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RESUME 
 

One of the negative issues used by NGO’s anti-oil palm is the development of oil palm plantations can impact on the 
decline in tropical biodiversity. This accusation is made purposefully to gain sympathy from the global community and with 
to achieve the global rejection of palm oil products. Indonesia also be accused dont have biodiversity’s management system 
so the NGO’s also sue Indonesia to adopt HCV and HCS concepts which is adopted by European and American country. 
Whereas since the ealy stages development, Indonesia has classified “deforestation” areas and “non-deforestation” areas as 
its own version of HCV and HCS, also known as protected forest and conservation forests. 

The protected and conservation forests as a “home” for Indonesia’s biodiversity reached 41.26 million hectares. 
Indonesian government also allocated others area for cultivation zonesuch as farms, plantations, production forests, urban 
areas, residential areas and others. The expansion of oil palm plantations within the cultivation zone and does not interfere 
with Indonesia's native biodiversity habitat. 

The NGO accusations that accuse oil palm plantations as a cause of reducing the level of biodiversity in Indonesia also 
use the paradigm that is not quite right. The assessment of paradigm used by NGO anti-oil palm based on comparing the level 
of biodiversity in oil palm plantations with natural forests. Unequal comparisons can cause bias, this is due to differences in 
the characteristics of land cover types between forests or before they are made into oil palm plantations. In addition, in one 
landscape, the ecosystem of oil palm plantations has several habitat types that have so far escaped from the assessment so 
that the assessment of biodiversity level tends to underestimate. 

Based on the results of research also showed that the biodiversity’s number of types in oil palm plantations is not 
always lower than the biodiversity in the ecosystem benchmark or HCV. Even the development of oil palm plantations in 
several areas of the study site increased the biodiversity’s number of types of herpetofauna and butterflies. In the use of the 
land use rights (HGU), the oil palm plantation company also does not use all the land for oil palm plantations and palm oil 
milling but still leaves the land forested (HCV area). This indicates that with a landscape approach that includes oil palm 
plantations and HCV areas, the biodiversity’s number of types will more higher. 

Placing the blame on oil palm plantations in cultivation zones as a factor that threatens wildlife habitat so that these 
wildlife are involved in conflicts with humans, thus increasing the potential to reduce wildlife populations such as 
orangutans, elephants and tigers. The issue is not in accordance with the data and facts, because the decline in wildlife 
population is mainly due to illegal logging, illegal hunting and forest burning due to the opening of small-scale agricultural 
land. This factors showed of poor governance of wildlife habitats in protected/conservation forests. The problem must be 
improve by Indonesia’s government in order to protecting the biodiversity. 
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INTRODUCTION 

One of the accusations against the 
Indonesian palm oil industry concern 
plantation development, which has been 
perceived as unsustainable. Negative issues 
related to the development of oil palm 
plantations through deforestation can 
impact on the decline in tropical 
biodiversity. The decline in the population of 
orangutans, elephants, tigers, butterflies and 
tropical forest vegetation is considered a 
responsibility of the palm oil industry. This 
accusation is made purposefully to gain 
sympathy from the global community and 
with to achieve the global rejection of palm 
oil products. 

The NGO accusations that accuse oil 
palm plantations as a cause of reducing the 
level of biodiversity in Indonesia also use the 
paradigm that is not quite right. The 
assessment of the impact of oil palm 
plantations on biodiversity loss or decline 
that has been carried out so far is more 
comparing the level of biodiversity in oil 
palm plantations with natural forests. This 
was confirmed by the study of Meijard et al., 
(2018) which mentioned that the nature of 
oil palm cultivation are generally 
monocultural, simple plantation structure 
with one layer of canopy, absence of leaf 
litter, lack of shrub vegetation and woody 
debris and more open canopy, it is not 
surprising that the diversity of species from 
oil palm concessions is lower compared to 
natural forests. Unequal comparisons can 
cause bias in assessing impacts on 
biodiversity. This is due to differences in the 
characteristics of land cover types between 
forests or before they are made into oil palm 
plantations.  

