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ABSTRACT 

The palm oil industry is growing globally and palm oil is today the most used vegetable 
oil for biofuels, however, over the last years research has showed that it has caused 
great deforestation in Southeast Asia where the grand majority of oil palm is produced. 
There has also been reports on poor working conditions showing that the palm oil is not 
socially sustainable either. Colombia is the biggest producer of palm oil in Latin America, 
with plans of continued expansion, and they are marketing their palm oil as sustainable 
and not contributing to deforestation. 

This report investigates the oil palm expansion in Colombia, with a focus on its links to 
deforestation. The research also looks into social issues connected to oil palm 
expansion, historically and currently. The purpose of the study was to first scope the 
global oil palm industry and its impacts on the world, with a focus on deforestation, and 
then concentrate on and investigate the Colombian palm oil since they are today the 
fourth biggest producer and marketing their product as non-deforesting. The 
investigation was conducted through a literature review and interviews with relevant 
stakeholders in the sector. 

The results from the literature review suggest that the biggest direct driver of 
deforestation in Colombia is expansion for cattle, and the indirect driver is appropriation 
of land. Oil palm expansion has caused deforestation but not very significantly. The 
result from the interviews indicates that recently there has been a change of pattern of 
the deforestation. Earlier there were farmer deforesting smaller areas while today there 
are big landholders and companies deforesting bigger areas, and deforestation for oil 
palm is taking place illegally in these areas. Historically the palm oil industry has also 
been connected to social issues, such as forced displacement of people and corruption, 
and this might still be an issue today.  

From the literature review and the interviews a conclusion could be drawn that, over the 
last years, oil palm expansion has not been a significant driver of deforestation. 
However, lately illegal deforestation for oil palm has been documented on the border to 
the Amazon, which shows that it is necessary with careful monitoring in areas that risk 
being deforested. 
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SAMMANFATTNING 

Palmoljeindustrin växer globalt och palmoljan är idag den mest använda vegetabiliska 
oljan för biobränslen, under de senaste åren har dock forskning visat att denna olja har 
bidragit kraftigt till avskogning i Sydostasien där majoriteten av världens palmolja 
produceras. Det har också rapporterats om dåliga arbetsförhållanden, vilket visar på att 
palmoljan inte heller är socialt hållbar. Colombia är den största producenten av palmolja 
i Latinamerika, med planer på att expandera ytterligare, och de marknadsför sin palmolja 
som hållbar och ej bidragande till avskogning. 

Rapporten undersöker expansionen av oljepalm i Colombia, med fokus på dess relation 
till avskogning. Undersökningen granskar också sociala problem kopplade till 
expansionen av oljepalm, både historiskt sett och idag. Syftet med studien var att först 
övergripande granska den globala palmoljeindustrin och dess påverkan på världen, med 
fokus på avskogning, och sedan undersöka mer noggrant Colombias palmolja eftersom 
de är världens fjärde största producent idag och marknadsför sig som icke-bidragande 
till avskogning. Undersökningen genomfördes genom en litteraturstudie och intervjuer 
med relevanta aktörer inom sektorn. 

Resultatet från litteraturstudien visar att den största direkt bidragande faktorn till 
avskogning i Colombia är för att bereda mark för boskap, och den indirekt bidragande 
faktorn är appropriering och ackumulering av mark. Oljepalms-expandering har bidragit 
till avskogning men inte märkbart. Resultatet från intervjuerna visar att det skett en 
förändring av avkognings-mönstren de senaste åren. Tidigare var det bönder som 
avskogade mindre områden, medan idag är det stora företag som avskogar större 
områden, och avskogning för oljepalm sker illegalt i dessa områden. Historiskt sett har 
palmoljeindustrin haft kopplingar till sociala problem såsom tvingad förskjutning och 
korruption, och detta skulle fortfarande kunna vara ett problem. 

Från litteraturstudien och intervjuerna har en slutsats dragits att oljepalmexpansion över 
de senaste åren inte har varit en bidragande faktor till avskogning. Under senare år har 
dock illegal avskogning för expansion av oljepalm dockumenterats vid gränsen till 
Amazonas, vilket visar att noggrann övervakning i områden med risk för avskogning är 
nödvändig. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 DEFORESTATION 

Deforestation is clearing of forests, and this has historically mostly occurred in temperate 
and sub-tropical forests, however the deforestation in these regions is no longer 
significant and an increase of forest is instead being recorded in many temperate forests 
(Chakravarty et al., 2012). Deforestation of tropical forests is what is gaining a lot of 
attention today and has increased during the second half of the 20th century. The main 
cause of deforestation globally is clearing for agricultural land (approximately 60%). 
Millions of people live in tropical forests with agriculture as their livelihood, and they are 
being forced to move and find new land when the land degrades, hence deforest more. 
Remaining drivers of tropical deforestation are logging, exploiting for roads, urbanisation 
and fuelwood (Chakravarty et al., 2012). 

Clearing of tropical forest causes biodiversity loss (Barlow et al., 2016). A loss of 
biodiversity can have severe impacts on humans and our societies, studies have shown 
that lower levels of biodiversity affects ecosystem services negatively (Cardinale et al., 
2012; Chakravarty et al., 2012; Diaz et al., 2006). Deforestation can also be connected 
to climate change, such as an increase of global mean temperature and global mean 
rainfall, which has an impact on agriculture (Lawrence and Vandecar, 2014). Apart from 
a decrease of biodiversity and agricultural production, deforestation also causes several 
biophysical changes such as local runoff into rivers and soil erosion, endemic species 
loss, and carbon emissions. It also generates negative social consequences such as 
land conflict, poor health outcomes and persistent poverty (Perz, Aramburu and 
Bremner, 2003). 

In Latin America the biggest drivers for deforestation have been clearing for grazing 
lands and croplands (Armenteras and Rodriguez, 2014; Ometto, Aguiar and Martinelli, 
2011). In Brazil, logging and infrastructure expansion are also drivers for deforestation, 
together with an undefined land tenure in the country, which enables uncontrolled and 
intense clearing of tropical forests (Ometto, Aguiar and Martinelli, 2011). In the Amazon, 
up to 35% of deforestation has been caused due to slash-and-burn agriculture, however, 
in the Colombian part of the Amazon the situation is different. There the biggest drivers 
of deforestation have been clearing for pasture land and growing of illicit crops 
(Armenteras et al., 2013a). Colombia is a mega diverse country with high levels of 
endemism and species richness (Etter et al., 2006). Deforestation in the rest of 
Colombia has similarly mainly been driven by cattle ranching together with clearing for 
croplands and illicit crops production (Armenteras et al., 2013a; Armenteras et al., 
2013b; Etter et al., 2006). 
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1.2 OIL PALM 

The global palm oil industry has grown rapidly over the last years. This has led to a great 
expansion of oil palm cultivation globally, and especially in Indonesia, which is a country 
well suited for growing oil palm. The country experienced an annual exportation growth 
rate of 11% between the years 2007 to 2013, and this has made Indonesia’s economy 
very reliant on exporting palm oil. It has also lead to an increase of the Gross Regional 
Product (GRP) in provinces with higher levels of palm oil production; average rural 
poverty also tends to be lower in these rural regions (Shahputra and Zen, 2018). Palm 
oil production ensures energy security and economic development, and is therefore 
promoted by many Southeast Asian governments (Richards and Friess, 2016). This 
shows that palm oil has a positive social and economical impact. It can also have a 
positive environmental impact if planted on ground with low carbon stock, in this way the 
plants can sequestrate greenhouse gasses from the air (Rivera-Mendez et al., 2017). 

Even though oil palm can have a positive impact and sequestrate greenhouse gasses, it 
has still had a great negative impact on the environment in other aspects, especially in 
Southeast Asia (Austin et al., 2017; Pardo et al., 2015; Shahputra and Zen, 2018). The 
grand majority of the world’s palm oil is produced in Indonesia and Malaysia and 
plantations there increased almost four times between 1990 and 2010, from 3.5 million 
ha to 12.9 million ha. This has resulted in forest loss, destruction of peat lands, and loss 
of biodiversity. Studies made in Indonesia in the 1990s and 2000s show that 52%-79% 
of oil palm plantations were planted on former forest cover, hence caused deforestation 
(Austin et al., 2017). 

Even though the oil palm industry has increased the GRP and decreased poverty in 
many regions in Indonesia, it has also had negative social impacts in the country. A 
social life cycle assessment on palm oil biodiesel in Indonesia made by Manik et al. 
(2013) showed that the industry uses exploitative labour relations. This affects 
negatively especially local and tribal communities in the country, and the study shows 
that the industry is not socially sustainable (Manik et al., 2013). 

