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Oil palm. An endless procession of oil palms file past the clay-splattered four-wheel drive
as it lurches its way down the plantation roads. The world outside the tinted window is
oppressive, the heat lingers on every surface as the sun scorches the stripped earth and
the plantation palms tell the story of a shrinking forest.

“That one Malaysia, and that one, one over there Indonesian,” Bim has grown up in the
shrinking forest, and he spits out the details of the palm oil concessions with venom. In the
forest, his eyes are alive with wonder and self-confidence, now there is abhorrence and
anger, and for the first time I see in his eyes, a guarded fear.

“Fucking palm oil,” he gazes dejectedly out the window at his country, as it disappears
under a suffocating cloak of palm fronds.

Palm oil processing plant on the road to Tangkahan

I am in Sumatra, an island under siege by corporate greed and at the mercy of a rapidly
increasing global demand for palm oil. Indonesia and Malaysia supply 90% of the worlds’
palm oil, which makes its way into our supermarkets in the form of packaged foods and

cosmetics.

An increasing demand for biofuels continues to drive the development of palm oil
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An increasing demand for biofuels continues to drive the development of palm oil
plantations. In order to provide these biofuels to countries concerned with low emission
rates, the forests of Indonesia are being burnt, and the carbon storing peat swamps
drained. The carbon released by the felling and burning of forests, particularly peat
swamp, far exceeds any gains made by substituting fossil fuels with palm oil.

There is no escaping palm oil for anyone traveling to Sumatra with open eyes. The vast
monoculture is visible before you step foot on Sumatran soil. It is this monoculture that
creates a distressing problem. There is very little that can live in a palm oil plantation.

A journey with Bim, through the congested streets of Medan, North Sumatra, to his home
on the edge of Gunung Leuser National Park takes around four hours. The city gives way
to a view of semi rural villages and tidy rows of rubber trees before a myriad of palm oil
plantations begin to dominate the landscape.

Hidden amoungst the palms, are the battered remains of buttress roots. The once
magnificent Dipterocarps are now burnt hollow shells of their former life giving selves.

Bim shows us inside an established plantat ion

The remainder of the journey, is dirt road and palm oil, right up to the edge of the Batang
Serangan river, and the border of the national park. Terrain on the other side of the river
is steep, a natural barrier to the encroaching plantations. The forest remains mostly intact.
Here it is possible to witness the sheer abundance of life that has evolved over millennia,
and is perhaps destined to be wiped out in our lifetime.

The island of Sumatra has about 6,000 orangutan left. They are disappearing fast due to
deforestation by palm oil companies demanding new land for their crops, including
“protected” forests. Deforestation here is so rapid that according to a United Nations
Environment Programme  report, published in 2007, most of the Indonesias’ forests may
be destroyed by 2022.

As the thirst for palm oil grows, wildlife is pushed into competition with people across
Indonesia, resulting in the poisoning of elephants and the burning of orangutans.

Say  No to Palm Oil
Under The Banyan
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Share this:

This Orang utan, forced by expanding palm oil plantat ions into conflict  w ith villages, was
burned and later succumbed to his injuries. Photo: ANTARA Jessica Helena Wuysang.

Source: http://www.antarafoto.com

Palm oil itself is not the problem here. It is the sheer scale of the monoculture; the massive
short-term gain at the expense of long-term prosperity.

The problem is values.

On each trip to Bims home at Tangkahan, I am humbled by the values of his small
community; by the strength it takes to stand up for the forest when all around want to
convert it into oily money.  Each time I go into the forest and hear the sub sonic rumbling
of wild elephant, or the creaking of branches, straining under the weight of the red ape, I
am reminded of the animals that can no longer be heard here, and I fear for the ones that
still are.

Last week, the Governor of the northern province of Aceh, revoked an illegally issued
 permit for an oil plantation of PT Kallista Alam, located in the protected Tripa peat swamp
forest. This was the result of a ruling handed down by the Medan State Administrative
Court, after granting an appeal filed by the Aceh chapter of the Friends of the Earth
Indonesia (WALHI).  The ruling is significant in providing hope in a bleak landscape. It
shows that the collaboration of local and international communities who share the same
passion for the planets wild places have the strength to create change.  The next few
months are crucial. The communities involved in bringing justice to Tripa will be required
to continue to push relentlessly for its preservation, and set a benchmark for the
preservation of all of Indonesias’ protected areas.

The issues surrounding palm oil are as complicated or a simple as we want to make them.
There are people set to win and people set to lose on both sides; a clear and simple truth is
that the forests, and the animals and people who live in them are set to lose, and when they
lose so do we.

What do we lose?

We lose our integrity.

We lose a connection to a natural world that gives us life and has shaped who we are.

We leave for our children a corpse, the life sucked from its screaming body by our
insatiable appetite for worthless commodities. 

This entry was posted in Sumatra and tagged biofuel, Carbon, Deforestat ion, Ext inct ion, Gunung Leuser,
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