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SUMMARY 

At present, in the context of the Malaysian palm oil sector, there are two certification schemes under which a 

management unit or entity can be verified to provide assurance of compliance to agreed sustainability standards.  

These are the Malaysian Sustainable Palm Oil (MSPO) Certification Scheme using the MSPO Standards and the 

Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) Scheme using the RSPO Principles and Criteria.  The Malaysian 

Palm Oil Certification Council (MPOCC) was incorporated in December 2014 and started its operations in 

October 2015.   MPOCC is now the scheme owner of the MSPO Certification Scheme.  MPOCC is an 

independent organisation tasked with developing and implementing the national palm oil certification scheme 

for all the three regions of Peninsular, Sabah and Sarawak.  The MSPO Standards used under the scheme cover 

a range of Principles that take into account aspects related to transparency, management responsibilities, 

compliance to legal requirements, best practices, environmental and social responsibilities, employment 

conditions, health and safety of workers, and development of new plantings.  However, the depth and level of 

details in the Principles, Criteria, Indicators and requirements that address the topics vary.  The Standards also 

have consideration for plantings by independent and organised smallholders.  This paper reviews the 

background on the development of the MSPO Standards, the institutional set-up of MPOCC and the compliance 

requirements of the MSPO Standards with specific emphasis on oil palm development and management on peat 

lands. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In the world today, oil palm is the highest yielding source of vegetable oil.  Palm oil is an important commodity 

and a versatile raw material used in many processed foods, and is found in many household names.  

Increasingly, palm oil is used as a renewable feedstock for electricity and biofuel generation.  Driven by global 

demands, in the past several decades, the world has seen rapid expansion of palm oil production leading to a 

significant and positive economic impact, promoting rural development by improving the livelihood standards 

of smallholders.  At the same time, degradation of land and quality of water, and adversity of ecological impacts 

have also risen as a result of the expansion of palm oil production.  Therefore, there is an urgent need to expand 

sustainable oil palm areas and production.  The expansion is more than just improved management practices, 

but more of what can be done to support producers to work responsibly towards achieving sustainability 

certification. 

In Malaysia, the benefits of oil palm cultivation have contributed significantly to the national economy.  In 

2015, the total export revenue from palm oil and palm based products was RM60.17 billion.  However, large 

scale oil palm cultivation on forested lands and peat lands has inadvertently also impacted our nation’s 

biodiversity, and in many instances continue to pose a threat.  The expansion of oil palm cultivation also gives 

rise to negative social impacts, especially in the form of conflicts over land use and ownership rights, and lack 

of free and prior informed consent (FPIC) of local communities and indigenous peoples.   

The core of oil palm sustainability is intertwined by four primary aspects, encompassing legal compliance, 

environment, social and economy.  The development and effective implementation of certification of oil palm 

management practices is seen as a feasible way for the industry to demonstrate compliance with good practices 

and continued improvement.  In Malaysia, there are two dominant oil palm management certification standards 

that are relevant to the above scenario.  These are the MSPO and RSPO Standards.  The MSPO Standards are 

the national oil palm certification standards that have been developed through a standards development process 

with inputs from the relevant stakeholders of the palm oil sector.  The MSPO Standards are currently voluntary 

and align the management of palm oil production with existing national laws and regulations to achieve the 

implementation of sustainable practices of oil palm operations on peat lands.  This paper reviews the MSPO 

Standards on the requirements for compliance with environmental provisions, with specific emphasis on oil 

palm development and management on peat lands 

2. BACKGROUND OF MSPO STANDARDS 

The MSPO Standards are voluntary and industry driven, aimed at defining the principles and criteria for 

sustainable palm oil production.  In 2011, two committees for the development of MSPO Standards were 

established; the National Committee and the Technical Working Committee.  Both committees had 

representatives from the oil palm industry, academia, MPOB and MPOC and met regularly during 2012 and 

2013 to draft the MSPO Standards.  In 2013, the final MSPO Standards were adopted as MS Standards.  