1.3 PROBLEM STATEMENT AND OBJECTIVES 

Colombia is today the fourth biggest producer of palm oil in the world and the biggest in 
Latin America. The country is planning on expanding even more and they are marketing 
their palm oil as environmentally friendly and non-deforesting (Ocampo-Peñuela et al., 
2018). In order to be able to proceed with a sustainable palm oil production in Colombia, 
it is important that they can fulfil this promise, since deforestation is a great problem 
globally, and produce in a sustainable way, including ecologically, socially and 
economically. 
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In this master thesis I will investigate the oil palm expansion in Colombia with a focus on 
its links to deforestation. I will also analyse the history and social issues related to oil 
palm expansion since social development is crucial in order to reach a sustainable 
development. I will through a literature review and interviews with important stakeholders 
investigate how the industry has developed in the country and how it is expanding today. 
For the palm oil industry to develop in a sustainable way it is important that it does not 
cause deforestation and that it contributes to a sustainable social development. 
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 DEFORESTATION AND ITS IMPACTS 

Deforestation due to land use change is a major cause of biodiversity loss (Barlow et al., 
2016; Diaz et al., 2006), and biodiversity is important for human well-being since it is 
connected to and affects the ecosystems. Biodiversity is “the number, abundance, 
composition, spatial distribution, and interactions of genotypes, populations, species, 
functional types and traits, and landscape units in a given system” (Diaz et al., 
2006:1300). Thanks to a diversity of organisms we can benefit from ecosystem services 
necessary for living a good life. Some examples of important ecosystem services are 
food, clean air and water, medicine, climatic conditions suitable for human beings and 
animals, pollination, control of agricultural pests, etc. (Diaz et al., 2006).  

Studies on the matter have shown that biodiversity enhances the yield of crops; diversity 
of tree species increases wood production; the production of fodder increases with a 
higher diversity of plant species; and that fisheries yields are more stable with higher 
diversities of fish. It has also been shown that a higher number of plant species 
strengthens the resistance against invasions by harmful, exotic species; a diversity of 
plant species has also a higher carbon stock; and soils are more fertile when biodiversity 
is high (Cardinale et al., 2012). It also helps control and reduce natural hazards. This 
means that a loss of biodiversity has a negative impact on society, however, it affects 
different people in society differently, being worse for poor people than for rich people. 
This is due to the fact that poorer people are often more exposed for climate changes 
and directly dependent on ecosystems, since they often rely on agriculture as a 
livelihood or live in areas more sensitive to climate changes with small possibilities of 
moving (Diaz et al., 2006). 

Deforestation can also have an impact on climate change. A decrease of the global 
forest cover would lead to an increase of global mean temperatures, and according to 
research made by Lawrence and Vandecar (2014), a complete deforestation of the 
tropics would increase the mean temperature by 0.1-0.7 degrees Celsius. An increase of 
0.7 degrees would mean a doubling of the global warming since 1850. Deforestation 
would also cause a decrease of mean global rainfall, it would in some regions lead to 
less rainfall frequency but higher intensity (Lawrence and Vandecar, 2014). A change of 
mean temperature and rainfall will most likely lead to a change of agricultural production. 
Studies made on forest loss in the Amazon showed that pasture productivity would 
decrease by 28-33%, and a decrease of soy production would also be experienced 
(Oliveira et al., 2013). There have already been documented changes of temperatures in 
South America that is negatively affecting coffee production and other crops in the 
region (Lawrence and Vandecar, 2014). 
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Tropical deforestation is today widely discussed. While historically, most deforestation 
has taken place in temperate and sub-tropical regions, deforestation in temperate 
regions has slowed down and is today not a significant issue, in fact, in many temperate 
countries an increase of forest land is being observed. A study made over 2000-2010 
showed that South America was the region with the biggest forest loss in the world (4 
million hectares per year), followed by Africa (3.4 million hectares per year). In the 1990s 
Brazil and Indonesia accounted for almost 40% of global forest loss, but has since 
reduced their deforestation rate significantly. Asia gained 2.2 million hectares forest per 
year during the study period. There are direct and indirect drivers of deforestation. The 
direct causes are often relatively easy to identify, while the indirect causes usually are 
more difficult to track down, and these are often being the actual drivers of deforestation 
(Chakravarty et al., 2012). 

2.2 CAUSES OF DEFORESTATION 

The major direct cause of tropical deforestation, about 60%, is clearing for agriculture 
(Chakravarty et al., 2012). Millions of people live in tropical forests with subsistence 
agriculture as their livelihood. The people cultivate the land until it is degraded and are 
then forced to move and exploit more forest to clear for new crop land. This type of 
agriculture is called shifting agriculture, or slash and burn, and is often said to account 
for half or two thirds of tropical deforestation. Cultivation of tree crops and rubber is 
another important driver of deforestation, especially in Indonesia. About 50% of cropping 
takes place on former native forest. This can also lead to further deforestation since 
roads built to the plantations improve access for other exploiters as well. In a similar 
way, logging is causing deforestation, especially in Southeast Asia, since it provides 
roads, which facilitates for other exploitation. Fuelwood gathering can in the drier areas 
of the tropical forests be a major driver of deforestation and forest degradation. Another 
driver is overgrazing for fodder for grazing animals. This has in some parts of the world 
turned formerly green areas into desserts. Other causes behind deforestation are 
mining, fires, and urbanization and infrastructure (Chakravarty et al., 2012). 

2.3 FOREST LOSS AND FOREST GAIN 

Southeast Asia experienced a loss of more than 100 000 ha of mangrove forest between 
2000 and 2012. Mangroves are important for global climate change since they are one 
of the ecosystems that store the highest densities of carbon, and they have experienced 
rapid deforestation over the past years. During the time period 2000-2012 the major 
drivers of mangrove deforestation were aquaculture (30%), rice production (22%), and 
palm oil production (16%). Deforestation related to oil palm plantation increased steadily 
during the time period, and is encouraged by many governments in Southeast Asia 
since it enables energy security and economic development due to high global demand 
of palm oil (Richards and Friess, 2016). 
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Annual deforestation of tropical forests in Latin America over the years 1990-2012 was 
1.54% (Armentras and Rodriguez, 2014) and the general deforestation rate for South 
America 1990-2012 was 0.45% per year, the major drivers of deforestation being 
clearing for cropland and grazing land (Armentras and Rodriguez, 2014; Armenteras et 
al., 2013). According to another study, by Aide et al. (2013), Latin America and the 
Caribbean both gained and lost forest during the time period 2001-2010, with a net loss 
of 179,000 km2. The majority of the forest loss was observed in South America; in 
Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay and Bolivia, which experienced about 80% of the total 
deforestation in Latin America and the Caribbean. Brazil both experienced the biggest 
vegetation loss (246,000 km2) and gain (146,000 km2) during the study period. The two 
countries in South America with the highest net gain of vegetation area were Colombia 
(17,000 km2) and Venezuela (9,000 km2).  

Deforestation occurred mainly, more than 80%, in moist forests, dry forests, and 
savannas and shrub lands, and these regions also experienced the highest increase of 
agriculture and herbaceous land. The moist forest biome has high levels of 
deforestation, which means that it includes important ecosystems that should be 
protected. Most of the deforestation of this biome took place in the Legal Amazon of 
Brazil. Deforestation of dry forests and savannas and shrub lands was mainly due to 
clearing for cropland and grazing land and took place in northern Argentina, Bolivia and 
Paraguay. This deforestation can be connected to the global beef industry since much of 
the cropland is used for soy production, which is exported to other parts of the world to 
be used as fodder, and because a lot of the pasturelands are used for cattle ranching 
(Aide et al., 2013). 

In contrary to deforestation, which usually took place in lowlands, reforestation mainly 
took place in the desert and xeric shrub biomes and areas with high elevations. The 
reforestation areas have lower carbon stock and biodiversity than undisturbed forest 
areas, however if these forests are left to grow they can hold a high diversity of plants 
and animals, and provide with ecosystem services (Aide et al., 2013). 

Figure 1. Global tree cover in 2012 (Hansen et. al., 2013). 
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Figure 2. Global forest loss between 2000 to 2012, during this time period the world experienced a 
loss of 2.3 million km2 forest (Hansen et. al., 2013). 
	

	

Figure 3. Global forest gain between 2000 to 2012, a total gain of 0.8 million km2 forest (Hansen et. 
al., 2013). 

In Figure 1 we can see that most of the world’s forest is concentrated in the tropical 
regions and in the temperate zones. Between the years 2000 and 2012 the world 
experienced a forest loss of 2.3 million km2, with most of the loss concentrated in the 
Amazonas and Southeast Asia, which can be seen in Figure 2. During this time period a 
global forest gain was also documented, which resulted in a forest net loss of 1.5 million 
km2, mostly concentrated in the temperate zones as seen in Figure 3 (Hansen et. al., 
2013).  

