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ABSTRACT
Sarawak is the largest state in Malaysia with an oil palm cultivation area of 1.56 million hectares which 
accounts for 27% of the total cultivated area in Malaysia. This case study focuses on the sustainability 
initiatives and outcomes by Sarawak Oil Palms Berhad (SOPB), a Sarawakian oil palms plantation company 
incorporated in Malaysia. This study shares SOPB’s past experiences, present operational practices, its 
adoption of industry sustainability standards and certification schemes such as the Malaysian Sustainable 
Palm Oil (MSPO) and International Sustainability and Carbon Certification (ISCC) and SOPB’s future 
plans, in particular, biodiversity conservation efforts while juggling the competing goals of People, Planet 
and Profit.
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INTRODUCTION

Palm oil is known as the most productive oilseed 
on the global market (Pacheco et al., 2017) and 
plays a significant role in the consumer goods 
sector, and as a source of renewable energy used to 
produce biodiesel (Aruna, 2016). According to Yew 
et al. (2016), Malaysia has been producing 30% of 
edible oil for the global market and is the world’s 
second largest palm oil producer after Indonesia 
(Norhidayu et al., 2017). Over the years, the palm 
oil industry has been criticised unceasingly by 
the non-governmental organisations (NGO) for 
deforestation, peat destruction and exploitation. 

NGO are campaigning against palm oil and there is 
growing pressure from Europe to boycott all palm 
oil imports from Indonesia and Malaysia (Keating, 
2019). As such, the need for the oil palm industry 
to demonstrate sustainable practices and to improve 
its governance has become the key factor in today’s 
market since the 2000s (Pacheco et al., 2017).    

To address the demands for sustainable palm 
oil, growers are compelled to adopt a combination 
of standards such as the Roundtable on Sustainable 
Palm Oil (RSPO), International Sustainability and 
Carbon Certification (ISCC) or the Malaysian 
Sustainable Palm Oil (MSPO). RSPO was developed 
in 2004 to develop and implement global standards 
for sustainable palm oil. ISCC EU was recognised by 
the European Commission in 2011 as one of the first 
sustainability certification schemes in the framework 
of the Renewable Energy Directive (RED) contributing 
to the implementation of environmentally, socially and 
economically sustainable production and use of all 
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kinds of biomass in global supply chains before 
January 2008. 

In 2015, MSPO was introduced by the Malaysian 
government as a national standard committing the 
country to fulfil sustainability requirements. MSPO is 
strongly aligned with the existing national legal and 
regulatory requirements which provide the general 
principles for the establishment, implementation and 
improvement of sustainable practices in Malaysia 
(McInnes, 2017). MSPO will be a mandatory 
requirement for all Malaysian oil palms industry 
players by 31 December 2019 (Sivanandam, 2017) 
providing traceability up to the plantations. 

THE EARLY FOUNDATIONS OF SARAWAK 
OIL PALMS BERHAD (SOPB)

SOPB was established in 1968 by the Commonwealth 
Development Corporation (CDC). Our pioneers 
envisioned that the commercialisation of oil palm 
cultivation in Sarawak, Malaysia could provide 
employment to locals and develop talents which 
would, in turn, spur the growth of smallholders 
and increase living standards. SOPB has grown 
steadily and now has an approximate total land 
bank of 120 000 ha with a planted area of 88 386 ha 
(SOPB, 2019a, b). To sustainably manage such large 
scale operations, there is a need for responsible 
development, good policies and practices to be 
integrated into our operations as we believe the 
protection of our environment is vital to ensure that 
future generations will continue to benefit from the 
seeds sown by our pioneers. 

During the early years of our development,  
daily operations were guided by our in-house 
Agriculture Manual. The use of an Agriculture Manual 
was to ensure standardised estate operations and 
it was updated over time and eventually gave rise 
to the Good Agriculture Practices (GAP) (SOPB, 
2017a). 

The need for more sustainable practices was 
emphasised when the Brundtland Commission 
produced a report in the 1980s defining ‘sustainable 
development’ as the development that meets the 
needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs 
(Brundtland, 1987). Over the past two decades, SOPB 
has continuously updating the Agriculture Manual to 
be in line with the latest technological advancements 
and includes the Best Management Practices (BMP) 
on peat with reference to RSPO BMP for Existing Oil 
Palm Cultivation on Peat (Parish, 2013).

