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RESUME 
 

At present, greenhouse gas emissions as a cause of global warming and climate change have become a problem and are 
drawing widespread attention from the international community. So many parties are competing to find the root of the problem to 
get solutions in order to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. One of them is the study of Olivier et al. (2020) who identified the source 
of earth's GHG emissions and found carbon emissions as the largest source of GHG emissions. These carbon emissions are not only 
generated from the fossil energy sector but also from the clearing (conversion of function) of carbon-rich land stock (High Carbon 
Stock). 

Peatland especially in the tropics (tropical peatland) consist of organic components of wood residues or weathered plant parts 
that are very rich in carbon stocks and become an important carbon cycle for nature. Carbon stored in peatland can be lost from 
peatland either in the form of gas to emission of carbon dioxide (CO2) and methane (CH4) or dissolved organic carbon. Making 
drainage on peatland in the context of land use change causes the process of peat decomposition, where this process is the largest 
source of CO2 emissions from peatland. 

The argument underlying environmentalists and anti-palm NGOs criticizes the use of peatland for oil palm cultivation. The 
conversion of peatland functions is considered to have an impact on increasing GHG emissions which causes global warming and 
climate change which is getting worse. The NGO allegations are wrong, because the presence of oil palm plantations on peatland is 
part of peat restoration while at the same time reducing peatland GHG emissions.  

In addition to providing economic social benefits, oil palm plantations also contribute to adding peat biomass that sustainably. 
Study of Sabiham (2013) showed that the carbon stock of peatland is increasing with increasing age of oil palm plants, even the 
carbon stock in mature oil palm plantations on peatland is higher than the carbon stock of secondary peat forests (degraded 
peatland). 

Many studies have also proven that GHG emissions produced by oil palm plantations cultivated on peatland are around 31.4-
57 tons CO2/hectare/year, or lower than the GHG emissions of secondary peat (degraded peat land) which reach 127 tons 
CO2/hectare/year. The IPCC study (2014) also stated that emissions from the peat decomposition process produced by oil palm 
plantations were 40 t CO2/ha/year, lower than emissions from the peat decomposition process produced by plantations on peatland 
and agriculture on peatland both moor or mixed (agroforestry) reached 51 t CO2/ha/year. 

These empirical facts become evidence that the allegations of anti-palm NGOs against oil palm plantations on peatland are 
untrue. Oil palm plantations on peatland do not cause an increase in peatland greenhouse gas emissions, and on the contrary the oil 
palm plantations reduce peatland greenhouse gas emissions. With proper sustainable cultivation carried out on peatland, it will 
produce oil palm plantations which are part of the development of economically, ecologically and socially sustainable in Indonesia. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Almost every year in the dry season, 
natural disasters of forest and land fires 
occured in Indonesia. And it’s cause dense 
haze which endangers public health and 
inhibit the economic and social activities of 
the people in the affected area. This was 
exploited by national and international anti-
palm NGOs that supported by framing news 
from the mass media which canalized the 
forest and land fires in Indonesia to 
incriminating the national palm oil industry. 

The palm oil industry, which was also a 
victim of the forest and land fires, was 
instead blamed and considered the main 
actor behind the disasters without being 
based on rational analysis and empirical 
evidence. Land around of  oil palm 
plantations concession was burnt or land 
that has been burned and then used for oil 
palm plantations, is considered as evidence 
of the justification of that allegations. It was 
impressed that the conclusion of the cause of 
the fired has already been built "on the 
table", so that in the field it only collects data 
and information that justifies a conclusion 
that have been determined before. 

To break that accusation as well as 
prove that the oil palm industry is being 
“scapegoated” as the perpetrators of the 
forest and land fires, it is necessary to 
discuss the following questions: (1) Is the 

forest fires specific to Indonesia or also that 
occurred in other countries?; (2) what 
factors cause forest fires in Indonesia and 
are they really related to oil palm 
plantations?; and (3) is it true that the 
disaster has benefited the national oil 
industry?. The answers to these questions 
are needed to understand the occurrence of 
forest/land fires occured in Indonesia. 
 

FOREST AND LAND FIRES IN 
DEVELOPED COUNTRIES ARE WIDER 

THAN IN INDONESIA 

Anti-palm oil NGOs both domestically 
and internationally that are heavily affiliated 
with other vegetable oil producing countries 
(competitors of palm oil) have always 
incriminating the national palm oil industry 
by accusing it as the cause of forest and land 
fires in Indonesia. It was also reported in 
various newspapers, television and radio 
throughout the world. Concern of the world 
community that is so big on Indonesian 
forest and land fire, as if the phenomenon is 
specific only in Indonesia. Therefore, it is 
necessary to see empirical data on the 
phenomenon of forest and land fires that 
occured in Indonesia and whether it also 
accured in other countries. 
 

