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The tropical 
rainforest 
and palm oil

R efined from the fruit of the oil 
palm tree, palm oil was originally 

used as a lubricant during the Industrial 
Revolution in the nineteenth century, 
and then in soap products. It was first 
grown commercially on plantations in the 
tropical rainforests of west Africa.

A globally important 
environment
Tropical rainforests are among the most 
biodiverse environments on Earth, 
containing half the world’s animal species 
and two-thirds of plant species. As well 
as being the source of ingredients for 

the development of new medicines, 
rainforests are recognised as significant on 
a global scale in the fight against global 
warming as the plants growing there 
absorb large quantities of carbon dioxide.

There is, however, major concern that 
the rainforest is being overexploited and 
that widespread deforestation is taking 
place. Palm oil plantations are not the only 
reason for cutting down the rainforest for 
commercial ends. Swathes of the Amazon 
rainforest of South America, for example, 
have been destroyed for cattle ranching, 
growing soybeans and to a lesser extent 
logging, mineral extraction, road building, 
settlements and small-scale farming. 
Although in countries such as Laos, 
Brazil, Senegal and Cameroon the rate of 
destruction is declining, it is increasing in 
others such as Indonesia, Peru, Malaysia 
and Thailand.

changing places

A palm oil processing factory 
in Indonesia. The growing and 
processing of palm oil now takes 
place on an industrial scale

Palm oil is an ingredient in dozens of supermarket 
products, from margarine to shampoo. It is also increasingly 
produced to provide a biofuel for vehicles. Why does it 
pose such a threat to Earth’s rainforests?

Go to www.hoddereducation.co.uk/wideworldextras 
for an exercise on rainforest deforestation.
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Glossary
Biodiverse/biodiversity The level 
of plant and animal variety in an 
ecosystem.

Indigenous Native to an area.

Monoculture The cultivation of just 
one crop in an area.

Palm plantations
Large areas of tropical rainforest in 
Indonesia have been cleared by logging 
and for palm oil production. The country 
supplies more than half of all the world’s 

production of palm oil and much of 
the rest is provided by near neighbour 
Malaysia. The palm oil trees are grown 
on vast plantations. Such monoculture 
destroys the biodiversity of the rainforest.

In order to clear the rainforest to 
make way for palm oil plantations, trees 
are cut down and undergrowth is burnt. 
So widespread is this practice that the 
resulting smoke from the fires can be 
seen from space. Estimates suggest that 
in Malaysia in 2010, 20 million tonnes of 
carbon dioxide was released from these 
fires. Such clearance can result in the 
loss of soil fertility, river pollution and of 
course the decline of indigenous trees.

Palm oil plantations provide work for 
thousands of people — in nurseries, 
where young trees are grown, in the 
plantations themselves, where the trees 
are tended and their fruit harvested, and 
in the factories where the oil is refined.

In Malaysia, palm oil plantations are 
replacing rubber plantations. These were 
the backbone of the country’s economy 
for many years. In Indonesia, palm oil 
is an increasingly important part of the 
economy. 

Increasing demand for 
palm oil
There have been attempts to protect 
the rainforests and halt the expansion 
of palm oil plantations. Some retailers, 
including Sainsbury’s and Tesco, 
have signed up to the Roundtable on 
Sustainable Palm Oil to buy oil only from 
suppliers who have had their plantations 
certified as sustainable. But such is the 
demand for palm oil from countries 
such as India and China that there is 
no overwhelming need for the palm oil 
producers to sign up to such agreements 
and it remains a major cause of rainforest 
deforestation.

A worker harvesting palm oil fruit in 
Sumatra. The bunches will be collected 
by lorry to be taken to the factory

Aerial view of a palm oil plantation in Indonesia, which stretches 
for miles — a good example of monoculture
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Get more from this issue of WIDEWORLD, with free online resources.  
See inside front cover and www.hoddereducation.co.uk/wideworldextras 
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Figure 3 Main palm oil 
consuming countries  
in 2015
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Figure 2 Global palm 
oil production  
in 2015
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Figure 1 The global 
distribution of tropical 
rainforests
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Tropical rainforests are an invaluable resource but small-scale farming and large-
scale commercial activity are reducing their area rapidly. In Indonesia and Malaysia 
deforestation is taking place to make way for the production of palm oil
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