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Palm Oil Plantations Push Unique  
Orangutan Population to Brink of Extinction



A  manmade  inferno  inside  the  globally  renowned  Tripa  rainforest  in  
Aceh,  Indonesia  is  pushing  this  forest’s  unique  population  of  Sumatran  
orangutans  to  the  brink  of  extinction.  Destruction  inside  palm  oil  
plantation  leases  is  driving  the  end  of  this  great  lowland  forest,  despite  
years  of  efforts  by  local  communities  to  defend  their  forests  and  
livelihood.

In the final week of March 2012, more than 90 fires swept through 
Tripa’s controversial palm oil plantation leases, destroying the 
tropical forest canopy and its diverse inhabitants underneath it.      

orangutans  and  other  iconic  species,  including  tigers  and  elephants,  but  

livelihoods  are  dependent  on  the  forest’s  rich  resources.  Conservationists  
from  Sumatran  Orangutan  Conservation  Program  estimate  that  as  many  

casts  enormous  suspicion  on  the  agribusiness  companies  active  in  the  

hungry  agribusiness  companies  that  clear  rainforests  for  palm  oil  and  
plantation  timber  production.  

Palm  oil  plantations  have  been  converting  forest  in  Tripa  for  years;;  with  

only  one-third  of  this  unique  rainforest  remaining.  But  a  new  palm  oil  
plantation  lease  signed  in  2011  by  Aceh’s  then-governor,  Irwandi  Yusuf,  
a  self-proclaimed  conservationist  and  friend  of  local  communities,  

Indonesian  agribusiness  company,  PT  Kallista  Alam.  Following  the  lease  
signing,  Tripa  drew  international  attention,  as  an  example  of  the  link  
between  worldwide  consumption  of  commodity  crops,  the  production  
of  palm  oil  and  the  heavy  ecological  and  social  toll  resulting  from  the  
deforestation  of  tropical  rainforests.

Communities  desperate  to  hold  onto  their  rainforests  and  forest-
dependent  livelihoods  and  conservationists  outraged  at  the  global  
environmental  tragedy  unfolding  were  shocked  by  Yusuf’s  decision  to  
sign  the  PT  Kallista  Alam  concession  into  law.  The  new  plantation  is  

deforestation  along  with  multiple  other  regional  and  national  laws  that  
have  given  protected-area  status  to  Tripa  and  the  surrounding  Leuser  
Ecosystem.  Facing  such  a  clear  example  of  illegality  in  the  Indonesian  
agribusiness  company,  a  coalition  of  impacted  parties  took  the  rare  step  

Kallista  Alam,  as  well  as  a  lawsuit  against  the  provincial  government  of  
Aceh.  

Administrative  court  handed  down  a  “no-decision,”  refusing  to  rule  on  
the  cases  until  the  defenders  of  the  Tripa  forest  made  a  goodwill  effort  to  
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negotiate  a  solution  with  Tripa’s  developers  
and  destroyers.  The  decision  was  not  
surprising:  Indonesia’s  courts  are  notorious  
for  their  corruption  and  regular  refusal  to  
rule  on  important  cases.  The  plaintiffs  have  
vowed  to  appeal  and  consider  the  ruling  
absurd.  Tripa’s  forest  communities  and  their  
environmental  advocate  allies  have  in  fact  
spent  years  attempting  to  negotiate  with  
the  four  agribusiness  companies  that  wield  
control  of  Tripa.  After  hundreds  of  meetings,  
letters  and  protests  in  surrounding  cities,  
Tripa’s  forests  continue  to  be  destroyed  at  an  
increasing  rate,  leaving  critically  endangered  

communities  with  no  land  to  plant  crops,  

forest  honey.  

The  dire  situation  in  Tripa  contradicts  
commitments  made  by  the  Indonesian  
government  and  the  agribusiness  industry  
to  break  the  link  between  deforestation  
and  palm  oil  production.  In  2011,  Indonesia  adopted  a  moratorium  

plantations  and  palm  oil  supply  chains  in  effort  to  make  them  more  
environmentally  sensitive,  transparent  and  accountable.    Yet  now,  despite  

government  acknowledgment  that  the  Tripa  forest  should  be  protected,  
international  palm  oil  traders,  like  Cargill,  continue  to  give  the  palm  oil  
produced  in  Tripa  access  to  the  global  market.

