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Oil palms creep onto coast, small islands

Activists concerned about environmental degradation, loss of fishing livelihoods

_ A.Muh. Ibnu Agil .

The Jakarta Post/Jakarta

Although oil palm plantations are
usually associated with inland de-
forestation, some have expanded
into coastal areas and small is-
lands, activists have noted, rais-
ing concerns about additional en-
vironmental degradation and the
loss of fishing livelihoods.

Oil palms are grown primarily
within 10 degrees latitude of the
equator. They can be cultivated at
altitudes higher than 500 meters
above sea level, but they are more
productive on lowlands. They can
grow in various soils, with admix-
tures of sand, volcanic soil, alluvi-
al clay and peat.

Data compiled by the Coali-
tion for Fisheries Justice Indo-
nesia (KIARA) suggests that in
2018, there were about 675,791

hectares of oil palm plantations
in districts with coastlines and on
islands of less than 2,000 square
kilometers.

“Based on that figure, we be-
lieve that oil palm plantations do
not only affect inland areas but
also coastal areas and small is-
lands today,” Susan Herawati of
KIARA said during a recent on-
line discussion.

Oil palm plantations in coast-
al areas, Susan said, even if those
areas were not inhabited by hu-
mans, could be detrimental to
nearby mangroves, which were
prime breeding grounds for
fish that Indonesian fisheries
depended on.

The Agriculture Ministry es-
timates that Indonesia has ap-
proximately 16.38 million ha of oil
palm plantations. The ministry
and other relevant government

offices, however, do not have spe-
cific data on how many oil palm
plantations are located in each
coastal region and small island of
the country.

The Environment and Forestry
Ministry only records the num-
ber of oil palm plantations locat-
ed in existing and former forests,
according toits spokesman, Nunu
Anugrah

Ratno Budi from Bangka Beli-
tung environmental group Umah
Babel said oil palm plantations,
coupled with extractive mining,
had already put pressure on the
environment of the Bangka Be-
litung Islands, an archipelagic
province off the east coast of Su-
matra, even without plantations
encroaching on coastlines.

“[Oil palm plantations] are a
threat to those of us who live on
small islands. There are about

1.6 million ha of land while only
about 1.4 million people live in
Buangka Belitung. You can imag-
ine the proportions of land and
people,” Ratno said,

The Agriculture Ministry esti-
mates that some 234,136 ha of oil
palm plantations exist in Bangka
Belitung.

Recent data from the Energy
and Mineral Resources Ministry
shows there are 382 permits for
onshore mining that cover a to-
tal of 398,092 ha of land in Bang-
ka Belitung and 201 offshore min-
ing permits for an area of 464,206
ha in the province. The Environ-
ment and Forestry Ministry re-
cords nine industrial forest (HTT)
permits on a total of 269,151 ha in
Bangka Belitung.

“Palm oil needs a lot of land. Of
course it will sacrifice the forest.
Deforestation, land degradation

and agrarian conflicts are bound
to occur,” Ratno from Umah Ba-
bel said.

He added that certain oil palm
plantations had been spotted re-
placing mangroves in Bangka
Belitung.

“Converting mangroves will
not only cause coastal erosion
but will also have a larger-scale
impact, such as an increase in
the pace of sea level rise, which
threatens small islands all over
the world. Bangka Belitung
is composed of such islands,”
he said

Act s noted that somc
coastal areas and small islands
had successfully avoided oil palm
plantation uch as the Men-
tawai Islands, a regency in West
Sumatra that has a total 0of 601,135
ha ofland.

Local

environmental group

Yayasan Citra Mentawai di-
rector Rifai Lubis said palm oil
companies had tried to obtain
permits for 109,217 ha of non-
forest areas allocated for oth-
er uses (APL) in the regency in
1995, 2010, 2014 and 2017 but
to no avail.

Rifai attributed this to exter-
nal and internal factors, including
strong public monitoring of pro-
spective companies and protests
by local residents.

“The locals are afraid that
[the cultivation of] palm oil
will threaten their livelihoods.
Many local residents operate
clove plantations or grow staple
crops in APL areas in Mentawai,”
Rifai said.

Residents also pay attention to
local politics and usually support
candidates who oppose oil palm
cultivation, Rifai said.
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