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RESUME 
 

The rapid expansion of oil palm plantations in the last 20 years is often accused of having had an impact 
on biodiversity loss. This issue has also become one of the arguments to justify the protection of the 
international trade in palm oil, giving rise to the movement/campaign of "No Palm Oil" or "Palm Oil-
Free". Does this point of view or movement/campaign have a rational argument? Studies by Beyer et al. 
(2020) and Beyer & Rademacher (2021) show a comparison of biodiversity loss globally between 
vegetable oils by comparing land cover biodiversity between after and before conversion to vegetable 
oil crops by measuring the indicator Species Richness Loss (SRL) per liter of oil produced as a measure 
of biodiversity loss. The study revealed that the SRL of palm oil is the lowest. This means that the 
biodiversity loss from palm oil production is the lowest compared to other vegetable oils. The 
movement/campaign “No Palm Oil" or "Palm Oil Free" triggers a higher biodiversity loss globally. 
Reducing the consumption of palm oil, which is then substituted by increasing the consumption of other 
vegetable oils, is the same as increasing biodiversity loss globally. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Top-4 vegetable oil in the world, namely 
soybean oil, rapeseed oil, sunflower seed oil, 
and palm oil, account for 85-90 percent of the 
world's total vegetable oil production. Based 
on 2020 data, the world's soybean 
plantations cover 127 million hectares, 
rapeseed plantations cover 35.5 million 
hectares, sunflower plantations cover 27.3 
million hectares, and oil palm plantations 
cover 24 million hectares (USDA, 2021). 

Land-use change from the prior area of 
vegetable oil plants also changes in 
biodiversity. Therefore, changes in 
biodiversity in the process of land-use change 
in the global ecosystems are commonplace. 

The rapid expansion of oil palm 
plantations in the last 20 years is often 
accused of having had an impact on 
biodiversity loss (Fitzherbert et al., 2008; Koh 
and Wilcove, 2008; Vijay et al., 2016; Qaim et 
al., 2020). The issue of linking oil palm 
plantations with biodiversity loss has become 
one of the arguments justifying the protection 
of the international palm oil trade. 

It is interesting to discuss allegations 
about the impact of biodiversity loss on oil 
palm plantations, which globally are the 
smallest in size (area) compared to the areas 
of other vegetable oils such as sunflower seed 
oil, rapeseed oil, and soybean oil. Is the 
biodiversity loss in oil palm plantations 
higher than in soybean, rapeseed, or 
sunflower plantations? 

The issue of biodiversity loss is not just 
an accusation, but has also become an anti-
palm movement: "No Palm Oil" or "Palm Oil 
Free." The developed doctrine is that 
stopping palm oil consumption 
internationally will stop biodiversity loss. 
Does this point of view have a rational 
argument that can make biodiversity loss 
decrease? 

This article will discuss the two 
important questions raised above, related to 
the comparison of biodiversity loss in palm 

oil compared to soybean oil, rapeseed oil, and 
sunflower oil. 

 
 

COMPARISON OF BIODIVERSITY LOSS 
AMONG VEGETABLE OILS 

Oil palm plantations are developed in the 
tropical zone, which is the zone of the earth's 
surface that is rich in sunlight and water. In 
contrast to other major vegetable oil crops 
(soybean oil, rapeseed oil, sunflower seed 
oil), which are relatively small in size and are 
classified as annual or seasonal plants, oil 
palm is a perennial plant that has a relatively 
large size, grows relatively fast, and has a 
canopy cover of close to 100 percent. 

Oil palm plants grown with minimum 
tillage, minimum weeds, and haven’t 
ratooned will grow and produce for one long 
cycle (life span) of 25–30 years. In addition to 
the main product in the form of oil, palm oil 
also produces a large amount of biomass. 

Based on USDA data (2021), in 2020, 
palm oil productivity reached around 4.4 tons 
per hectare. Meanwhile, soybean oil 
productivity only reached 0.47 tons per 
hectare, rapeseed oil productivity reached 
0.78 tons per hectare, and sunflower seed oil 
productivity reached 0.7 tons per hectare. 

With these characteristics, oil palm 
plantations should theoretically support the 
growth of biodiversity, except for large 
mammals. During land clearing or planting, 
some of the biodiversity (fauna) will briefly 
migrate to nearby locations, but after some 
time, it will return to oil palm plantations. 

