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AZA Position 
AZA recognizes that unsustainable palm oil production results in massive deforestation, rapid 
biodiversity loss in tropical ecosystems, and significant greenhouse gas emissions. Global 
consumption of palm oil and its derivatives is increasing, requiring strong conservation action to 
save species. 

 
By facilitating change through audience and stakeholder engagement, AZA-accredited zoos and 
aquariums are well positioned to help break the link between palm oil production and 
deforestation. 

 
Rationale 
As a major driver of deforestation in tropical regions, unsustainable palm oil cultivation poses a 
significant threat to biodiversity.1,2,3  The ancient forests of southeast Asia, for example, are known 
to harbor an incredibly rich array of flora and fauna,4,5 and these same forests are disappearing at a 
rapid rate due in large part to agricultural expansion.6,7   Land clearance for oil palm cultivation has 
accelerated in the last few decades, expanding more than 6.5 million hectares in Indonesia and 
Malaysia alone.8   Although Southeast Asia is currently the most adversely affected, the production 
of unsustainable palm oil has also spread to tropical South America and Africa, with the same 
negative effects.9,10,11 While deforestation is the most commonly cited result of unsustainable oil 
palm expansion, impacts extend to fresh water and marine environments12 as well as drivers of 
climate change.7,9   As a result, a vast array of animals and plants are threatened with extinction, 
and some have already succumbed.13,14

 
 
 

The emergence of the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) as a third-party certification 
scheme through which certified sustainable palm oil (CSPO) can be achieved has begun to make 
inroads in improving the environmental responsibility of the oil palm market.15,16,17   The Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO) has defined sustainable agricultural practices as maintaining or 
enhancing three categories: economic viability, the natural resource base and other ecosystems 
influenced by agriculture.18 Currently the most well known and best represented organization 
involved in certifying palm oil as sustainable, the RSPO utilizes standards based on an evolving set 
of Principles and Criteria (P&C)19 that speak to economic, social justice, legal and environmental 
issues related to the palm oil industry. These P&C, made up of 39 criteria under eight principles 
agreed upon by stakeholders in the palm oil supply chain, are designed to limit the environmental 
impacts of growing and processing palm oil20 and are reviewed and updated every five years. 



Although there are many steps needed across multiple sectors to ensure that palm oil certified as 
sustainable by the RSPO is deforestation-free, AZA understands that the RSPO is a critical part of 
the solution to the palm oil conservation crisis. AZA also recognizes that the production and 
uptake of existing CSPO is a key first step to stemming the tide of tropical deforestation. However, 
in order to drive the global market toward CSPO that is truly deforestation-free, a push for 
transformation must come from the citizens of Europe, USA and Australia, who together 
consumed nearly 17% of the world’s palm oil in 2011.8

 

 
 

AZA Action 
AZA recognizes the urgent need to protect habitat for wildlife threatened by unsustainable palm 
oil production, and believes zoos and aquariums have the power to address this need by engaging a 
broad spectrum of audiences and stakeholder groups to facilitate change. These groups include, but 
are not limited to, our collective 180 million visitors as well as our online audiences, school groups, 
members, donors, local communities, vendors and concessionaries, board members, government 
officials and corporate partners. 

 
 

AZA also recognizes that the palm oil industry plays an important role in employment and 
economic growth for developing countries,15 and that moves away from palm oil will likely drive 
demand elsewhere for less productive vegetable oils17 with unknown and potentially more 
damaging social and environmental impacts. For these reasons, AZA feels the negative 
consequences associated with a boycott may be too great and does not recommend boycotting 
palm oil as a strategy to drive change that will reduce deforestation and protect habitat. 

 
 

AZA supports market transformation by driving demand for traceable palm oil not linked to 
deforestation and a transparent process to ensure this shift is moving forward. 

 
 

While AZA supports the work of the RSPO and ongoing RSPO efforts towards the adoption of truly 
sustainable production standards, we recognize that current RSPO certification could be improved 
in some areas. The improvements should include stronger regulations on green house gas 
emissions, specifically in regards to planting on peat of any depth as well as more robust 
protection of High Conservation Value (HCV) and High Carbon Stock (HCS) forest areas. Further, 
an emphasis on regular, thorough reporting among RSPO member companies and stronger action 
to address violators of the RSPO’s own Principles and Criteria would enhance the Roundtable’s 
position as curator of sustainability in the palm oil industry. 

 

 
AZA, therefore, also supports the following strategies to engage zoo and aquarium audiences and 
stakeholders to help break the link between palm oil production and deforestation: 

Y  Leverage the combined power of zoo and aquarium audiences to effect change. 



Y  Provide tools to allow every person to advocate for deforestation-free palm oil. 
Y  Make the use of deforestation-free palm oil a social norm. 
Y  Facilitate change through stakeholder engagement and dialogue. 

