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OPEN LETTER 
FROM	  OIL	  PALM	  SMALLHOLDERS	  UNION	  (SPKS)	  &	  SAWIT	  WATCH	  (SW)	  	  
TO	  THE	  GOVERNMENTS	  OF	  INDONESIA	  AND	  THE	  EUROPEAN	  UNION	  

CONCERNING	  THE	  GAPS	  BETWEEN	  THE	  THEORY,	  GLOBAL	  STRATEGY,	  AND	  PRACTICES	  
OF	  THE	  SUSTAINABLE	  PALM	  OIL	  

 
To  
Respective government bodies of Indonesia and the European Commission,  
The European Parliament and fellow European citizens, 
Global Non Governmental Organisations, in particular those concerned in 
Palm Oil issue,  
Global and local communities concerned in and affected by Palm Oil business, 
and observers of Palm Oil issues, 
 
Hope this open letter finds us well.  
 

SPKS and Sawit Watch take note that Indonesia’s February 2014 trade balance still 
recorded outstanding export performance of crude palm oil (CPO), with the European 
Union as main export destination. Likewise, bilateral trade between both countries 
remains blossoming; setting sights on increased and strengthened trade relations with 
shrinking trade barriers and friendlier investment climate, and vigorous development 
agenda more than ever. 

2013 exports of Indonesia to the European Union recorded USD18.1 billion, or 0.6% 
increased than 2012, with main export commodities dominated by palm oil products. 28 
countries in the European Union is the second largest market destination of Indonesian 
palm oil, with 3.730.000 metric tons of palm oil export volume and USD2.85 billion export 
value.  

2013 imports of Indonesia from the European Union documented the value of USD 
13.7 billion, or 2.8% decreased from 2012 import performance. Indonesia imports from the 
European Union mainly machineries, communication and information technology 
equipments. In sum, during the last five years (2009-2013) the bilateral trade relations 
increased 8.5% per year. 

SPKS and SW observe that during the first quarter of 2014, the Indonesian 
government, in particular the trade delegation led by the Vice Minister of Trade, has again 
intensively made steps towards the European Commission, the European Parliament, and 
European-based Non Governmental Organisation to discuss the Indonesian palm oil 
export to the EU. Officials of both governments have organised a seminar titled 
“Sustainable Palm Oil: Creating a Balance between Consumer and Environmental Needs” 
at the European Parliament on 18 March 2014.  This programme was immediately 
followed by the 6th bilateral meeting of the Working Group on Trade and Investment 
between Indonesian delegation, led by the Director General of International Trade 
Cooperation of the Indonesian Ministry of Trade, and the trade delegation of the European 
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Commission. Once more, Indonesian palm oil export to the EU was key issue in this 
political trade negotiation. 

SPKS and SW recognize the magnitude of the palm oil to be key issue in the trade 
meetings and bilateral negotiations, including the business to business relations between 
Indonesia and EU. In spite of this, it is of our interest too to ensure that palm oil can be 
marketed anywhere in the world, and that there is no economy in this planet will ever ban 
palm oil.  

For that reason, let us daringly take common understanding on why SPKS and SW 
must ring a bell especially to the European Union and the Indonesian government on 
intense gaps between the theory, global strategy, and the practices of the sustainable palm 
oil behind all of the trade consultations, dialogues, debates, and conferences: 

1) Sustainable Palm Oil is renowned familiar catchphrase of all palm oil stakeholders 
including the governments, business actors, palm oil producers, and the markets. 
Regardless of the battles of each lobbying group towards sustainable palm oil trade, 
they end up bubble talks if there is no binding commitment to improve the 
circumstances in the upstream level.  

2) Testimonies screamed by large palm oil estates’ surrounding communities and civil 
societies on the social conflicts that are getting more and more intense, land tenure 
issues - particularly outsized land bank owned by several large companies only, 
tormented plantation workers, environmental and ecological injuries practiced mostly 
by palm oil companies are deserted so far during the trade talks between the 
Indonesian trade delegation and the European Commission. Moreover, these hassles 
are declared bullshits or black campaign by the Indonesian government. Thus, trade 
negotiations between the Indonesian trade delegation and European Commission 
concerning palm oil are only pricey diplomatic meetings that do not aim to resolve the 
fundamental problems that hamper palm oil from becoming sustainable.  

3) Not only have the Indonesian government, the European Union obviously lost integrity, 
sovereignty, and humanity in weighing up aforementioned problems in the Indonesian 
palm oil industry before going into the negotiations on the trade barriers upon palm oil. 
Ceaseless misery of the marginal groups in this sector is kept hidden even further as 
both governments satisfied applaud some large palm oil companies that launch the so-
called “sustainability commitment”. It appears that there is no goodwill from both 
Indonesian and EU governments to act reasonable, unbiased, and sensible on palm oil, 
and to scrutinize these corporates’ sustainability policies against the damaging 
environmental, social and economic facts endured by the minorities in the palm oil 
industry. The trade diplomacy on palm oil between the Indonesian and the EU 
governments does not consent the EU government, in particular, to reveal this crime 
against humanity and environment behind discriminating domestic and global 
conducts of the palm oil business. 