The dire situation in Tripa contradicts many commitments made by 
the Indonesian government and international agribusiness to break 
the link between deforestation and palm oil production.
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ABOVE AND OPPOSITE: FIRES RAGING ACROSS TRIPA DURING MARCH OF 2012. PHOTOS: CARLOS QUILLES



THE FLOODED FORESTS OF TRIPA PROVIDE FISH AND  
SHRIMP TO THOUSANDS OF ACEHNESE. PHOTO: DAVID GILBERT

Tripa,  Seuneuam  and  Batee  Rivers,  generations  of  forest  communities  
have  paddled  dugout  canoes  into  the  forest’s  black  waters  to  place  

to  locals’  incomes,  like  the  forest  honey  that  can  be  found  in  Tripa’s  
canopy,  and  damar,  a  valuable  resin  that  can  be  tapped  from  one  of  the  
more  common  mature  rainforest  tree  species  in  the  forest.  Small  scale,  
artisanal  logging  in  the  forest  provides  communities  their  canoes,  houses  
and  fuel  for  cooking.

Locals,  facing  the  loss  of  their  livelihoods  provided  by  the  forest,  have  
written  letters,  met  with  government  representatives  and  formed  activist  
groups  in  an  effort  to  have  their  community  lands  excluded  from  the  
plantation  boundaries—without  luck.  Even  in  the  most  well  established  
settlements,  community  members  are  now  required  to  report  to  company  
security  when  they  need  to  pass  through  the  plantation  on  a  daily  basis.  

companies  strictly  enforce  their  boundaries,  using  armed  private  security  

Tripa:  
A Globally Significant 
Forest Ecosystem

and  Indonesian  military  
special  forces  police  to  
keep  villagers  out  of  areas  once  
managed  as  community  forests.

Orangutans,  perhaps  Sumatra’s  most  emblematic  
forest  species,  have  lived  in  Tripa  for  many  thousands  of  
years.  Known  in  Bahasa  Indonesian  as  the  “people  of  the  forest,”  Tripa’s  
richly  productive  ecosystem  has  allowed  these  orangutans  to  become  
especially  social.  Unlike  other  groups  of  orangutans  that  rarely  interact  
and  live  in  semi-isolation,  Tripa’s  orangutans  fascinate  scientists  by  

one  another,  while  they  forage  through  the  forest.  Researchers  believe  
it  is  these  social  interactions  that  have  allowed  the  Tripa  orangutans  
to  develop  their  culture  of  using  tools  for  feeding,  their  habits  of  food  
sharing  and  their  complex  communications.  

The  International  Union  for  the  Conservation  of  Nature  (IUCN)  “red  
list”  categorizes  the  Sumatran  orangutan  (Pongo  abelii)  as  critically  
endangered,  meaning  this  species  faces  the  highest  possible  threat  of  
extinction.  The  Tripa  orangutan  population,  once  as  many  as  2,500  or  
more,  is  now  down  to  an  estimated  250  individuals,  with  most    living  in  



the  largest  remaining  intact  area  of  the  Tripa  that  is  
now  under  imminent  threat  of  destruction.

Tripa  is  a  tropical  peat  swamp  forest,  the  single  most  
important  terrestrial  ecosystem  for  the  regulation  of  
greenhouse  gases  that  contribute  to  climate  change.  
Over  time,  accumulation  of  tree  and  plant  matter  
has  formed  peat  soil,  a  spongy  black,  rich  substrate  
made  up  almost  entirely  of  carbon.  Locked  away  
and  prevented  from  decomposing  in  the  atmosphere  

importance;;  estimates  of  the  amount  of  carbon  stored  in  
Tripa’s  three  peat  domes  range  from  50  to  100  million  
tons,  an  amount  equal  to  the  carbon  emitted  by  the  use  
of  air  conditioning  in  the  whole  of  the  United  States  
in  a  year.  An  estimated  one  million  tons  of  carbon  a  
year  are  being  emitted  by  the  burning  and  draining  of  
Tripa’s  forests  and  peat  soils.