Deforestation in Colombia has followed a similar pattern as in the rest of Latin America 
with clearing for cropland and grazing land being the main causes. However, in 
Colombia growing of illicit crops has also been a major driver of deforestation 
(Armenteras et al., 2013a; Armenteras et al., 2013b; Etter et al., 2006). Even though 
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these have been the three major drivers when looking at the country as a whole, the 
patterns vary between the different regions within Colombia. The annual deforestation 
rate was 0.62% over the time period 1990-2005 (Armenteras et al., 2013a). 
Deforestation hotspots have been identified for the regions of Urabá, Magdalena Medio, 
Llanos, and Magdalena Valley, and both forest loss and forest gain are following the 
same trends as in the rest of Latin America with deforestation in lowlands and 
reforestation in highlands (Sanchez-Cuervo and Aide, 2013). In the Amazon, and 
especially in Putumayo and Macarena, clearing for grazing land and illicit crop-
production have been the major drivers of deforestation while agriculture has not been 
that present (Armenteras et al., 2006; Hoffmann et al., 2018; Murad and Pearse, 2018). 
Conversion to oil palm is starting to become a threat, especially in Caqueta, which is 
very suitable for oil palm production (Murad and Pearse, 2018). In the Rio Grande basin 
in Antioquia conversion to grazing land has been the major driver of deforestation, and 
also conversion to cropland. However, reforestation has been documented in many 
parts of the region due to internal conflicts and abandonment of land (Ramirez et al., 
2018). 

2.4 PALM OIL PRODUCTION: BENEFITS AND COSTS 

2.4.1 SOCIO-ECONOMIC ISSUES 

Oil palm is primarily grown in less developed countries and has therefore had a great 
positive impact on these countries’ economies. Because of this and the fact that it also 
brings energy security, the palm oil industry is seen as something very positive by these 
countries’ governments and something they will keep investing in (Richards and Friess, 
2016; Sayer et al., 2012). In Indonesia, who has experienced an increase of its palm oil 
exports by 11% per year during 2007-2013, an increase of its Gross Regional Product 
(GRP) has also been documented in the regions with palm oil production. Statistics 
show that average rural poverty is lower in rural areas where oil palm cultivation is 
present. For example, in the province of Riau poverty went down from 21% to 10% 
between 2009 and 2013. More than 3.9 million family farmers are employed by the palm 
oil industry in Indonesia and the number has the potential to reach over 6 million by the 
year 2020 (Shahputra and Zen, 2018). 

Palm oil is often used for biodiesel and this is one of the major drivers for oil palm 
expansion. Biodiesel is seen as a sustainable alternative to fossil fuels since it is 
biodegradable, non-toxic, and contributes significantly less to toxic emissions when 
combusted. The biodiesel is primarily produced from the edible oils from oil palm, 
soybean, rapeseed and sunflower, with oil palm being the biggest contributor to the 
global production. Over the last years the production of edible oils for biodiesel have 
increased significantly, from 16 million tonnes in 2009 to 28 million tonnes in 2014 
(Johari et al., 2015).  
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The expansion of palm oil will most likely not decrease, which means that it is important 
to develop it in a sustainable way. The industry can have a positive environmental 
impact if expanded in the right way, according to Sayer et al. (2012). Clearing of peat 
forest, unlogged rainforest and logged natural forests are the worst options from an 
environmental perspective since the carbon stock value is much higher in these forests 
than for a palm oil estate. Conversion of croplands and grasslands however can have a 
positive impact since these hold relatively low levels of carbon stocks, and through 
planting oil palm it can result in a net gain of carbon stock (Sayer et al., 2012). 

Apart from all the negative critique regarding the environment that the palm oil industry 
has received, it has also been criticised for social reasons. Even though the GRP has 
increased in many oil palm regions in Indonesia, it has been shown that the conditions 
for the workers in the industry are very poor and that it also has affected the local people 
negatively. Indigenous people in Indonesia together with the local community are the 
ones affected the most and are exposed to exploitative labour relations (Obidzinski et 
al., 2012; Manik et al., 2013). The oil palm industry has benefitted migrant smallholders 
who already have experience within the area, while indigenous people without 
experience are negatively affected and are often forced to move due to establishment of 
oil palm plantations. In 2010, 630 land disputes had taken place between local 
communities and palm oil companies in Indonesia. Several cases of abuse of human 
rights made by plantation companies have been documented, which mainly take place 
during land acquisition and the stage of developing the plantations (Obidzinski et al., 
2012). 

2.4.2 DEFORESTATION 

The palm oil industry has gained a lot of attention and critique for causing deforestation 
and contributing to biodiversity loss (Fitzherbert et al., 2008; Vijay et al., 2016). Moist 
tropical forests are the most suitable regions for cultivation of oil palm, and these are 
also the most biologically diverse ecosystems on the planet. As seen in Table 1 the 
forest loss from 1990 to 2010 in Southeast Asia was 12%, which is a very high number 
and this is also where the majority of the world’s oil palm plantations are located. 
Expansion of the crop mainly contribute to deforestation in four different ways: direct 
deforestation for cultivation of the palm tree; replacing degraded forests formerly 
exposed for logging or fire; deforestation for oil palm in combination with other economic 
activity, such as timber industry used for financing implementation of oil palm; or causing 
indirect deforestation through making land more accessible by infrastructure 
implementation to the oil palm plantations (Fitzherbert et al., 2008). Oil palm can also 
often be planted on land that has formerly been deforested for other purposes, such as 
grazing land or other kind of agriculture. 
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Table 1. Forest cover and net change in Southeast Asia. Forest cover in Southeast Asia in the years 
1990, 2000, and 2010, and net change in forest cover between the years 1990 and 2000, respectively 
2000 and 2010 (Stibig et. al., 2013). 

Year Area of forest cover (Mkm2) Net change (Mkm2) 

1990 268 - 

2000 250  -17.5  

2010 236  -14.5  

 

2.5 COLOMBIAN OIL PALM AND DEFORESTATION 

2.5.1 DEFORESTATION 

In Figure 4 it can be seen that the deforestation was very high from 1990 until 2010, 
then decreased until 2013, and then started to increase again. It is mainly the 
deforestation in the Amazon that has increased, while the other regions have stayed 
generally the same since 2012. 

 

Figure 4. Showing the average deforestation in kilo hectares per year in the different regions. After 
2012 the statistics have been made annually (IDEAM, 2019a). 
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2.5.1.1 DRIVERS 

Cattle make up a big part of the Colombian economy, it is one of the main activities of 
the agricultural sector, and it is also a big driver of deforestation in the country. The 
number of heads is estimated to be around 23 million occupying approximately 39 
million hectares (pasture and forage cover). This means that cattle have an efficiency of 
0.6 animals per hectare, which is a very low number. Praderisation is often connected to 
cattle production in Colombia. The phenomenon occurs when pasture lands increase in 
value in relation to an earlier time period, and this is often related to cattle with low 
efficiency, especially in the Amazon where it has been identified as the main driver of 
deforestation (IDEAM, 2018). 

Since the beginning of the 2000s the oil palm has been identified as an important driver 
of deforestation in some regions of Colombia. According to research made on the 
subject, in some regions of the Pacific coast the oil palm has contributed to big areas of 
deforestation and has also been planted on ethical communities’ territories (IDEAM, 
2018). 

Cultivation of illegal crops is also an important driver of deforestation in Colombia. These 
illegal plantations, where coca is the most common crop, are usually connected to three 
mechanisms; secret and illegal roads leading up to the plantations, lack of governmental 
presence, and lastly the high profitability from these businesses. Forest fires are also a 
big driver of deforestation and the majority of the fires are located in areas of cultivation 
and close to roads (distances smaller than 1 km). Over recent years this phenomenon 
has become more common and it is now one of the biggest factors causing 
deforestation. Mining, expansion of infrastructure and extraction of wood are also 
important drivers of deforestation in Colombia (IDEAM, 2018). 

The majority of the drivers of deforestation in Colombia is connected to agriculture with 
industrial agriculture being one of these drivers (IDEAM, 2018). The total area under 
agriculture was 5.46 million hectares in 2016 (Ministerio de Agricultura y Desarrollo 
Rural, 2017). According to IDEAM (2018) deforestation caused by industrial agriculture 
was mainly taking place in the central-north Andean region, north Andean region and in 
the south Pacific region during the time period 2005-2015. The most important industrial 
crops are cotton, rice, sorghum, soya, banana, sugar cane, oil palm and peanut.  

In the departments Antioquia, Bolivar and Santander the oil palm contributed to a 
deforestation of approximately 5.7% and in the department Norte de Santander the rate 
was around 6.9%. IDEAM (2018) listed the oil palm as one of the bigger drivers in the 
south Pacific region, the north Andean region and the central north Andean region. In 
the south Pacific region the oil palm has been a great cause of land use change and it is 
cultivated on big areas by private companies. This land use change occurs either 
through direct land transformation from forest to plantations, or indirectly through 
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displacement of people who are forced to leave and find new lands, which leads to 
deforestation of new areas. In some cases armed groups working together with palm 
companies have forced this displacement. In the north Andean region the oil palm was 
introduced in the beginning of the 2000s by the government as a way of reducing the 
illegal coca plantations in the area. The plantations of oil palm grew rapidly and was one 
of the most important drivers of deforestation in the region. During the 1990s the oil palm 
expanded a lot in the central north Andean region, and it keeps expanding and is one of 
the major driver of deforestation in this area (IDEAM, 2018). 
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Figure 5. Showing the deforestation (in red) and forest (in green) in Colombia from 2013 until 2014	
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Figure 6. Map over the deforestation in Colombia in the end of 2018 (IDEAM, 2019b). 

