable production 
(Green palm website). 

For the different systems different statements can be made as well as differing logo packages 
and tags be used on products (table 6). For the first three systems it is allowed to use the 
RSPO trademark on products if 95% or more, of all palm-derived components, are RSPO 
certified (RSPO, 2011). The B&C system does not allow using the RSPO trademark, see table 
7. McCarthy and Zen (2010) imply that products which have an appropriate stamp of 
certification expand their markets, since large environmental interests exist among consumers.  
Therefore, consumers might choose palm oil products which are known to be produced 
according to sustainability criteria’s. 

Table 6. Logo package and statement. 

 

 

System Logo package and tag Allowed statement 

IP and SG Certified “Contains certified sustainable palm oil”  
(RSPO, 2012: 6) 

MB Mixed  “Contributes to the production of certified sustainable 
palm oil” (RSPO, 2012: 6). 

B&C Green palm logo “This product contributes to the production of 
certified sustainable palm oil” (RSPO, 2011:8). 
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 Table 7 . Summary of RSPO communication rules. 
(Adopted after RSPO, 2011).	  

 
5.2.3 Critic towards RSPO 
The RSPO and its members have been criticized from environmental organizations, where 
special focus have been placed on the possibility for tropical deforestation and carbon 
emissions under the disguise of “stated, but unfulfilled, sustainability criteria” (Laurance et 
al., 2010: 378). Laurance et al. (2010) see seven limitations for RSPO, which weaken the 
effort to restrain the environmental impacts of the expansion or reduce its idea of commitment 
to sustainability (see table 8). Attention should be given to that some of the addressed issues 
can be more up-to-date than others, since development of the RSPO has happened since 2010. 
The addressed issues in Laurance et al. (2010) are: 
 

1. Domination of industry. See the different stakeholder groups in figure 5. 
2. Peat forest destruction. This is not banned and it is highlighted that peat forest 

destruction not is optimal, but still continuing in high rates. The peat forests high 
accessibility, limited legal protection and that they are unpopulated, allows 
exploitation without land-rights conflicts.  

3. Noncompliance from RSPO members can be comprehended. Claims have been made 
that CSPO have been grown on newly deforest land, despite guarantees about the 
opposite.  

4. Lack of funds to monitor. The annual budget from all members is US$ 500 000, which 
is too little to be able to monitor the behavior of all members. The members include 
suppliers and processors who handle much bigger budgets. See appendix 6 for current 
calculations.  

5. Easiness to become a member. Palm-oil producers and processors can become 
ordinary members even though their operations are not certified, as long as they are 
presumed to work towards certification and by the existing loophole-filled code of 
conduct. The credibility of the RSPO threatens to be destroyed by allowing 
underperforming producers and processors as ordinary members.   

6. Bigger climatic impacts than recognized by RSPO. The expansion of oil palm 
plantations is most intense in the lowland tropics and often at the cost of old-grown 
rainforest. The climate effect this cause is the release of carbon, since these tropical 
rainforest are large carbon stocks. It also contributes to substantial evapotranspiration 
which support big cloud cover that reflects solar radiation back to space.  

7. Weak market demand. The demand for certified palm oil from the world’s two biggest 
consumers, India and China, is low. This oil is 8-15% more expensive than ordinary 
oil, causing the choice for the cheaper alternative.  

 
In coherence do Brandi et al. (2012) comment on the strictness of the standard. They bring up 
an example if the producers should be required to certify all of their oil palm land or if they, at 
the same time, can own certified and uncertified plots. The first one would be preferable, 

% RSPO certified On product communication rules 
IP + SG + B&C > 95% On product communication allowed 
IP + SG + MB > 95% On product communication and RSPO trademark 

allowed 
IP + SG RSPO trademark and tag “certified” allowed 
IP + SG + MB RSPO trademark and tag “mixed” allowed 
B&C part of mix Green palm communication rules. 
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since it would mean that it would not be possible to own both a RSPO certified plot and 
another in a peat land or high conservation areas. This could on the other hand limit growers 
who want to certify one of their plantation areas. Further on Brandi et al. (2012) mention that 
the RSPO certification of smallholders is challenging, since it requires capacities which many 
smallholders lack. As seen in figure 7 the smallholders, in Indonesia, contribute to big parts of 
the producers. This problem has though been noted and attempts to include smallholders have 
begun (Brandi et al., 2012). In contrast do McCarthy and Zen (2010) state that some 
smallholders instead focus on the markets in India and China, where no demand exist, making 
them avoid the expensive and troublesome RSPO certification process. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Schouten and Glasbergen (2011) also mention the easiness to become a member, and state 
that just by becoming a member does not lead to commitment to sustainable palm oil. They 
further imply that members have few obligations which are barely enforced. Schouten et al. 
(2012) develop this further and state that the number of actors involved is large, but the 
number who actually implement the standard for sustainable palm oil is much less. All RSPO 
members are obligated to submit public plans of their targets and certification plan annually, 
but few companies actually submit them. The lack of legitimacy cause decline in external 
approval and acceptance of RSPO, and illustrate that the diverse aspects of a legitimization 
process can both strengthen and weaken each other (Schouten and Glasbergen, 2011). Further 
the certification system only ensures that a company’s environmental management system 
meets the baseline standards for these types of systems. It does not confirm the plants or 
companies concrete environmental performance, other than meeting existing regulation 
standards. Therefore, the certification system may give limited meanings of ensuring that 
environmental improvement actually has occurred. McCarthy and Zen (2010) further on refer 
the certification as a market-focused instrument, which relies on “the internalization of 
environmental preferences by key stakeholders, particularly consumers” (p. 169). However, 
as the demand increases it becomes more interesting for suppliers to get stricter in the 
application of RSPO criteria and standards (McCarthy and Zen, 2010).   
 
5.2.4 RSPO and the renewable energy directive  
In 2009 European Commission (EC) established a directive, which promotes the use of 
energy from renewable sources. A minimum of 10%, of the total energy use, in every member 
state should be achieved in 2020. The directive aims to guarantee that only sustainable 
biofuels are used, where net greenhouse gas (GHG) savings are made and no negative impacts 
on biodiversity and land use occur (EC 1). To meet this aim the biofuels used in the EU, 

Figure 7. Development of palm oil production areas from different production groups in Indonesia.  
(Adopted after Brandi et al., 2012). 
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imported or local produced, have to fulfill sustainability criteria, where the whole production 
and supply chain must be sustainable. In order to meet this demand, the biofuels need to be 
controlled by Member states or through voluntary schemes approved by the EC (EC 2).  One 
of the voluntary schemes is the RSPO RED, which adds requirements different from the 
RSPO Principles and Criteria (appendix 1). The particular differences relate to land use and 
GHG criterion (35% GHG reduction criteria from EU-RED). Further the use of only MB or 
segregated systems, since the B&C system “is not sufficient to demonstrate compliance” 
(RSPO 4: 2).  
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6. Results  
This part will present the empirical results from the interviews. First Axfood’s usage and 
views of palm oil will be presented. Afterwards the results have been divided under the 
themes presented in chapter 4, sustainability and the three pillars of sustainability.   
 
6.1 Axfood and palm oil 
Axfood’s usage of palm oil has decreased, and a declining trend can be seen since they began 
to change to other oils and replace it wherever possible (Informant 1). Informant 2 explained 
this to be related to the existing consumer resistant and criticism against palm oil. The change 
to other oils is done in products where it works on a technical level and where there is no gain 
in having palm oil (Informant 2). Informant 8 pointed out that in certain products the wanted 
character cannot be gained with other oils, and in these cases the question rises if Axfood 
should have that product at all. Informant 8 mentioned that during the last years they have 
been working to decrease the unnecessary usage of palm oil, whereas the price was mentioned 
as one of the first reasons to start using it in their own brand products. It is added that the own 
brand products have developed and now the Garant products are not only cheap “but cheap 
and good”. Informant 7 said that sunflower oil is the one which works the best as a replacer, 
while Informant 8 mentioned that the changing of oil also faces problems, or is a possible 
source to other issues. Another reason to change to other oils is mentioned by Informant 1 to 
be because some of their Nordic partners, whom they make buy-in together with, completely 
want to boycott palm oil. Despite this discussion Informant 8 said that the pressure from the 
media is the biggest driving force to decrease the usage of palm oil.  
 
Except the change to other oils Informant 1 mentioned that Axfood has started to buy 
certificates, through the B&C system, for all their palm oil. The demand for certified oil has 
not been put among their Nordic partners, where some has the goal to get rid of all palm oil 
this year. Instead Axfood buys certificates for the palm oil used in these common bought in 
products and for all their Garant products. Informant 8 mentioned that they encourage all of 
their suppliers to have their own certification in some form, which means that in some cases 
are Axfoods products double certified. Informant 8 continued and said that big amount of the 
volume they buy certificates for already are bought certificates for, or certified through 
another system by their suppliers. The explanation is to avoid the administrative burden to 
maintain all the certificates, where Axfood would rather pay a bit extra to RSPO. In addition 
also to be on the safe side and do the right thing “And then it becomes a double payment, that 
we think it is worth, we are benefiting a good cause” (Informant 8).  
 
In connection to the 2015 goal, Axfood is working to get its supplier to change to certified oil, 
where in a first stage the MB system is being demanded, “but actually we want it to be SG or 
IP “(Informant 2). In a first approach Axfood is talking to its suppliers to make them informed 
about palm oil and its effects where discussions have been started. Informant 2 mentioned the 
problems with palm oil as not being a new issue for the industry to address since many within 
the food industry already work with these questions. Informant 8 mentioned that a higher 
control will be put on Axfood’s own suppliers, since they are going to promise this 
“outwards” to their consumers. Informant 1 also said that they have chosen not to put the 
green palm logo on their products, since it is hard to explain for the consumers what exactly 
the certificates are. A discussion has started to do this when they have reached their goal to 
only buy certified oil (Informant 2). In addition Informant 1 mentioned two sides in relation to 
this, where the advantage is said to be to show that there exist certified oil. The disadvantage 
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is related to the negative tone which possibility could become even worse if a palm oil symbol 
was put on it.  
 