LEFT: A HANGING BROMELIAD IN THE TRIPA FLOODED FOREST. THE INUNDATED PEAT SOILS THAT GIVE THE WATER ITS CHARACTERISTIC BLACK COLOR ARE THE RESULT  
OF THOUSANDS OF YEARS OF ACCUMULATION OF THE RICH PLANT LIFE OF THE FOREST. 

RIGHT: ACEHNESE CHILDREN LOOK OUT FROM THEIR HOME NEARBY THE FLOODED PEAT FOREST OF TRIPA, INDONESIA. PHOTOS: DAVID GILBERT

Locals, facing the loss of their livelihoods and forest, have written letters, met with government 

representatives and formed activist groups in an effort to have their community lands excluded from 

the plantation boundaries - without luck. Even in the most well established settlements, community 

members are now required to report to company security when they need to pass through the 

plantation on a daily business. Harassment and demands to see identification are common.

THE STORY OF LAND COVER CHANGE IN TRIPA IS ONE OF DEFORESTATION TO MAKE WAY FOR AGRIBUSINESS EXPANSION. WICH ET AL. 2011



RELIEF MAP OF INDONESIA BY ARID OCEAN 
INSET: APP LOGGING TRUCKS INSIDE THEIR PT WIRA KARYA SAKTI (WKS) LOGGING CONCESSION. 

Up  until  1990,  the  Tripa  ecosystem  covered  approximately  60,700  

licenses  were  allocated  by  the  central  government  without  community  
consent  to  covert  the  unique  Tripa  rainforests  to  oil  palm  plantations.  
Indonesia’s  corrupt  dictator,  Suharto,  had  begun  dividing  up  Sumatra’s  
rainforests  and  local  community  lands  for  palm  oil,  logging  and  pulp  
wood  development.  Tripa,  despite  its  importance  to  local  communities  

development  in  which  more  than  250  palm  oil  concessions  were  given  

Aceh.  

In  2007,  Astra  International,  of  which  a  50  percent  share  is  controlled  by  

palm  oil  concessions,  PT  Surya  Panen  Subur.  Through  their  subsidiary,  
PT  Astra  Agro  Lestari,  Astra  International  began  clearing  immediately.  
From  2007  to  2009,  8,000  hectares  of  rainforest  was  lost  in  Tripa,  of  
which  5,000  hectares  was  in  Astra  Agro’s  concession.  In  two  years,  this  
habitat  lost  25  percent  of  the  area  of  peatland  forests  it  held  in  2007.

Despite  multiple  national  laws  that  mandate  a  “Zero-Burn”  policy  for  
palm  oil  companies,  satellite  analysis  carried  out  by  the  environmental  
group,  Koalisi  Penyelamatan  Rawa,  Tripa  showed  over  thirty  detectable  

Smoke  from  the  smoldering  peatlands  was  so  intense  that  thick  haze  
overwhelmed  cities  hundreds  of  kilometers  away  and  local  community  
members  had  to  seek  medical  treatment  for  smoke  inhalation.  However,  
the  company  was  never  forced  to  account  for  or  redress  these  impacts.

A  2007  province-wide  moratorium  on  forest  logging,  signed  by  Aceh’s  
then  governor  Irwandi  Yusuf,  should  have  made  Astra  International’s  
clear-cutting  for  oil  palm  illegal.  Then,  a  new,  nation-wide  spatial  plan  
developed  in  2008,  “  Peraturan  Pemerintah  26/2008,”  prohibited  further  
damage  to  the  Tripa  ecosystem  because  of  it’s  location  inside  the  Leuser  
Ecosystem,  a  UNESCO  World  Heritage  Biosphere  Reserve  deemed  by  
the  Indonesian  government  to  have  special  “conservation  and  strategic  
value.”