Figure 5 shows the deforestation in Colombia in 2014 and that the majority took place in 
the departments Putumayo and Caqueta, on the border to the Amazon. Figure 6 is taken 
from IDEAM’s publication about early detection of deforestation and shows that 
deforestation is still mainly taking place in Putumayo and Caqueta. It also shows that 
there are six principal cores, five of these being on the border to the amazon forest. 
According to IDEAM (2019b) the most common phenomenon is that the forest gets 
transformed into pasture lands for cattle, and as a way of appropriate the land, but also 
for growing illegal plants. In core number six a transformation of forest into plantations of 
oil palm has been registered. 



 15 

Table 2. Annual deforestation and oil palm expansion. Showing average annual deforestation, annual 
oil palm expansion and the percentage of oil palm expansion of deforestation, from 2000-2017 
(Fedepalma 2000; Fedepalma 2003; Fedepalma 2005; Fedepalma 2009; Fedepalma 2012; 
Fedepalma 2013; Fedepalma 2017; Fedepalma 2018; IDEAM, 2019a). 

Year 
Average annual deforestation 
(ha) 

Annual oil palm expansion 
(ha) 

Oil palm expansion of deforestation 
(%) 

2000 265,446 - - 

2001 315,602 12,237 3.9 

2002 315,602 15,601 4.9 

2003 315,602 25,244 8.0 

2004 315,602 28,517 9.0 

2005 315,602 31,100 9.9 

2006 281,974 22,543 8.0 

2007 281,974 14,309 5.1 

2008 281,974 30,160 10.7 

2009 281,974 23,582 8.4 

2010 281,974 18,991 6.7 

2011 166,073 26,044 15.7 

2012 166,073 14,215 8.6 

2013 120,934 26,506 21.9 

2014 140,356 34,440 24.5 

2015 124,035 18,428 14.9 

2016 178,596 12,832 7.2 

2017 219,974 4,884 2.2 
 

Table 2 shows the yearly deforestation, planted oil palm per year and the percentage of 
new oil palm of area deforested. The highest percentages are in 2014, 2013, 2011 and 
2015, however it is important to notice that the deforestation was lower these years 
compared to earlier years, which makes the percentage higher. The average percentage 
from 2000 until 2017 is 10%, which is a relatively low number, however still noticeable. 
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2.5.2 OIL PALM 

The Colombian palm oil industry dates back to the year 1945 when plantations were 
established on former banana plantations in the Magdalena department by a US-based 
company (Volckhausen, 2018). In the 1960s the oil palm became more commercialised 
and bigger expansions took place on the Caribbean coast of Colombia. In the 1990s, 
when the economy of Colombia were being liberalised, the palm oil industry grew, and 
kept on growing even more during the period of President Uribe (2002-2010) and his 
generous subsidies to the industry (Volckhausen, 2018; Castiblanco, 2019; Marin-
Burgos, 2019). 

The Colombian government has the goal to have 3 million ha of oil palm in the country 
by 2020, which represents a six-fold increase in five years (Dermawan and Hospes, 
2018). A study made by Castiblanco et al. (2013) projects that by 2020 Colombia’s oil 
palm cultivation will have reached between 330,000 ha to 930,000 ha, an estimate 
considerably lower than the target above. Colombia is the largest producer of palm oil in 
Latin America, and it is predicted to increase its production. Palm oil cultivation accounts 
for less than 1% of the country’s agricultural and pasture area today, but as the 
government is expecting an increasing global demand of the oil and at the same time 
plans to reduce the greenhouse gas emissions by 20% until 2030, partly through 
switching to biofuels, this area is projected to grow. The government also sees the 
expansion of oil palm as an opportunity for the rural community to create a new 
livelihood in post-conflict scenarios.  

Historically, oil palm in Colombia has mostly been planted on pasture land and land with 
low biodiversity, this due to the fact that the areas most suitable for oil palm in Colombia 
have naturally low biodiversity levels (Ocampo-Peñuela et al., 2018). However, the 
areas projected for oil palm expansion have higher levels of threatened ecosystems, 
even though research made by Ocampo-Peñuela et al. (2018) shows that there are 
extensive areas suitable for oil palm with low levels of threatened species. Their study 
also shows that expansion in natural savannas should be avoided, even though it has 
high suitability for the crop and low impact on threatened species, since these are 
important mosaic ecosystems with high soil carbon reservoirs and unique biodiversity. 

Colombia has a considerable amount of land under pasture for cattle ranching with low 
productivity. Pasture land has relatively low carbon stocks and low biodiversity and are 
often suitable for growing oil palm, which makes it a good option for expansion of oil 
palm cultivation. The Colombian palm oil production has good potential; however, it 
needs careful planning in order for it to expand in a sustainable way (Ocampo-Peñuela 
et al., 2018). 

In 2017 Colombia had 516,960 hectares of planted oil palm and produced 1.63 million 
tons of palm oil, making it the world’s fourth biggest producer of palm oil. The world’s 
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biggest producer is Indonesia (36.8 million tons), then Malaysia (19.9 million tons), and 
then Thailand (2.6 million tons). Indonesia and Malaysia are clearly the two biggest 
producers, standing for 83% of the world’s palm oil production (Fedepalma, 2018).  

Figure 7 shows the expansion of oil palm in Colombia from 1995 until 2017 and Figure 8 
shows where the oil palm is positioned in Colombia. The oil palm has had a steady 
increase, especially since the beginning of the 2000s, and only over recent years the 
expansion has started to slow down. There are four different oil palm regions in the 
country; east, north, central and southwest region, and Figure 9 demonstrates the 
amount of hectares oil palm in the different regions, and its development from 1995 until 
2015. East, north and central have had steady increases, especially east and central, 
while the southwest region had first a small increase and then a small decrease. Figure 
10 shows how the different regions are grouped. 

  

Figure 7. Total area planted oil palm in kilo hectares in Colombia from the year 1995 until 2017 
(Fedepalma 2000; Fedepalma 2003; Fedepalma 2005; Fedepalma 2009; Fedepalma 2012; 
Fedepalma 2013; Fedepalma 2017; Fedepalma 2018). 

 



 18 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. Map over Colombia and the oil palm plantations (shown in purple) in the country 
(Fedepalma, 2019a). 

Figure 9. Area of planted oil palm in kilo hectares in the four different oil palm regions in Colombia 
(Fedepalma 2000; Fedepalma 2003; Fedepalma 2005; Fedepalma 2009; Fedepalma 2012; 
Fedepalma 2013; Fedepalma 2017; Fedepalma 2018). 
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Figure 10. The four oil palm regions in Colombia; east region (zona oriental), north region (zona 
norte), central region (zona central) and south-west region (zona suroccidental) (Fedepalma 2015).  

The eastern region, los Llanos, has large areas of savanna and pasture lands, and this 
is also where a big part of Colombia’s oil palm has been planted (Meijaard et al., 2018). 
According to investigations on carbon storage connected to oil palm in Colombia made 
by Henson et al. (2012), there was a net gain of carbon sequestration due to the fact 
that the majority of oil palm has been planted on savanna or pasture lands. This was the 
case for all regions except for the southwest region, where the expansion has occurred 
mainly on forested areas (Henson et al., 2012; Castiblanco et al., 2013). 
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Table 3. Total deforestation and oil palm expansion (Fedepalma 2000; Fedepalma 2003; Fedepalma 
2005; Fedepalma 2009; Fedepalma 2012; Fedepalma 2013; Fedepalma 2017; Fedepalma 2018; 
IDEAM, 2019a). 

Total deforestation 2001-2017 (ha) Total expansion of oil palm 2001-2017 (ha) 

4,100,000 359,000 

 

Table 4. Area for cattle, agriculture and oil palm (IDEAM, 2018; Ministerio de Agricultura y Desarrollo 
Rural, 2017; Fedepalma 2018). 

Area for cattle (ha) Area under agriculture (ha) Area for oil palm (ha) 

39,000,000 5,460,000 517,000 

Table 3 shows the total deforestation and total oil palm expansion 2001-2017. The total 
oil palm expansion is 9% of the total deforestation, a relatively small number. Table 4 
shows the areas for cattle, agriculture and oil palm in the country and from this it can be 
seen that the area for cattle is significantly bigger than the other two areas. 

2.5.2.1 DEFORESTATION 

From 2002 until 2008 the oil palm plantations expanded with 155,000 ha in Colombia 
with 51% replacing pasture for cattle, 30% replacing croplands and 16% replacing 
natural vegetation (7.7% natural forest, 5.8% savanna, 2.8% secondary vegetation) 
(Castiblanco et al., 2013). Between 2001 and 2014 the oil palm expansion on forest was 
of 9% with the highest rates in Norte de Santander (35%), Bolivar (20%), Santander 
(18%), and northern Cesar (18%) (Furumo and Aide, 2017). Furumo and Aide (2017) 
stated that some of the last humid tropical forests outside of the Amazon in Colombia 
are placed in the Magdalena Medio region. These are some of the least protected 
forests in Colombia and the region includes some of the most important production 
zones. This is also where armed forces have been present historically and there is 
documentation saying that the forced displacement has been higher within palm oil 
producing municipalities, than in non-palm oil producing municipalities (Furumo and 
Aide, 2017).  