Informant 2 argued that it is important to take a responsibility and improve the industry. In 
addition it is said that Axfood want consumers to feel good about buying their products and 
feel secure that they work with the palm oil question. The certificates are seen as a good way 
to meet the issues in relation to the palm oil question. RSPO have been seen as the clearest 
tactical possibility to meet the social, environmental and economical aspects of palm oil, 
where they joined in the fall of 2009 (Informant 1) and the trade with certificates began in 
2010 (Informant 2). It is mentioned as the “standard” for sustainable palm oil, which is one 
reason why they joined as well as being “the clearest way to go if you want to work with the 
palm oil question” (Informant 1). It is also said to be the one with some “weight” and 
recommended by the WWF, as well as the only alternative for certified palm oil (see 
Appendix 4). In general it is said, by Informant 1, to be important that there exists an 
organization which tries to do something about the palm oil production in the world. 
Informant 1 also stated that the only reason for leaving the RSPO would be if Axfood stopped 
using palm oil in their products. 
 
In coherence to the boycott, existing in different parts of Europe, Informant 3 did not believe 
that boycotting palm oil is an alternative, since it today is the world’s most important 
vegetable oil. It is an essential food crop and billions of people have it as their only vegetable 
oil. The boycott does not mean that less is bought; rather it is imported to less wealthy 
countries where more troubles with trans fats exist than with human rights and deforestation 
(Informant 3). Informant 4 states that “I think they are using invalid reasons for it [boycott], 
basing themselves on investigations that were done 10 years ago”. Informant 8 said that the 
picture media gives of palm oil, is the picture the consumers have gotten, where palm oil is 
something bad. On the other hand Informant 1 said that the usage of palm oil does not give 
any advantage, it is rather a disadvantage. Many consumers have been calling and asking 
critical questions about palm oil, which is why Axfood began to print on their own brand 
products if they include palm oil (Informant 7 and 8). Consumers think it is a bad quality 
product if it includes palm oil, something they only start to think about since it actually says 
on the package. When Axfood has explained to the consumers that they print palm oil on the 
package because they want to be honest, the consumers often think it is good (Informant 1). 
To get fewer calls, and to get consumers feel that it is less necessary to call, they choose to 
print it on the package (Informant 7). Both Informant 7 and 8 said that the new labeling rules 
are a good thing which shows something positive and good.  
 
6.2 Sustainability 
Within all food production work can always be done to increase the sustainability and 
Informant 1 mentioned sustainability as a relative and not absolute concept. A more 
sustainable palm oil production is referred to as not cutting down rainforest in modern time 
and biological diversity. In addition it is said to be a broad spectrum where one way to handle 
it is to work with certified oil, which also gives more control of the production. Informant 3 
brought up the Oxfam doughnut, a framework for sustainability which place awareness on 
limitations from the biological systems, as WWFs way to see sustainability. It is mentioned as 
giving an up-to-date picture of what needs to be included in the concept of sustainability 
today, with awareness on that the biological systems puts limits on what is possible for life on 
earth and provides new ideas on how to think. According to Informant 5 sustainability is 
defined as the three pillars of sustainability, where they build long-term values within the 
areas. RSPO have been seen as the alternative for certified oil today, where all the three 
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aspects for sustainability are addressed. Informant 4 stated that sustainability has become a 
popular word, whereas not too many know what to do with it. It is said that the food sector 
can give a good sign to the world that they are doing their best to be sustainable, while this 
cannot be done in just a few years and more time is needed.  
 
Informant 4 argued that sustainability also is wanted in the energy sectors where an increased 
demand for sustainable palm oil has been noted. Further Informant 4 said that the RSPO oil, 
through MB and SG, is growing but the majority goes into the energy sector. Informant 4 
states that “in the end /…/ you will fight for material”, where over 50% of their total 
production in Europe goes into the energy sector. This is something that has been questioned 
internally, at Informant 4s company, where it is mentioned that they talk about sustainability 
while producing palm oil in Asia. Afterwards is it shipped to Europe where it is refined, 
delivered to biodiesel companies who make it into biodiesel and then shipped around the 
world. Informant 4 states that “I /…/ never see the real sustainability in that. This is pure 
politics and we need to think about the alternatives to this.” 
 
6.2.1 Environmental 
As seen in chapter 4 palm oil is a questioned commodity from different views. Informant 1 
mentioned that in Sweden palm oil is foremost related to an environmental debate, while in 
other European countries it is more focused on a health debate. From a controversial 
perspective biological diversity is the major cause for the environmental debate. Informant 3 
argued in the same direction, and said that it becomes very much a debate about rainforest in 
our public media debates in Sweden. The consumer resistance is mentioned because of the 
information people have, which is a threat towards biological diversity and affects on the local 
people. Informant 1 said that “The disadvantages are commonly known /…/ that is why we 
get a lot of consumers’ view points and views from the environmental movements on palm 
oil”, the advantages, such as high productivity, get less attention. Despite this the advantages 
are seen as important facts not to change to a less effective oil (Informant 2). Informant 3 
mentioned that the reason to change to another oil is a combination of the health and 
environmental perspective, while also the consumer view plays a role. On the contrary the 
long-term perspective is not considered here, where an example is given as the consideration 
of where the alternative oils are going to be taken from “In this case it is easier to say that 
palm oil is bad” (Informant 3). Further on is it said that “We do not have the strength to put 
ourselves into this total picture”.  
 
In relation to the environmental aspect Informant 3 mentioned deforestation and planting on 
peat land as extremely big sources for CO2 emissions. In coherence did Informant 5 said that 
deforestation on new land and rainforest destruction to prepare new plantation land as the 
basic point for all of this “This is where the greatest problems exist”. Informant 3 stated that it 
is clear that this cannot be accepted, on the other hand it cannot be said that the world’s 
population cannot be supplied and that people should have less food. According to WWFs 
analysis it have been established that, within many areas, a great potential exist to increase the 
productivity on the plantations. Informant 3 estimated that the best plantations have about 20 
tonne oil per hectare and the least 3 tonne. In addition there is also potential on degraded land 
which cannot be used for tropical rainforest. Informant 3 highlighted the fact that the 
population is increasing which has to be planned after, where the resources must be 
distributed more evenly.  
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6.2.2 Social 
Informant 5 said that it is important to contribute to that large parts of the Indonesian and 
Malaysian population have an income. That many people get a better life by working with 
palm oil is also mentioned by Informant 1, but not seen as a reason for requesting palm oil in 
products. Informant 3 referred to the palm oil industry as an important employer, where in 
only Indonesia 4.5 million people are supported. A consequence is that many people lose their 
land rights, which they have had for many hundreds of years. This is also connected to foreign 
companies which come to these countries and offer work, but they do not really have the 
knowledge about land rights (Informant 3). WWF works in the production countries with 
enlighten different questions, such as support and help to smallholders, to enable 
improvements in production and education for smallholders. This is also related to the 
existing demand that a certain amount of palm fruits at big plantations has to derive from 
smallholders. In another direction argued Informant 5 that it is easier to keep control of the 
conditions for workers on big plantations and companies. Informant 1 stated that with the 
certificates they have paid for independent controls of the social relations at the plantations. 
Informant 2 mentioned that better work conditions occur since the certification is structured 
and standards are written for how the work is preformed.  
 
In Africa, there is another challenge, where shortages of vegetable oil exists. Here exists a 
great interest to grow palm oil to support the local people but raises other questions, such as 
the growth for biofuel (Informant 3). Palm oil production is still a very manual task, which 
gives an advantage since it creates work opportunities. Informant 4 implied that the area 
where the palm oil can be expanded is very big but political instable, which constrains the 
expansion. An example is Nigeria, which used to be one of the biggest producers, but political 
instabilities “made it go completely wrong”. Informant 4 referred to Africa as the forgotten 
continent, where the political instabilities and corruption need to be tackled leading to more 
possibilities for, among others, palm oil development. The governmental structures and other 
sources of income, more important than the palm oil industry, make this a harder task.  
 
6.2.3 Economic 
Informant 3 argued that we cannot take away palm oil from the market, since the question of 
what do we replace it with will arise. Related to the certified oil it is mentioned that if an 
industry should separate certified oil from other oils, it becomes very expensive. However, if 
a factory completely change to certified oil it becomes cheaper. Informant 1 did not 
understand why the certified oil is expensive on the market, when there is a production 
overflow. Informant 3 said that many companies wait until the market with traceable oil has 
developed and during the meantime buy certificates. Once the demand, for certified oil, has 
been fulfilled they can begin buying the certified oil and avoid placing the demand for it. For 
this reason WWF pushes companies that they have to act by themselves and work to get 
traceable oil in their own supply chain. For a small actor it can be difficult, compared to 
bigger, where the approach of a common demand becomes necessary. On the other hand not 
enough certificates are bought, leading to that the certified oil is sold as non-certified. In 
contrast Indonesia, China and India are mentioned as the biggest users of palm oil, and where 
the biggest growths for palm oil exist. In these countries certified oil is not requested because 
of the higher price. This can further be related to the existing boycott in some parts of Europe, 
mentioned by Informant 3. That some European countries boycott palm oil does not mean that 
the whole Europe buy less palm oil. Instead the palm oil goes to other less wealthy European 
countries, where more concern about trans fats exist than deforestation and human rights. 
Informant 3 also brought up the aspect about how much of the total price of a product palm 
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oil is counting for, since it often is included in mixtures and stated that “It is a lot of other 
things that we pay for”. 
 
Informant 4 said that when establishing plantations many mistakes have been made. It is 
mentioned that the only thing that was counted for was the economical perspective “and 
people were not talking about or were not even thinking of the environment”. Further it is 
referred to be more under control now when new plantations are build. This is mentioned as 
one of the major struggles of palm oil, where the other is the health aspect and the saturated 
fats content. Informant 4 estimated that of the total usage of palm oil is 10% imported to 
Europe, which is an indicator of its importance in Europe. Further on Informant 4s company 
are convinced more investigations are necessary to handle the environmental problems but 
also the health problems linked to palm oil.  
 
