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RESUME 
 

The development of oil palm plantations has been very significant over the last thirty years. This 
has led to prejudice that linkages of oil palm plantations with deforestation and loss of biodiversity. To 
counter these negative issues, a study related to the origin of oil palm plantations was conducted by 
Gunarso et al. (2013) for 1990-2010 and then continued by Suharto et al. (2019) for the period 2010-
2018. The study uses data on land use change from satellite imagery portraits issued by the Planning 
Agency of the Ministry of Environment and Forestry. 

The results of studies related to the origin of Indonesian oil palm plantations show that around 62 
percent comes from degraded land (degraded forest, shrubs, bare land) and about 37 percent from 
agricultural land, plantations and agroforestry. Therefore, the allegation that deforestation is caused 
by the expansion of oil palm plantations in Indonesia is not based on facts and data. The fact is that 
Indonesian oil palm plantations are not a deforestation phenomenon, but, on the contrary, a social, 
economic, and ecological restoration phenomenon. The causes of deforestation and forest degradation 
in Indonesia are not expansion of oil palm plantations, but the development of agricultural land, 
transmigration policies (during the Dutch colonial and New Order era), forest fires, and forest 
consession (HPH). 

The deforestation polemic, which accuses the expansion of oil palm plantations in Indonesia as 
deforestation, is caused by differences in the definition of forest, the definition of deforestation and the 
history of deforestation adopted by researchers, institutions and NGOs. Around 1600 definitions of 
"forest" have been adopted by countries and multinational organizations around the world. The 
difference in the definition of forest causes differences in viewing forest changes, including 
deforestation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Indonesia's oil palm plantations have 
experienced a significant increase, from 
around 1.1 million in 1990 to around 16.3 
million hectares in 2020 or an increase of 15 
million hectares in 30 years. The rapid 
growth of oil palm plantations is categorized 
as part of the tropical oil crop revolution 
(Byerlee et al., 2017). 

Various environmental issues are often 
associated with the expansion of oil palm 
plantations. Deforestation and loss of 
biodiversity have been assessed as related to 
the expansion of oil palm plantations (Koh 
and Wilcove, 2008; Wicke et al., 2008; 2009; 
European Commission, 2013; Vijay et al., 
2016). However, the meaning of 
deforestation (terms and definition) also 
differs between experts, differs between 
NGOs and differs from that adopted in 
Indonesia.  

The phenomenon of deforestation and 
development is not a new issue but is a 
normal phenomenon that has occurred since 
the dawn of civilization and in every country 
(Walker, 1993; Houghton, 1999; Bhattarai, et 
al., 2001; Eghli, 2001; Kenan, 2015; Kaplan, 
2017; PASPI Monitor, 2021). Therefore, the 
phenomenon of commodity expansion 
associated with deforestation is not 
something extraordinary. If it has to be 
questioned whether the expansion of oil 

palm plantations in Indonesia is related to 
deforestation and loss of biodiversity, it 
depends on what is called the terms and 
definition of forest and deforestation. In 
addition, it also depends on the origin of the 
oil palm plantation itself. 

Therefore, this paper will discuss the 
origins of Indonesian oil palm plantations 
and then also discuss the polemic of the 
definition of forest and deforestation.  

 
 

INDONESIAN OIL PALM PLANTATION 
ORIGIN 

The study of oil palm plantations in 
Indonesia was conducted by Gunarso et al. 
(2013) for 1990-2010 and continued by 
Suharto et al. (2019) for the period 2010-
2018. The study uses data of land use change 
from satellite imagery portraits issued by 
the Planning Agency of the Ministry of 
Environment and Forestry.  

To find out more details regarding the 
origin of oil palm plantations in Indonesia, 
synchronization was carried out on land 
cover, which consisted of 22 types, ranging 
from Undisturbed Upland Forest to 
abandoned land or Bare Soil. Based on the 
results of the study, the distribution of origin 
of oil palm plantations in Indonesia is 
presented in Figure 1.  