2.5.2.2 MITIGATION INITIATIVES 

2.5.2.2.1 Roundtable of Sustainable Palm Oil 

The Roundtable of Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) is a non-profit organisation that works 
together with and unite the different stakeholders within the palm oil industry, with the 
goal of implementing global goals for sustainable palm oil. The RSPO has developed a 
certification; Certified Sustainable Palm Oil (CSPO), that the palm growers can certify 
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their oil with if they fulfil certain environmental and social criteria (RSPO, 2019a). The 
organisation was created in 2004 (RSPO, 2019b) and Colombian Fedepalma joined in 
2009, meaning that from the following year it should not be contributing to deforestation 
(RSPO). 

2.5.2.2.2 Zero Deforestation 

In November 2017, under the initiative of the Tropical Forest Alliance, the government of 
Colombia together with the governments of the United Kingdom and Norway, WWF, The 
Nature Conservancy, the World Resources Institute, Unilever and Team Foods signed 
an agreement of zero deforestation caused by the oil palm in Colombia (Goretti 
Esquivel, 2017; Ministerio de Ambiente y Desarrollo Sostenible, 2019). This agreement 
makes Colombia the first country in the world to promise zero deforestation in 
connection to palm oil, and it also means that from this date all deforestation and new oil 
palm planted on formerly deforested ground are illegal (Goretti Esquivel, 2017).  

 

2.6 LITERATURE REVIEW AS A METHOD 

The literature review was made through gathering mainly academic articles, reports from 
IDEAM (the Colombian Institute of Hydrology, Meteorology and Environmental Studies) 
and Fedepalma (National Federation of Oil Palm Growers of Colombia), and some 
newspaper articles. The information dates back to the year 2000, to be able to get a 
historical perspective, but the majority of the literature is from the last five years. There 
are a lot of academic articles about oil palm in Colombia, however the majority has its 
focus on biofuels, biodiversity and social issues, and there are not that many studies 
focused on mainly deforestation connected to oil palm. 
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3 METHOD 

The time period for this master thesis has been from January 2019 until December 
2019. From January until May I was in Colombia gathering necessary information and 
conducting interviews with relevant stakeholders. In September the work was continued 
in Stockholm with concluding and analysing the information gathered in Colombia.  

This master thesis has been conducted through two methods; first a literature review 
and then through interviews with different stakeholders within the subject. The literature 
review was made to get a good scope over the subject and to compile already existing 
data in order to get a clearer view over the research question. After the literature review 
was made, interviews were conducted. Interviews were made since it was difficult to find 
clear and recent information on the subject. Colombia and the palm oil sector have 
problems with corruption, which is why it was necessary to ask different kinds of 
stakeholders with different opinions and interests, to get an as broad as possible view of 
the palm oil industry and the deforestation in Colombia. The first stakeholders chosen 
were people working either in the oil palm field or with deforestation. These stakeholders 
then recommended more relevant and important people to interview, and after several 
conducted interviews with everyone having more or less the same conclusions about the 
subjects, the information collected was determined sufficient. 

The study area is Colombia since they over the past decades have increased their palm 
oil production a lot and are now the fourth biggest producer. They are saying that their 
palm oil differs from the very criticised palm oil from Southeast Asia since it does not 
contribute to deforestation. Many of the other studies made on this subject in Colombia 
are often limited to one of the four oil palm regions but I have chosen to look at the 
whole country because when it is on the market the buyers will not know from which 
region the oil is from. The time limit for the investigation has been from the start of 
industrialised oil palm in Colombia until present, however, the focus has been on today 
and a few years back to know if the palm oil production is contributing to deforestation 
today, and possibly in the future. 

After finishing the literature review and concluding the interviews, an analysis was 
conducted from the results of the literature and the interviews and then a conclusion was 
drawn from the discussion. 
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Table 5. Research methodology. Explaining my research methodology and the different steps 
included. 

Scope The first part of the process was to determine the scope of the 
thesis. This was made through reading relevant scientific 
articles, as well as through discussion with the supervisor Bart 
van Hoof. 

Background The second step was to gather background information through 
a literature review, including more focused articles on the study 
country as well as more general studies over Latin America and 
globally. 

Results The results were gathered through interviews with relevant 
stakeholders within the palm oil sector and deforestation in 
Colombia. 

Analysis After finishing the literature review and the interviews, the 
information collected was summarised and analysed, in order 
to determine the impact from oil palm on deforestation. 

Discussion A discussion was written based on the results and analysis, 
discussing whether the palm oil industry has an impact on 
deforestation, and social issues connected to oil palm 
expansion. 

Conclusion Lastly, a conclusion was drawn from the analysis and 
discussion. 

	

		

3.1 INTERVIEWS 

The goal with the interviews was to get a wider perspective and more information on the 
oil palm industry and the deforestation in Colombia, than what would be possible from 
only reviewing academic articles and reports. Since the peace agreement in 2016 the 
situation has changed a lot and since this was only three years ago, not a lot of 
academic documentation has been made. Due to this it was believed that interviews 
would give a better understanding of the situation today since some of the people are 
experts within these fields. As mentioned earlier, Colombia has problems with corruption 
and so does its palm oil industry, which is another reason why it was necessary to 
conduct qualitative interviews, in order to get information from different views and 
perspectives. 
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The audios from the interviews were recorded and afterwards I listened through the 
interviews and made notes about the most important parts. Then I concluded the 
valuable information in the result of the report. All of the interviewees were generally 
agreeing about the question if oil palm contributes to deforestation. However, it was 
notable that some were more positive and some more negative in general and about 
other aspects within the palm oil industry. 

3.1.1 QUESTIONS ASKED 

During the interviews the interviewees were first asked to present themself shortly and 
their work. They were then asked in general the same questions, however the questions 
differed a bit depending on the interviewees’ field of knowledge and how the interview 
continued; if they on their own covered some of the questions in the previous questions 
for example. The questions were asked open-ended in order to start a discussion and 
get a broader answer. Here follows the questions asked during the interviews. 

1. Does the palm oil industry have anything to do with the deforestation in 
Colombia? 

2. Is the palm oil an indirect cause of deforestation? 

3. Which are the biggest problems with oil palm in Colombia? 

 4. Which are the biggest drivers and biggest problems connected to 
deforestation? 

5. The cattle is the major cause of deforestation in Colombia, is it really an 
excuse in order to be able to deforest and then plant oil palm, to be able to say that the 
oil palm is not causing deforestation? 
  a) Or is the problem appropriation of land? 

6. Is Fedepalma doing a good and honest job to improve the sustainability within 
the palm oil industry? 

7. Until the year 2013 the deforestation was decreasing, now it is increasing. Why 
is that? 

The questions are all connected to either, or both, deforestation or/and oil palm in 
Colombia. Question number 1 is directly connected to my research question. I chose to 
ask question number 2 since during my literature review I came across various articles 
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saying that the oil palm in Colombia is not a direct driver of deforestation but that it could 
be an indirect driver. Question 3 is connected to oil palm and I chose to ask that in order 
to get a wider perspective to my investigation. Question 4 is connected to deforestation 
and I asked it in order to easier come in to question 5. A big part of oil palm has been 
planted onto former pasture land for cattle, and some research say that cattle is the 
direct cause of deforestation while oil palm is an indirect and the actual driver, which is 
why I asked question 5. Some investigations said that the palm oil is not actually an 
indirect driver either, the real problem is actually appropriation of land, thereby question 
5a. The reason I chose to include question 6 was because Fedepalma is a member of 
RSPO, working for sustainable palm oil, and they were also a part of the agreement of 
zero deforestation from oil palm, which means that they have an approach of being 
environmentally friendly and I wanted to investigate if this a sincere work from their side. 
When doing research about deforestation I found that it has before been decreasing 
while since a few years back it started to increase, and I asked them about that since 
many of them holds a lot of knowledge on this subject. 

As mentioned earlier all the interviewees answered very alike on all of the questions, but 
then continued on different tracks since they have different interests and different focus 
on their work concerning oil palm and/or deforestation. The ones more positive to the oil 
palm continued talking about the positive aspects of the crop and the ones more 
negative continued with bringing up problematic issues with the industry. For example, 
when interviewing Espinosa from Fedepalma he chose to continue talking about the fact 
that the oil palm cultivation in Colombia makes up a very small part of the agriculture 
and the deforestation today, while Castiblanco chose to continue talking about the social 
issues with oil palm plantations, which were very present during the armed civil war and 
the presidency of Uribe. 