4) Meetings under the Working Group on Trade and Investment between Indonesia and 
the EU are nothing but over-priced cosmetics of the officials, because the national 
budget to fly the delegations here and there are much more beneficial, effective, and 
valuable to spend on the smallholders with the guidance on Good Agricultural Practices 
and free of charge Agriculture Inputs.  
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5) Continuous counter-campaigns from both Indonesian and the European Union 
governments on the markets’ requirement of Sustainable Palm Oil have taken the shine 
off of the existence of the Indonesian oil palm smallholders, plantation labours, 
indigenous peoples, ecosystems and environment. It is of our views that both 
Indonesian and the European Union governments do not really mean to buy only 
Sustainable Palm Oil produced in sustainable ways of sustainable producing actors, 
which are based on the communities and the smallholders. 

6) As there has been no significant room for the smallholders, plantation labours, 
indigenous peoples, and the ecosystem to partake in the formal, luxurious engagements 
of the Indonesian and the European Union governments to rescue their own living 
affected by the large palm oil business players, we view the dark future of Indonesian 
Sustainable Palm Oil endorsed in such high-level comedy of the Indonesian trade 
delegation and the European Union’s. 

7) Moreover, food security is hampered further through recurring expansion of large 
plantation companies. National assurance on healthy, socially-friendly, and green living 
pours out, especially through disorderly cultivation rights disbursed by the Indonesian 
government, extensive land grabbing, and reprehensible employment opportunities in 
the palm oil plantation. This shall become key bargaining position for the EU 
government to put the food security agenda in the EU and Indonesia in place and voice 
out the needs for sustainable palm oil as well as other alternative vegetable oils.  

8) As large importer of Indonesian palm oil, the EU government can actually bring its 
policy into play by commanding Indonesian government to optimise the smallholders-
based production of Sustainable Palm Oil instead of detrimental practices of large 
plantation companies protected by the Indonesian government. Given that the 
diplomatic trade mission led by the Indonesian Trade Vice Minister involved some oil 
palm farmers, it is none of proving arguments that the Indonesian trade mission 
promotes sustainable palm oil. There are a large number of smallholders ignored and 
left behind by the Indonesian government that respect and expect the EU government 
to be non-discriminatory, rational, and fair-minded to catch sight of this political 
strategy. There is no road map for sustainable palm oil that really speaks for the whole 
stakeholders of palm oil, in particular the smallholders and labours, but the industry. 
The EU government shall impose sanctions to such export promotion that markets 
products carrying environmental, social, and economic crimes run by large oil palm 
plantation companies presented in the Indonesian trade diplomacy. 

 
SPKS and SW carefully analyse that the government-to-government and business-to-

business gatherings on Palm Oil between the Indonesian government and the European 
Union are not of the future of Indonesian Sustainable Palm Oil whatsoever, because 
nothing in the trade positions of each party highlight the importance and critical 
arrangement for the real sustainable practices in the palm oil production. All of political 
and business summits are reunions of bureaucratic clowns that play the drama on the 
palm oil industry in Indonesia. 
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SPKS and SW underline that Sustainable Palm oil should substantiate the oil palm 
workers, smallholders and indigenous peoples’ capacity, integrity, and grant access to 
Good Agriculture Practices and Food Security on behalf of the environment and ecosystem. 

SPKS and SW demand all parties to monitor, dispute, criticize, challenge, and take a 
dim view of Indonesian and the European Union’s trade negotiations on Palm Oil issue, 
because obviously no one in the missions is committed, devoted, and wholehearted to fight 
for Sustainable Palm Oil produced through sustainable ways by sustainable actors without 
social conflicts, legal issues, ecological and environmental damages.  
 
Bogor - Indonesia, 03 April 2014 
 
 
 
Mansuetus Darto 
Secretary General of SPKS  
 
 
 
Jefri Gideon Saragih  
Executive Director of Sawit Watch  
 
----------------------------------------------- 
SPKS is independent oil palm smallholders union, focusing on increased productivity and 
capacity of oil palm smallholders, advocacy to smallholders on GAP, legal issues and 
innovation towards the wellbeing, independence, and sovereignty of oil palm smallholders in 
Indonesia. SPKS presently works in 8 sub-districts in Sumatera and Kalimantan. 
www.spks.or.id  
 
Sawit Watch is an Indonesian civil organisation with individual members spread across all 
provinces in Indonesia. SW monitors oil palm plantations business to ensure the social, 
economic, ecological and environmental rights of the community. SW has a vision towards a 
transformation of the oil palm plantation practices for the welfare of the ecology, community 
and society. www.sawitwatch.or.id 
   

 

 