6.2.4 Health 
From a health perspective Informant 3 stated that the health debate is more versatile than what 
appears in the media. “It becomes a uninformed discussion when talking about the saturated 
fats since there is much saturated fats in butter” and said that the total fat intake should be 
considered (Informant 3). In addition it is said that if looked from a global perspective it is 
only a fragment of palm oil consumed in an oil mix, while the third world uses it much more. 
Informant 3 mentioned that we should “take a step back and can you say that we should not 
eat palm oil of health reasons but in Africa they can do it”. Palm oil is needed now since 
humans need vegetable fats in their diet for calories, where also the prospect is highlighted 
that the population is increasing while not much land is left. Informant 6 argued on the same 
note and implied that without palm oil it would be hard to keep up with the demand for a 
growing world population.  
 
Informant 6 said that there are different fractions derived from palm oil, whereas some are 
better for the health than others. The parts derived from palm kernel oil are less healthy and 
include almost 80% saturated fat, which is more than in palm oil. In contrast rapeseed oil is 
much better for health and does not contain so much saturated fats and more healthy fats. On 
the other hand palm oil and its fractions are mostly used for deep-frying because of its 
stability, and not for domestic use. Further the industries often use mixtures, where the more 
healthy parts are applied. The two oils are also said to be less healthy if eaten regularly, where 
palm kernel oil is of more concern for health. In connection to the producing countries is this 
not mentioned as a problem either, since they get other healthy fats from the rest of their food 
intake. Informant 1 argued that a positive health effect has been considered when changing to 
another type of oil, with less saturated fatty acids. The properties in the saturated fats are 
wanted for some products, but if these could be gained from another oil with more 
unsaturated fatty acids that is preferable. On the other hand Informant 8 mentioned that the 
health aspects are making a minimal difference, in comparison to other oils, and is something 
the media use to blacken the palm oil while the real health affect is negligible.  
 
As domestic oil the best healthy alternative, native produced rapeseed oil is recommended 
(Informant 6). An alternative for the industry, who wants to get rid of the palm oil used for 
deep-frying, is mentioned as the rapeseed oil with higher stability for high heath levels. A 
consequence is that this type of oil is still expensive on the market. For other industries, such 
as the chocolate market, this is harder since it is difficult to produce oil which has similar 
properties as the natural cacao fats. Informant 5 said that palm oil and palm kernel oil are 
important ingredients in their chocolate, used to give the right characteristics and hard to find 
alternatives for. Informant 5 mentioned that they notice the debate from both the health and 



 

30 
 

the sustainability perspective, where the first is mentioned as “a storm in a glass of water”. 
This because the inclusion of saturated fats is not news and other products also includes these 
fats. In addition it is pointed out that it is hard to understand why it has become such a hot 
topic, while it has to be respected.  
 
6.3 RSPO 
The RSPO initiative is mentioned by Informant 4 as a real necessity for the whole industry. 
Informant 3 argued in the same way and said that the initiative was taken since boycotting is 
not seen as an alternative, because today palm oil is the world’s most important vegetable oil. 
In addition billions of people use it as the only source for vegetable oil and 6 to 10 times more 
land would be necessary if a change would happen to rapeseed or soybean oil. In Sweden 
RSPO has 17 members (RSPO 1), while more Swedish brands are members but owned by 
global actors (Informant 3). The retailers have foremost placed demand for certified oil on the 
own brand products and not on the big brands they buy products from.  
 
RSPO is an approved organization, by the global standard organization ISEAL, where 
different aspects need to be covered (Informant 3). These are mentioned as not being profit 
driven, inclusion of stakeholders and the ones with interest in the questions should also be 
able to be a part of it and affect the raised issues. Informant 3 pointed out that RSPO is not 
perfect today but still an important step forward, where it successively moves to something 
better. Additional it is mentioned that last year discussions began to clarify and strengthen 
existing principles. The ambition is to have 25% of the global production certified within a 
few years. RSPO is mentioned by Informant 5 as the only existing certification today which 
mean something for the addressing of the sustainability question in relation to palm oil. From 
one perspective this is a good thing since efforts can be put on improving it, where Informant 
5 compared it to other commodities where more certifications exist. Informant 5 said that 
many certifications are confusing and that it is preferable with one standard which all can 
relate to.  
 
Informant 8 said that the palm oil from RSPO is a good start for a sustainable palm oil. It was 
also mentioned that there are examples which are even better as the RSPO certified Identity 
Preserved (IP) or ecological palm oil, both providing a clean and good oil. The problem is that 
the productions volumes are not high enough to reach the worlds demand. The two options, 
seen by Informant 8, are to either decrease the demand radically or meet the demand in some 
way with “a little bit more dirty but still well thought-out and okay oil”. On the contrary, 
Informant 3 mentioned Fair trade and ecological palm oil as niches. This is also the reason 
WWF look at better management practices to reach scale and not another niche market 
certification. With the RSPO they are trying to lift the “big bulk” of the production to higher 
levels, since there are many basic problems. Therefore would it not be beneficial to focus on 
something that would only increase little. The ISPO standard is mentioned by Informant 3 as 
a standard which state that the companies should follow the law. However, it does it not mean 
that the local people have any influence and “we know that land rights does not exist in 
Indonesian law”.  
 
Informant 8 said that RSPO is trying to make something sound and good in an extremely hard 
situation, and work with a complicated question for the long run. The politics around it are 
mentioned as the real problem, where RSPO is trying to tackle this on that level and lift it to 
the level where the actual problem is. Equally, Informant 7 argued that RSPO works against a 
profit, but still is fighting for a good cause. Informant 3 mentioned that it is hard for small 
actors on the global market to engage and have the knowledge and authority to affect the 
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RSPO. In addition, it is important for the retail trade and brands to strengthen their 
communication in RSPO, where it is meaningful if these join the discussions. Informant 3 
said that the English and north European retail trade have gone together for a common 
representative, who represents them in the RSPO. If this would be something for Swedish 
companies to follow, is unclear. It is stated though that an increased dialog to the suppliers, 
about traceable raw material in the products, is necessary. In connection to the new labeling 
rules it would be preferable to see that all companies in Sweden could say that they only use 
certified palm oil. From this perspective Informant 3 mentioned that the awareness would 
move from the negative image palm oil has today to a more positive view.  
 
6.3.1 The certification systems 
The biggest challenges are mentioned by Informant 5 as how the oils are grown and produced. 
To address this Informant 5’s company support the production of sustainable oil by buying 
certificates “All the volumes we use we make sure are produced in a sustainable way in these 
countries by the certificates”. Additional it is said that palm oil often is used in complicated 
mixtures, whereas the discussion moves towards the increasing of traceability. This puts the 
bigger companies in the situation where they have to be even more specific in their demands 
and Informant 3 mentioned that demand might put on companies, with the possibility, to act 
responsibly beyond the RSPO. The palm oil plantations get compensation if they certify their 
plantation. It is though the mill which has to separate the oil, either the whole supply base or 
keep the oil separate and sell it through MB. An alternative is to have two or three separate 
lines in production in their facility. By having IP it means that only one plantation is behind 
the FFB to one mill, which limit the opportunities for smallholders. Therefore, it might be a 
reason to say that SG is “god enough” and not MB if a traceable palm oil is wanted 
(Informant 3).  
 
Informant 4 said that for the MB system a couple of extra percent is paid for the certification 
while the market levels constitute of the basis, resulting in US$ 20 to 25 premium. For SG 
and IP it is slightly more, which is because the oil has to be kept separated at all streams. 
Another point is made by Informant 3, who is in contact with one of the biggest oil and fats 
producer in Sweden. This producer says that they do not import raw palm oil, which makes it 
hard for them to import the oil certified through the SG or IP systems. Instead they import 
different fractions of palm oil which they use in more special designed oil mixes. Further they 
have difficulties to get hold of certified products from these fractions, and this is easier for 
someone who import unrefined CPO or CPKO. Informant 5 mentioned that in a longer 
perspective their suppliers will find possible ways to deliver sustainable oils and fats. This 
when the volumes of segregated oil have increased. The difficulties are not said to be actual 
getting hold of the segregated oil, instead to keep it separated in the production processes. The 
suppliers cannot do this today since they do not have a line in production initiated for being 
only for sustainable oils and fats. If this is a justifiable answer ten years after the companies 
begun to commit to this is questionable, according to Informant 3. In other parts of Europe 
this is more common, where some companies goal is to only use SG oil and some have 
already reached it.  
 
Informant 4 said that what the RSPO has achieved in the short period of time deserve a round 
of applause. Mainly because RSPO have been working very fast in order to reach its goals, 
but improvements can still be made. Informant 3 said that for a company, with its production 
in Sweden, this becomes a logistic problem since the companies does not buy big volumes. If 
the dominating actors on the market do not have the separated oil, it is not feasible for the 
smaller actors to get hold of it either. They cannot buy directly from the production place due 
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to the environmental load. It is not feasible since they would need a facility which stores the 
oil due to the traceability. For this matter Informant 3 stated the importance for everybody to 
cooperate and put common demand on certified oil, where creating volumes makes it a 
completely different issue. When the demands are big enough the suppliers will have to 
rethink, which also could be connected to decreasing the costs since it would lower the 
separation costs if more were involved. 
 
From Informant 1 it is mentioned that there exist almost no products on the market today 
which include certified oil. It is said to be hard for them, as retailers who do not produce any 
products themselves, to follow from the factory to the fields. Informant 1 questioned why the 
certified oil is more expensive than the certificates and why it is hard to separate. It was also 
wondered, by Informant 1, why there is little certified oil to reach when much is grown and 
why it does not reach the market. Informant 4 was surprised that it is a problem for retailers to 
get hold of the certified oil and mentioned the renewable energy directive in Europe. The 
point is made that a lot of oil goes into the energy sector where all oil in the northern countries 
has to be certified, through different certification systems, which “eats up quite a lot of /…/ 
the RSPO material” (Informant 4).  
 
6.3.2 Palm oil and the future 
Informant 3 argued that there is not one answer to all of these questions “we have to see the 
whole picture”. Informant 3 said that palm oil is needed now to get calories, as an important 
employer and contributes to an economical development, even though it has its downsides. 
Informant 7 and 8 both said that they do not think they will remove all palm oil in their 
products, and mentioned that they now are on a “base” level. It is only in products where it is 
necessary, while Informant 7 said that on new products will higher demands be placed. 
 