 

 
Figure 1.  Land Area of Forest Fires and Land Occurring in Various Countries (Source: 1KLHK, 2 

European Commission; European Forest Fire Information System (EFFIS), 3National 
Interagency Fire Centre s.d September 2019) 
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USA3 2.55 3.43 16.20 1.22 3.58 1.96 3.46 2.97 1.76

Indonesia1 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.04 2.61 0.44 0.17 0.53 1.65
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In the 2011-2019 period (Figure 1), the 
average area of annual forest and land fires 
in developed countries such as the United 
States was 4.13 million hectares, Europe and 
Russia were 2.6 million hectares, still 
relatively wider compared to the average 
area of Indonesian forest and land fires 
which was equal to 0.61 million hectares. 
The data shows that forest and land fires are 
global phenomena that occur every year in 
various countries, not ecosystem specific 
and not industry/commodity specific.  

In 2019, Australia was also hit by forest 
and land fires that were severe enough 
throughout the country's history, this 
disaster also known as "Black Summer". 
Forest and land fires that occurred in 
Australia began in June 2019 and continue 
until 2020. Reporting on 
busseltonmail.com.au (February, 2020) 
revealed that more than 18 million hectares 
of land area was burned across Australia and 
killed 34 people and more than 1 million 
animals. 

The facts above shows that developed 
countries that have the best technology and 
equipment, have a good management, 
governance and funds and a capable ethic of 
society are also unable to prevent forest and 
land fires. Even the forest and land fires that 
occur are not related to the presence or 
absence of peatlands, and the presence or 
absence of oil palm plantations. Developed 
countries like the United States, Australia, 
Europe and Russia do not have oil palm 
plantations, but the extent of forest and land 
fires also occured wider than Indonesia. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FOREST AND LAND FIRE ALSO 
OCCURRED THROUGHOUT 

INDONESIA, NOT ONLY IN PALM OIL 
CENTRAL PROVINCIES 

Indonesian history recorded a large 
forest fire in the 20th century that occurred 
in 1982/1983 with an area of 3.6 million 
hectares due to logging (Sawit Watch, 2014). 
Large forest fires occurred again in the New 
Order era, in 1994 with an area of 5.1 million 
hectares and in 1997/1998 an area of 9.7 
million hectares. In the past decade there 
have been relatively more forest and land 
fires in 2015 and 2019 with burnt areas of 
2.6 million hectares and 1.65 million 
hectares respectively (Figure 1). 

Some of the large forest and land fires 
phenomena occurred in Indonesia were 
made a campaign by anti-palm NGOs with 
framing in such a way as to inciminating the 
national palm oil industry by accusing them 
of being the main causes of forest and land 
fires in Indonesia. Based on the framing of 
the issue, it implies that forest and land fires 
in Indonesia only occured in provincies of 
palm oil central and not occured in other 
provinces. 

However, based on data from the 
Ministry of Environment and Forestry 
mentioned the phenomenon of forest and 
land fires that occurred in almost all 
provinces in Indonesia, example in 2019 
(Figure 2). Several provincies of palm oil 
central such as South Sumateran, Central 
Kalimantan, West Kalimantan and South 
Kalimantan have land and forest fires that 
relatively extensive. However, relatively 
extensive forest and land fires also occured 
in provinces that do not have oil palm 
plantations such as NTT, NTB, Lampung, 
Maluku, North Sulawesi, Gorontalo, North 
Maluku, East Java, Central Java, and 
Yogyakarta. Even North Kalimantan and 
Bengkulu, which are provinces of oil palm 
expansion, which have the extent of forest 
and land fires are relatively small compared 
to the provinces of NTT and NTB where 
there is no development of oil palm 
plantations. Thus, just like the forest and 
land fires that occured in various countries, 
forest and land fires in Indonesia are also 
not systematically and specifically related to 
the development of oil palm plantations. 
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Figure 2. Extent of Forest Fire and Land Occurred in Various Regions in Indonesia (Source: 

KLHK, 2020) 
 
Another accusation that is increasingly 

incriminating is that oil palm plantations on 
peatlands are the cause of extensive forest 
and land fires. In fact, forest and land fires do 
not occur systematically and specifically on 
peatlands. According to Global Forest 
Watch’s data (2019), the proportion of 
peatland area that was burned in 2019 was 
only 39 percent and the remaining 61 
percent was the proportion of forest and 
land fires that occurred outside of peatlands. 
The provinces of East Java, West Nusa 
Tenggara and West Java that do not have 
peatlands, but the forest and land fires in 
these provinces are also relatively large. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE PALM OIL INDUSTRY IS ALSO A 
VICTIM OF FOREST AND LAND FIRES 