The Tripa Forest & Palm Oil Development:
A History of Social Conflict and Rainforest Destruction

Smoke from the smoldering peatlands was so intense thick haze 
overwhelmed cities hundreds of kilometers away and local community 
members had to seek medical treatment for smoke inhalation, but the 
company was never forced to account for or redress these impacts.



FIRES RAGING ACROSS TRIPA DURING MARCH OF 2012. PHOTOS: CARLOS QUILLES

areas  held  by  the  government  as  off  limits  to  new  palm  oil  and  pulp  
wood  plantations  and  other  forms  of  forest  degradation  and  conversion.  

that  delineated  areas  covered  by  the  Presidential  decree.  The  map  
clearly  marked  the  remaining  natural  rainforest  and  peatland  areas  in  
Tripa,  recently  licensed  to  PT  Kallista  Alam  for  conversion  to  oil  palm  
plantation,  as  off  limits.

If  the  already  existing  palm  oil  plantations  in  Tripa  could  not  be  
annulled,  as  many  Indonesian  community  representatives  and  
environmental  advocates  had  called  for,  there  was  hope  that  the  
national  moratorium  would  at  least  protect  the  last  of  Tripa’s  rainforests  
and  peatlands  that  had  not  been  licensed  for  conversion  to  oil  palm  
plantations.  It  was  surprising  then,  in  August  2011,  when  Aceh’s  then-
governor,  Irwandi  Yusuf,  granted  PT  Kallista  Alam  permission  to  clear  
and  develop  a  new  palm  oil  plantation  over  most  of  the  remaining  
natural  forests  and  peatlands  of  Tripa—an  area  supposedly  off-limits  to  
any  new  development  under  the  moratorium.  The  palm  oil  concession  

“clearly  a  violation  because  the  area  in  question  is  a  peat  forest.”  The  
ministry  quickly  promised  an  “intensive  probe”  into  the  controversial  
permit.  

As  the  case  gained  wide  exposure,  a  local  environmental  group,  The  
Coalition  for  the  Protection  of  Tripa  (Koalisi  Penyelamatan  Rawa  
Tripa),  produced  evidence  that  PT  Kallista  Alam  had  begun  clearing  
the  forest  in  January  2010,  more  than  18  months  before  the  company  
had  permits  to  do  so.  In  addition,  they  alleged  that  the  legally  required  
environmental  impact  statement  for  the  concession  was  incomplete  and  
pointed  to  repeated  reports  of  illegal  land  clearing  in  the  area  that  had  

Despite  contrary  evidence,  former  Governor  Yusuf  has    maintained  his  
position  that  PT  Kallista  Alam  is  fully  in  compliance  with  Indonesian  
law.  In  response  to  the  loud  protests  by  21  Tripa  communities  over  the  
loss  of  their  ancestral  forests  and  farms,  Yusuf  has  said  that  it  is  up  to  the  
plantation  company  and  the  communities  to  work  out  an  agreement—a  

Agriculture  did  an  about-face  on  their  previous  positions  and,  following  
the  lead  of  former  Governor  Yusuf,  authorized  the  destruction  of  Tripa.  
Without  public  explanation  or  comment,  the  area  of  PT  Kallista  Alam  
was  removed  from  the  moratorium  map,  along  with  almost  nine  million  
acres  of  additional  primary  and  peat  forests  throughout  the  country.  
By  doing  so,  the  Indonesian  government  called  into  question  their  
commitment  to  the  moratorium,  emissions  reductions  and  the  rule  of  
national  law.  

Indonesia’s Forest and Palm Oil Commitments: 
A Bold New Path or (Agri)Business-as-Usual?



FIRES RAGING ACROSS TRIPA DURING MARCH OF 2012. PHOTOS: CARLOS QUILLES

Indonesia,  listed  alongside  Nigeria  and  North  Korea,  now  has    the  
highest  rate  of  deforestation  in  the  world.  The  country  has  lost,  on  
average,  3.7  million  acres  of  rainforest  a  year  over  the  past  20  years.    