Informant 3 argued that increasing the awareness about palm oil, with a responsible 
development, is a future challenge and possibility to get the industry more sustainable. Both 
Informants 3 and 4 mentioned that the palm oil industry is at a crossroad, where the hope is 
that the awareness of a responsible production will increase. Informant 3 stated that it is good 
if a market could be build, where awareness exists and a more responsible development can 
start. Informant 4 said that their company is convinced sustainability on palm oil is one of the 
key issues. The awareness already exists in Europe which, together with USA, has forced 
Asia to change their mentality and become more aware. Informant 3 mentioned that they work 
to increase the awareness with the biggest consumer markets. In countries like India, 
Indonesia and China the demand is placed on the big companies, since it is hard to say to a 
common person that he or she should demand certified oil. Here is the question of boycott not 
a current topic at all, since it is about supporting people with food. Informant 3 said that 
several big Indian and Chinese companies have joined the RSPO.  
 
On the other hand Informant 3 mentioned that consumers rely on the available information, 
where palm oil is a threat to biological diversity, have effect on local population and supply 
possibilities. Informant 4 argued that: 
 

“the period of time we are living in at the moment there is less demand for 
sustainable material. I think I still consider this period of time as a crisis time, 
where people are more consider of their jobs than the background of their oil that 
was used in their margarine and other products”. 
 

Informant 4 also mentioned that the food industry should not only try to make a claim, but 
also support the industry to increase the availability of sustainable materials. Further on it is 
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said that it is the industry that handle palm oil plantations, shippers and refineries to provide 
the big food companies with sustainable materials. Also Informant 5 said that the long term 
goal is that all palm oil must be produced in a sustainable way, and when this has been 
reached there are no problems to get hold of segregated oil for products. Informant 3 stated 
that “We have the tendency to think short term”.  
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7. Discussion and conclusions 
This chapter interprets the results which were presented in the previous chapter. It relates and 
discusses them in connection to the presented literature, with the different perspectives as a 
thematic ground. Afterwards conclusions are drawn and the chapter ends with suggestions for 
future research.  
 
7.1 Sustainability 
From the case could it be seen that sustainability is an important aspect for Axfood, where the 
UN’s definition for sustainable development is used as a base. In connection to sustainable 
palm oil is the key indicator to address the RSPO. This can be related to the fact that the 
concept of sustainability has many different definitions and meanings for different 
organizations and people. In relation to Adams (2009) discussion about sustainability and its 
flexibility all Informants talk about sustainability in different ways, and relate it to different 
meanings. Most Informants, with their different interpretations of sustainability, work with 
the RSPO where an additional definition for sustainability occurs. For the RSPO the 
principles and criteria are what define sustainable palm oil. As seen from the results have 
sustainability become a popular word whereas it is harder to know what to do with it.  
 
Dauvergene and Neville (2010) argue that sustainability is both powerful and misleading. The 
results showed a similar view where politics is the real problem for palm oil development. 
From this it can be questioned if the world can demand palm oil in even larger amounts, when 
e.g. corruption and bribes occur. Palm oil has been established as an alternative to fossil fuel 
while it provides economic benefits, which complicates things even further. Dauvergene and 
Neville (2010) argue that the renewable energy directive, with the guarantee of sustainable 
biofuel, puts additional pressure on the expansion of the palm oil industry. This can be related 
to the earlier discussion, if the expansion for biofuel should, or can, happen in political 
instable countries. Biofuel has to fulfill sustainability criteria, where the whole production and 
supply chain must be sustainable. One scheme to control this was mentioned as RSPO RED, 
where the B&C is not sufficient. From this it can be stated that it seems more important to 
consider sustainability when it comes to energy than for food. This further highlights the 
dilemma we are facing today where many things are unsustainable and has to become 
sustainable. In addition the task to solve the dilemma is harder, since when some things 
become sustainable others become unsustainable. This can be exemplified by the earlier 
discussion where the usage of palm oil as biofuel has higher sustainability demand than food. 
The lower demand for palm oil in food then seems more unsustainable.    
 
Gillespie (2012) claim there exist a “powerful narrative” in the Indonesian and Malaysian 
government, which promotes the oil palm development. Varkkey (2012) argue in the same 
direction and mentions patronage policies where material gain is the driver. From this it can 
be seen that for the governments, in the leading producing countries, palm oil is an important 
commodity from an economic perspective. The leading position could also mean that they 
could be leading within the sustainability area. The reality shows another view where 
sustainability is not prioritized. In parallel did the results show that land rights conflicts occur 
in palm oil producing countries. This exemplifies the trouble the palm oil producing countries 
are facing, where there are other problems to address before the issue of sustainability can be 
handled. From this the environmental- and health debate can be questioned, since “heavier” 
and more problematical issues are connected. That the whole picture is too big and complex 
for people to put themselves into was exemplified in the results and shown here. Additional it 
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can be seen that the wide using area includes many different actors. This further complicates 
the attempts to become sustainable since different views exist in how to handle the problems.  
 
Hansmann et al. (2012) stated that the inclusions of the diverse pillars are not proportional to 
each other, where controversial interests of stakeholders often are conflicting within one 
pillar. When put in relation to palm oil this can clearly be seen where the economical part 
seems to overrule the environmental and social. This is strengthen by McCarthy and Zen 
(2010) who stated that economic interests tend to overcome environmental considerations. This 
was also shown in the results where the certification organization was said to be profit driven. 
If this is put into the problems RSPO are facing, they might try to handle a too big area under 
one certification system. The inclusion of many different actors leads to different desires to 
put focus on, where all probably mirror their own business. As mentioned in Schouten et al. 
(2012) the “community” with most members can dominate the decision making process, 
easily putting focus on one pillar. In addition the principles and criteria can be seen as an 
attempt to include as many parts as possible while no clear definition of sustainability exists. 
This can also be a reason why retailers in Sweden have trouble to grasp the certification and 
all of its formalities. Laurance et al. (2010) said that RSPO tries to be a proponent for a 
balanced multi stakeholder approach, with environmental sustainability highlighted. This can 
be questioned since the economical part seems to be a driver, but also from the discussion 
where the diffuse definition of sustainability has been highlighted.  The inclusion of different 
perspectives can be what makes it harder for the RSPO to address them all. This makes it 
necessary for companies to be more aware of what the organization tries to address and what 
they actually do. As shown in the results can it be an advantage to act outside the certification 
to reach more sustainable alternatives.  
 
7.1.1 Environmental 
Laurance et al. (2010) stated that from a climate change and biodiversity perspective the 
advantages with palm oil are small, since it directly or indirectly contribute to deforestation. 
The same statement was made in the result where it also was said that an environmental 
debate exist in Sweden. If this is the only perspective consumers see palm oil, of course, it is 
seen as something bad. In connection to the results are the disadvantages commonly known, 
but the advantages less known. The higher yield, long life span and multiple using area, gets 
less attention. If the whole picture would be seen, as well as that work is done to change it, the 
consumers view might look different. This might on the other hand be explained by the issue 
raised in the results that the whole picture is too big for people to grasp.   
 
The environmental debate can further be connected to the fact that too much of the natural 
resources are used, where the question of what we actually eat arises. From this the questions 
can be asked: what the consumers are provided with and able choose from. The products 
offered by the supermarkets are the ones to choose from. If less alternatives including palm 
oil existed the problems in relation to palm oil would be smaller. The results indicated that to 
change to other oils other questions rise. Questions of where other oils are going to be taken 
from and their possible problems. This highlights the dilemma that when we stop using 
something we need to replace it, which creates additional problems. The only solution to this 
circle is to decrease the usage, which is easier said than actually done. As seen in the results 
can it not be said that world’s population cannot be supplied and that people should have less. 
This also highlights the uneven divide of the world’s resource supply. The potential to 
increase productivity on existing plantations could therefore be seen as the best solution at the 
moment.  
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7.1.2 Social 
McCarthy and Zen (2010) said that the palm oil industry is a large employer. The employees 
would support the industry despite the created environmental problems. As shown in the 
results many people get a better life by working within the palm oil industry. It was also 
shown that people losing their land rights due to oil palm expansion. That palm oil is an 
important employer is clear, but on the other hand it is many of these employers who have 
made themselves necessary. By exploiting land for oil palm plantations, and afterwards offer 
work to the people who lost their land. OEDC/FAO (2012) mentioned that low salaries, bad 
treatment and bad living conditions have been reported in the palm oil industry. The growing 
population adds workforce and the flawed work conditions can continue. These factors are 
also the key to continuing profitability. On the other hand the results showed that it is 
important to contribute to the income for people in the palm oil producing countries. It can 
though be questioned on what conditions the income should be gained. 
 
As mentioned by Brandi et al. (2012) smallholders are an important group in the palm oil 
industry. In connection to the RSPO it can then be questioned if the certification system IP is 
a good option, since it can outcompete this group. In contrast was it shown in the results that 
there is a demand that a certain amount of palm fruits at the big plantations has to come from 
smallholders. This does not seem to be valid for the IP system. Instead for IP the SG 
certification system seems preferable, where smallholders have a chance to participate on the 
palm oil market. This could also be seen in the results. Further McCarthy and Zen (2010) 
mentioned that some smallholders focus on the markets in India and China, since the demand 
for certified oil not exist there. That large groups of smallholders focus on the biggest 
markets, without the demand for certified oil, seems like something the RSPO would like to 
avoid in order to make the certified oil the standard. Therefore, it can be questioned why there 
exist a certifications system making this possible.  
 
7.1.3 Economic 
From the results was it seen that palm oil cannot be taken away from the market. The demand 
from the energy sector was said to increase this. In coherence to the results does Gillespie 
(2012) mention that the projection for Indonesia is to produce 50% for food and 50% for fuel 
in 2020 of the country’s total palm oil production. As seen in the results can the fight for the 
resource soon become a reality, or have already started. From this discussion can it also be seen 
that replacements creates problems. To replace fossil fuels is necessary but it can be question 
at what cost. If the expansion of palm oil as energy source is less than the usage of palm oil as 
fossil fuel, this problem might need another approach with focus on the environmental costs.  
 