Following that, in 2014, a number of pilot audits were carried out and under this initiative, several large 

companies were awarded MSPO certification.  During this period, MPOB also conducted training sessions for 
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auditors and held awareness sessions with potential clients on the requirements of the MSPO Standards and 

auditing procedures in the implementation of the scheme.  In January 2015, the Honourable Minister of MPIC 

had officially announced the start of the MSPO Certification Scheme.  By May 2016, a total of 128,160 ha of oil 

palm plantings by 9 large companies have been MSPO certified, together with 13 palm oil mills.  In addition, 

eight smallholder groups with a total of 5,301 ha have also been certified.  

Beginning January 2016, MPOCC has become the scheme owner and is now overall responsible for the 

development and operation of the MSPO Certification Scheme.   

MPOB is a Standards Writing Organisation (SWO) sanctioned by SIRIM Berhad which is the national 

Standards Development Agency (SDA), and is responsible for the development and review of standards for the 

palm oil products, oil-based food products, palm kernel products and oil palm-based products.  MPOB will 

continue to be the facilitator for the National Committee for MSPO and the Technical Working Committee for 

MSPO to further develop and review the MSPO Standards.   

a. INSTITUTIONAL SET-UP OF MPOCC 

Incorporated as a company in December 2014, MPOCC is an independent organisation and the owner of the 

MSPO Certification Scheme.  MPOCC has been tasked with the implementation and operation of the national 

scheme in Peninsular, Sabah and Sarawak.  The objects for which MPOCC is established are: (i) to create, 

maintain and administer a fund to be used for the purposes of establishing and operating a sustainable palm oil 

certification scheme in Malaysia; (ii) to engage with non-governmental organisations, institutions of higher 

learning, trade associations, and accreditation and certification bodies in Malaysia; (iii) to establish a mechanism 

for the certification of premises complying to sustainability requirements of auditable sustainability standards, to 

process applications of certifications, formulating rules with regards to the use and issuance of certification, 

approval of assessors’ certification reports, appeals and complaints procedures, and certification costs.   

The management of the affairs of MPOCC is governed by a 13-member Board of Trustees, comprising 

representatives from MPIC, MPOB, academic/research and development institutes, NGOs, oil palm industry 

associations, smallholders’ organisation and civil society.  Being overall in charge for the development and 

operation of the MSPO Certification Scheme, MPOCC is accountable, amongst others, for the development and 

implementation of the scheme documents, and for providing briefing and training sessions to stakeholders and 

auditors of the certification bodies (CBs) and Department of Standards Malaysia (DSM), with the aim to 

facilitate and increase the uptake of MSPO certification.   

b. DEVELOPMENT AND REVIEW OF STANDARDS 

The MSPO Standards (MS 2530:2013 series) are national standards, committing the oil palm industry players in 

the country to voluntarily meet sustainability requirements. It targets the entire industry on board within the 

shortest possible time and strive for continuous improvement.  The MSPO Certification Scheme provides for 

independent third party auditing of oil palm cultivation and mill management practices to ensure the sustainable 

management of oil palm as well as to meet the demand for certified palm oil.  Independent assessors 

(Certification Bodies) have to comply with ISO 17021 – Requirements for bodies providing audit and 

certification of management systems to obtain accreditation from DSM, the NAB, in order for the CBs to 

operate oil palm management certification under the MSPO Certification Scheme.  The MSPO Standards 

address requirements pertaining to the principles and criteria of sustainability based on the 5P’s of the 

sustainable development model (People, Planet, Peace, Partnership and Prosperity), which includes taking into 

consideration stakeholders processes.  As the MSPO Standards have just recently been developed and 

implemented, it is only natural that they will take some time to gain full and meaningful acceptance by the 

various stakeholders, and in doing so, gain traction in the market.   

The MS 2530:2013 series of MSPO Standards consists of four parts; i.e. Part 1: General principles; Part 2: 

General principles for independent smallholders; Part 3: General principles for oil palm plantation and organised 

smallholders; and Part 4: General principles for palm oil mills.  This series of MSPO Standards was developed 

by MPOB as the SWO, under its Technical Committee on Fats and Oils.  The entire process was under the 

purview of DSM which is the National Standards Body, providing confidence to various stakeholders, through 

credible standardisation and accreditation services for global competitiveness.   