In addition, in one landscape, the 
ecosystem of oil palm plantations has 
several habitat types such as young-aged 
palm, medium-aged, old-age, scrub and high 
conservation value (HCV) areas. So the 
assessment of the impact of oil palm 
plantations on biodiversity needs to be done 
with a landscape approach. 

This paper aims to discuss the issues 
that are sharpened by showed data and facts 
related to the biodiversity level of some of 
the major oil palm centers in Indonesia, as a 
counter-accusation that cornered oil palm 

plantations which are always considered as 
the main cause of the decline in tropical 
biodiversity wealth in Indonesia. 

 
 

HCV AND HCS CONSEPTS IN 
INDONESIA’S FORESTS MANAGEMENT  

Indonesia is obviously not a European 
or North American country, which at the 
onset of industrialization, they was cleared 
all forests including their wildlife 
inhabitants. Today, sub-tropical primary 
forests and wildlife no longer exist. 
European and North American reports on 
the existence of vast forests, as seen in FAO 
statistical data, are secondary forests that 
were initially idle farmland (Soemarwoto, 
1992). The current generation in Europe and 
North America are undertaking 
reforestation, including the reestablishment 
of conservation zones (High Conservation 
Value, HCV) and high carbon stock zone 
(High Carbon Stock, HCS). Although it’s the 
right measures to take, it will not retrieve 
what has been perished in the past. 

Indonesian NGOs at home, the HCV 
comprises the values of HCV 1 (Species 
Diversity), HCV 2 (Landscape-level 
Ecosystems and Mosaics), HCV 3 
(Ecosystems and Habitats), HCV 4 (Critical 
Ecosystem Services), HCV 5 (Community 
Needs) and HCV 6 (Cultural Values). 
Meanwhile, the HCS concept consists of HK 3 
(High Density Forest), HK 2 (Medium 
Density Forest), HK 1 (Low Density Forest), 
BM (Young Scrub), BT (Old Scrub) and LT 
(Cleared/Open Land). 

Since the ealy stages development, 
Indonesia has classified “deforestation” 
areas and “non-deforestation” areas as its 
own version of HCV and HCS. Forests 
classified under the HCS and HCV concepts 
are to protected forest and conservation 
forests stipulated in Law No. 41/1999 on 
Forestry, while Law No. 26/2007 on 
National Spatial Planning stipulates that 
these forests be located within in 
Conservation Zones. In Indonesia, the 
conservation of HCV, HCS and biodiversity is 
already promoted by the protected forest 
and conservation forest designations. 

Both of protected and conservation 
forests are mainly primary forests, a natural 
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asset that is protected and is not to be 
converted for any other use. Based on 
Forestry Statistics (Table 1),  Indonesia have 
17.35 million hectares of conservation 
forests and 23.91 million hectares of 
protected forest area. The protected and 
conservation forests as a high conservation 

value zone and high carbon stock zone also 
have role as a “home” for Indonesia’s 
biodiversity that includes wildlife, plants and 
microorganisms, have a hydrologic role and 
the function to conserve the ecosystem as a 
whole.  

 
Table 1. Forests Land Use in Indonesia 

LAND COVER THOUSAND HECTARES % 
Forests Zone 41,258 43.9 

Conservation Forests 17,347 18.5 
Protected Forests 23,911 25.5 

Cultivation Zone 44,592 47.5 
Limited Production Forests 21,266 22.6 

Production Forests 17,030 18.1 
Conversion Production Forests 6,296 6.7 

Other Sectors 8,100 8.6 
Total Land 93,950 100.0 
Source : Statistik Kehutanan (2018) 

 
The role of protected forests and 

conservation forests as a part of HCV and 
HCS will not be disturbed, because 
Indonesia’s government also allocated 
others area for cultivation zones. Unlike the 
protected forests and conservation forests, 
land use in the cultivation zone is 
convertible, such as farms, plantations 
(include the oil palm plantations), 
production forests, urban areas, residential 
areas and others. In cultivation zone, there is 
a the type of forest that is convertible for 
development purposes is a production 
forest, specifically the conversion production 
forest, the conversion of which must go 
through a set of procedures as required by 
the Forestry Law. Production forests are 
dubbed a “land bank”, a reserve within the 
Cultivation Zone, as stipulated in the Spatial 
Planning Law.  