Indonesia’s  forests  and  their  industrial  exploitation  has  been  a  source  of  
“unlimited  corruption,”  according  to  Chandra  Hamzah,  deputy  chairman  
of  Indonesia’s  Corruption  Eradication  Commission.  Such  institutional  
corruption  helps  explain  why  the  Indonesian  government’s  promises  to  
slow  deforestation  have  been  unrealistic,  inconsistent  and  ineffective,  
and  why  agribusiness  companies  seem  to  have  free  reign  in  forests  like  
Tripa.

international  concern  over  the  environment  as  an  unreasonable  goal  
imposed  by  foreign  interests  that  will  cause  great  economic  harm.  But  
the  truth  is  that  the  loudest  public  outcry  around  the  fate  of  Tripa’s  

forests  has  been  from  local  communities  and  Indonesian  organizations,  
and  no  one  is  calling  for  the  end  of  the  palm  oil  industry.  Also,  it  is  worth  
mentioning  that  many  of  the  companies  destroying  Indonesia’s  rich  
natural  resources  are  foreign-owned.  

The  case  of  Tripa  shows  that  even  the  most  important  and  supposedly  
protected  forests  are  not  safe  from  agribusiness  expansion.  The  
moratorium  clearly  falls  far  short  of  what  is  needed  to  address  carbon  
emissions.  But  Tripa  demonstrates  that,  even  with  all  of  its  shortcomings,  
the  moratorium  is  not  being  implemented,  suggesting  that  reformers  in  
the  Indonesian  government  and  palm  oil  companies  do  not  yet  have  the  

expansion.

Running out of Time:
Vested Interests Allow Indonesia’s EnvironmentalToll to Rise



International Market Links and Commitments 
Regarding the Destruction of Tripa

As  forest  clearing  and  peatland  drainage  continues  at  PT  Kallista  Alam  
and  the  other  palm  oil  plantations,  a  lack  of  agribusiness  transparency  
prevents  a  full  understanding  of  Tripa’s  internationally  distributed  palm  
oil  chain.  Astra  Agro  Lestari  produced  and  exported  palm  oil  from  Tripa  
until  2010,  when  it  sold  its  Tripa  plantation  to  another  agribusiness  based  
in  Jakarta,  the  Triputra  Group.
  
Trade  data  held  by  Rainforest  Action  Network  shows  that  Cargill  
shipped  at  least  4,000  tons  of  crude  palm  oil  produced  by  Astra  Agro  
Lestari  from  the  island  of  Sumatra  in  2009.  It  is  highly  likely  that  at  least  
some  of  this  4,000  tons  was  from  Tripa,  making  a  direct  link  between  the  
destruction  Tripa  and  the  US  consumer  impossible  to  ignore.  Cargill  Inc.,  
one  of  the  largest  traders  and  importers  of  palm  oil  and  its  derivatives  
into  the  United  States,  operates  its  own  palm  oil  plantations  in  Sumatra  

palm  oil  producers.  Cargill’s  relationships  with  Astra  Agro  Lestari,  or  
other  plantation  companies  with  operations  in  Tripa,  highlights  the  lack  
of  safeguards  on  the  quarter  of  the  world’s  palm  oil  the  company  trades.
  
Trade  data  also  shows  that  Astra  Agro  Lestari  also  sells  millions  of  
dollars  of  palm  oil  a  year  to  industry  giants  Wilmar,  Unilever  and  Sinar  

Tripa’s  palm  oil  and  are  helping  to  drive  the  destruction  associated  with  

deforestation  in  their  palm  oil  supply  chains.  However,  through  their  
links  to  Tripa,  they  continue  to  violate  these  commitments.
  
Plantation  ownership  in  Tripa,  as  in  much  of  Indonesia,  is  an  ever-
changing  shell  game  where  ownership  shifts  often,  illegal  operations  are  
frequent  and  establishing  direct  supply  chain  links  is  very  challenging.    
  

the  records  and  answers  to  the  questions  raised  by  those  concerned  
with  the  situation  unfolding  in  Aceh.  The  bottom  line  remains  that  
Cargill  cannot  ensure  that  it  is  not  trading  palm  oil  from  Tripa  or  parent  

because  it  has  no  safeguards  in  place  to  prevent  it.
  
