
By Claudia Cahalane Claudia Cahalane is our latest guest writer to pen articles 
of interest for Off the Hoof – and very welcome aboard she 
is too. This issue she gets to the bottom of the Palm Oil 
barrel with a quick trip out to Indonesia.

The area surrounding Bukit Duabelas national park. Credit: Andrew Butler

Back in the nineties, veggies and 
vegans could start washing more 
regularly, after lots of companies 
moved away from using tallow (animal 
fat) in their food and cleaning 
products. We all excitedly hailed the 
switch to vegetable fat and plant oils. 
But, as with many good things, it 
seems there’s a price to pay 
somewhere down the line for smelling 
of goodness rather than cows’ sweat.
Today, a wide variety of ‘vegetable’ 
and plant oils can be found in the 
things we eat and use, from rapeseed 
to hemp and coconut. One oil, 
however, far outsells the rest, and 
that’s palm oil.
In recent years this cheap and versatile 
fat has overtaken all others and now 
accounts for pretty much half of the 
fat used worldwide, about 41 million 
tonnes to be precise. You’ll find it in 
everything from Kit Kats, Pringles and 
Burger King buns, to soap power, Oil 
of Olay and Boots own brand soap.
Inconveniently, palm oil – which is 50% 
saturated fat - is often just labelled as 
‘vegetable fat’. This isn’t particularly 
useful if you want to avoid it. And, 
ethical consumers increasingly find 
themselves wanting to avoid it 
because of the unscrupulous practises 
of the palm oil industry.

In October, I was invited out to Indonesia – where a substantial 
amount of palm oil comes from – by Lush, the smelly soap people. 
To date, more than 25 million acres of rainforest have been 
destroyed for palm oil plantations in Indonesia and rapid 
expansion is planned. Species are dying – the orangutan, in 
particular, is almost extinct – tribes are being driven out and CO2
emissions are soaring, but little is being done because there’s 
plenty of money to be had by continuing business as usual.
In protest, Lush stopped using palm oil in its soap bases last year 
and is now using a mixture of other oils. They are also encouraging 
other companies to diversify when buying oils and are raising 
awareness through a number of in-store campaigns, as well as a 
new programme called ASAP (Actively Seeking Alternatives to 
Palm).
The purpose of our trip was to see one of Lush’s fair-trade coconut 
oil suppliers in action and to meet the Orang Rimba people, who 
have had much of their land taken by palm oil companies.

Waking up a little disorientated towards the end of 
our flight into south east Asia, I peered out of the 
window and knew straight away that we’d nearly 
reached our destination. Row, upon row, upon row 
of dull green oil palms were packed tightly onto 
miles and miles of land below. The vastness was 
astounding. About ten years ago, a view of wild, 
rambling rainforest would more than likely have met 
our gaze. 
Our first destination was the islands of Nias, and 
more specifically, the very cool off-shore Indo Jiwa 
boat. We were welcomed by Ruby, Channa, their 
three kids, their dog and a plate of gorgeous tofu, 
veg and rice. The couple runs trips for surfers on 
their boat – under the name Holidays with a Purpose 
- and uses the money to fund a coconut factory on 
the Hinako island.
Coconuts are the main source of making a living in 
these parts, but there’s been a decline in the use of 
coconut oil over the years as palm oil use has soared. 
This, coupled with the effects of the 2004 Tsunami 

and a subsequent earthquake, gave villagers little 
hope of a decent life. But Ruby and Channa’s project 
has enabled locals to earn a living through selling the 
coconut oil in western markets – for example to Lush 
(incidentally, Wholefoods apparently told them their 
coconut oil was too expensive!). Profits from the 
sales support a learning centre for kids on the Island.
It was good to see a fairtrade oil operation like this, 
given that we kept hearing how badly workers in the 
palm oil plantations are treated and how they earn 
less that the basic amount needed to live on each 
day.
Ruby and Channa are now looking at developing 
more of these factories on other islands through 
their Local Empowerment Assistance Programme 
(LEAP) and is hoping that Western markets will open 
up further as people increasingly become aware of 
the palm oil problem and seek alternatives. Coconut 
trees grow naturally in Indonesia, oil palms don’t – 
they are native to West Africa.
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Forest people
Two days later, we made our way to 
Padang to hook up with another couple 
called Nick and Evie, from Cockroach 
Productions. They run a project called 
Films4Forests and have made a range of 
documentaries looking at threats to the 
rainforest and its life. Unsurprisingly, palm 
oil features heavily in their work. In 
particular, they have focused on the Orang 
Rimba people – a community of 2,500 
forest dwellers in Jambi, Sumatra. These 
people left surrounding towns and cities 
600 years ago to live a more simple, less 
industrial life, in the forest. They sleep on 
the land, eat from the land and make a 
living from nature - for example weaving 
baskets out of rattan and collecting honey 
to sell. They are shy, placid people who 
have the utmost respect for the forest and 
feel spiritually connected to it.
Nick, Evie and our interpreter Pramudya 
Harzani (who dedicates his life to rescuing 
wild and tropical animals) took us on a 
hot, dusty eight-hour drive from Padang 
up into Bukit Duabelas National Park to 
spend three nights with the Orang Rimba.
We met at their school – a wooden room 
on stilts at the edge of the forest with 
books and white boards. The school and 
teachers are funded by WARSI, a local 
NGO which supports forest dwellers and 
campaigns for their rights.
Our group was given lovely vegan food 
and began hearing more about the threat 
to the forest and about the land the Rimba 
has already lost. It has become 
increasingly difficult for them to find food 
with a contracting space to hunt from. 
Some were very, very lean but still 
encouraged us to eat before them. It was a 
truly humbling experience.
After a night at the school, we were taken 
into the 60,000 hectare national park, 
where much of the Orang Rimba now live. 
The surrounds have been chopped and 
replanted with oil palms and they are 
struggling, through WARSI, to keep this 