 
 

These strategies, and their associated objectives and outcomes, are intended to provide a 
framework for the use and development of measurable tools that allow zoos and aquariums 
addressing the palm oil conservation crisis to achieve the goal of habitat protection that sustains 
wildlife. 

 
 

Literature Cited: 
 
 

1. Fitzherbert EB, Strubig MJ, Morel A, Danielsen F, Bruhl CA, Donald PF and B Phalan. 2008. 
How will oil palm expansion affect biodiversity? Trends in Ecology and Evolution 23 (10): 
538-545.Laurance, WF. 2007. Forest destruction in tropical Asia. Current Science 93(11): 
1544-1550. 

2.   Foster WA, Snaddon JL, Turner EC, Fayle TM, Cockerill TD, Farnon Ellwood MD, Broad GR, 
Chung AYC, Eggleton P, Khen CV and KM Yusah. 2011. Establishing the evidence base for 
maintaining biodiversity and ecosystem function in the oil palm landscapes of Sout East 
Asia. Philosophical transactions of the Royal Society of Biological Sciences 
doi:10.1098/rstb.2011.0041 

3.    Gibson L, Lee TM, Koh LP, Brook BW, Gardener TA, Barlow J, Peres CA, Bradshaw CJA, 
Laurance WF, Lovejoy TE and NS Sodhi. 2011. Primary forests are irreplaceable for 
sustaining tropical biodiversity. Nature doi:10.1038/nature10425 

4.   Millennium Ecosystem Assessment. 2005. Ecosystems and Human Well-Being: 
Biodiversity Synthesis, World Resources Institute. 

5.   Edwards DP, Hodgson JA, Hamer KC, Mitchell SL, Ahmad AH, Cornell SJ and DS Wilcove. 
2010. Wildlife-friendly oil palm plantations fail to protect biodiversity effectively. 
Conservation Letters 3: 236-242. 

6.   Laurance WF. 2007. Forest destruction in tropical Asia. Current Science 93(11): 1544-1550. 
7. Carlson KM, Curran LM, Ratnasari D, Pittman AM, Soares-Filho BS, Asner GP, Trigg SN, 

Gaveau DA, Lawrence D and HO Rodrigues. 2012. Committed carbon emissions, 
deforestation, and community land conversion from oil palm plantation expansion in West 
Kalimantan, Indonesia. PNAS 109(19): 7559-7564. 
www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.1200452109 

8.   FAO (2010). FAOSTAT online statistical service. Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations (FAO), Rome, Italy. Available via URL http://faostat.org/ Accessed May 2014. 

9.   Garcia-Ulloa J, Sloan S, Pacheco P, Ghazoul J and LP Koh. 2012. Lowering environmental 
costs of oil-palm expansion in Columbia. Conservation Letters 5: 366-375. 

10. Pacheco P. 2012 Soybean and oil palm expansion in South America: A review of main trends 
and implications. Working Paper 90. CIFOR, Bogor, Indonesia. 

11.  Abraham C. 2014. Spare Africa the ravages of its native oil palm. New Scientist, Volume 221, 
Issue 2952, Pages 24-25. 

http://www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.1200452109
http://faostat.org/


12.  Mercer EV, Mercer TG and AK Sayok. 2013. Effects of forest conversions to oil palm 
plantations on freshwater macroinvertebrates: a case study from Sarawak, Malaysia. 

13.  Sodhi NS, LP Koh, BW Brook and PKL Ng. 2004. Southeast Asian biodiversity: an 
impending disaster. Trends in Ecology and Evolution 19(12): 654-660. 

14.  Azhar B, Lindenmayer DB, Wood J, Fischer J, Manning A, McElhinny C and M Zakaria. 2011. 
The conservation value of oil palm plantations estates, smallholdings and logged peat 
swamp forest for birds. Forest Ecology and Management 262(12): 2306-2315. 

15.  Wilcove DS and LP Koh. 2010. Addressing the threats to biodiversity from oil-palm 
agriculture. BiodiversConserv 19:999-1007. 

16.  Paoli GD, Yaap B, Wells PL and A Sileuw. 2010. Tropical Conservation Science 3(4): 438-446. 
17.  Teoh CH. 2010. Key sustainability issues in the palm oil sector. A discussion paper for 

multi-stakeholders consultations (Commissioned by the World Bank Group). 
18.  FAO. 1994. Development and Education Exchange Papers (DEEP): Sustainable Agriculture 

and Rural Development: Part 1: Latin America and Asia, Rome, p. 5. 
19.  The Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil. 2013. RSPO principles and criteria for the 

production of sustainable palm oil. 
http://www.rspo.org/en/document_principle_and_criteria_certification 

20. Laurance WF, Koh LP, Butler R, Sodhi NS, Bradshaw CJA, Neidel JD, Consunji H and JM 
Vega. 2010. Improving the performance of the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil for 
nature conservation. Conservation Biology 24(2): 377. 

http://www.rspo.org/en/document_principle_and_criteria_certification