The final drafts of the MSPO Standards were submitted to SIRIM Berhad and were put up on the SIRIM 

website in 2012 and again in 2013 for public comment.  The public comments received were collated and 

incorporated into the final drafts of the MSPO Standards, which were submitted to DSM to be adopted as the 

Malaysian Standards (MS).  The MS Standards were approved by the Honourable Minister of Science, 

Technology and Innovations on 5 September 2013 and launched by the Honourable Deputy Prime Minister on 

19 November during the MPOB International Palm Oil Congress and Exhibition (PIPOC) 2013. 
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The accreditation system of DSM is in accordance with the international standard, MS ISO/IEC 17011 

Conformity assessment - General requirements for accreditation bodies accrediting conformity assessment 

bodies.  Conformance to this standard ensures that the accreditation services provided are impartial, non-

discriminatory and credible.  All certification bodies accredited by DSM receive international recognition 

through the accreditation granted by the International Accreditation Forum’s (IAF) Multilateral Recognition 

Arrangement (MLA), and the ILAC Mutual Recognition Arrangement (MRA) accreditation body signatories 

that are recognised worldwide. 

3. SMALLHOLDERS PROVISION 

It is a known fact that any kind of sustainability certification for smallholders is challenging.  There is a huge set 

of requirements, both managerial and agronomic capacities, which many smallholders lack at present in order to 

meet the certification standards. Smallholders face various problems and challenges when it comes to 

sustainability certification.  Most of them are small land holdings, while many of them are unorganised, have 

low oil palm productivity and lack the knowledge and capacity to embrace new and more effective oil palm 

technologies.   

The MSPO standards apply to all producers, large plantations, estates and smallholders, both organised and 

independent.  In Malaysia, smallholders are an important group of producers in the oil palm sector.  The 

smallholders (independent and schemes such as FELDA, FELCRA, RISDA, SALCRA, SEDC / government 

agencies) in total account for 40% of the oil palm planted area, while the remaining 60% is owned by private 

plantation companies and estates.  Standards can only be effective from an economic, ecological and social 

perspective if they apply to this important group of palm oil producers.  Hence, the MSPO Standards (MS 

2530:2013 series) have been developed to include this important group of palm oil producers.  For the 

independent smallholders who operate independently throughout all 

the phases of production, the MS 2530-2:2013 is applicable, while 

for organised smallholders who are tied to large plantations and 

mills, the MS 2530-3:2013 is applicable.   

To assist these smallholders, MPOB has extension workers 

(TUNAS) spread all over the country, particularly in areas with a 

high concentration of independent smallholders, to group and 

organise the smallholders by establishing Sustainable Palm Oil 

Clusters (SPOCs) (Wahid, et. al., 2012).  For this purpose, MPOB 

being aware of this daunting challenge of certifying smallholdings, 

is committed to the inclusion of these significant key players and 

have begun to address the needs of smallholders being certified 

against the MSPO Standards.  MPOB has set aside funding and 

technical expertise support for the smallholder sector.  In August 

2015, the Malaysian government announced the allocation of RM53 

million to assist the oil palm smallholders in obtaining MSPO 

certification within the next five years.   

4. COMPLIANCE REQUIREMENTS FOR OIL PALM 

DEVELOPMENT ON PEAT LANDS  

Peat or organic soils, are formed by the accumulation of organic soil materials on the soil surface. These 

materials consist of undecomposed, partially decomposed and highly decomposed plant remains 

(Paramananthan, 2016). In Malaysia, peat lands have been experiencing rapid land use changes over the past 

decade which has resulted in alteration on peat land ecology, biodiversity and hydrology to globally significant 

carbon emissions.  Analyses done by various researchers show continued peat land deforestation and conversion 

into industrial oil palm plantations and smallholder areas in Malaysia.  The majority of these conversions on 

peat lands are for oil palm plantations (99%), while the remaining (1%) are for pulp wood plantations and 

others.   