Considering previous discussion, own food supply is a major challenge but also a part of the 
solution. If more of the production would be placed in the country in where it actually will be 
consumed, environmental benefits could be gained. In addition could it also contribute to that 
it would be less necessary to “fight” for the resources. This is not possible today since we are 
too dependent on export and import. On the contrary this does not address the fact that our 
lifestyles are unsustainable, where a decrease in usage is necessary. To be “self-supplying” 
becomes harder when new applications areas arise, called green or sustainable. This increase 
the usage instead of decreasing it. In connection McCarthy and Zen (2010) mentioned that 
products with an appropriate stamp expand their markets, which could be exemplified here. In 
addition might that also be the case with the RSPO. The RSPO certifications systems and 
claims make the palm oil industry sustainable, even though it can be seen that the 
organization is lacking in many areas. In the results was it questioned why certified oil is 
expensive. This was explained to be due to separation costs and that the biggest markets do 
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not demand certified oil. The expensive price could be solved if a mill only would bring in 
certified oil in their production and only sell to companies working with certified oil. On the 
other hand might these prices be equal to pay to make the claim sustainable palm oil.   
 
7.1.4 Health 
The saturated fats content is mentioned in the results as the reason to change to other oils. 
Studies, showed in Foster et al. (2009), indicated that there are no unfavorable health 
consequences and that palm oil should not be considered as a saturated fat. The results also 
showed that in producing countries the saturated fats content is not a problem either. The 
fraction and amount of saturated fat matter. Following this it can be questioned where the 
negative health debate in many European countries comes from. From the results was the 
health aspects seen as something the media use to blacken palm oil. This can show the lack of 
knowledge the media have, where not the total picture exist. In the results were the 
disadvantages mentioned as commonly known and seem to be valid for the media as well. If 
the media provides the negative side to the public, this is probably what the consumers trust in 
lack of other alternatives to believe. Therefore the media, and consumers, needs to be 
enlighten about the positive effects palm oil have. In addition they need to know that there is 
no easy solution to the palm oil problems. The discussion shows that the negative health view 
might need to be revised or further investigated. 
 
7.2 RSPO 
In the results could it be seen that to join RSPO is seen as the only way to address the 
sustainability question in relation to palm oil. Since the organization itself seems to have a 
diffuse meaning of sustainability it seems like they are only chosen because it is the only 
option. However, the results also showed that it is seen as good with one certification body 
making certifying less confusing. On the other hand this puts RSPO in a good situation, since 
they are the biggest certification organization on the palm oil market. From this a question 
arises due to the fact that RSPO is said to be a nonprofit organization, while the profit seems 
to be the driver. In contrast the results indicate that RSPO work against a profit, but still are 
fighting for a good cause and necessary for the palm oil industry. From the results is seems to 
be known among the members that RSPO are working against a profit, and that is accepted. 
This despite the claim to be a non-profit organization.    
 
One lacking issue for RSPO, mentioned by Laurance et al. (2009), was lack of funds to 
monitor. Following the increasing numbers of members is that more needs to be monitored 
but also more money gained. This raises the question if the funds still are lacking or where do 
they go? In coherence with the results it becomes clear that profit seems to play a big part for 
this nonprofit organization. In addition can RSPO be questioned on the fact that major palm 
oil users are the founders and members. Despite the fact, mentioned by Schouten et al. (2012), 
that decisions are made through consensus it can be asked how much the biggest companies 
and organizations influence and control. This is not something that is clear.  
 
Further the necessity of the different certification systems can be questioned, since they seem 
to create confusion. The results showed that SG is “good enough” since IP is hard for 
smallholders to implement in their plantations. In addition Brandi et al. (2012) mentioned that 
the certification requires capacities which many smallholders lack. This leads to McCarthy 
and Zen (2010) statement that smallholders focus on the markets where no demand exist. As 
seen are smallholders a big part of the industry. They are also the ones who have the most 
trouble to survive on the market. Therefore, it can be asked why the smallholders do not have 
it easier to certify their plantations? In addition can it be seen that it is easier for larger actors 
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to apply the certification. This gives the question why the larger actors do not apply the higher 
certifications to more extend. In correlation can the different claims be highlighted which 
seems to be vague, and sound almost the same. This might also be a reason why the higher 
traceability systems are not applied, since the claims make the lower certifications sound 
better than it is. By the claims consumers can get the wrong idea of what the systems actually 
differ. They can also get a wrong picture of what they actually buy, since some claims sounds 
like it is certified oil even though it is not. The results illustrate this in the fact that the goal, 
for Axfood, is to have another system than B&C since it is going to promised “outwards”. 
This additionally highlights the vagueness of the claims and certification systems, since the 
higher systems are the ones to actually promote and promise to consumers.  
 
This discussion highlights the problem regarding the certifications systems and shows that to 
gain advantage both to consumers and smallholders, the SG oil is the preferable alternative. 
The results also emphasize that it is important that retailers join to place a common demand 
on suppliers and create volume. Volume seems to be the necessary factor and key for 
suppliers to change to higher traceability systems, such as SG. In connection to the goal to 
have another system than B&C, the creation of volume can be the key to actually gain 
certified oil through other systems. Regarding the consumer resistant could it also be 
preferable to actually get palm oil from the SG or IP systems. This to be able to make claims 
that really mean that the oil is certified, and that the certification is not only supporting the 
palm oil production.  
 
That there is a lack of products including certified oil was said in the results. This while it 
often is on own brand products the demand is placed. Further, if there are hardly any volumes 
demanded from the market, it becomes easy for suppliers to say that they cannot deliver. This 
means that efforts do not need to be placed to build an additional product line. The difficulty 
to separate the certified oil was shown in the results. Connected to this can it be questioned if 
it is necessary to have the whole chain separated if all the chains are certified. If a palm oil 
plantation is certified, the mill is certified, the suppliers who deliver the oil to the 
manufacturer are certified and the refiner only use certified oil, there seems to be no reasons 
for separated production lines. This might be an implicit statement and not something that has 
been highlighted in the interviews or in the reviewed literature.   
 
Despite all the problems and raised questions the basic idea of RSPO is good, where they try 
to handle and bridge many aspects in relation to the unsustainable palm oil industry. What not 
is addressed is the fact that we use too much resources and that there exist an uneven 
distribution of the resources. Instead of focusing on how we can produce more, we might need 
to reconsider. A part of the solution is how the developing countries and Sweden can divide 
the food more evenly, since some parts of the world have more food than they need. One way 
could be that where the food is produced also is the place for it to be consumed.    
 
7.3 Conclusions 
Based on the results and discussion can it be concluded that there are higher demands on 
certified palm oil for the energy sector than for the food industry within the EU, and the 
dilemma of palm oil for food vs. biofuel will probably increase. The expansion of land use for 
oil palm plantations has to decrease and an advantage would be to focus on increasing the 
yield. It would also be preferable to become more self-sufficient as a part to achieve a more 
environmental responsible palm oil industry. The health perspective seems negligible, as a 
problem for the palm oil industry. It could also be concluded that political issues, e.g. 
corruption, need to be addressed to reach more sustainable alternatives in the palm oil 
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industry. Sustainability is interpreted differently between people in the palm oil industry and 
there are different views on the issue if palm oil can be removed from the food industry. 
 
It is hard for the food industry to reach the certified oil from the RSPO. Further the RSPO 
have an advantage since they are the biggest organization providing certified palm oil. To 
actually gain certified oil the retailers, and businesses, need to place common demands on the 
fat and oil industry. All the certifications systems necessity and what they actually do can be 
questioned, and demands besides the RSPO could give advantage to the food industry. For 
Axfood it could be an advantage to demand SG oil from their suppliers, in order to deliver 
more responsible end products to their consumers. Finally Axfood could have an advantage to 
join together with other food retailers and food companies to place common demands on their 
suppliers. 
 
7.4 Suggestions for further research  
As a further research it would be interesting to see how sustainability is addressed by different 
groups in society, organizations, researcher, politicians and companies. Another topic can be 
related to the alternatives and if it would be possible to supply, for example Sweden, with 
only oil produced in the country. The consumers’ perspective would also be an interesting 
field, where their perception about different oils would be interesting. How much the 
consumers actually know about palm oil and its effects could be additional subjects. 
Concluding it would also be interesting to investigate the emissions released and 
environmental cost for palm oil as food vs. fuel, and finally see if the usage of palm oil as a 
fuel is better for the environment than fossil fuels.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

40 
 

8. Acknowledgements 
I would like to thank all of those who gave me support, advice and contributed to the 
fulfillment of my master thesis. I am special thankful to my supervisor, Madelene Ostwald, 
who gave me encouragement and advice throughout the development of the project. The 
employees at Axfood, that helped me in the development of this thesis. Further I also want to 
thank all the respondents, who took their time to participate in my interviews and gave me 
meaningful and personal answers. I also want to thank Lisa Nilsson and Daan van der Blom 
for their support, discussions and input during the process and finalization of the project.   
 
Sara Nilsson 
Linköping June, 2013 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

41 
 

9. References 
 
Abdullah, A. (2011). Determinants of Indonesian Palm Oil Export: Price and Income 

Elasticity Estimation. Trends in Agricultural Economics, 4, (2): 50-57. 
 
Abrahamsson, L., Andersson, A., Becker, W. & Nilsson, G. (2006). Näringslära för 

högskolan. 5. ed.  Stockholm: Liber. 
 
Adams, W.M. (2009). Green Development: Environment and Sustainability in a Developing 

World. 3rd ed. New York, NY: Routledge. 
 
Axfood (2012a). Axfood annual report 2012. Available at: 

http://ir.myreport.se/show/axfood/show.asp?pid=135338010008 [2013-03-04] 
 
Axfood (2007) Axfood environmental policy. Available at: 

http://www.axfood.se/Global/Milj%C3%B6%20och%20ansvar/Milj%C3%B6policy.pdf 
[2013-03-26] 

 
Axfood. Available at:  

1. http://axfood.se/sv/Om-Axfood/ [2013-03-03] 
2. http://axfood.se/sv/Om-Axfood/Historik/ [2013-03-19] 
3. http://axfood.se/sv/Om-Axfood/Egna-markesvaror/ [2013-03-19] 

 
Berg, B. L. (2004). Qualitative research methods for the social sciences. 5th ed. Boston, Mass: 

Pearson.  
 
Brandi, C. , Cabani T., Hosang, C., Schirmbeck, S., Westermann, L.  & Wiese, H. (2012). 

Sustainability certification in the Indonesia palm oil sector – Benefits and challenges for 
smallholders, Bonn: Deutsches Institut für Entwicklungspolitik (DIE) / German 
Development Institute. Briefing paper.  