 

 
Figure 1:  Landsat Satellite Imagery-Based Distribution of Origin of Indonesian Oil Palm 

Plantations from 1990 to 2018 (Source: Planning Agency of the Ministry of 
Environment and Forestry in Indonesia 
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Based on the origin of Indonesian oil 
palm plantations, it shows that the largest 
land source of expansion for oil palm 
plantations in Indonesia during the period 
1990-2018 is from degraded land by 61.6 
percent. This degraded land includes upland 
shrub & grassland, swamp shrub & 
grassland, disturbed swamp forest, 
disturbed upland forest, bare soil, and 
others. The second source is agricultural 
land and plantations, which account for 37% 
of the total, which includes intensive 
agriculture, plantation farming, and 
agroforestry. The remaining 1.4 percent 
consists of undisturbed upland forest, 
undisturbed swamp forest dan undisturbed 
mangrove. So, overall, 98.6 percent of the 
origin of oil palm plantation in Indonesia is 
not from forest conversion (deforestation). 

With the results of the analysis of the 
origin of Indonesia's oil palm plantations, it 
succeeded in refuting the results of the 
Wilcove and Koh (2008) study which stated 
that the conversion of primary and 
secondary forests into oil palm plantations 
in Indonesia reached 56 percent or 1.7 
million hectares. This study also succeded in 
countering Fitzherbert studies et al. (2008), 
which state that deforestation due to forest 
conversion to oil palm is estimated at 16 
percent, and a study by Wicke et al. (2011), 
which states that of the 9.7 million hectares 
of deforestation that occurred during 1997-
2003, around 27 percent (2.6 million 
hectares) became oil palm plantations. These 
studies which state that the origin of oil palm 
plantations are the result of deforestation 
are studies that are not supported by valid 
data. 

Various other studies have also shown 
that deforestation in Indonesia is not 
directly positively correlated with the 
expansion of oil palm plantations (PASPI, 
2017; Roda, 2019). The cause of 
deforestation and forest degradation in 
Indonesia is not the expansion of oil palm 
plantations, but the following three factors: 
(Vadya, 1999; Gunarso et al., 2013; Santosa 
et al., 2020).  

First, the transmigration policy since 
the Dutch colonial era (1905-1940) which 
was then continued in the 1969-2000 
period, where this policy has succeeded in 
converting 8.94 million hectares of forest 

into agricultural and residential areas for 
3.05 million transmigrant households. 
Second, the policy of forest concession 
(HPH), which started in early 1970 and the 
implications for the degradation of forests in 
Sumatra reached 6.7 million hectares and 
8.5 million hectares in Borneo during the 
period 1985-1997. Third, forest fires that 
occurred in East Kalimantan in 1982-1983 
reached 3.6 million hectares and in 2011 an 
area of 2.6 million hectares.  

The land of ex-forests concessions and 
ex-forest fires that have been damaged then 
become degraded land (shrubs, bare land). 
In the future, to increase land use and 
encourage regional economic growth, the 
degraded land will be divided into an 
Industrial Plantation Forest (HTI) area and a 
plantation area including oil palm 
plantations. Thus, oil palm plantations in 
Indonesia are not the direct result of the 
deforestation phenomenon. With the 
occurrence of socio-economic and ecological 
improvements after oil palm plantations 
compared to before (degraded land), then 
land use change into oil palm plantations is a 
form of social, economic, and ecological 
restoration. 
 
 

POLEMIC OF DEFORESTATION  

The polemic of oil palm plantation 
expansion in Indonesia has been blamed as a 
direct result of deforestation. This is an 
implication of the different definitions of 
forest and deforestation adopted by experts 
and NGOs (Santosa, 2020). 

There are hundreds of definitions of 
forest and deforestation adopted by 
countries in the world, which are a 
combination of tree density, tree height, land 
use, legal standing, and ecological function. 
(Schuck et al., 2002; FAO, 2018). The Lund 
study (2013) found that the definition of 
forest is different from the administrative 
aspect, land cover, land use, land capability 
and found nearly 1600 definitions of "forest" 
and 240 definitions of "tree" in various 
countries around the world, both at local, 
national and international levels. 

The definition of forest is also different 
between contry. The study of Schuck et al. 
(2002) in mainland Europe found that the 
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terms and definitions of forest vary widely 
between European countries. Germany 
defines forest as "the sum total of all areas 
defined as forest, consisting of a productive 
wooded area and a non-wooded area". While 
Norway defines forest as "productive forest 
land (as averaging higher potential 
production of 1 m3/ha/year) and non-
productive forest land (production potential 
averaging 0.1-1.0 m3/ha/year)". Meanwhile, 
France defines forest as "having a tree 
(diameter > 7.5 cm), having a crown cover 
percentage reaching at least 10 percent, and 
having more than 500 steam per hectare of 
viable trees". 