The Forestry Law mandates that 
conversions should not be based on the 
carbon stock value of the forest as 
demanded by NGOs. A verified production 
forest can be converted into a different 
Cultivation Zone function, regardless of its 
carbon stock value. On the other hand, the 
conversion of protected/conserved forests 
into a Cultivation Zone is prohibited, 

regardless of how insignificant its carbon 
stock value. It’s showed that function of 
forests and conservation forests as a “home” 
of biodiversity will not be disturbed and 
always be guarded. This means the 
expansion of oil palm plantations within 
cultivation zone doesnt disturb “home” of 
wildlife and tropical vegetation. 
 

OIL PALM PLANTATION ENDANGER 
BIODIVERSITY ? 

The reports published by anti-oil palm 
plantation NGOs, either Indonesian groups 
or transnational groups, often make 
headlines endanger biodiversity especially 
endangered wildlife fauna and topical plant 
because of the development of oil palm 
plantations. In general, such NGOs’ reports 
attribute the establishment of oil palm 
plantations with the destruction of wildlife 
habitats. This accusation is made 
purposefully to gain sympathy from the 
global community and with to achieve the 
global rejection of palm oil products. NGO’s 
make tendentious claims that oil palm 
plantations push endangered biodiversity 
loss in Indonesia. But can their claim be 
substantiated?  
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Table 2. Comparison Biodiversity’s Number of Type between Oil Palm Plantation, Ecosystem 
Benchmark and HCV 

Taska / Ekosistem 
Sumatera 

Utara 
Riau 

Sumatera 
Selatan 

Kalimantan 
Barat 

Kalimantan 
Tengah 

Sulawesi  
Barat 

MAMALIA 
      

Benchmark* 2-4 0-7 3 0-4 0-3 0-2 

Kebun sawit 3-5 0-5 4 3-4 1-4 1 

HCV/NKT 2-4 2-6 4 3-7 3-6 3 

BURUNG 
      

Benchmark* 12-21 9-32 35 7-26 13-30 12-36 

Kebun sawit 17 14-21 26 11-19 9-22 17-33 

HCV/NKT 10-24 9-27 33 14-23 17-33 20-22 

HERPETOFAUNA 
      

Benchmark* 7-9 3-13 11 2-13 4-12 4-5 

Kebun sawit 9-14 6-16 18 7-12 9-13 3-11 

HCV/NKT 6-7 2-11 6 4-11 9-15 6 

KUPU-KUPU 
      

Benchmark* 17-22 11-29 14 3-21 5-19 10-23 

Kebun sawit 13-23 12-31 30 11-20 14-28 10-19 

HCV/NKT 10-19 9-22 12 6-26 15-37 12 

TUMBUHAN 
      

Benchmark* 51-66 25-120 8 31-71 5-22 25-53 

Kebun sawit 61-75 55-59 n.a 16-61 n.a 31-39 

HCV/NKT 73-85 8-129 15 34-99 6-51 45-50 

Source :    Erniwati et al,. (2016); Santosa et al,. (2017); Santosa& Purnamasari (2017), Nahlunisa 
(2017) 

 
The counter issue will be strengthened 

by the results of the research (Table 2) 
which is the result of a quotation test that 
shows the comparison of biodiversity’s 
number of type between oil palm 
plantations, Ecosystem Benchmarks, and 
HCV’s in 23 of oil palm plantations across six 
major oil palm center provinces. The 
Ecosystem Benchmark shows land cover 
similar to prior land cover before it was 
turned into oil palm plantations, while HCV 
refers to forested areas. For the whole study 
site, the biodiversity’s number of type plant 
species that live in the area of oil palm 
plantations (16-75 species) is relatively 
smaller than the HCV’s area (8-129 species) 
or ecosystem benchmark (8-120 species). 
Similar to the number of plant species, the 
number of type mammals that live in the 
area of oil palm plantations (0-5 species) is 
relatively smaller compared to HCV’s areas 
(2-7 species) or ecosystem benchmarks (0-7 
species). 