Beyer et al. (2020) and Beyer & 
Rademacher (2021) conducted a study on the 
comparative biodiversity loss globally 
between vegetable oils by comparing land 
cover biodiversity between after and before 
conversion to vegetable oil crops. The study 
measures the indicators of the footprint of 
Species Richness Loss (SRL) per liter of oil 
produced as a measure of biodiversity loss 
(Figure 1). 



Biodiversity Loss to Produce Palm Oil is Higher than Other Vegetable Oils, isn’t True? 565 

@PASPI2021 

 
Figure 1. Comparison of Spice Richness Loss Between Vegetable Oils (Beyer et al., 2020). 

 
The results of the study used the SRL of 

palm oil as a comparison and revealed that 
the SRL of soybean oil was 284 percent above 
the SRL of palm oil, the SRL of rapeseed oil 
was 79 percent above the SRL of palm oil, and 
the SRL of sunflower seed oil was 44 percent 
above the SRL of palm oil. This means that, 
with SRL as an indicator of biodiversity loss, 
it shows that palm oil is the vegetable oil with 
the lowest biodiversity loss. Meanwhile, the 
vegetable oil with the greatest biodiversity 
loss is soybean oil. 

The interesting thing about this study is 
that it also shows that the SRL of each of the 
world's main producing countries of 
vegetable oil is different (Beyer and 
Rademacher, 2021). For palm oil producers, 
the SRL in Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand 
is lower than the SRL in Nigeria. For soybean 
oil, the SRL of Brazil and Argentina is much 
higher than the SRL in the United States and 
India. Meanwhile, for rapeseed oil, the SRL 
was the lowest in Canada and Germany, while 
the SRL was the highest in India and 
Australia. For sunflower seed oil, the SRL is 
lowest in France and the United States. Then, 
followed by Russia, Ukraine, and China. 

 
 
THE CAMPAIGN OF "NO PALM OIL” 

CAUSES LOSS OF BIODIVERSITY 

The study by Beyer et al. (2020) found 
that for every liter of vegetable oil, palm oil 
has the lowest biodiversity loss compared to 
other major vegetable oil sources. This shows 
that if biodiversity loss is the most important 
consideration in the production and 
consumption of vegetable oil in the world, 

then palm oil will be the best choice for the 
global community. 

This study should also correct the 
negative perceptions of the European Union 
community towards palm oil, which is 
associated with biodiversity loss (Salleh, 
2021). Likewise, the NGO movement or 
campaign of "No Palm Oil" or "Palm Oil Free" 
also tends to be contradictory. Ban or reduce 
palm oil consumption by shifting global 
public consumption towards other vegetable 
oils, which leads to biodiversity loss. This is 
misleading and detrimental to society as a 
whole. 

This study is also in line with the IUCN 
study (2018), which states that palm oil is the 
most efficient vegetable oil crop in land use 
compared to other vegetable oil crops, which 
require nine times as much land to produce 
the same volume of oil. Replacing palm oil 
with other vegetable oils will lead to greater 
exploitation of land and threaten 
biodiversity. 

What needs to be an international 
movement is to encourage increased 
productivity of all the world's main vegetable 
oils. The results of a study by Beyer and 
Rademacher (2021) reveal that if the 
productivity of the world's main vegetable 
oils is increased closer to its potential 
(theoretical) productivity, it can reduce the 
biodiversity loss in the production of these 
vegetable oils. 

Increased productivity will reduce palm 
oil's SRL by 24 percent and place it with the 
lowest SRL score compared to other 
vegetable oil SRLs. Meanwhile, the SRL for 
soybean oil decreased by 23 percent, the SRL 
for rapeseed oil decreased by 35 percent and 
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the SRL for sunflower seed oil decreased by 
37 percent. With the increase in productivity, 
the variation in SRL for each producing 
country of vegetable oil will be smaller. 

 
 

CONCLUSION 

Based on the indicator Species Richness 
Loss (SRL), palm oil is the vegetable oil with 
the lowest biodiversity loss compared to 
other vegetable oils. This shows that palm oil 
is more sustainable. Meanwhile, the 
vegetable oil with the highest biodiversity 
loss is soybean oil. 

The campaign “No Palm Oil" or "Palm Oil 
Free" actually causes a higher biodiversity 
loss globally. Reducing the consumption of 
palm oil, which is then substituted by 
increasing the consumption of other 
vegetable oils, is the same as increasing 
biodiversity loss globally. 

The study also suggests that increasing 
the productivity of the world's main 
vegetable oils can reduce the burden of 
biodiversity loss for each unit of vegetable oil 
consumed. Therefore, increasing 
productivity needs to be a global movement, 
including preserving biodiversity or reducing 
the level of biodiversity loss. 
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