THE PRESENT (post-sustainability 
certification)

According to a report on ‘ESG lessons from palm 
oil for soy supply chain investors’ (Gelder, 2018), oil 

palm has the highest yield per hectare compared to 
the other vegetable oils such as soyabean, rapeseed 
and sunflower. The greatest purposeful challenge 
for palm oil producers is to continually increase 
production per unit land area in order to meet 
the demand by the world’s increasing population 
(Chan, 2005). The international expectations for 
zero deforestation meant that the oil palm industry 
is compelled to increase the yield within the existing 
land area by adopting responsible practices, 
better technology and demarcate some lands for 
biodiversity conservation (Sayer et al., 2012). 

To meet the requirements of global consumers, 
SOPB has advanced to formulate sustainability 
governance (SOPB, 2018) and to develop a 
framework to promote significant improvements 
in environmental protection and economic 
growth of the society at large. To communicate 
our commitments and progress on sustainability, 
we rely on certification systems which provide us 
with a credible way to evaluate our sustainability 
performance. 

SOPB is committed to being fully MSPO 
certified. We are actively involved in the developing 
and drafting of MSPO Principles and Criteria as a 
member of the Technical Working Groups (TWG), 
Technical Working Committee (TWC) and Expert 
Working Group (EWG) representing Sarawak Oil 
Palm Plantation Owners Association (SOPPOA) 
since the inception of MSPO. Our operational 
premises are also certified under the ISCC. To date, 
the entire supply chain of our qualifying upstream 
and downstream operations has been ISCC certified 
(SOPB, 2019b) and we aim to complete MSPO 
certification by September 2019. 

Generally, these sustainability certifications 
including RSPO, ISCC and MSPO cover 
requirements such as legality, environmental and 
social responsibilities, and business practices 
(McInnes, 2017). This case study describes our 
approaches to achieve sustainable development as 
we optimise the needs of People, Planet and Profit.  

People
 

The social aspect of sustainability focuses 
on balancing the needs of internal and external 
stakeholders. In SOPB, we have a comprehensive 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) programme 
that seeks to meet the diverse needs of our external 
stakeholders. We believe that a sincere and long-
term CSR programme is a necessary corporate 
responsibility extended to society beyond our 
obligation to stockholders or investors in the firm 
(Nastanski and Baglione, 2014).

SOPB continues to be an active contributor to 
the local community through various economic 
support and social contribution programmes. We 
contribute to the needs of the local communities 
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provides a service or product that is both profitable, 
besides being socially and environmentally beneficial 
(Hammer and Pivo, 2016).

In MSPO, it is stipulated under Principle 6: Best 
Management Practices that all oil palm growers 
and millers shall ensure that a proper business 
management plan is established (Malaysian 
Standards 2530-3:2013; Malaysian Standards 2530-
4:2013) (Department of Standards, 2018a, b). It is 
one of the major compliances in the MSPO principle 
and criteria to demonstrate sustainable business 
practices. SOPB has consistently reported our 
financial performances and review the financial 
reports and budgets each year to ensure that 
we achieve optimum profits in all our economic 
activities.

Planet 

With the increasing global attention and concerns 
on environmental sustainability, it is imperative that 
we assess our environmental impacts such as the 
usage of natural resources, carbon footprint and 
pollutions. Environmental sustainability in business 
offers the opportunity to integrate comprehensive 
sustainability targets and programmes into business 
strategies and corporate responsibility programmes. 
More than ever, environmental sustainability is at 
the forefront of public policy debate (Dickson and 
Arcodia, 2015) — whether as the focus of innovative 
scientific research or through local and global policy 
initiatives such as the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDG) and the Paris Agreement (COP22).

As a responsible and ethical company, SOPB 
puts in place policies and procedures to guide us 
towards positive actions. Be it through creating a 
sustainability management team at the operational 
level, committing to establishing more eco-friendly 
supply chains, or in developing best practices to 
reduce harmful or excessive wastes, we lead the 
movement in environmental sustainability as a 
corporate citizen to create a sustainable planet, 
society and economy for future generations.

