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Palm oil companies operating in Indonesia pledged to stop expanding
plantations into forests in response to growing global criticism about
deforestation and to promote more sustainable products.

Executive director of the Indonesian Palm Oil Association (GAPKI),
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Didiek Hadjar Goenadi, said here Monday palm oil companies would focus
on utilizing idle land, including former forest concession areas, to
maintain Indonesia as the world's largest crude palm oil producer.

"We realize the environmental impacts by opening all our forests so we
will stop touching the forest and just concentrate on abundant lands
which have not been cultivated yet," Didiek told reporters during a
break in a a seminar on climate change, agriculture and trade.

There are currently 6.7 million hectares of oil palm plantations in the
country -- half belonging to private firms, while the rest are operated
by small-scale farmers. Only about 600,000 hectares are managed by
state-owned enterprises.

Didiek estimated there were about seven million hectares of idle land
across the country that could be used to plant oil palms or rubber
trees.

He said the association's members had applied the so-called roundtable
on sustainable palm oil (RSOP), an international initiative promoting
sustainability up and down the palm oil supply chain.

"But since many oil palm plantations are operated by farmers, many of
them are still unaware about the RSOP regulations. It is the
government's task to educate them," he said.

Indonesia's crude palm oil production reached its highest-ever level of
17.2 million tons last year, passing Malaysia, which produced 16 million
tons.

Environmental activists have stepped up protests against the country's
palm oil companies, accusing the firms of expanding their operations by
clearing formerly forested land. The activists say the expansion,
including in peatland forests, has killed thousands of orangutans and
resulted in huge amounts of greenhouse gas emissions.

Didiek said the palm oil business in Indonesia dated back more than 150
years.

"There have been standard operating procedures in implementing good
agriculture procedures since the Dutch period," he said.

"However, the booming of the commodity encourages the new planters to
neglect these standard. This is the main cause of why land burning has
become extensive and erosion has taken place."

Didiek said demand for crude palm oil had accelerated with the rising
popularity of biofuels in developed nations to substitute for fossil
fuels. He also called on the country's oil palm producers to do more for
the environment and people's welfare.

"Conflict between food and fuels must be ended by taking all necessary
actions to minimize negative impacts both to the local people and the
international community," he said.

