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The Sumatran
tiger – at risk
from palm oil
expansion

Palm oil plantations are on the rise. So how can

they be made less damaging to biodiversity?

Kathrin Dellantonio and Bella Roscher of WWF’s

Forest Conversion Initiative report on recent work

with the palm oil industry.

Palm oil is used in a huge variety of everyday products
from soaps and plastics to chocolate and ice cream. It is
also being increasingly promoted as a biofuel. Demand for
palm oil has skyrocketed over the past 25 years and palm
oil plantations now cover an area of 11 million hectares
worldwide. Global production of palm oil is expected to
nearly double by 2020. While palm oil production is a
major source of income for Malaysia and Indonesia, the
two main producer countries, poor practices in parts of the







critically important policy measure that could be
implemented is recognizing, and paying for, the carbon
sequestration value of conserving old-growth forest – widely
considered the most effective of the forest-based means of
storing carbon (see www.rainforestcoalition.org).

Fragmentation: While deforestation is recognized as a
major conservation issue, the related issue of habitat
fragmentation receives insufficient attention. Human
impacts will continue to expand in both temperate and
tropical forests as the 21st century proceeds, so areas that
were once continuously forested will become increasingly
fragmented. In the Brazilian Amazon alone, the area of forest
that is fragmented (with forests less than 10,000 ha in area)
or prone to edge effects (less than one kilometre from
clearings) is already over 150 percent greater than the area
that is actually deforested. Recent research has indicated that
small fragments contain more light-loving species, more
trees with wind – or water-dispersed seeds or fruits,
relatively fewer under-storey species, a greater density of tree
falls, more weedy species, and unusually abundant vines,
lianas, and bamboos; thus they preserve only a highly-biased
subset of the original flora and fauna that is adapted to 
these conditions.

Invasive alien species: As the global movement of people
and products has expanded, so too has the movement of
plant and animal species from one part of the world to
another. When a species is introduced into a new habitat,
such as the introduction of oil palm from Africa to
Indonesia, eucalyptus from Australia to California, or rubber
from Brazil to Malaysia, the alien species typically requires
human intervention to be able to survive and reproduce.
Indeed, many of the most popular agroforestry trees are non-
native species that prosper in their new environments, at
least partly because they no longer face the same
competitors, predators and pests that they did at home. Such
alien species have been very important economically and
have enhanced the production of various forest commodities
in many parts of the world.

In some cases, however, introduced species have become a
significant problem by becoming established in the wild and
spreading at the expense of native species and entire
ecosystems. Notorious examples of this ‘invasive alien
species’ problem include the ecological take-over of the
Polynesian island of Tahiti by Miconia calvescens; the spread
of various species of Northern Hemisphere pines and
Australian acacias in southern Africa; the invasion of
Florida's Everglades National Park by Melaleuca from South
America; and the introduction of Kudzu (Pueraria lobata)
from Japan and China into the US where it now infests over
two million ha. Of the 2000 or so species used in
agroforestry, perhaps as many as 200 are invasive, but only
about 20 are highly so, including some very popular species
such as Casuarina glauca, Leucaena leucocephala, and Pinus
radiata. Great care is required to ensure that such species
serve the economic purposes for which they were
introduced, and do not escape to cause unanticipated
negative impacts on native ecosystems.

Recent human disasters caused by extreme natural events,
including the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, the numerous
tropical storms in the Caribbean in 2005, and the 2005
Kashmir earthquake, have demonstrated the value of intact
ecosystems in reducing the impact of such events on
human wellbeing. In the case of the tsunami, healthy coral
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forests concessions and conservation

Forest concessions
and conservation in
the Congo Basin
How effectively are forest concessions

contributing to biodiversity conservation? 

Cleto Ndikumagenge, of the IUCN office for 

Central Africa, looks at the current state-of-play 

in the Congo Basin.

The forests of the Congo Basin are incredibly rich in
biodiversity. They are home to 84 percent of Africa’s
primate species and more than 8,000 known plant species
of which the vast majority are endemic to the region. The
forests are also of great economic importance and private
logging concessions now cover between 50 and 80 percent
of the forest area. This dwarfs the ten percent covered by
protected areas and gives concession managers a serious
responsibility for the conservation of the region’s
biodiversity, as more than 80 percent of the wild fauna is
found in the forest concessions.

Although the rate of deforestation of the Congo Basin
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Local people often get a bad press in conservation stories.
The intensive media interest surrounding recent discoveries
in West Papua’s Foja Mountains (Indonesia) is a case in