Table 1 shows that in the last decade, there has been an increase in industrial oil palm plantation areas in the 

peat lands, with most of the expansion occurring in Sarawak (Omar, et. al., 2010; Miettinen et.al., 2016).  With 

such a trend, it is therefore imperative that for oil palm development on peat lands to be in compliance with the 

sustainability requirements of the MSPO Standards, the practitioners must adopt good agricultural and 

management practices and other industry standards.   

 

Definition of peat 

Peat soils are soils with organic soil 

material which make up more than 

half the total cumulative thickness of 

the upper 100 cm. If the depth of the 

bedrock is less than 100 cm, the 

total thickness of the organic soil 

layers taken cumulatively is more 

than half the depth to bedrock. 

(Source: MS 2530:2013) 

Tropical peat soils (Histosols) are 

defined as organic soils with 65% or 

more organic matter and a depth of 

50 cm or more. (Source: Lim, et 

al.,2012) 
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Table 1. Distribution oil palm planted areas, extent of peat lands, and oil palm, pulp and other 

plantations on peat lands in Peninsular, Sabah and Sarawak (‘000 ha) 

Region Oil palm 

planted 

areas 

(2015)# 

Extent of  

peat lands 

(2016)* 

Oil palm 

plantations 

on peat 

lands 

 (2010)^ 

Oil palm 

plantations 

on peat 

lands 

(2016)** 

Pulp and 

other/unknown 

plantings on 

peat lands 

(2016)** 

Total 

(2016)** 

Peninsular 2,659.36 796.78 207.46 275.68  3.67  279.35 

Sabah 1,544.22 200.60 21.41 66.00  0.20  66.20 

Sarawak 1,439.36 1,765.55 437.17 717.83  7.22  725.09 

Malaysia 5,642.97 2,762.93 666.04 1,060.00 11.09 1,070.64 
Reference: #MPOB, 2015; *Paramanathan, 2016; ^Omar et al., 2010; **Miettinen et al., 2016 

It is for this reason, that the oil palm industry is constantly being pressured to implement policies and 

regulations for sustainable peat land management in improving the existing management practices, while at the 

same time protecting the remaining peat swamp forests and increasing rehabilitation efforts in deforested and 

degraded peat lands.  It is a known fact that the annual repeated peat land fires contribute to the transboundary 

haze episodes (Gaveau, et al., 2014), causing significant economic losses as well as inflicting adverse health 

impacts.  Therefore, compliance requirements for good oil palm practices on peat land are clearly embedded in 

the MSPO sustainability standards which have provisions on peat land plantings and good management 

practices.   

The MSPO Standards clearly explain and define principles, criteria, indicators and requirements for compliance 

with environmental provisions.  For this, the standards rely heavily on national legislation as one of the means 

of compliance.  Even though the MSPO Standards do not outright prohibit oil palm planting on peat lands, there 

is a common aim amongst industry players and relevant stakeholders to find solutions on the pressing peat land 

management challenges.  The provisions in the MSPO Standards for the development of new plantings that are 

related to peat land development and management are as described in Table 2. 

Table 2. Specific provisions in the MSPO Standards for compliance requirements on planting on 

marginal and fragile soils, which include peat lands  

Principle 7: Development of new plantings 

Criterion Indicator 

Criterion 2: Peat land Indicator 1: New planting and replanting may be 

developed and implemented on peat land as per MPOB 

guidelines on peat land development or industry best 

practice. 

Criterion 4: Soil and topographic information Indicator 1: Information on soil types shall be adequate 

to establish the long-term suitability of the land for oil 

palm cultivation. 

 

Indicator 2: Topographic information shall be adequate 

to guide the planning of planting programmes, drainage 

and irrigation systems, roads and other infrastructure. 

Criterion 5: Planting on steep terrain, marginal 

and fragile soils 

Indicator 1: Extensive planting on steep terrain, 

marginal and fragile soils shall be avoided unless 

permitted by local, state and national laws. 

 

Indicator 2: Where planting on fragile and marginal 

soils is proposed, plans shall be developed and 

implemented to protect them and to minimise adverse 

impacts (e.g. hydrological) or significantly increased 

risks (e.g. fire risk) in areas outside the plantation. 

