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RESUME 
 

 
The total area of global deforestation in the 1990-2008 period reached 239 million hectares. 

Unlike the countries that were the centers of global deforestation in the previous period (pre-
agriculture until the 1980s), the top-5 regions that had drivers of deforestation in 1990-2008 were 
America (40 percent), Africa (31.6 percent), and Asia (26.2 percent). 

If we linked between these region as drivers of global deforestation in 1990-2008 with the 
Environment Kuznets Curve hypothesis, it shows that these countries in are generally still in the pre-
industrial phase, which is their economic sector is still dependent on agriculture. The agricultural-
based economic phase requires land for the expansion of the agricultural sector area and for human 
settlements.  

This hypothesis is also proven by various studies result/empirical studies which reveal that the 
agricultural sector through the expansion of agricultural land is the main cause of global 
deforestation. The top-5 agricultural commodities that have driven global deforestation in the 1990-
2008 period are livestock, cereals, soybeans, root pulses, and other crops. Other commodities including 
palm oil, although have a global deforestation footprint, they are not among the top-5 drivers of 
global deforestation. 

Thus, the issue linking of oil palm plantations as a driver of deforestation and high-risk ILUC or 
forest-risk commodities which are widely spread by anti-palm oil NGOs or western countries that are 
competing vegetable oil producers is an issue and accusations are irrelevant and even misdirected. 
The association of palm oil with global deforestation drivers is only a form of unfair business 
competition (unfairness) and discrimination (crop apartheid) 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the previous PASPI Monitor journal 
publication, it has been discussed how 
deforestation has become a normal 
phenomenon in global development from 
the pre-agricultural period until today 
(PASPI, 2021). Increased demand for food 
and housing as well as facilities and 
infrastructure are the main drivers of global 
deforestation. 

The largest deforestation in the pre-
agricultural period until 1980 occurred in 
non-tropical forests such as in mainland 
Europe and North America. Of the 
approximately 701 million hectares of global 
deforestation, about 653 million hectares 
(93 percent) of deforestation occurred in 
non-tropical forests (Matthew, 1983). 

With this global deforestation footprint, 
it can be understood that agricultural lands 
in Europe, North America, and other sub-
tropical regions are the result of 
deforestation that has been carried out since 
ancient times. If traced back, all global 
commodity lands are also linked to 
deforestation. Likewise, modern cities in 

these countries can also be ascertained from 
deforestation. 

Until today, deforestation is still 
happening in various parts of the world. In 
the previous era (pre-1980), most of the 
global deforestation occurred in mainland 
Europe and North America. Then, where are 
the center of deforestation after the 1980s, 
and what were the drivers? This paper will 
discuss these questions based on the results 
of studies from international institutions 
such as the European Commission and the 
Food Agricultural Organization (FAO). 

  
 

REGION DRIVERS OF GLOBAL 
DEFORESTATION  

Based on a European Commission study 
(2013), the area of global deforestation 
during the 1990-2008 period reached 239 
million hectares. Deforestation occurred in 
the Americas (40 percent), Africa (31.6 
percent), and Asia (26.2 percent). The rest 
are in Europe (1.5 percent) and Oceania (2 
percent). 

 
Figure 1.  Region Drivers of Global Deforestation in 1990-2008 (Source: European Commission, 

2013) 
 
An interesting fact from this data is that 

mainland Europe and North America were 
the region driver of global deforestation in 
the pre-agricultural era until 1980, where 
these countries continued deforestation in 
the 1990-2008 period, even though they 
were no longer the driver region. If it is 
linked to economic developments in the 
period 1990-2008 shows that the economies 
of the countries in Europe and North 
America have entered the industrial 
countries phase even in the post-industry 
phase. Referring to the Environment Kuznets 

Curve (EKC), countries that have entered the 
industrial phase or post-industrial phase are 
no longer deforesting. 

In the 1990-2008 period, the region 
with the largest global deforestation (driver) 
was American Region, especially South 
America and Central America, as well as 
African Region with share of total 
deforestation about 71. If the share of 
deforestation occurred in the Asian region 
was added to the calcultation, it show about 
97 percent of the global deforestation that 
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occurred in the 1990-2008 period was in 
these regions. 

If we linked between these region as 
drivers of global deforestation in 1990-2008 
with the Environment Kuznets Curve 
hypothesis, it shows that these countries in 
are generally still in the pre-industrial phase, 
which is their economic sector is still 
dependent on agriculture. The agricultural-
based economic phase requires land for the 
expansion of the agricultural sector area and 
for human settlements. This shows that in 
order to meet land needs for agricultural and 
residential activities (including other 
infrastructure), the unavoidable solution is 
deforestation.   
 