 
Bryman, A. (2012) Social Research Methods. 4th ed. New York: Oxford University Press.  
 
Corley, R. H. V. & Tinker, P. B. (2007). The oil palm. 4th ed. Oxford: Blackwell Pub. Co. 
 
Cramb, R. & Curry, G.N. (2012). Oil palm and rural livelihoods in the Asia-Pacific region: 

An overview. Asia Pacific Viewpoint, 53: 223-239.  
 
Darlington, Y. & Scott, D. (2002). Qualitative research in practice. Stories from the field. 

Buckingham: Open University Press. 
 
Dauvergene, P. & Neville, K.J. (2010). Forest, food, and fuel in the tropics: the uneven social 

and ecological consequences of the emerging political economy of biofuels. The Journal 
of Peasant Studies, 37, (4): 631-660.  

 
Elkington, J. (2004) Enter the Triple Bottom Line. In: Henriques, A. & Richardson, J. (2004) 

ed. The triple bottom line, does it all add up? London: Earthscan. Available at:  
http://lib.myilibrary.com.lt.ltag.bibl.liu.se/Open.aspx?id=47604 [2013-03-07] 

 
 



 

42 
 

EC, European Commission website. Available at:  
1. www.ec.europa.eu/energy/renewables/biofuels/biofuels_en.htm [2013-04-16] 
2. www.ec.europa.eu/energy/renewables/biofuels/sustainability_schemes_en.htm [2013-

04-16] 
 
EU. (2011) European Parliament and the Council regulation No 1169/2011. Available at:   

www.eur-
lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2011:304:0018:0063:SV:PDF [2013-
03-26] 

 
Foster, R., Williamson, C.S. & Lunn, J. (2009). Culinary oils and their health effects. 

Nutrition Bulletin, 34: 4-47. 
 
Gee, P.T. (2007). Analytical characteristics of crude and refined palm oil and fractions. 

European Journal of Lipid Science and Technology, 109, (4): 373-379.  
 
Gillespie, P. (2012). The Challenges of Corporate Governance in Indonesian Oil Palm: 

Opportunities to Move Beyond Legalism? Asian Studies Review, 36: 247-269.  
 
Green Palm website. Available at: www.greenpalm.org/en/the-market/market-overview 

[2013-03-14] 

Gunstone, F. (2011). ed. Vegetable Oils in Food Technology: Composition, properties and 
Uses. 2nd Edition. Electronic book: Blackwell Publishing.  

 
Hansmann, R., Mieg, H.A. & Frischknecht, P. (2012). Principal sustainability components: 

empirical analysis of synergies between the three pillars of sustainability. International 
Journal of Sustainable Development & World Ecology, 19, (5): 451-459.  

 
Hasnah, Fleming, E. & Coelli, T. (2004). Assessing the performance of a nucleus estate and 

smallholder scheme for oil palm production in West Sumatra: a stochastic frontier 
analysis. Agricultural Systems, 79, (1): 17-30.  

 
Henderson, J. & Osborne, D.J. (2000). The oil palm in all our lives: how this came about. 

Endeavour, 24, (2): 63-68.  
 
Henriques, A. & Richardson, J. (2004) ed. The triple bottom line, does it all add up? London: 

Earthscan. Available at:  http://lib.myilibrary.com.lt.ltag.bibl.liu.se/Open.aspx?id=47604 
[2013-03-07] 

 
Indexmundi website. (2013). Available at: 

1. www.indexmundi.com/agriculture/?commodity=palm-oil&graph=exports [2013-04-
18] 

2. www.indexmundi.com/agriculture/?commodity=palm-oil&graph=imports [2013-04-
18] 

 
Jacobsen, D.I. (2010). Förståelse, beskrivning och förklaring. Introduktion till 

samhällsvetenskaplig metod för hälsovård och socialt arbete. Lund: Studentlitteratur.   
 



 

43 
 

Koh, L.P. & Wilcove, D.S. (2007). Cashing in palm oil for conservation. Nature, 448: 993-
994.  

 
Krag Jacobsen, Jan. (1993). Intervju: Konsten att lyssna och fråga. Lund: Studentlitteratur.  
 
 
Laurance, W.F., Koh, L.P., Butler, R., Sodhi, N.S., Bradshaw, C.J.A., Neidel, D.J., Consunji, 

H. & Mateo Vega, J. (2010). Improving the Performance of the Roundtable on 
Sustainable Palm Oil for Nature Conservation. Conservation Biology, 24, (2): 377-381.  

 
Lewis-Beck, M.S., Bryman, A. & Futing Liao, T. (ed) (2004). The SAGE encyclopedia of 

social science research methods. Vol. 3, Q-Z. Thousand Oaks, Calif: SAGE. 
 
Lin, S.W. (2011). Palm Oil. In: Gunstone, F.D., ed. Vegetable Oils in Food Technology: 

Composition, properties and Uses. 2nd Edition. Electronic book: Blackwell Publishing 
Ltd, 25-58.   

 
Livsmedelsverket, 2013. Livsmedelsverkets livsmedelsdatabas version 2013-01-10. 
 Available at: www7.slv.se/Naringssok/Naringsamnen.aspx [2013-02-28] 
 
May, T. (2011). Social research: issues, methods and process. 4 ed. Maidenhead: Open 

University Press 
 
Mccarthy, J.F. & Cramb, R. A. (2009). Policy narratives, landholder engagement, and oil 

palm expansion on the Malaysian and Indonesian frontiers. The Geographical journal, 
175, (2): 112-123.  

 
McCarthy, J. & Zen, Z. (2010). Regulating the oil palm boom: Assessing the effectiveness of 

environmental governance approaches to agro-industrial pollution in Indonesia. Law & 
Policy, 32, (1): 153-179.  

 
Murray, N. & Huges, G. (2008). Writing up your University Assignments and Research 

Projects. Glasgow: Open University Press.  
 
Naturvårdsverket. (2008). Svensk import av produkter från jord- och skogsbruk och dess 

effekter på utsläpp av koldioxid på grund av ändrad markanvändning. Rapport av Björn 
Möllersten, uppdrag för Naturvårdsverket. Dnr 190-7935-08 Kp. 

 
Ng, W., Lam, H., Ng, F., Kamal, M., & Lim, J. (2012). Waste-to-wealth: green potential from 

palm biomass in Malaysia. Journal of Cleaner Production, 34: 57-65.  
 
Nikoloyuk, J., Burns, T.R. & de Man, R. (2010). The promise and limitations of partnered 

governance: the case of sustainable palm oil. Corporate Governance, 10, (1): 59-72.  
 
Noy, C. (2008). Sampling Knowledge: The Hermeneutics of Snowball Sampling in 

Qualitative Research. International  Journal of  Social Research Methodology, 11,(4): 
327–344. 

 
OECD/FAO. (2012). OECD-FAO Agricultural outlook 2012-2021, OECD Publishing and 

FAO. Available at: www.dx.doi.org/10.1787/agr_outlook-2012-en [2013-02-07] 



 

44 
 

 
Punch, K. F. (1998). Introduction to social research quantitative and qualitative approaches. 

Thousand Oaks, Calif.: SAGE.  
 
Redclift, M. (2005). Sustainable Development (1987-2005): An oxymoron comes of age. 

Sustainable Development, 13: 212-227.  
 
RSPO. Available at: 

1. www.rspo.org/en/membership_key_statistics [2013-04-24] 
2. www.rspo.org/en/rspo_members [2013-03-03] 
3. www.rspo.org/file/CSPO%20Uptake%20&%20Production%20-%20Charts-

FEB(1).pdf [2013-04-15] 
4. www.rspo.org/file/FAQ%20on%20RSPO-RED_7March(1).pdf [2013-04-16] 
5. www.rspo.org/en/definition [2013-05-17] 
6. www.rspo.org/sites/default/files/ACOP2012_Retailer_3-0026-10-000-00-0.pdf [2013-

05-30] 
7. www.rspo.org/en/principles_and_criteria_review [2013-06-13] 

 
RSPO. (2012). RSPO Trademark Usage and Guidelines. Available at: 

www.rspo.org/files/resource_centre/keydoc/1%20en_RSPO%20Trademark%20Usage%2
0and%20Guidelines.pdf [2013-03-18] 

RSPO. (2011). RSPO Rules on Market Communications & Claims. Available at:  
www.rspo.org/files/resource_centre/keydoc/5%20en_RSPO%20Rules%20on%20Market
%20Communications%20&%20Claims.pdf [2013-03-18] 

 
Schouten, G. & Glasbergen, P. (2011). Creating legitimacy in global private governance: The 

case of the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil. Ecological Economics, 70, 1891-1899.  
 
Schouten, G., Leroy, P. & Glasbergen, P. (2012). On the deliberative capacity of private 

multi-stakeholder governance: The Roundtables on Responsible Soy and Sustainable 
Palm Oil. Ecological Economics, 83, 42-50.  

 
Scoones, I. (2007). Sustainability. Development in Practice, 17, (4-5): 589-596.  
 
Tan, K.T., Lee, K.T., Mohamed, A.R. & Bhatia, S. (2009). Palm Oil: Addressing issues and 

towards sustainable development. Renewable and Sustainable Energy Reviews, 13, 420-
427.   

 
Taylor, S. T. & Bogdan, R. (1998). Introduction to qualitative research methods: a guidebook 

and resource. 3rd ed. New York: Wiley.   
 
Tengnäs, B. & Svedén, E. (2002). Palmoljan: Var kommer den från och vart tar det vägen? 

WWF, Våra ekologiska fotavtryck - Palmolja. 
 
Toloie-Eshlaghy, A., Chitsaz, S., Karimian, L. & Charkhchi, R. (2011). A Classification of 

Qualitative Research Methods. Research Journal of International Studies. Vol 20: 106-
123.  

 



 

45 
 

Tincliffe, H. & Webber, D. (2012). Orangutans, deforestation and the problem of palm oil. 
The Chemical Engineer, (858), 24-25.  

 
 
UNDP. (2012). Available at: 

www.undp.org/content/indonesia/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2012/12/20/undp-
and-ministry-of-agriculture-launch-indonesia-sustainable-palm-oil-spo-initiative/ [2013-
05-03] 

 
Varkkey, H. (2012). Patronage politics as a driver of economic regionalization: The 

Indonesian oil palm sector and transboundary haze. Asia Pacific Viewpoint, 53, (3): 314-
329.  