3.1.2 INTERVIEWEES 

The final number of interviews conducted was nine and the length of each interview 
varied from 13 minutes until 1 hour and 20 minutes. The stakeholders selected for the 
interviews were first determined in discussions with supervisor Bart Van Hoof and then 
from recommendations from the interviewees. Here follows a list of each person 
interviewed. 

Juan Carlos Espinosa, the environmental leader at Fedepalma. 

Carmenza Castiblanco, Professor at la Universidad Nacional de Colombia. She wrote 
her doctoral thesis on the oil palm in Colombia and has published several academic 
articles on the subject. 
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Maria Teresa Becerra, biologist working for the IDEAM and investigating the 
deforestation in Colombia. 

Brigitte Baptiste, director of the Alexander von Humboldt Biological Resources Research 
Institute, doctor within ecology and an expert on environmental issues and biodiversity in 
Colombia. 

Carolina Urrutia Vasquez, the director of “Parques como vamos”, an initiative from ten 
different organisations from the academy and the Colombian civil society. Before, she 
was the director of the environmental paper “Semana Sostenible”. 

José Ignacio Muñoz Cordoba, the pillar leader improving forest governance at Visión 
Amazónica. Visión Amazónica is an initiative from the Colombian government working 
for zero deforestation in the Colombian Amazon. 

Johana Herrera Montoya, works for the WWF in Colombia. The WWF has been part of 
different agreements and initiatives for preserving the forest and for sustainable palm oil 
in Colombia. 

Victoria Marin-Burgos, doctor from the University of Twente. Did her thesis on the oil 
palm expansion in Colombia with a focus on social issues. 

German Andrade, professor within environmental sciences at la Universidad de los 
Andes. 
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4 RESULT FROM INTERVIEWS 

4.1 DEFORESTATION 

Maria Teresa Becerra, biologist in Colombia, says that according to her investigations on 
the subject the deforestation is very connected to infrastructure and roads. Sometimes 
the roads are constructed illegally for the coca plantations, and once the roads are 
established the deforestation continues more rapidly. This often leads to expansions of 
pasture lands for cattle (Becerra, 2019). Carolina Urrutia Vasquez (2019), Carmenza 
Castiblanco (2019) and José Ignacio Muñoz (2019) all agree that the biggest driver for 
deforestation is always the cattle and Urrutia Vasquez and Castiblanco both stress that 
the cattle really stands for something else. Muñoz says that the other drivers of 
deforestation in the Amazonian rainforest are illegal crops, which have increased a lot 
over recent years, roads and infrastructure, and mining. In San Jose de Guaviare the oil 
palm is a driver of deforestation, but this is not the case in the more southern parts of the 
Amazon (Muñoz, 2019). 

Becerra (2019) and Muñoz (2019) say that it has been noted a change in the 
deforestation patterns since 2016, the year when the peace agreement was signed. 
Before, the areas for deforestation were relatively small and it was farmers deforesting 
the lands, while today there has been a documentation of much bigger areas being 
deforested. The agents behind the deforestation have changed over recent years 
(Becerra, 2019; Urrutia Vasquez, 2019; Muñoz, 2019). This is something that can be 
connected to the peace agreement too, according to Carolina Urrutia Vasquez (2019), 
José Ignacio Muñoz (2019) and Johana Herrera (2019). Earlier, the guerrilla group Las 
FARC was occupying big parts of the forest, which led to less deforestation since the 
people did not dare to enter. After the peace agreement and with Las FARC leaving the 
armed war, people started to enter the forest and cutting down trees. Before, it was 
usually smaller farmers contributing to deforestation through cultivating coca and other 
crops, and today it is more common with bigger companies with capital, who are 
speculating with the land thinking that it will increase in value in a few years (Becerra, 
2019; Urrutia Vasquez, 2019).  

Colombia has had goals about turning forests into reserved, protected areas and this is 
something that has been going very well. The problem, however, is the maintenance 
and management of these forests. The areas are big and the number of people working 
with this maintenance are too few, which makes it difficult to know what is actually going 
on inside the forest and to stop possible illegal activities (Herrera, 2019). 

According to Becerra’s current investigation the most important thing in order to put an 
end to the deforestation is to stop the expansion and appropriation of land. Historically 
people have been cutting down the forest, occupying the land with cattle or crops, and 
after a few years it has legally become their land (Becerra, 2019; Herrera 2019). Today it 
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is not as easy to get legal documents for the land through this way, which has lead to 
people buying and selling the lands illegally without formal documents. There is today an 
illegal market for land contributing to deforestation and this is one of the bigger problems 
behind deforestation in Colombia (Becerra, 2019). 

When asked what he thinks is the main problem or cause behind the deforestation in 
Colombia, Muñoz (2019) answers that he thinks it is due to a bad model of economic 
development; the Amazon has been viewed as an empty and unproductive space that 
can be used for expropriation. Historically there has been a model promoting 
deforestation for pasture lands for cattle. In order to be able to own land the people have 
to have some productive system on their land and forest did not count as productive. 
Agriculture or cattle were seen as productive systems. This is something that has 
contributed a lot to deforestation and it has to change for the country to be able to lower 
the deforestation (Muñoz, 2019). 

4.2 OIL PALM 

Marin-Burgos (2019) talks about the history of how the oil palm developed in Colombia 
and how the expansion was implemented. In the 1960s, when oil palm became 
commercialised in Colombia, there were a few landholders with big plantations of oil 
palm, and during these first decades not a lot of expansion took place. In the 1980s and 
1990s the oil palm sector started to grow, especially in the end of the 1990s. At this time 
several new actors, that never before had been involved in the oil palm industry, started 
to get involved in the sector since it meant good economical opportunities thanks to 
subsidies from the government. During this time, when a lot of expansion took place 
both by old and new actors, illegal appropriation of land through armed forces was 
common. Through violence, people were displaced from their homes and their lands and 
had to move to new places. This situation took place in the Caribbean coast and lacks 
well documentation, while for example in the eastern region the plantations were 
expanded through legal appropriation (Marin-Burgos, 2019). 

The oil palm has historically contributed to deforestation in Colombia. When the industry 
started to expand more commercially in the 1960s (Marin-Burgos, 2019; Baptiste, 2019) 
there were no laws yet regarding the plantations and it was developed in areas with 
tropical forest (Baptiste, 2019). Over recent years however, only a small percentage of 
the oil palm plantations has been expanded onto forest, it is usually expanded onto 
pasture lands or other types of agriculture. It is believed that the legal palm oil 
production today is not contributing to deforestation (Baptiste, 2019). German Andrade 
(2019) says that sufficient investigations have been made to be able to say that the legal 
oil palm today is not contributing to deforestation, however there are other problems with 
the oil palm, such as handling of residues and contamination.  
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Urrutia Vasquez (2019), together with Castiblanco (2019), claims that it is important to 
look at the different oil palm regions separately. Castiblanco says that the different 
regions differ a lot and they are all very complicated regions since there is also presence 
of cultivation of illegal crops, minery, conflict areas and indigenous land, which makes it 
more difficult to study the oil palm and its development. In the southwest region it is well 
known that oil palm has been planted on former forested areas (Castiblanco, 2019). In 
the northern region by the coast, almost all forest that is possible to cut down has 
already been deforested many years ago and due to that, the producers in that area are 
probably fulfilling the agreements for zero deforestation today, according to Urrutia 
Vasquez (2019). In La Macarena (in the department Meta, close to Guaviare) and in the 
department Guaviare however, there has recently been documentations of deforestation 
caused by illegal oil palm plantations (Urrutia Vasquez, 2019; Andrade, 2019; Muñoz, 
2019). Urrutia Vasquez also says that it differs within the regions and that the more 
formal the oil palm farm is, the less they deforest. However, if one were to generalise the 
expansion of oil palm it has mainly been planted onto pasture lands for cattle and on 
other types of crops such as rice and banana. Castiblanco (2019) says that this makes 
the oil palm an indirect driver of deforestation since the cattle and the other plantations 
have to move to other lands where they cause deforestation, although she also says that 
it is difficult to prove. 

Urrutia Vasquez (2019) thinks that the incentives for the palm growers to not deforest 
are there. The advantage that Colombia has on Indonesia and Malaysia is that its palm 
oil is better for the environment and that is something they should work for, and this is 
something that the palm growers are aware of (Urrutia Vasquez, 2019). 

The palm sector is much more formal than other sectors in Colombia but one big 
problem is the traceability, there is no good way of logging from where the palm oil 
comes, if it comes from a farm that has caused deforestation or not. This is something 
that both Carolina Urrutia Vasquez (2019) and Brigitte Baptiste (2019) claim is a 
problem within the Colombian palm oil industry. Baptiste also states that the majority of 
the illegal plantations today are still not producing palm oil. This phenomenon is very 
recent and is related to the peace agreement, as Urrutia Vasquez also mentioned. 