forest. It is protected national park, but we 
were told that anything goes at the right 
price in these parts. The Rimba are not 
allowed to live in the palm oil plantations; 
neither would they want to, as they cannot 
eat or make a living from land planted 
with oil palm. Uniform oil palm 
plantations support little biodiversity.
Drifting off to sleep that night to the 
chirps and songs of the forest, I couldn’t 
believe that all this wildlife could all be 
gone in a matter of months. It was 
heartbreaking.

The future
There are international movements, such 
as the Forest Peoples Programme (FPP) 
working to secure the rights of forest 
dwellers. There is also international 
legislation being worked on to stop such 
vast amounts of CO2 being released 
through industries such as palm oil. When 
rainforest land is burned, ancient carbon 
peat stores are released into the 
atmosphere. An initiative called REDD – 
Reducing Emissions from Deforestation 
and Degradation - is now being developed 
to address this.
Greenpeace states that palm oil is the 
main reason why Indonesia has become 
the third largest producer of greenhouse 
gases, behind the world’s massive, 
industrial countries America and China. 
This will only be exacerbated by the new 
trend for using palm oil in biodiesel. 
Tesco’s diesel contains palm oil, and it 
contains more than the amount of 
biodiesel legally required because palm oil 
is cheaper than standard diesel.
Much more needs to be done to put 
pressure on the UK companies buying 
palm oil. The rainforests are not called the 
lungs of the world for no reason and we 
have to ensure this industry sorts itself out 
before our lungs collapse and millions 
more people & animals lose their homes.
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Palming us off
For the past seven years, many major 
players in the industry have been a part of 
what is called the Round Table on 
Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO). It is 
spearheaded by Unilever, the world’s 
biggest buyer of palm oil. Members range 
from major suppliers to UK supermarkets, 
cosmetics and confectionery companies. It 
represents 40% of the palm oil industry 
and sets a range of measures and practises 
that palm oil member companies must 
fulfil in order to say they use sustainable 
palm oil. These include staying away from 
certain areas of land of conservational 
value and not using land which has peat 
stores more than two metres deep. Firstly, 
hundreds of NGOs and charities say the 
measures aren’t nearly stringent enough 
to make the industry sustainable. They are 
calling for a halt on slashing forest until 
the rules are tightened. 
But, as expected, an undercover 
investigation by Greenpeace Netherlands 
released in November claims that the 
company who shipped what was hailed as 
the ‘first batch of sustainable palm oil’ 
into Europe – namely United Plantations – 
has not only been contravening the RSPO, 
but also the law.
Quick ways for the palm oil industry to 
slow its destruction
Critics say that much more could be done 
to increase the yields of current oil palms 
to decrease the amount of virgin forest 
that is chopped. 
Logging companies are often part of the 
same umbrella group as palm oil 
companies and the two industries will 
work together to sell wood from the land 
and then plant palms, ensuring two 
sources of income. Often, however, a 
forest if felled and left burning for months 
or years while loggers move to the next 
site. This is because oil palms take four 
years to start fruiting and so money is 
continually made from wood in the 
meantime. Ethical groups want the felled
land to be utilised first before more is 
slashed.

Links
Greenpeace.org.uk/forest/palm-oil
Sumatra Orangutan Society - Organutans-sos.org
Nick and Evie’s films – cockroach.org.uk
Warsi.or.id
Local Empowerment Assistance Programme - 
Leapin.org
Pramudya’s site - Jakartaanimalaid.com
FPP - Forestpeoples.org

Forests in Jambi, Sumatra, still burning as they are 
replanted with palm oil.  Credit: Agnes Gendry-Hearn
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