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SOME international non-governmental organisations (NGOs) which used to smear palm oil in the 1980s are back at it again.

The NGOs claimed in the 1980s that palm oil was unhealthy, but these allegations were quickly shot down by the world's medical fraternity backed by proven scientific findings which highlighted palm oil's health benefits.

This time, the NGOs are claiming that palm oil producers - specifically Malaysia and Indonesia, the two largest palm oil producers - are destroying the natural habitat of the orang utans by felling trees to make way for oil palm estates.

Some of the NGOs, especially from the UK and the US, include Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth (FoE), Wetlands International, Oxfam, Centre of Science for Public Interest (CSPI) and many more. 

Last week, Greenpeace took its anti-palm oil campaign to the next level when its boats tried to block a tanker carrying more than 30,000 tonnes of palm oil from leaving an Indonesian port to protest against forest destruction blamed on plantations.

The environmental group demanded that the Indonesian government immediately issue a moratorium on conversion of forests and peat lands into palm oil plantations.

A Malaysian palm oil industry observer said Greenpeace's action of stopping a ship from leaving the port disrupts trade activities, and this itself is an act of terror.

"By stopping ships, the NGOs are terrorising the palm oil industry," said the oil palm grower with over 30 years of experience, who requested anonymity.

He said the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO), a producer-consumer-NGO pact that will meet in Kuala Lumpur for three days beginning today, must work together to educate each other that palm oil does not destroy the environment.

"The NGOs, however, have become powerful and they are now dominating as directors on the RSPO board," said Academy of Sciences Malaysia fellow Dr Ahmad Ibrahim.

Ahmad said the way the NGOs are coming on to palm oil appears as if the palm oil industry is not sympathetic to the environmental cause.

"On the contrary, the palm oil industry has always given attention to the needs to safeguard the environment. In fact, long before these NGOs appeared on the scene, the palm oil industry had already included environmental well-being as an important criteria for oil palm expansion."

Ahmad said even in the RSPO, the palm oil industry is very much an active participant but of course all along the industry is looking for fairness.

"We do not want to fulfill some criteria which will eventually kill an industry which has also contributed significantly to our socio-economic well-being. Not to mention poverty eradication."

Ahmad said the way the NGOs were acting was totally unreasonable and their interest appeared to be mainly economic, not environmental.

In recent years, the plantation industry in Malaysia has been forced by NGOs in Europe to participate in the RSPO as a condition to ensure access into the European Union (EU) market.

The RSPO is a business-to-business initiative proposed by the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) based in Switzerland with a promise that certified sustainable palm oil will be readily accepted in the EU market.

The NGOs also forced supermarkets in Europe to insist that the palm oil they used in various products must be sourced from sustainable sources which can be verified, certified and proven.

Meanwhile, other vegetable oils produced in other countries, whether or not produced by replacing forests and are unsustainable, are not treated with similar scrutiny and no certification requirement is imposed.

The NGOs are continuing their anti-palm oil campaigns, smearing the good image of palm oil and making allegations about forest destruction and habitat loss, using the orang utans to raise emotional appeal among the public.

The Malaysian palm oil industry image is tarnished by the allegations even though the sustainability of palm oil produced is far better than the oilseeds produced in the EU or US, the observer added.

Palm oil in Malaysia, similar to oilseeds in the EU, is produced on legitimate agricultural land, does not involve replacement of primary forests or the destruction of wildlife habitats, more so, in Peninsular Malaysia which is not the home for orang utans.

By getting public support for their campaigns, the NGOs have lobbied their governments to pass legislation that require palm oil for use in biodiesel or biofuel in power plants be certified from sustainable sources.

Otherwise, palm oil will not get the benefit of fuel subsidy or tax exemptions given to biofuel from competing soya or rapeseed oil.

The RSPO terms and conditions are still being finalised for possible implementation on a voluntary basis.

In the EU, mandatory certification is becoming the focus of the legislators, and the Netherlands has made announcements to discriminate palm oil from being used in the biofuel industry, unless certified from sustainable sources, even though a similar call is not made for other vegetable oils from other countries.

The RSPO meeting in Kuala Lumpur will seek to agree on the principles and criteria that producers need to comply with if they want sustainable certification.

The observer said producers will not have much to cheer about in negotiating the RSPO agreement, as not much is being promised. While premium price for certified palm oil will be expected, this is currently not in the agreement.

On the other hand, the NGOs are likely to celebrate with a successful inclusion of a clause that will prohibit further conversion of land currently under forest cover from being turned into an oil palm plantation.

For Sarawak, which has only managed to develop five per cent of its land for agriculture where oil palm is one of the crops grown, the RSPO wants a freeze on development and the farmers and the state will be doomed to perpetual under-development if the RSPO terms are to be strictly implemented.

In reality, it will be a glaring case of double standards. The NGOs know that 70 per cent of land in the UK is used for agriculture and they are only allowing five per cent of Sarawak to be developed for agriculture by implication of the RSPO agreement.

"We may blame the producers for agreeing to the one-sided terms in the RSPO negotiation but the real rip-off is yet to come," the observer noted.

Producers wanting to export palm oil to the EU with certification of sustainability are now asked to pay $3US (RM10) per tonne as commission to certifying agencies registered in the UK. Certifying agents in Malaysia are not recognised by the importers.

"This is expected to bleed the industry. Approximately $45US million or RM160 million of RSPO certification commission money needs to be paid if Malaysia's yearly 15 million tonnes of palm oil exports are one day certified sustainable," he said.

The amount is more than the research and promotion cess currently paid by producers to ensure the survival of the industry.

"A certification scheme is a sure bet for income generation," said Ahmad.

The NGOs are also using the global warming platform as the premise for attacking the palm oil industry where they want forests to act as a carbon sink to absorb carbon dioxide.

By right, NGOs should persuade their own governments to replant and convert their country's agricultural land into forests.

NGOs should practise the standards long set by Malaysia to have 20 per cent of the country's total land for agriculture and 60 per cent under forest, compared to their country's present land use position of 70 per cent agriculture and only 12 per cent forest.

If carbon dioxide emission is to be reduced as implied by not undertaking deforestation, then the real contributor to carbon dioxide emission must be identified.

Simple calculation shows that every 10 new cars produced during their lifetime will emit carbon dioxide equivalent to the carbon dioxide emitted by the deforestation of one hectare of rain forest.

Every year, the EU introduces about 15 million new cars. This alone will emit greenhouse gases (GHG) equivalent to the deforestation of 1.5 million hectares of rain forest.

In three years, the EU's introduction of new cars alone would emit carbon dioxide equivalent to 4.5 million hectares of rain forest being destroyed.

In comparison, the total oil palm area in Malaysia has only managed to reach 4.2 million hectares presently after over 90 years of development since the industry was first established in 1917.

NGOs should campaign against the production of more cars, lorries, buses and aeroplanes which are the main emitters of carbon dioxide.

The industry observer said when the real polluters are associated with their immediate families, affecting jobs for their people and their economies, these NGOs will conveniently not stick to their principles of going against those emitting GHG.

The NGOs know perfectly well that oils from their countries cannot compete with palm oil and this jeopardises their subsidy system which is targeted for their soya and rapeseed oil producers.

"One can understand the need to protect local industries through subsidies, but to denigrate palm oil producers with superfluous and discriminatory certification and terrorising the trade will only condemn the oil palm farmers to a life of poverty," the observer said.
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