 
WWF, FMO & CDC. (2012). Profitability and Sustainability in Palm Oil Production – 

Analysis of Incremental Financial Costs and Benefits of RSPO Compliance. Available at: 
awsassets.panda.org/downloads/profitability_and_sustainability_in_palm_oil_production
__update_.pdf [2013-02-22] 

 
Yin, R. (2009). Case study research: design and methods. 4th ed. Thousand Oaks: Sage 

Publications.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

46 
 

Appendix 1: Interview guide 
 
Briefing 
Describe the thesis project 
Ask for permission to record the interview 
Ask for permission to use the company/organizations name in project 
Questions before we start? 
 
Interview questions 
 
Background 

1. What is your professional role in relation to palm oil? 
2. How did you come into contact with palm oil? 
3. Have the usage increase? 
4. What are the drivers to use palm oil? 
5. Which pros and cons do you see in relation to palm oil? 
6. Does the usage give any competitive advantages? 
7. What is sustainability? 
8. What is a sustainable palm oil? 
9. What is important in the sustainability question in relation to palm oil? 

Environmental, economic, social and health 
10. Which advantages and disadvantages have you considered in relation to the 

environmental aspects for palm oil?  
11. How do you see the connection between the producing countries of palm oil economic 

value and your usage?  
12.  Have you considered any issues, positive or negative, in relation to palm oil and its 

economic perspective? 
13. Which social pros and cons can be created with palm oil in the countries producing it? 
14. Have you considered any health effects, for the consumer, when using palm oil or not? 
15. Which positive or negative health effects are caused in the producing countries?  

RSPO 
16. What are you obliged to? 
17. Have you seen the RSPO as a way to meet the social, environmental and economical 

aspects on sustainable palm oil? 
18. Do you think RSPO is good? 
19.  Have you done something else than joining the RSPO, to meet the social, 

environmental and economic aspects? 

Debriefing 
Something more to add, or questions? 
The usage of the results.  
Thank you for your participation, can I contact you for additional questions? 
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Appendix 2: Interview questions to different Informants 
 
Informant 1 

1. How does your business use palm oil and palm kernel oil? 
2. Why does your business use palm oil and palm kernel oil? 
3. Why are both used? 
4. When did they begin? 
5. How did they come in contact with palm oil? 
6. How have the prices changed since you started to use palm oil? 
7. What differ a ”sustainable” oil from a non sustainable in price? 
8. Why did they choose to join the RSPO? 
9. Who do you have contact with in Europe? 
10. How does your contact look with RSPO? 
11. Have you reviewed them from your side? 
12. What are you obliged to? 
13. Have you seen the RSPO as a way to meet the social, environmental and economical 

aspects on sustainable palm oil? 
14. Do you think RSPO is good? 
15.  Have you done something else than joining the RSPO, to meet the social, 

environmental and economical aspects? 
16. Why Book and Claim?  
17. Do you know how the other systems work and what separates them? 
18. How do you do to buy B&C? 
19. Trademark green palm logo, why not?  

Informant 2  
(the same questions as for informant 1 were asked and 5 additional) 

1. How have your suppliers met the request to cross over to certified oil? 
2. Which system do you put demand on? 
3. Which questions was in the survey? 
4. What have the results from the survey provided you with? 
5. How is your contact with the RSPO? 

Informant 3 
1. How could these be improved? 
2. How do you consider the expansion of the palm oil industry? 
3. How does the palm oil industry affect the life for the people in the producing 

countries, like Indonesia and Malaysia? 
4. If any, which improvements would you like to see to the RSPO? 
5. Why does the WWF recommend RSPO? 
6. How does the process go to leave warrant to you? 
7. How do you bring up companies voices in meetings? 
8. What is your view on why it is produced more certified oil than bought? 
9. Why is there four different certifications? 
10. Why is SG and IP used the least? 
11. Why is it produced more than bought? 
12. How do you think the PO industry will look in the future? 
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Informant 4 
1. What differ a certified from a non certified in price? 
2. Why is it hard for the industry to reach the certified oil? 
3. How would you like to see that the industry who use PO would handle the issue? 
4. What does the different systems cost? 
5. What differs them in implementations for growers? 
6. What do you recommend that one can do, as a consumer, company and grower? 
7. How do you think the PO industry will look in the future? 

Informant 5 
1. Do you consider social, environmental and economic aspects when developing 

products? 
2. What can you use instead of palm oil? 
3. What kind of palm oil do your suppliers produce? 
4. What demand do you put on your suppliers? 
5. How do you meet consumers resistant? 
6. Has the prices changed during the time you been working there? 

Informant 6 
(To informant 6 was not the questions regarding RSPO asked, since the informant does not 
work within a company and organization in contact with them) 

1. What affects does palm oil have on health? 
2. What differs the effects from other oils? 
3. Which oil is best form a health perspective? 
4. Should companies highlight the health aspect more in relation to palm oil? 
5. How do you consider the literature saying that palm oil has proof for positive or 

negative health effects? 

Informant 7 and 8 
1. How many products does Axfood have, which include PO and PKO? 
2. Why is PO and PKO used from a quality perspective? 
3. When did they start to use it? 
4. What differ a product including PO and one including rapeseed oil, from a quality 

perspective? 
5. Would the other certification systems, IP or SG, give a better quality value than MB 

and B&C in a product? 
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Appendix 3: History of palm oil 
 
The palm is believed to have its origin in Africa, where fossil, historical and verbal evidence 
exist (Corley and Tinker, 2007). Here has the oil traditionally been used as cooking oil, but 
other parts have also been utilized. The leaves have been used as roof-thatching, fencing and 
brooms, while the fibers from the leaves stem could be twirled into ropes and used to weave 
baskets and fish traps (Henderson and Osborne, 2000). It was not until after 1807, when the 
British slave trade decreased and a new trading commodity was necessary, that the palm oil 
began to spread to other continents (Henderson and Osborne, 2000). By the end of the slave 
trade the palm trees came to Brazil, where merchants and colonists brought it to Southeast 
Asia (Tengnäs and Svedén, 2002). With help of Dutch ships the oil palm arrived to the island 
of Java (Indonesia today) in 1848 and to Malaysia in 1875. The trade with palm oil grew more 
and more due to the economic development and new inventions in northern countries. Palm 
oil was wanted for many different objectives, such as soaps, candles, margarine and industrial 
use (Corley and Tinker, 2007). Palm oil was not the only reason for the request of oil palms; 
the demand for palm kernel oil also increased. The export with this second commodity began 
in 1832, where the nuts were cracked one by one by hand to reach the kernel, and increased 
rapidly (Corley and Tinker, 2007).  
 
In the late 1860s, French chemists were encouraged to create a product which could replace 
butter and have better keeping properties as well as being cheaper (Henderson and Osborne, 
2000). This since butter was expensive, but also in order to keep up with the increasing urban 
population. With help of new machineries, which cracked the nuts to reach the kernel, it 
became economic feasible to use both the oil from the kernels and the mesocarp. Before had 
these oils mostly been used for non-food industries, but now entered a whole new market. It 
was not only in the margarine industry it became an important commodity. In products like 
chocolate could the oil replace the more expensive cocoa butter (Henderson and Osborne, 
2000). The expansion quickly reached its point where the demand exceeded the supply from 
natural palm tree plantations. The development of the oil palm as an international plantation 
crop began.  
 
In 1911 a Belgian firm was the first to commercialized oil palm plantations in Sumatra, from 
where seeds later on were taken to start large scale plantations in Malaysia 1917 (Henderson 
and Osborne, 2000). At the same time the European interest in commercial oil palm 
plantations in Africa increased. Rising production prices and growing demand for the oil lead 
to worries among the palm oil buyers. In Congo five factories were established to process the 
fruit from the African resources, but the uncertainties continued. Therefore, in 1935 the 
Unilever concern, which was a big user of palm oil, began to take charge of its own local 
plantations. Unilever initiated research, to improve the quality and yield, with cloned 
reproduction. In the end of the 1960s high quality cloned palms were produced in large 
quantities and distributed all over the world. The new palms were more resistant to diseases 
and matured faster, they also gave a higher yield and fruit at lower heights (Henderson and 
Osborne, 2000).  
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Appendix 4: Alternatives to palm oil 
 
The alternatives to palm oil face problems, while they have different technical qualities and 
other properties than palm oil. Foster et al. (2009) mention that proponents of palm oil often 
highlight that the main alternatives, rapeseed, soy and sunflower oil, only have production 
efficiencies 10-20% as high as palm oil. Therefore they would need more land to produce the 
same amount of oil. Lin (2011) present that to produce the same amount of oil from 9.2 
million hectares land of palm oil, 92.5 million hectares would be necessary for soybean oil. 
Furthermore Henderson and Osborne (2000) bring up the long life span, of 25 years, while 
soy and rapeseed are annual seed. According to Gee (2000) can the transition of oils and fats 
into biofuel, be seen as an action which will give way to palm oil. This since it is the most 
efficient crop which can fulfill the shortfall and not give up too much forest land which would 
be the case for rapeseed and soybean.  
 
Further Heimer (2010) say that to keep good revenue for soybean oil, chemical pesticides, 
artificial fertilizers of nitrogen and easy solvable phosphorus are needed. This usage creates 
other problems, for both the environment and the people, where water pollution can be 
mentioned. In addition is 1.2 million hectare of forest in the Amazon area yearly cut down to 
give room for soybean plantations (Heimer, 2010). The expansion also causes more 
infrastructures, making it possible for even more expansion. Additionally economic 
consequences can be connected to the fact that the leading region for export is South America. 
In South America is the export handled by a few transnational companies, which control the 
trade of soybean in and from Latin America. China and Europe are the major markets. 
Genetically modified crops and artificial fertilizers have also helped to raise the yield 
dramatically, but also causing further problems to get hold of non GM crops and a few 
companies controlling the market (Heimer, 2010). From a health point of view does it have a 
low content of saturated fats and high in polyunsaturated (see figure 4A). The oil is mostly 
used in food products in the USA, whereas palm oil is the most used in Europe. The oil is 
more expensive than both palm and palm kernel oil, see figure 4B.  
 