 

COMMODITY DRIVERS OF GLOBAL 
DEFORESTATION 

Besides that knowing which 
countries/regions were as drivers of global 
deforestation after the 1980s, it is also 

interesting to analyze which sectors are the 
main causes or drivers of global 
deforestation. A study conducted by the 
European Commission (2013) also shows 
that the main cause of global deforestation in 
the 1990-2008 period was the production of 
agricultural products (54 percent), followed 
by natural disasters (17 percent), 
construction of houses and infrastructure (4 
percent), industry (2 percent), and other 
factors. 

The results of the European 
Commission study were also confirmed in 
the FAO report (2016) which states that the 
agricultural sector is a significant driver of 
global deforestation. This result also 
mentioned in the study of Kissinger et al. 
(2012) revealed that the main direct driver 
of deforestation is agricultural expansion, 
besides logging and timber production 
activities, urbanization, and mining 
activities. Other studies also mentioned the 
same facts that the agricultural sector is the 
main cause of global deforestation. 

 
Figure 2. Commodity Drivers of Global Deforestation in 1990-2008 (Source: European 

Commission, 2013) 
 
Among the identified commodities in 

the agricultural sector (exclude natural 
disasters and unexplained), commodities 
that were drivers of global deforestation that 
occurred during the 1990-2008 period 
(Figure 2) were livestock (24 percent), 
cereals (8 percent), soybeans (6 percent), 
roots pulses (4 percent), and other plants (4 
percent). Apart from the top-5 commodities 
driving global deforestation during that 
period, they were fruit, vegetables, and nuts 
(3 percent), other vegetable oil crops (3 
percent), and palm oil (2 percent).   

The top-5 commodity drivers of global 
deforestation in 1990-2008 also confirm the 
Environment Kuznets Curve hypothesis. 
Countries/regions whose economic phase is 
in a pre-industrial phase, which is dependent 
on agricultural sector have high 
deforestation. This is due to the 
development of the agricultural sector which 
produces agricultural and livestock 
commodities to meet the food needs and 
source of foreign exchange (exports). 

That data also shows that some of the 
lands for oil palm plantation development 
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also come from deforestation. However, the 
share of oil palm plantations in global 
deforestation in the 1990-2008 period was 
only 2 percent. This means that palm oil is 
not included as the commodity driver of 
global deforestation. 

If it is related to the global deforestation 
footprint from the pre-agricultural era to 
2008, which is total area has reached at least 
940 million hectares. Meanwhile, the area of 
global oil palm plantations until 2008 only 
reached 15 million hectares or only 1.5 
percent of the global deforestation area. 
Thus, it can be concluded that the oil palm 
plantations are not a commodity driver of 
global deforestation. 

With the exclusion of oil palm in the 
Top-5 commodities as main drivers of global 
deforestation, the arguments and issues 
linking oil palm plantations as drivers of 
deforestation (Wicke et al., 2008; Vijay et al., 
2016; European Parlement, 2017) are 
exaggerated. Likewise, the association 
between oil palm plantations and Indirect 
Land Use Change or accusing palm oil of 
being included in forest risk or high-risk 
ILUC commodities (European Commission, 
2019) is also irrelevance. 

If western countries have been 
concerned about deforestation and always 
accused palm oil as drivers of deforestation, 
the attention of these countries should be 
diverted to the Top-5 commodities that 
cause global deforestation, such as by 
limiting the production of livestock products 
(meat, milk, cheese) in Europe and Australia 
or limiting the production of soybeans which 
is heavily grown in the United States. 
However, it will not be possible. In other 
words, the linking of palm oil with global 
deforestation drivers is only a form of 
unfairness in business competition and 
discrimination (crop apartheid).   
 
 

CONCLUSION 

The total area of global deforestation in 
the 1990-2008 period reached 239 million 
hectares. Unlike the countries that were the 
centers of global deforestation in the 
previous period (pre-agriculture until the 
1980s), the top-5 regions that had drivers of 
deforestation in 1990-2008 were America 

(40 percent), Africa (31.6 percent), and Asia 
(26.2 percent). 

Various empirical studies reveal that the 
agricultural sector through the expansion of 
agricultural land is the main cause of global 
deforestation. The top-5 agricultural 
commodities that have driven global 
deforestation in the 1990-2008 period are 
livestock, cereals, soybeans, root pulses, and 
other crops. Other commodities including 
palm oil, although have a global 
deforestation footprint, they are not among 
the top-5 drivers of global deforestation. 
Thus, the issue linking oil palm plantations 
as a driver of global deforestation are 
irrelevant, misleading and a form of unfair 
trade.   
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