For instance, in recycling initiatives, every part 
of the trees are recycled or further processed into by-
products. The fronds are recycled as natural organic 
fertilisers and act as agent for soil moisture control. 
The mill by-products such as empty fruit bunches 
(EFB), bunch ashes, palm oil mill effluent (POME) 
and decanter cakes are re-applied to the plantations 
as organic fertilisers. These by-products also act as 
a natural agent for soil pH control in the peat soil 
estate (SOPB, 2017a). The fibres or shells that are 
extracted from the fresh fruit bunches (FFB) are a 
source of renewable energy that powers the boilers 
of the palm oil mill. During replanting programmes, 
all the old palm trunks are felled, chipped, shredded, 
mulched and allowed to decompose in situ to 
improve the fertility of the soil. 

in areas such as education, healthcare and disaster 
relief. We organise various annual programmes 
such as Young Achiever Award (YAA), Student 
Adoption Programme (SAP), Blood Donation Drive 
and Vision Care Projects for the benefits of the local 
communities (SOPB, 2010; 2011; 2012; 2013; 2014; 
2015; 2016; 2017b; 2018).

As an employer, we aim to be recognised as the 
employer of choice. We hire, educate and train our 
employees on the basis of meeting mutual needs and 
the provision of a healthy, safe and honest working 
environment. In terms of skills development, 
in-house training, seminars or workshops are 
consistently provided to all employees to strengthen 
their knowledge, productivity and abilities. Training 
needs assessments and training programmes are 
formulated for the employee based on their job 
requirements.

As outlined in our Social and Community Policy 
and Oil Palms Sustainability Policy, we uphold 
no discrimination, no forced labour, freedom of 
engagement, gender equality, protection of children, 
oppose sexual harassment and provide a healthy 
and safe workplace for everyone. Our Safety and 
Health Department was established since the 
1990s to carry out mandatory updating of safety 
procedures and training of competent persons 
as stated in the Occupational Safety and Health 
Act 1994 (Department of Occupational Safety and 
Health, 2018).

With respect to human rights as specified by 
the Declaration of Human Rights and to protect the 
rights of our employees and the communities, we 
have established the relevant policies. In our Social 
and Community Policy, we declare our commitment 
to upholding the human rights of our employees 
and the community around our operations and to 
treat them with dignity. 

In terms of recognition of land rights, SOPB 
applies the Free, Prior and Informed Consent 
(FPIC) approach before developing any land 
which belongs to the indigenous communities 
by virtue of their legal, communal or customary 
rights, who account for about 40% of the local 
population in Sarawak. To complement the FPIC 
procedure, we conduct Social Impact Assessments 
(SIA) concurrently with the Environmental 
Impact Assessments (EIA).  

Profits 

Economic sustainability is achieved by 
optimising the utilisation of socio-economic resources 
to their best advantage in a sustainable economic 
model with equitable distribution and efficient 
allocation of resources (Basiago, 1999). The efficient 
and responsible use of those resources provides long-
term benefits and establishes profitability. Sustainable 
profitability for a business means that an organisation 
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To achieve optimum water level in the estates, 
several water management practices for peat soil 
are being practised. For example, water gates, 
piezometers and subsidence measurement poles are 
employed to manage and monitor the water flow, 
avoids excessive subsidence and reduces water 
stress to the palms. The riparian buffer zones have 
been established within all our plantations to ensure 
that a natural ‘filter’ is in-place to minimise the    
run-off of chemicals into the natural waterways 
(SOPB, 2017a).

A significant way to reduce greenhouse gases 
(GHG) emission is via the installation of biogas 
plants at our palm oil mills (POM). We have started 
the installation of our first biogas plant at Metanik 
POM and we aim to have this implemented in 
all our POM eventually. For the long-term GHG 
emission reduction plans, SOPB is collaborating 
with the Malaysian Palm Oil Board (MPOB) 
and several universities to determine the GHG 
emissions in oil palm plantations on peat through 
various research. 

SOPB’S COMMITMENT TO SUSTAINABILITY 
IN THE FUTURE

Biodiversity Conservation

Conservation remains a top priority for SOPB, 
as we recognise the immense value of biodiversity 
to the natural surrounding landscape which in turns 
affects the ecosystem of our oil palms estates. 