Becerra says that, together with the IDEAM, they have seen that after the year 2010 the 
deforestation related to oil palm is very small. However, she also says that it is possible 
that in areas already deforested, the oil palm is now arriving, although this is not well 
documented. She speculates that the people living in these areas are starting to plant oil 
palm because of its economical value, since the cattle that is currently occupying the 
land is not economically viable. There should be an agreement within the whole sector 
prohibiting the cultivation of oil palm on earlier deforested land. Fedepalma has already 
signed an agreement about this when they joined the RSPO, saying that oil palm cannot 
be grown on deforested land since the year 2010, and in theory, oil palm grown on 
plantations like this is not allowed to be sold on the international market as certified oil 
(Becerra, 2019). In 2017 the government of Colombia signed an agreement saying that 
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all future deforestation for oil palm and new oil palm planted on former deforested land 
are illegal. 

Castiblanco mentioned in the interview an interesting newspaper article that was 
published in May this year in El Espectador, one of the biggest newspapers in Colombia. 
The article talks about the deforestation in Guaviare, which is the department with the 
second highest deforestation in the country. The deforestation in the region can be 
connected to appropriation of land and expansion of oil palm plantations. The cause of 
the increasing deforestation has often been said is due to illegal plants such as coca, but 
there has actually been documented a slight decrease of the coca plantations which 
means that this cannot be one of the bigger reasons. In this article they found out that 
the people behind the deforestation were the governor from the region, a landholder, 
owner of an oil palm company and a contractor. Powerful men in the area are the ones 
behind this displacement of farmers and accumulation of big land areas, and this is the 
most critical reason behind the deforestation. Many people have abandoned the area 
because they are being offered to sell their lands, and in some cases being forced to sell 
their lands. Hundreds of hectares of oil palm plantations have been documented on the 
savannas of La Fuga in Guaviare, which is a special and delicate ecosystem. These 
plantations are completely illegal since they are on forest reservations and also because 
they are prohibited in the department of Guaviare (Latorre Coronado and Pacheco, 
2019). 

4.2.1 SOCIAL ISSUES 

Carmenza Castiblanco wrote her doctoral thesis about the palm oil industry in Colombia 
with the focus on analysing the environmental impacts. She says that one of the biggest 
problems with the oil palm is that it is a monoculture crop, and this is something that 
Brigitte Baptiste (2019) also states as a big problem. Another problem according to 
Castiblanco is that the sector is corrupt with rich families with connections to the 
government owning the big oil palm companies. The industry has always had a strong 
union and good connections with powerful people, which has given the industry many 
advantages. She says that she doubts that the industry would be economically viable 
without all the subsidies it has been receiving, especially during the time when Uribe 
was president (Castiblanco, 2019). Castiblanco also talks about the lack of rural 
development in oil palm areas. She has been to areas that have had oil palm plantations 
for about 30 years where the societies have not seen any progress. The oil palm 
companies and the workers on the plantations are living good lives with decent salaries, 
but the people outside the plantations have not had any improvements and are often 
living in poverty. She adds that she is not saying that it is the palm companies’ 
responsibility to improve the living conditions for the municipalities, but this is still 
something worth thinking about, especially when the government is promoting the oil 
palm as something positive for the countryside.  
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The former president of Colombia Manuel Santos spoke on the International Conference 
about Palm Oil 2015, he talked about how the oil palm can help the rural parts of 
Colombia and how it can bring people out of poverty (Santos, 2015), something that 
does not align with what Castiblanco (2019) has seen on the countryside. He also talked 
about how the palm growers are builders of peace (Santos, 2015), which is quite 
contradicting since it historically has displaced people from their homes in order to plant 
oil palm on these lands. 

There is a clear relation between areas that historically have been occupied by 
paramilitary groups and oil palm areas of today. The oil palm plantations started 
expanding a lot during the 1990s and continued to expand during the presidency of 
Uribe (2002-2012), and these expansions happened both legally and illegally. In many 
cases people suffered armed displacement and had to give up their lands to paramilitary 
groups and oil palm companies. The documentation of this is low but it is well known by 
people working with the subject, according to Castiblanco (2019) and Marin-Burgos 
(2019). Castiblanco critiques the palm oil industry for not having any self-criticism, for 
not sincerely wanting to improve their production ways and trying to show off an image 
saying they are doing everything perfectly. 

4.3 FEDEPALMA 

Fedepalma is the labour union for oil palm growers in Colombia. In an interview with 
Juan Carlos Espinosa, the Environmental Leader at Fedepalma, he says that the union 
has as a goal, like all unions, to represent the oil palm growers in front of the 
government, different institutions and national and international organisations, but also 
to always increase the production of palm oil and to fulfil the sustainability criteria. They 
do not have any sustainability standards that the farmers have to fulfil but they do have a 
program, including social, environmental and economical areas, that makes part of the 
development of the sector. Since the year 2004 Fedepalma is a member of RSPO 
(Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil) and in 2017 the Colombian government together 
with Fedepalma, Rainforest Alliance and other governments and organisations signed 
an agreement for zero deforestation caused by oil palm (Espinosa, 2019; Ministerio de 
Ambiente y Desarrollo Sostenible, 2019).  

When asked about the connection between oil palm and deforestation Espinosa (2019) 
says that it is important to look at the numbers for the agricultural sector and the 
deforestation that has been going on in Colombia. The deforestation has increased a lot 
more than the land for agriculture (excluding pasture land for cattle), which inclines that 
agriculture is not a big driver for deforestation (Espinosa, 2019). Colombia has 32.5 
million ha of pasturelands and savanna, and 7.6 million ha for agriculture lands. Out of 
these 7.6 million ha the oil palm plantations take up 0.5 million ha (Fedepalma, 2019b). 
According to Espinosa the biggest drivers of deforestation have been appropriation of 
land and illegal crops. He also states that in the Colombian Amazon there is basically no 
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oil palm plantations and that no one is promoting the expansion of oil palm there since it 
is illegal. The oil palm has not contributed to cutting down trees, it has been planted on 
land that was formerly used for other crops and on pasture lands for cattle. He stresses 
that if anyone is cutting down trees in order to plant oil palms, it is illegal (Espinosa, 
2019). 

Espinosa talks a lot about the difference between the way of production in Colombia and 
in Indonesia and Malaysia. The production cost in Colombia is much higher than in 
Southeast Asia, which means the Colombian palm oil is more expensive, but Colombia 
still has an advantage in the fact that its palm oil is more sustainable, both 
environmentally and socially. One of the bigger reasons why Southeast Asian palm oil is 
cheaper is because the salaries of the workers in the fields are very low (Manik et al., 
2013; Espinosa, 2019), in Colombia the salaries are higher and the conditions for the 
workers are better (Espinosa, 2019; Castiblanco, 2019). Espinosa also points out that it 
is more environmentally sustainable since the palm oil in Colombia does not cause 
deforestation. Colombia does not want its oil palm plantations to cause deforestation 
since it would be very bad for business, and the ones that are doing this illegally are 
affecting the whole sector negatively (Espinosa, 2019). 
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5 DISCUSSION 

The Colombian palm oil industry is complex. First of all, the commercial history dates 
back to the 1960s when there were no formal laws to control the expansion. It is very 
probable that oil palm expansion caused deforestation at that time, although this is not 
well documented. Over the last years deforestation caused by oil palm expansion has 
taken place on the pacific coast, however this is the smallest oil palm region and is not 
expanding anymore. For the whole country, oil palm planted directly onto formerly 
forested area has been under 10%, which is a relatively low number and it means that 
oil palm expansion is not a significant direct driver of deforestation. Most of the oil palm 
in Colombia has been planted onto pastureland or other types of agriculture, which 
brings up the question if the oil palm is an indirect driver of deforestation. 

Whether or not the oil palm is an indirect driver of deforestation in Colombia is more 
difficult to answer. It is important to look at the different drivers of deforestation. Clearing 
for pastureland for cattle is the biggest driver, and this can be connected to oil palm 
since most of it has been planted onto pasturelands. It is possible that oil palm 
companies buy formerly deforested land and changes the land use into oil palm 
plantations, which means that oil palm in this case would be an indirect driver of 
deforestation. However, it is also necessary to look at the different scales of 
deforestation and oil palm expansion.  

From 2001 until 2017 oil palm expansion has on average been 10% of the total 
deforestation in Colombia, which is a relatively low number. A small part, less than 10%, 
has been expanded directly onto forest, according to investigations by Castiblanco et al. 
(2013) and Furumo and Aide (2017), and even if the whole expansion would have been 
onto forest it would still have been a small contribution to the total deforestation in 
Colombia, which supports the hypothesis that oil palm has not contributed significantly to 
deforestation. It is also important to compare the area of oil palm with the area for cattle. 
Table 4 in the literature review shows that the total area of oil palm in Colombia is 0.5 
million hectares, while the area for cattle is around 39 million hectares, meaning that oil 
palm plantations are only 1.3% of the area for cattle. Total area under agriculture is 5 
million hectares, which is 14% of the area for cattle and also a low number. Oil palm 
plantations make up 9.5% of the total area under agriculture. This means that oil palm 
cannot be one of the main indirect drivers of deforestation since it in relation makes up a 
very small part of both deforestation and pasture lands. If the main goal were to convert 
the grazing lands to oil palm cultivations then the proportion would be significantly 
higher. 