The conclusion that said that the oil 
palm industry as the main cause of 
Indonesian forest and land fires that occur 
every year, "impressed" has been arranged 
in advance "on the table", so that in the field 
only collects data and information that 
justifies a predetermined conclusion. Then 
the conclusions made by the contra parties 
of palm oil were published massively 
through various media platforms aimed at 
influencing the image of the national palm 
oil industry in the consumers and inhibiting 
the trade of palm oil in global market. 

The campaign which accuses the 
national palm oil industry of being the main 
cause of forest and land fires in Indonesia 
hasnt proven and not valid with data and 
facts. Global Forest Watch data (2019) 
related to the distribution of hotspots in 
2019 based on land use showed that around 
68 percent of the hotspots turned out to be 
outside the concession, followed by the 
pulpwood industry concession by 15 
percent. Whereas hotspots in oil palm 
concessions are only around 11 percent 
(Figure 3). 
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Figure 3.  Spread of Indonesia's Hotspots in 2019 Based on Land Use (Source: Global Forest 

Watch, 2019) 
 
When compared with Global Forest 

Watch data, hotspots in oil palm concessions 
have decreased from 14 percent in 2015 to 
11 percent in 2019. The data also further 
confirms that the link between forest and 
land fires with oil palm plantations is not 
supported by the facts. In fact, most of the 
biggest forest and land fires in Indonesia in 
2019 occurred in areas outside concessions 
such as state forests or community land. Just 
like the Indonesian forest and land fires that 
occurred in 1997/1998 and 2015, climate 
anomalies such as El Nino (ENSO) and 
positive IOD also affected the 2019 forest 
and land fires even though the impact was 
not as large in the two previous periods 
(PASPI, 2019). 

Framing news by anti-palm oil NGOs 
that link the palm oil industry, especially 
large corporations that carry out land 
clearing by burning land causing a forest and 
land fire that occurs every year in Indonesia, 
is considered quite successful. Whereas the 
data that states that forest and land fires that 
occur in palm oil concessions are relatively 
small, but the palm oil industry, are still 
accused of being the main actors. 

If we look at the severity of the 
following penalties for land and forest 
burners, common sense says it would be 
impossible for corporations to do so. 
Indonesian regulations impose severe 
sanctions on companies if they are found to 
deliberately clear land by burning. This 
sanction include imprsionment and heavy 
fine.  

Article 78 paragraph 3 and paragraph 4 
of the 2009 Forestry Law stipulates 
sentences of from five to 15 years or a fine of 
Rp 5 billion at the maximum for perpetrators 

of forest fires; while article 187 of the 
Criminal Code threatens a sentence of 12 
years. Article 48 paragraph 1 of the 2004 
Plantations Law, Article 108 of the 2009 
Environmental Protection and Management 
Law stipulates sentences of up to 10 years 
and fines of up to Rp 10 billion. 

Furthermore, there is another 
Government Regulation number 150 of 2000 
concerning Control of Land Damage for 
Biomass Production, which sanctions for 
perpetrators of land destruction/pollution 
are ensnared by referring to Law number 23 
of 1997 concerning Environmental 
Management which stipulates the 
perpetrators of environmental crimes may 
also be subject to: (1) confiscation of profits 
from criminal acts; and/or; (2) closure of 
whole or part of a company; and/or ;(3) 
improvement due to criminal acts; and/or 
;(4) obligation to work on what has been 
neglected; and/or ;(5) abolish what has been 
neglected without rights; and/or; (6) placing 
the company under forgiveness for a 
maximum of three years. 

By looking at the severity of the 
sanctions and penalties imposed on 
corporations as perpetrators of land 
burning, shows it is hard to believe that 
plantation owners take a risk trillions of 
rupiah in investment just to save a few 
billion in land clearing? It would seems that 
only irrational entrepreneurs would carry 
out land clarance by burning. 

Besides to these legal sanctions, losses 
due to forest and land fires also lead to a 
decrease in the productivity of oil palm 
plantations. The results of the Indonesian Oil 
Palm Research Institute (IOPRI), revealed 
that the effects of drought alone (Table 1) 

Pulpwood Concessions 15%

Palm oil Concessions 11%

Logging Concessions 5%

Outside Concessions 68%
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can reduce productivity by 28-41 percent 
and yields by 0.6-2.5 percent. Meanwhile, 
haze affects the process of formation and 
growth of oil palm fruits thereby reducing 
productivity by around 0.2-5.5 percent. This 
means that the potential loss per hectare due 

to declining productivity caused by forest 
and land fires in the surrounding areas could 
reach 12-15 million per hectare. 
 