We are collaborating with local and international 
partners including universities, research institutions 
and private companies. A technical advisory 
committee provides governance and oversight on 
our research and development programmes. These 
collaborations facilitate an exchange of knowledge 
between SOPB and research institutes and enable 
us to understand better the dynamics of the 
environment in our estates. With such knowledge, 
we can improve our estates' management to achieve 
higher standards, whether on peat or mineral soils 
and elevate the overall productivity of our existing 
land bank.

In 2015, SOPB embarked on its journey in 
conservation through the establishment of a 
Biodiversity and Conservation Unit. Concurrently, 
we have signed a collaboration agreement with the 
MPOB to start a research programme on ecosystem 
carbon and nitrogen dynamics of tropical peatland 
in the Sebungan and Sabaju Estates. In 2016, we 
continue this journey of conservation through the 
establishment of Tinbarap Conservation Area (TCA) 
with joint research and conservation study with 
MPOB and Universiti Malaysia Sarawak in Sarawak 
(UNIMAS). 

The TCA in Beluru is a pioneer project which 
SOPB has set the stage to conserve and protect 

biodiversity within its landscape. In TCA, 
biodiversity studies on trees, birds, mammals, fishes, 
herpetofauna have been conducted. The survey in 
TCA recorded 103 species of birds, 10 species of 
mammals and 13 species of fishes (Amit et al., 2017;  
Dosi et al., 2017). 

In addition to the biodiversity survey at TCA, 
an in-house carbon stock estimation and monitoring 
programme of the forested area is also being 
conducted. On-going studies on carbon fluxes are 
being conducted in Sebungan and Sabaju Estates 
by MPOB and post-graduates from both local 
and international universities, to compare carbon 
sequestration of oil palm plantation with natural 
forest. These focus on the carbon stock and the fluxes 
in the form of carbon dioxide (CO2) and methane 
(CH4) in order to promote effective management 
strategies that optimise yields whilst maintaining 
the high carbon storage capacity of the soil (Teh et 
al., 2015; 2017; 2018; Manning et al., 2017; Cook et al., 
2017; 2018).

To further enhance the regeneration of our 
conservation forests, we have initiated a forest 
rehabilitation, replanting and enrichment programme 
with Sarawak Forestry Corporation (SFC). Together 
with SFC and MPOB, a plan has been set into 
motion to rehabilitate TCA. A nursery has been set 
up in Tinbarap 5 Estate and native seedlings have 
been gathered from the forests. These seedlings 
are nurtured in the nursery until they are matured 
enough to be replanted in the conservation areas. 

SOPB plans to conserve any worthy areas 
available in our estates. To achieve this, we have 
engaged MPOB and researchers from several 
international universities to conduct assistive 
studies. The future plans for these conservation 
projects will grow to include bridging the gap 
between wildlife corridors.  

Increase Productivity

We are developing simulator models to predict 
the yields of the oil palms that could be a useful 
tool to improve on our existing operations through 
increased FFB yield per hectare in our existing land 
bank.

CONCLUSION - THE WAY FORWARD

International scrutiny on the oil palm industry will 
continue to increase over time as new plantations 
are built over forests. The pressure to produce 
‘sustainable palm oil’ by consumers will inevitably 
grow. The practical benefits of palm oil must be 
recognised against the negative narratives carried 
on international media. SOPB will continue to 
support all its stakeholders to be MSPO certified 
as certification is a proven approach to trace and 
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improve sustainability practices while balancing 
the three pillars of People, Planet and Profit (3Ps) 
(Yunus Yussop, 2019).  

There is no silver bullet to end environmental 
issues. Every nation, every company and every 
person has a role to play as the world seeks to 
retain or rejuvenate the natural landscape so that 
precious species do not head towards extinction. 
Sustainability is a multi-faceted challenge and one 
cannot succeed without the participation of all 
stakeholders including governments, corporates 
and civil societies. Vicious criticisms without 
constructive engagements should be avoided. With 
greater awareness and commitments, we hope that 
a sustainable future built upon wisdom and truth 
can prevail.
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