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AND THE 

ORANGUTAN



What is Palm Oil? Palm Oil is made 
from the pulp of the mesocarp 

(reddish pulp) of the fruit of monoculture Oil 
Palms. 

Palm Oil is one of few highly saturated 
vegetable oils and as such is a very 

common cooking ingredient throughout 
Africa, South East Asia and Brazil. 
Additionally, its use in the commercial food 
sector is on the rise as a handy and cheap 
replacement for trans fats. It’s also widely 
used in cosmetics, mechanics and bio-
fuels. It’s so widely used that it is found in 
roughly half the products found in your local 
supermarket.

However, Palm Oil is perhaps just 
as well known for it’s horrendous 

environmental impact. Large scale forest 

conversion, loss of critical habitat, soil 
erosion, air pollution, soil and water pollution 
and climate change are all by-products of 
monoculture oil plant plantations.

Throughout Indonesia, the wholesale 
removal of native forests to allow the 

planting of highly profitable Oil Palm has 
decimated the native habitat of the Orangutan.  

The Orangutan come in two species, 
Bornean and Sumatran, and is the 

exclusively Asian species of Great Ape. 

Known to be among the most intelligent 
of the great apes, Orangutans are able to 

use sophisticated tools and construct elaborate 
nests. And thanks to the wide-ranging 
deforestation of the Orang’s homes, their 
numbers are in free fall.



It’s believed that there are as few as 7,300 
wild Sumatran Orangutans and 45,000 

Bornean. 

Palm Oil’s impact on the Orangutan is 
visible in a number of ways.

Most of the worlds Oil Palm trees are 
grown on a small number of islands 

in Malaysia and Indonesia. Between them, 
these two countries contain the most bio-
diverse tropical forests found on Earth.  
Between 1990 and 2005 55-60% of the oil 
palm expansion in these two countries was at 
the expense of virgin forests, the home of the 
Orangutans.

Deforestation on this scale also causes soil 
erosion and contributes to air pollution 

and by default, climate change. 

The destruction of peatland forests 
via their draining and conversion is 

particularly damaging, as they are “carbon 
sinks” and able to store ‘more carbon per unit 
than any other ecosystem in the world’. Peat 
forests are less than ideal for plantation areas, 
as their very high water tables require the use 
of pedestals for the oil palm trees. This is 
offset by the relative ease in which peat forest 
can be cleared. Oil palms often fall over on 
these pedestals, and by clearing the entire 
area of peat forest, the land can drain out and 
allow the proper planting and cultivation of 
palm oil trees.

Orangutans in Indonesia are in an 
especially precarious position. Plantation 

concessions have been mostly granted in 
primary forests. This is despite the fact that 
there is more than 20 million hectares of 
abandoned agricultural land available and 
appropriate for the growth of oil palm.



So why are planters clear-cutting native 
forests and not using disused rubber 

plantations? What reason could there be, 
other than money? It’s more expensive to 
plant in grasslands and degraded areas, as 
more chemical fertiliser is needed. Costs are 
also offset when felling forests b selling the 
timber that is being torn down.

One way that Malaysia has managed to get 
around pressure from the international 

community regarding it’s forestry destruction 
is to lobby the UN Food and Agriculture 
Organisation to allow rubber plantations to 
be classified as “forests”. A change which 
obviously clouds statistics regarding the actual 
amount of biodiverse forests. 

Fire is used to clear large areas of forest 
with relative ease and many Orangutans 

(which are slow moving) are killed as they try 
to escape the flames. Poaching and a thriving 
pet trade also impact Orangutan numbers, as 
does the indiscriminate use of Rat poison in 
oil palm growth areas. 

Of course they are often just shot or killed 
in the plantations when they come 

through looking for food, as Orangutan’s (and 
Elephants, who are also losing huge swathes 
of their natural habitat) eat palm oil seeds and 
palm fronds.

Where can we reduce our usage of Palm 
Oil, and allow a better future for the 

poor Orangutans?

Firstly, choosing products that either 
don’t use palm oil, or at worst use palm 

oil sourced from RSPO (Roundtable on 
Sustainable Palm Oil) certified suppliers.

The RSPO’s (www.rspo.org) vision is to 
advance the production, procurement, 

finance and use of sustainable palm oil 
products. The group contains producers, 

buyers, and environmental and social groups 
“working to define, implement and promote 
better practices for sustainable palm oil 
production.”

www.palmoilfreeproducts.com.au is a website 
that lists only items that are palm olive free. 

Other websites and resources that have 
conservation tips include:

www.palmoilaction.org.au/shopping-guide

www.aucklandzoo.co.nz/media/746405/buy-
palm-oil-free-wallet-card.pdf

http://www.aucklandzoo.co.nz/media/701178/
palm_oil_free_shopping_list.pdf