The number of type butterfly species 
that live in the area of oil palm plantations 
(10-31 species) is relatively higher 
compared to the ecosystem benchmark area 
(3-29 species) although it is still less than 
those that live in HCV’s areas (6-37 species). 
Meanwhile, the number of type bird species 
that live in the oil palm plantation area is the 
same as in the HCV area (9-33 species), 
although it is relatively smaller than the 
ecosystem benchmark (7-36 species). 
However, the number of type herpetofauna 
species that live in the area of oil palm 
plantations (3-16 species) is relatively more 
than the ecosystem benchmark areas (2-13 
species) and HCV (4-11 species). 

 Hal ini menunjukkan bahwa jumlah 
jenis biodiversitas di kebun sawit tidak 
selalu lebih rendah dibandingkan dengan 
biodiversitas yang ada di Ecosystem 
Benchmark atau HCV/NKT. Bahkan 
pengembangan kebun sawit di beberapa 
daerah lokasi penelitian, justru 
meningkatkan jumlah jenis biodiversitas 
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seperti herpetofauna (di enam provinsi) dan 
kupu-kupu (Sumut, Riau, Sumsel) 
dibandingkan jumlah jenis biodiversitas di 
Ecosystem Benchmark atau HCV/NKT. 
Terlebih perusahaan perkebunan sawit 
besar telah mengalokasi lahan yang telah 
memiliki sertifikat Hak Guna Usaha (HGU) 
tidak hanya untuk kebun sawit dan PKS, 
tetapi juga lahan yang dibiarkan tetap 
berhutan (HCV/NKT). Hal ini berarti tingkat 
jumlah jenis biodiversitas di kebun sawit 
yang memiliki areal NKT/HCV akan relatif 
lebih tinggi dibandingkan dengan jumlah 
jenis di areal NKT saja atau di areal 
ecosystem benchmark atau lahan sebelum 
dijadikan kebun sawit.  

This shows that the biodiversity’s 
number of types in oil palm plantations is 
not always lower than the biodiversity in the 
ecosystem benchmark or HCV. Even the 
development of oil palm plantations in 
several areas of the study site increased the 
biodiversity’s number of types of 
herpetofauna (in six provinces) and 
butterflies (North Sumatra, Riau, South 
Sumatra) compared to the biodiversity’s 
number of types in the ecosystem 
benchmark or HCV. Moreover, oil palm 
plantation companies have allocated land 
that has a certificate of land use rights (HGU) 
not only for oil palm plantations and palm oil 
milling, but also land that is left to remain 
forested (HCV). This means that the 
biodiversity’s number of types in oil palm 
plantations that have HCV’s areas will be 
relatively higher compared in HCV areas 
only or in ecosystem benchmark.  

Almost 44 percent of forests classified 
became conservation forests and protected 
forest as a “home” for wildlife habitats (in 
situ). Oil palm plantations (and others sector 
include residential areas and farms) are in 
different spaces that do not overlap. That 
said, why is wildlife found outside their 
habitats, entering residential areas and  oil 
palm plantations in the cultivation zone and 
then get into conflict with society? 

Wildlife tends to remain within their 
customary territories, as per their natural 
behavior. Communities of wildlife will 
remain in their traditional habitat for 
generations. If they leave the habitat, it 
means that their “home” is no longer 

comfortable or is under threat. How can this 
be? 