The cattle industry in Colombia is very inefficient in livestock land use: the number of 
heads and the total area they occupy; the same number of heads can graze on a much 
smaller area. If the land were to be used in a more efficient way - with more cows per 
area - then that would leave more land available for agriculture, without having to 
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deforest. Thus, the real problem behind deforestation in Colombia must be something 
else than clearing for pasturelands for cattle, as also several of the interviewees talked 
about, and this problem is appropriation of land as a way of acquiring property rights. 
Appropriation of land is a common phenomenon in Colombia and has taken place in the 
country for many years. The people on the countryside have historically deforested land 
for cattle, after a few years the land increases in value and they sell the land and make a 
profit. Over the last years this phenomenon has begun to change with new actors and a 
change of pattern. It has become more common with bigger actors, such as big 
landholders and companies with big capital, that deforest bigger areas than before, 
leading to higher deforestation rates. This phenomenon mainly takes place in the 
Amazon and this is also the region where the highest rates and increases of 
deforestation have been documented. 

Furthermore, in the end of 2017 the Colombian government together with other 
governments and organisations signed an agreement saying that Colombian palm oil 
production would not contribute to deforestation. This represents a great environmental 
progress, which guides the industry towards sustainability. However, illegal oil palm has 
been documented on the border to the Amazon and these plantations have been 
expanded onto forest recently, hence caused illegal deforestation. For this agreement to 
be fulfilled it is important for the Colombian government to carefully monitor these areas 
that risk being deforested. Many national natural parks and other reserved areas suffer 
this problem of insufficient monitoring and maintenance. In addition, the actors behind 
the deforestation for oil palm in the Amazon have proven to be politicians in this region. 
This shows that the country is very shattered in this issue and for Colombia to succeed 
with this goal it is important that the government makes sure that all political leaders are 
in accordance with this agreement. 

Additionally, as mentioned by several interviewees, traceability is a problem within the 
palm oil production. There is not a good and well-managed system for registering where 
the fruits used for producing the palm oil come from. This makes it difficult to know if the 
oil comes from plantations managed in a sustainable way that has not contributed to 
deforestation, or if it comes from illegal plantations. Traceability and transparency are 
important since Colombia is marketing their palm oil as sustainable and non-deforesting, 
and this is something that has become very important on the global palm oil market. If 
they cannot trace their oil and guarantee that it fulfils the demands that they have 
promised then the brand and its certifications lose their credibility. 

Another important issue that needs to be taken into consideration is social sustainability. 
The history of oil palm in some regions is connected to violence and forced 
displacement. For this it is necessary with frequent monitoring in oil palm regions to 
make sure that this does not happen again. The same region that is today experiencing 
deforestation for oil palm is also experiencing forced displacement, which makes it a 
current issue. It is also important to investigate the subsidies and the corruption within 
the oil palm sector to make sure that the sector is managed in a fair and just manner. 
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Even if oil palm expansion does not cause any deforestation it is important to bear in 
mind that it does not necessarily mean that its production is sustainable. One of the 
main problems is that it is cultivated as a monoculture, which reduces the biodiversity 
significantly. It also has a high demand of water, resulting in a lack of water in many 
regions during dry periods. Some promote palm oil as having a positive impact on 
climate change and as a mitigation action reducing greenhouse gas emissions. This is 
true in some cases, although it depends on the former land use; if the former land cover 
had lower carbon stock it can reduce greenhouse gas emissions, but if the carbon stock 
was higher before it tends to not reduce greenhouse gas emission. However this is 
debatable and it is not the focus of this research. 

In summary, oil palm expansion is not a significant direct or indirect driver of 
deforestation since the total expansion has on average been 10% of the total 
deforestation. However, even if oil palm only is a small indirect driver of deforestation it 
could still mean that all of it has caused deforestation indirectly since most of it has been 
planted onto pasture lands, which in turn has caused deforestation directly. There is a 
connection between industrial agriculture and clearing for cattle, and one might argue 
that without the economical value in these industries the land might not be so much in 
demand. Yet, the results from this research show that the problem originates from a 
history of clearing for pastureland reflecting the policy of livestock expansion as the 
strategy for economic progress. Today this mentality lives on and is difficult to leave 
behind, and there is a lack of rules and regulations to stop this deforestation and 
appropriation of land, and a lack of monitoring of these areas where this is taking place. 
Therefore, the real problem behind the deforestation in Colombia the lack of 
implementing laws to stop the accumulation of land and deforestation, and good ways of 
monitoring this. 

Expansion of oil palm without causing deforestation is possible since there is a lot of 
pastureland being managed inefficiently. What is important now in order to succeed with 
no deforestation connected to oil palm is, as mentioned earlier, careful monitoring of risk 
zones. This is not being executed sufficiently today and in some regions in Colombia 
illegal oil palm is causing deforestation. 

5.1 DISCUSSION OF METHOD 

The result from the literature review highlighted statistics about, for example, 
deforestation levels, area of oil palm expansion and the biggest drivers of deforestation. 
This was made to give an overview of the subject and to eludicate the context the 
research question in a quantitative way. The interviews were carried out in a qualitative 
way and contributes to the research with answers to more complex questions, such as 
the indirect drivers of deforestation and the history of oil palm and deforestation that 
have not been well-documented in Colombia. 
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The literature review and the interviews have slightly different focuses, as stated above, 
but they overlap to some extent. Their results turned out to be consistent and strengthen 
each other’s results. For example, both from the literature review and the interviews 
clearing for cattle is the major direct driver for deforestation, and appropriation of land is, 
in many cases, the real reason behind clearing for cattle, thus being the main indirect 
driver. 
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6 CONCLUSIONS 

Historically the oil palm in Colombia has caused deforestation. Over recent years 
however, less than 10% of oil palm has been expanded onto forestland, making it a very 
small direct driver of deforestation. The question if it is an indirect driver is more complex 
since most of it has been planted onto pastureland, which is the main direct driver of 
deforestation. Total area of expansion of oil palm is 10% of the total area deforested 
over recent years, this means that even if all of this oil palm would have been planted 
onto forest it would still be a small indirect driver of deforestation. However, whether or 
not oil palm is a relatively small driver is not important since Colombia is marketing its 
palm oil as non-deforesting, hence this is what shall be fulfilled. 

Nevertheless, I have through this investigation come to the conclusion that oil palm 
expansion is not a significant indirect driver of deforestation. The real problem is 
appropriation of land and a lack of rules and thorough monitoring in areas where 
deforestation is taking place. Cattle ranching could be managed much more efficiently, 
which would make more land available for agriculture, and thereby for oil palm. 

Two years ago Colombia signed an agreement of zero deforestation from oil palm, 
which gives high hopes for the industry. According to this agreement, all oil palm 
expanding onto forest or formerly deforested land is illegal. Unfortunately, this has not 
stopped the deforestation; oil palm is expanding illegally on the expense of forest. In 
order to stop this illegal expansion it is necessary with political action through laws and 
careful monitoring of these areas. It is also crucial to have a well-functioning system for 
transparency and traceability, to be able to track from where the palm oil comes and if 
these plantations have caused deforestation or not. 

The palm oil industry in Colombia carries a violent history and it is necessary to work 
against this in order to reach social sustainability. Historically it has caused displacement 
of families through violence; this has been a strategy for obtaining land for oil palm. 
There have been reports saying that this is starting to happen again, which shows that 
this is something that still has to be worked with. The sector has also had problems with 
corruption, which also needs to be investigated and worked against. 

It is important to remember that deforestation is not the only issue related to oil palm; it 
causes social problems as mentioned earlier, and also other ecological problems. The 
oil palm is grown as a monoculture, which causes biodiversity loss. It has a high demand 
of water, which during dry periods causes lack of water, which is both an ecological and 
social issue since it in some regions causes shortage of water for the local people. 
There is also a debate whether the palm oil industry in Colombia is economically viable 
or not. The sector has been, and is still, receiving a lot of subsidies, and some 
researchers say that without these subsidies the industry would not be viable. 
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In conclusion, palm oil expansion is not contributing significantly to deforestation in 
Colombia today. However, recent documentations are showing new trends of illegal oil 
palm expansion causing deforestation. For this to stop, and to not increase, it is 
important that the country implements laws to prevent this and strategies to monitor 
these areas and make sure that the zero deforestation agreement is being fulfilled. 

6.1 RECOMMENDATIONS 

The recommendations concluded from this investigation are that it is necessary to 
continue controlling and monitoring the oil palm expansions in order to make sure that 
the zero deforestation agreement is fulfilled. It is especially important to monitor the 
areas where illegal oil palm expansion is taking place and causing deforestation. It is 
also necessary for Colombia to keep working for decreasing the deforestation in the 
country and to stop the mind-set connected to deforestation and appropriation of land. 
Further investigations of social issues and corruption in the palm oil industry are also 
necessary. 
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