 

Indicator 3: Marginal and fragile soils, including 

excessive gradients and peat soils, shall be identified 

prior to conversion. 
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It must be noted that the MSPO Standards call for avoidance of planting on these soils unless permitted by the 

local, state and national laws.  As a mitigation measure, where planting on peat lands is proposed, mitigation 

plans shall be developed and implemented to protect them without incurring adverse impacts.  As for the 

establishment of new plantings and replanting, the MSPO Standards allow for the development of oil palm on 

peat lands as per the guidelines on peat land development or industry best practices (MPOB, 2011).   The 

guidance includes good water management to minimise peat oxidation and subsidence, fertilizer and nutrient 

management, management of leaning and fallen palms, minimizing greenhouse gases, fire prevention and 

control, and cooperation with local communities and indigenous peoples.   

5. Conclusion 

The MSPO Standards have an ultimate aim of being credible sustainability standards for the palm oil industry in 

Malaysia, to bring about positive social, environmental and economic impacts, while minimising negative 

impacts.  Legality requirements are fundamental compliance aspects which are covered in the Principles and 

Criteria of the sustainability standards. 

There is ample evidence to show that certification also improves visibility and inventory management of all 

suppliers and provides a competitive advantage to access international markets.  Certification provides proof of 

a robust management system which enhances stakeholder confidence while improving compliance to meet all 

legal, regulatory and sustainability requirements.  

The MSPO Standards have their own strengths and shortcomings, depending very much on the aspects in 

comparison.  The Standards address oil palm development on peat lands by adopting best management practices 

for existing plantations and for new plantings on peat lands.  The oil palm industry is indeed very dynamic and 

certification is seen as an effective tool to demonstrate compliance to good practices and agreed standards.  As 

such, the MSPO Standards will be subject to periodic reviews to ensure that the requirements and thresholds 

contained in the standards not only meet but exceed stakeholder expectations.   

References  

Gaveau, D.L.A., Salim, M.A., Hergoualc’h, K., Locatelli, B., Sloan, S., Wooster, M., Marlier, M.E., Molidena, 

E., Yaen, H., DeFries, R., Verchot, L., Murdiyarso, D., Nasi, R., Holmgren, P., Sheil, D., 2014. Major 

atmospheric emissions from peat fires in Southeast Asia during non-drought years: evidence from the 2013 

Sumatran fires. Sci. Rep. 4, 6112. 

Lim, K.H., Lim, S.S., Parish, F. and Suharto, R. (Eds), 2012. RSPO Manual on Best Management Practices 

(BMPs) for Existing Oil Palm Cultivation on Peat. RSPO, Kuala Lumpur, 220 pp. 

Miettinen, J., Shi, C and Liew, S.C., 2016. Land cover distribution in the peatlands of Peninsular Malaysia, 

Sumatra and Borneo in 2015 with changes since 1990. Global Ecology and Conservation 6(2016): 67-78. 

MPIC, 2014.  Statistics on Commodities 2014, Ministry of Plantation Industries and Commodities, 196pp. 

MPOB, 2011. Guidelines for the Development of a Standard Operating Procedure for Oil Palm Cultivation on 

Peat. 

MS2530:2013. Malaysian Sustainable Palm Oil Standards, Department of Standards Malaysia.  

Omar, W., Abd Aziz, N., Mohammed, A. T., Harun, H. H. and Din, A. K., 2010. Mapping of Oil Palm 

Cultivation on Peatland in Malaysia. MPOB Information Series. ISSN 1551-7871. MPOB TT No. 473. June 

2010. 

Paramananthan, S., 2016. Organic Soils of Malaysia: Their characteristics, mapping, classification and 

management for oil palm cultivation.  MPOC, 156 pp. 

Wahid, O, Nazirah, C.J and Nur, H.M., 2012.  Smallholder Palm Oil Cluster: Sharing MPOB’s Experience. 

Presentation at RT10, Annual Roundtable Meeting on Sustainable Palm Oil, Singapore. 