There are three main reasons that 
wildlife feels threatened and forced into 
entering a cultivation zone. The first reason 
is the massive illegal logging in the protected 
or conservation forests that encompass the 
wildlife habitat. From the 1970s until the 
present day, the protected or conservation 
forests have been the target destination for 
both legal and illegal logging. Millions of 
cubic meters of natural wood have been 
extracted every year from the home territory 
of wildlife. The Forestry Statistics reports 
that hundreds of illegal logging cases are 
uncovered annually. The figure is the tip of 
an iceberg, with estimates indicating many 
more cases yet to be revealed. The people 
who live around the forests are familiar with 
the massive illegal logging activities. 

Second, besides illegal logging, the 
threat upon wildlife also comes from illegal 
hunting, which is increasing. Every year, the 
Forestry Ministry reports the arrests of 
hundreds of poachers and the number of 
those who have not been caught is much 
higher. The discoveries of elephant carcasses 
with the tusks cut off or the carcasses of 
skinned tigers in protected forests, as well as 
the high number of endangered animals 
being smuggled out of the country from 
various regions indicate a dire problem.The 
third reason is the fires that break out yearly 
in Conservation Zones. The Forestry 
Ministry records that 3-5 million ha of 
protected/conserved forests, Nature 
Preserves, Wildlife Sanctuaries, National 
Parks, and Natural Recreational Parks are 
burned down every year.  

Placing the blame on oil palm 
plantations in cultivation zones as a factor 
that threatens wildlife habitat isnt based on 
facts and data. The study of Meijard et al., 
(2018) states that the decline in orangutans 
and other wildlife populations in Indonesia 
had occurred a long time ago before the 
development of oil palm plantations in the 
1970s. In addition, the study also found that 
illegal hunting, the pulp and paper industry, 
and deforestation by burning the forest that 
used to open small-scale agricultural land 
were a major threat to the orangutans 
population. 
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Linking oil palm plantations and 
decreasing wildlife populations is an attempt 
to divert the real problem of poor 
governance of wildlife habitats in 
protected/conservation forests. This 
governance’s next task is to improve the 
management system (rules and policies) to 
stopping any activities in protected and 
conservation forests which are the natural 
habitat of wild animals and vegetations. 
 
 

CONCLUSION 

The issue used by many anti-palm NGOs 
is the threat of Indonesia's biodiversity due 
to the development of oil palm plantations. 
The anti-palm NGO also wanted that 
Indonesia adopt the HCV and HCS concepts 
as applied in western countries. Since the 
beginning of its development, Indonesia has 
classified which forests can be converted 
(deforestable) which forests must be 
maintained (non-deforestable) as HCV and 
HCS. This areas known as protection forests 
and conservation forests as the "home" of 
biodiversity with an area of 41.26 million 
hectares. To maintain the preservation of 
biodiversity in the area, the Indonesian 
government also allocates other land for 
cultivation zone. The expansion of oil palm 
plantations within the cultivation zone and 
does not interfere with Indonesia's native 
biodiversity habitat. 

Based on the results of research also 
showed that the biodiversity’s number of 
types in oil palm plantations is not always 
lower than the biodiversity in the ecosystem 
benchmark or HCV. Even the development of 
oil palm plantations in several areas of the 
study site increased the biodiversity’s 
number of types of herpetofauna and 
butterflies. In the use of the land use rights 
(HGU), the oil palm plantation company also 
does not use all the land for oil palm 
plantations and palm oil milling but still 
leaves the land forested (HCV area). This 
indicates that with a landscape approach 
that includes oil palm plantations and HCV 
areas, the biodiversity’s number of types will 
more higher. 

Placing the blame on oil palm 
plantations in cultivation zones as a factor 
that threatens wildlife habitat so that these 

wildlife are involved in conflicts with 
humans, thus increasing the potential to 
reduce wildlife populations such as 
orangutans, elephants and tigers. The issue 
is not in accordance with the data and facts, 
because the decline in wildlife population is 
mainly due to illegal logging, illegal hunting 
and forest burning due to the opening of 
small-scale agricultural land. This factors 
showed of poor governance of wildlife 
habitats in protected/conservation forests. 
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