Multinational institutions also define 
“forest” for their institutional purposes. The 
European Union Renewable Energy 
Directive (EU RED II) defines them as 
"continuously forested areas, namely land 
spanning more than one hectare with trees 
higher than five meters and a canopy cover 
of more than 30%, or trees able to reach 
those thresholds in situ; land spanning more 
than one hectare with trees higher than five 
meters and a canopy cover of between 10% 
and 30%, or trees able to reach those 
thresholds in situ, unless evidence is 
provided that the carbon stock of the area 
before and after conversion is such that. 

In Indonesia, the terms forest and 
plantation are used interchangeably in the 
community, such as rubber forest or rubber 
plantation, bamboo plantation or bamboo 
forest (Soemarwoto, 1992). The formal 
definition of forest in Law 41/1999 on 
forestry means "forest is an ecosystem unit 
in the form of a stretch of land containing 
biological natural resources which are 
dominated by trees in their natural 
environment, which cannot be separated 
from one another". 

While the definition of forest from the 
Inter Parliament for Climate Change (IPCC) 
is "Forest is a minimum area of land of 0.05 – 
1.0 hectares with tree crown cover (or 
equivalent stocking level) of more than 10 – 
30 per cent with trees with the potential to 
reach a minimum height of 2 – 5 meters at 
maturity in situ. A forest may consist either 
of closed forest formations where trees of 
various storeys and undergrowth cover a 
high portion of the ground or open forest. 
Young natural stands and all plantations 

which have yet to reach a crown density of 
10 – 30 percent or tree height of 2 – 5 meters 
are included under forest, as are areas 
normally forming part of the forest area 
which are temporarily unstocked as a result 
of human intervention such as harvesting or 
natural causes, but which are expected to 
revert to “forest" FAO (2018) also defines "a 
forest" as "a forest as land spanning more 
than 0.5 hectares with trees higher than 5 
meters and a canopy cover of more than 10 
percent, or trees able to reach these 
thresholds in situ." It excludes land that is 
primarily used for agriculture or urban 
development." 

Different definitions of the forest also 
affect the notion of deforestation. The 
definition of deforestation also varies 
between countries or institutions following 
variations in the definition of forest adopted. 
For example, the World Bank defines 
"deforestation as the permanent or 
temporary loss of forest cover or the loss of 
forest cover that does not produce timber". 
Meanwhile, the United Nations Framework 
Convention on climate change (UNFCCC) in 
2001 also defines "deforestation as the 
direct human-induced conversion of forest 
to non-forest land". FAO (2001) also defines 
"deforestation as conversion to other land 
uses or long-term reduction of tree canopy 
cover below a minimum threshold of 10 
percent". Meanwhile, the definition of 
deforestation in Indonesia based on the 
Minister of Forestry Regulation NO. 30/2009 
is "permanent change from forested area to 
non-forested area caused by human 
activities". 

Thus, it is clear that with variations in 
the definition of forest, the definition of 
deforestation also varies between countries. 
Shrubs in Indonesia, which are not 
categorized as forest in tropical countries, 
are otherwise considered forest if you use 
the definition of forest in Europe. Likewise, 
with savanna grasslands, which by the 
European definition of forest cannot be 
categorized as forest, African countries 
classify savanna as forest. 

To see a land use change related to 
deforestation, it is necessary to first ensure 
the similarity of the definition of forest to be 
used with the definition of forest that applies 
in an area. Although many refer to the FAO 
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definition, the fact is that this definition is 
not used by every country and not even by 
multinational institutions. 

 
 

CONCLUSION 

The origin of Indonesia’s oil palm 
plantations comes from 62 percent of 
degraded land consisting of degraded forest, 
shrubs, bare land and about 37 percent of 
agricultural land, plantations and 
agroforestry. Therefore, the expansion of oil 
palm plantations in Indonesia is not a 
deforestation phenomenon, but a social, 
economic, and ecological restoration 
phenomenon. 

The deforestation polemic, which 
accuses the expansion of oil palm 
plantations in Indonesia of deforestation, is 
caused by differences in the definition of 
forest, the definition of deforestation, and 
the history of deforestation adopted by 
researchers, institutions, and NGOs. Around 
1600 definitions of "forest" have been 
adopted by countries and multinational 
organizations around the world. The 
difference in the definition of forest causes 
differences in viewing forest changes, 
including deforestation. 
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