 
 

 
Table 1. Losses Suffered by Oil Palm Plantation due to Drought and Haze 

Description Impact of Drought & Haze 

A. Productivity Decline(%) 0.2-5,5* 
Age 9-20 years old 28-31** 
Age > 20 years old 29-41** 

B. Yield Decline (%) 0.6-2.5** 
Source : IOPRI, * only haze ** only drought 

 
The results of that research are also 

supported by data of the development of 
Indonesian palm oil productivity (tons 
CPO/ha) which experienced a decline in the 
time of large forest and land fires in 2015 
and 2019 (Figure 4). CPO productivity in 
2015 amounted to 3.14 tons of CPO/ha, or 
experienced a significant decrease compared 
to the previous period. This is as a result of 
the large amount of forest and land fires that 

occurred in Indonesia that year. Palm oil 
productivity in 2019 was 3.62 tons of 
CPO/ha, or also has decreased compared to 
the previous period. Although the rate of 
decline productivity in 2019 was not as large 
as the rate of decline in productivity in 2015. 
This is because one of them is because forest 
and land fires and the smoke that occurred 
in 2019 was not as large in 2015. 

 
Figure 4.  Indonesian Palm Oil Productivity for the 2010-2019 Period (Source: Mundi Index, 

2020, data processed) 
 

Besides the potential decline in palm oil 
production and productivity, which will 
reduce the profit received by the palm oil 
producer, forest and land fires in Indonesia 
and its links to the palm oil industry will also 
inhibiting producer especially corporations 
to fulfilling sustainability standards 
(RSPO/ISPO) and damage the image in the 
eyes of consumers. Whereas both of these 
criteria (sustainability certification and 

positive image) will affect the acceptance of 
palm oil products in consumers, especially in 
developed countries such as Europe and the 
United States. This condition will also 
potentially reduce global demand so that 
exports decrease and cause profits received 
by palm oil producers both corporations and 
farmers are decline. 

With such potential losses received by 
national palm oil industry players caused by 
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forest and land fires & haze, it is difficult to 
believe that oil palm plantations either 
individually and collectively cary out 
burning, which would cause losses to 
themselves. It is also difficult for common 
sense to accept that oil palm plantations 
deliberately left land fires in the surrounding 
areas and become a victim who suffer a lot of 
losses. On the contrary, oil palm farmers and 
corporations carry out mitigation and other 
preventive measures to prevent the forest 
and land fires in their areas, which have 
negative impact on the palm oil industry. 

 
 

CONCLUSION 

Forest and land fires disaster which 
affected the haze that occured every year in 
Indonesian territory, used by national and 
international anti-palm oil NGOs to build a 
bad image of palm oil. With the support of 
framing news from the mass media that 
canalization of forest and land fires that 
occurred in Indonesia to incriminating and 
accuse the palm oil industry as the main 
actor behind the forest and land fires that 
occurred in Indonesia. 

Big concern from global community on 
the issue also shows this disaster as if 
specific only occured in Indonesia. However, 
this is indisputable through data from 
various sources showed that the average 
area of forest and land fires per year in 
developed countries such as the United 
States, Europe and Russia is still relatively 
larger than Indonesia. Forest and land fires 
also occured in all provinces of Indonesia, 
both oil palm and non-palm provincies 
centrals. This shows that the issues 
developed by anti-palm oil NGOs that 
mention forest and land fires in Indonesia 
occur systematically and specifically related 
to the development of oil palm plantations, 
are false accusations. 

The anti-palm oil NGO accusations also 
do not suitable with the data and empirical 
facts which showed that most hotspots are 
outside the concession, while the hotspots in 
the oil palm concession are relatively small. 
If it is true, the palm oil industry as an actor 
behind the forest and land fire disaster in 
Indonesia, actually the farmers or the 
corporation of oil palm plantation are also 

victims who suffer losses. Beside the risk of 
criminal penalties and large fines, the palm 
oil industry will also suffer a substantial loss 
are the productivity decline and lower 
acceptance or rejection from consumer in 
developed markets because consumer 
preferences towards high sustainable 
aspects are not fulfill. To avoid these losses, 
the farmers and oil palm corporations carry 
out mitigation and other preventive to 
prevent the occurrence of hotspots on their 
land or surrounding land so that forest and 
land fires do not occur. 
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