Rapeseed oil can be used as biodiesel and is the cheapest of the readily available vegetable 
oil. Rapeseed oil is favorable from a nutritional view, since it low in saturated fatty acids (see 
figure 4A). It is not preferable form a oxidative view, where it is unsuitable for products with 
long shelf life. On the other hand it has good flavor stability and high levels of some vitamins. 
In Europe the oil is favored for its low saturated fat content (Foster et al., 2009). During the 
last 10 -15 years different types of GM rapeseed have been developed. These are resistant to 
pesticides and have properties that higher the quality, such as increased yield. GM rapeseed 
has been commercial grown for several years, while research about its ecological effects is 
being done (Naturvårdsverket, 2006). Rapeseed oil has a high growth in food retail sales, but 
the demand from the biofuel is the main market driver. Quantitative, qualitative and 
ecological performance, of all variations in the market, need to be improved in order to realize 
the increase of rapeseed oil in a sustainable way (Abbadi and Leckband, 2011). 
 
Sunflower oil has a low content of saturated fatty acids and is mostly used in spread 
manufacture, in cooking and for dressings. The demand rose in the 1980s, when for health 
reasons, margarines with high polyunsaturated fatty acids became popular. Since then has the 
demand and production decreased. Because of the soil and climatic conditions the plants can 
only be grown in a restricted area. The oil contains other components but some of these are 
removed when the oil is processed. It is resistant to oxidation, but not stable against it and 
therefore can sunflower oil not be used for shelf-stable products. It could be used for shelf-
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stable products if manufactures are careful with its usage and take safety measures against its 
natural oxidative instability. The sunflower oil with high oleic content can be used for 
industrial frying, but this oil is expensive which limit its use, see figure 4B (Foster et al., 
2009).  
 

Figure 4A. The total sum of fatty acid composition in different oils 
(Modified after Livsmedelsverket, 2013). 
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Figure 4B. Price rate changes for different oils  
(Modified after Indexmundi 1, 2013). 
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Appendix 5: RSPO Principles and Criteria for Sustainable 
Palm Oil Production.  
 
Principle 1: Commitment to transparency  

Criterion 1.1 Oil palm growers and millers provide adequate information to other stakeholders on 
environmental, social and legal issues relevant to RSPO Criteria, in appropriate 
languages & forms to allow for effective participation in decision making.  

Criterion 1.2 Management documents are publicly available, except where this is prevented by 
commercial confidentiality or where disclosure of information would result in 
negative environmental or social outcomes.  

Principle 2: Compliance with applicable laws and regulations  

Criterion 2.1 There is compliance with all applicable local, national and ratified international laws 
and regulations.  

Criterion 2.2 The right to use land can be demonstrated, and is not legitimately contested by local 
communities with demonstrable rights.  

Criterion 2.3 Use of the land for oil palm does not diminish the legal rights, or customary rights, 
of other uses, without their free, prior and informed consent.  

Principle 3: Commitment to long-term economic and financial viability  

Criterion 3.1 There is an implemented management plan that aims to achieve long-term economic 
and financial viability. 

Principle 4: Use of appropriate best practices by growers and millers  

Criterion 4.1 Operating procedures are appropriately documented and consistently implemented 
and monitored.  

Criterion 4.2 Practices maintain soil fertility at, or where possible improve soil fertility to, a level 
that ensures optimal and sustained yield.  

Criterion 4.3 Practices minimise and control erosion and degradation of soils.  

Criterion 4.4 Practices maintain the quality and availability of surface and ground water.  

Criterion 4.5 Pests, diseases, weeds and invasive introduced spices are effectively managed using 
appropriate Integrated Pest Management (IPM) techniques.  

Criterion 4.6 Agrochemicals are used in a way that does not endanger health or the environment. 
There is no prophylactic use of pesticides, except in specific situations identified in 
national Best Practice guidelines. Where agrochemicals are used that are categorised 
as World Health Organisation Type 1A or 1B, or are listed by the Stockholm or 
Rotterdam Conventions, growers are actively seeking to identify alternatives, and 
this is documented.  

Criterion 4.7 An occupational health and safety plan is documented, effectively communicated 
and implemented.  

Criterion 4.8 All staff, workers, smallholders and contractors are appropriately trained.  

Principle 5: Environmental responsibility and conservation of natural resources and 
biodiversity 

 

Criterion 5.1 Aspects of plantations and mill management, including replanting, that have 
environmental impacts are identified, and plans to mitigate the negative impacts and 
promote the positive ones are made, implemented and monitored, to demonstrate 
continuous Improvement.  

Criterion 5.2 The status of rare, threatened or endangered species and high conservation value 
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habitats, if any, that exist in the plantation or that could be affected by plantation or 
mill management, shall be identified and their conservation taken into account in 
management plans and operations.  

Criterion 5.3 Waste is reduced, recycled, re-used and disposed of in an environmentally and 
socially responsible manner.  

Criterion 5.4 Efficiency of energy use and use of renewable energy is maximised. 

Criterion 5.5 Use of fire for waste disposal and for preparing land for replanting is avoided except 
in specific situations, as identified in the ASEAN guidelines or other regional best 
practice.  

Criterion 5.6 Plans to reduce pollution and emissions, including greenhouse gases, are developed, 
implemented and monitored.  

Principle 6: Responsible consideration of employees and of individuals and communities 
affected by growers and mills 

 

Criterion 6.1 Aspects of plantation and mill management, including replanting, that have social 
impacts are identified in a participatory way, and plans to mitigate the negative 
impacts and promote the positive ones are made, implemented and monitored, to 
demonstrate continuous improvement.  

Criterion 6.2 There are open and transparent methods for communication and consultation 
between growers and/or millers, local communities and other affected or interested 
parties.  

Criterion 6.3 There is a mutually agreed and documented system for dealing with complaints and 
grievances, which is implemented and accepted by all parties.  

Criterion 6.4 Any negotiations concerning compensation for loss of legal or customary rights are 
dealt with through a documented system that enables indigenous peoples, local 
communities and other stakeholders to express their views through own 
representative institutions.  

Criterion 6.5 Pay and conditions for employees and for employees of contractors always meet at 
least legal or industry minimum standards and are sufficient to provide decent living 
wages.  

Criterion 6.6 The employer respects the rights of all personnel to form and join trade unions of 
their choice and to bargain collectively. Where the right to freedom of association 
and collective bargaining are restricted under law, the employer facilitates parallel 
means of independent and free association and bargaining for all such personnel.  

Criterion 6.7 Children are not employed or exploited. Work by children is acceptable on family 
farms, under adult supervision, and when not interfering with education 
programmes. Children are not exposed to hazardous working conditions.  

Criterion 6.8 Any form of discrimination based on race, caste, national origin, religion, disability, 
gender, sexual orientation, union membership, political affiliation, or age, is 
prohibited.  

Criterion 6.9 A policy to prevent sexual harassment and all other forms of violence against women 
and to protect their reproductive rights is developed and applied.  

Criterion 
6.10 

Growers and mills deal fairly and transparently with smallholders and other local 
businesses.  

Criterion 
6.11 

Growers and millers contribute to local sustainable development wherever 
appropriate.  

Principle 7: Responsible development of new plantings  

Criterion 7.1 A comprehensive and participatory independent social and environmental impact 
assessment is undertaken prior to establishing new plantings or operations, or 
expanding existing ones, and the results incorporated into planning, management and 
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operations.  

Criterion 7.2 Soil surveys and topographic information are used for site planning in the 
establishment of new plantings, and the results are incorporated into plans and 
operations.  

Criterion 7.3 New plantings since November 2005, have not replaced primary forest or any area 
required to maintain or enhance one or more High Conservation Values.  

Criterion 7.4 Extensive planting on steep terrain, and/or on marginal and fragile soils, is avoided.  

Criterion 7.5 No new plantings are established on local peoples’ land without their free, prior and 
informed consent dealt with through a documented system that enables indigenous 
peoples, local communities and other stakeholders to express their views through 
their own representative institutions.  

Criterion 7.6 Local people are compensated for any agreed land acquisitions and relinquishment 
of rights, subject to their free, prior and informed consent and negotiated agreements.  

Criterion 7.7 Use of fire in the preparation of new plantings is avoided other than in specific 
situations, as identified in the ASEAN guidelines or other regional best practice.  

Principle 8: Commitment to continuous improvement in key areas of activity  

Criterion 8.1 Growers and millers regularly monitor and review their activities and develop and 
implement action plans that allow demonstrable continuous improvement in key 
operations.   

Source: RSPO website. Available at: 
www.rspo.org/files/resource_centre/RSPO%20Principles%20&%20Criteria%20Document.pd
f [2013-02-07] 
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Appendix 6: Calculations 
 
 Total number of 

Green palm 
certificates registered 
by producers 

Total number of 
redeemed certificates 

Total contribution to 
RSPO through Green 
Palm program in 
USD$ 

Palm Oil 6 274 171 4 960 827 5 500 976 
Palm kernel oil 926 922 775 451 839 482 
Total   6 340 458 
Source: Green Palms website. Available at:  www.greenpalm.org/en/the-market/crude-palm-
oil-kernel [2013-04-15] 
 
 Ordinary member Affiliate member Supply chain associate 

Numbers of members 702 100 286 

Fee in Euro/ year 2000 250 100 

Total income  
 

1 404 000 25 000 28 600 

 Additional 127 
growers* 

  

Fee in Euro /year 191 000   
    
Total income in Euro 
/year (based on the 
15th of March 2013) 

1 648 600   

Source: RSPO website. Available at: www.rspo.org/en/rspo_members [2013-04-15] 
 

*Oil palm growers with < 500 ha of estate area/land can apply for reduced fee of 
500 Euro per year. It though requires supporting documents.  
 
Since it could not easily be seen on the RSPO website how many who actually 
have applied for small grower fee an estimation was made that one third, of the oil 
palm growers, are small growers. These are the numbers the calculations have 
been made on. The estimation was based on the search for “oil palm growers” and 
“ordinary members” at RSPO members search website, where different companies 
were looked at. Out of the viewed companies were about one third small growers.  
 
This estimation gives 85 ordinary members and 42 small scale growers. This 
provides an additional income of 170 000 and 21 000 Euro/year.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 