It  is  past  time  for  Cargill  
to  adopt  safeguards  on  
the  palm  oil  it  trades  
without  outsourcing  
its  values  to  RSPO  
membership  to  
guarantee  that  it  is  not  

like  Tripa  across  

TOP: A BULLDOZER AMONGST NEWLY PLANTED OIL PALM ON THE EDGES OF THE TRIPA FOREST IN 2009. PHOTO: DAVID GILBERT

ABOVE: FIRES RAGING ACROSS TRIPA DURING MARCH OF 2012. PHOTOS: CARLOS QUILLES



SAVING TRIPA
Even  after  20  years  of  destruction,  thousands  of  acres  of  priceless  Tripa  

orangutans  surviving  in  the  wild  and  the  area’s  peat  soils  still  contain  
millions  of  tons  of  carbon.  We  must  ensure  that  it  is  not  too  late  for  Tripa  

forest  conservation.

to  protect  Tripa  rainforest  and  the  Leuser  ecosystem:

  » Call  for  the  immediate  revocation  of  the  palm  oil  permit  issued  to    
   PT  Kallista  Alam,  and  a  permanent  ban  on  any  additional    
   clearing  in  the  Tripa  forest  or  Leuser  ecosystem.  

  » Voice  support  for  the  prosecution  of  PT  Kallista  Alam  and    
   other  palm  oil  companies  found  in  violation  of  Indonesian  law  in    
   the  clearing  of  the  Tripa  rainforest.  

  » Demand  that  Cargill,  Wilmar  and  other  traders  immediately  stop    
  

   Tripa  rainforest.

PREVENT THE NEXT TRIPA 
If  you  consume  palm  oil,  but  do  not  want  to  support  human  rights  

prevent  the  next  Tripa.  

By  adopting  safeguards  around  palm  oil  entering  international  markets,  
we  have  an  opportunity  to  protect  other  critical  ecosystems  before  
catastrophes  occur,  as  they  did  in  Tripa:

  » Work  with  Rainforest  Action  Network  and  other  stakeholders    
   to  adopt  a  palm  oil  policy  that  makes  explicit  your  company’s    
   values  around  conservation  and  human  rights.  

  »   
   cannot  currently  guarantee  all  of  your  values  will  be  met.  Instead    

  
   in  addition  to  other  tools  that  can  help  ensure  you  are  not    

  
   as  a  tool  then  it  is  important  to  engage  with  the  RSPO  to  help    
   ensure  the  standard  continues  to  improve.      

  » Take  responsibility  for  understanding  your  supply  chain  and    
   pressure  your  supplier  to  improve  palm  oil  plantations  on  the    
   ground.  Traders  such  as  Cargill  must  adopt  safeguards  on  the    
   palm  oil  they  supply  to  international  markets.  Necessary  supplier    
   safeguards  include:  

oil  industry.  With  the  government  unable,  or  unwilling,  to  take  the  steps  needed  to  break  the  link  between  palm  oil  production  

oil  buyers  must  take  responsibility  for  the  palm  oil  they  consume.

  » Social  Safeguards  
   A  commitment  to  resolve  social  and  land  rights  tenure    

  
   slave  labor,  adherence  to  obtaining  free,  prior,  and    
   informed  consent  (FPIC)  of  forest-dependent  communities    
   before  lands  are  acquired  or  developed,  and  a  commitment    
   to  implement  the  United  Nations  “protect,  respect,  and    
   remedy”  framework  for  human  rights.    

  » Environmental  Safeguards  
   A  commitment  to  reduce  biodiversity  loss  and  greenhouse    
   gas  emissions  by  ending  the  expansion  of  palm  oil    
   plantations  into  High  Conservation  Value  (HCV)  areas    
   including  critical  habitat,  peatlands  and  High  Carbon    
   Stock  forests,  and  other  natural  forests  and  ecosystems.  

  » Commitment  to  Public  Transparency  
   A  commitment  to  transparent  and  consistent  reporting  of    
   metrics  and  targets  as  well  as  regular  stakeholder  and    
   rights-holder  engagement.

Taking Responsibility  
To Clean up the Palm Oil Industry
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