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1. Introduction 

PSU was asked at the last CB meeting in February, if oil palm plantations are eligible for FSC certifica-
tion. This question was raised by a CB whose client manages oil palm plantations on the same land like 
the certified forest and would like to include them into the scope of the certificate. 

2. Background 

There are various places in the FSC system where statements on the scope of certification are made, 
presented here in chronological order: 

1998 – “Guideline for Certification Bodies” (now included in FSC-DIR-20-007): 

ADVICE-20-007-01: Scope of forest certification 

… 

8 Oil plam 

8.1  Oil palm (Elaeis guineensis) is a tropical African forest palm. Its native habitat was the moist tropi-
cal forest of the Gulf of Guinea, from about Nigeria to the Republic of Congo. Fruits of the palm have 
been collected since ancient times, and cultivation by the forest peoples may have taken place as long 
as 5000 years ago. It grows to a height of about 15m and can live to around 80 years of age. The earli-
est plantations are thought to have been established through natural germination following removal 
of the nativeforest  canopy ('Tropical plants' W.  Lötschert & G.  Beese, HarperCollins Publishers, 1994). 

8.2  A typical production system for oil palm involves trees being grown to adulthood. Fruit may be 
harvested year round. Trees are typically felled and replaced when more than 30 -40 years of age. 
Whilst management is typically intensive, there is no reason in principle why trees should not be grown 
in a way that allows the development of an undercover, in combination with other species along wa-
tercourses and in protected areas, thus allowing the ecological functions and values of a forest to de-
velop. 

8.3  In  principle  therefore, there is no reason why an oil palm plantation should not be eligible for 
certification. 

8.4  In practice whether an oil palm plantation can be certified would depend on compliance with the 
FSC P&C, as it would for a plantation of any other species. 
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2005 - Policy on the “Scope of application of the FSC Principles and Criteria for forest stewardship” 
(FSC-POL-10-004): 

The scope of application of FSC-STD-01-001 FSC Principles and Criteria for Forest Stewardship includes 
natural forests, plantations and other (i.e. non-forest) vegetation types.  

The concept of 'other vegetation types' should be limited to those land-uses involving the growing of 
trees but includes, in principle, 'non-forest' land-uses as they contribute to the mission of FSC. 

2012 –“FSC Principles and Criteria for Forest Stewardship” (FSC-STD-01-001 V5-0): 

Preamble: 

In terms of vegetation, the Principles and Criteria are globally applicable to all types and scales of for-
est including natural forests*, plantations and other (i.e. non-forest) vegetation types. the concept of 
‘other vegetation types’ should be limited to those land-uses involving the growing of trees, but in-
cludes, in principle, ‘non-forest’ land-uses as they contribute to the mission of FSC.  

The decision on whether or not a certain vegetation type can be certified should be judged on a case by 
case basis. The decision should include consideration of the species involved and the production system 
in relation the ecosystem functions*and environmental values*required by the Principles and Criteria. 
To aid the decision, definitions of forest, natural forests and plantations are provided in the Glossary of 
Terms. 

 

The explanatory notes to the preamble are referencing again the 2 other documents quoted above for 
further details. 

3. Conclusion 

According to current rules, the FSC certification of oil palm plantations (or other non-forest vegetation 
types) is possible, provided that the area complies with the P&C. Oil palms are a main cause for tropi-
cal natural forest destruction and therefore FSC certification of palm oil (products) could raise a lot of 
concern. There is also another existing scheme solely for the purpose of certifying oil palm plantations, 
i.e. the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil, RSPO (an associated member of ISEAL). FSC would then 
compete with this label (mainly established by an active FSC member, WWF) on the market. 

4. Requested advice 

Although allowed by current rules, PSU asks the FSC Policy and Standards Committee to advice against 
the option of certifying palm oil plantations due to the credibility risk for FSC and the potential market 
confusion. 

If the PSC is following this request, further advice is requested on the consequences of the decision for 
the FSC rules (do they need to be revised?). 


