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INTRODUCTION


In this paper, I will mention the problems of palm oil in the Southeast Asian countries, Indonesia and Malaysia. The oil is called Asia's new "liquid gold" and these two countries are the biggest producers of the oil and supplies 85% of the oil to the world (Sarkar, 2013).

When I was in Japan, I found many products such as margarine and chocolates that contain palm oil. It is also used for making potato chips and instant noodles. To my surprise, the oil is used cosmetics like lipsticks and shampoos as well (Sarkar, 2013). Thus, the oil is very useful in our lives. However, I hear many tropical forests and animals are disappearing, and the local people are being exploited in Southeast Asian countries due to oil plantations. They cut huge biodiversity-rich tropical rainforest to make large palm plantations (Miniscalco, 2008).


I will read many articles about palm oil and analyze them. I will investigate the activities of not only the government but also of NGOs in these countries as well.
Thesis Statement

Two main issues will be discussed and analyzed. First, how does palm oil destroy the environment? I will research the relationship between palm oil and environmental problems. Second, what roles should Japan play? I will describe Japanese roles to keep sustainable use of the oil in Southeast Asian countries. My hypothesis is that over dependence on palm oil makes the countries difficult to develop economically. To prove this hypothesis, I will research monoculture and rent-seeking in Indonesia and Malaysia.
Palm Oil Plantations

First, I will discuss palm oil plantation to answer research question 1,“how does palm oil destroy the environment?” Palm oil has been popular in recent years because the oil is a trans-fat-free oil. Trans fat increases the risk of heart diseases and heart attack. Thus, many countries are concerned about the use of it. For example, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) decided to ban trans fat gradually in the future (Mulholland, 2013). The Japanese government decided to show contained amounts of trans fat on products’ labels. Palm oil does not contain trans fat so it is recognized as healthy. Besides, palm oil is cheap, and easy to mix and change so it also fits companies’ benefits. To meet growing demand, Southeast Asian farmers keep cutting trees and the land becomes new palm oil plantation. China and India are both the biggest consumers of the oil (Sarkar, 2013).

Therefore, the forests are destroyed by meeting the demand of the oil. In my perspective, sustainable plantation is a key to solve this problem.
Palm Oil vs Soy Oil for Japan 


I will introduce current situation and data about palm oil and soy oil from Japanese associations and ministry. Masayuki Kumagai, head of the oil and fat division at the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, also says that palm oil is increasingly used as a substitute for soy oil (Takada & Song, 2012). According to the agriculture ministry, Japan’s production of soy oil failed 14 percent to 401,455 tons in 2011, while imports of palm and palm oils increased 3.5 percent to 649,604 tons. Palm oil consumption in Japan’s margarine production increased 1.2 percent to 52,572 tons in 2010, while soy oil use dropped 12 percent to 10,643 tons (Takada & Song, 2012).

In my perspective, this situation and data show that Japan shifts its main emphasis from soy oil to palm oil. I analyze that this change has several reasons. First, palm oil is a cheaper raw-material than soy oil. Second, palm oil has high productivity. In other words, palm oil is ten times more productive than soy oil per acre for one year. Third, soybeans need to sow seeds every year. On the other hand, once you plant palm trees, you can harvest the oil constantly for about 25 years. Therefore, I think that these factors make palm oil popular from an economic aspect. 
Palm oil: Good or Bad?


Palm oil is supporting our daily life, but on the other hand, it causes deforestation in Indonesia and Malaysia. Thus, palm oil has both good and bad aspects. 

As for good points, palm oil develops economic growth and promotes job creation. Indonesia and Malaysia recognize palm oil as a main export item. For example, in 2009, Malaysia exported 227,457 tons of palm oil (Hansen,Olsen,and Ujang, 2012). As a result, it raised the gross natural income (GNI). Besides, Malaysia's unemployment rate is below three per cent and poverty is reduced (Ismail, 2012). I analyze that these days Malaysia is successful for developing in city areas. Then many people go there to get a job, but not all people can work, especially rural people. However, palm oil plantation gives them an opportunity to work in their hometown. Thus, the plantation increases the chance of getting a job. The Malaysian government is planning that palm oil will boost the country's total gross national income and create 41,600 new jobs by 2020 (Rupa, Kamarul, Ismail, Ching, 2013).

On the other hand, palm oil plantation damages forests and animals. For example, Indonesia’s endangered orangutan, Asian elephant, Sumatran rhinoceros and tiger are affected by the expansion of palm oil plantation and it is serious problem (Clay, 2004). Besides, Malaysia and Indonesia still account for most of Japan’s imports of primary tropical timber products (Katzenstein, Shiraishi, 2006). Palm oil plantation also violates the farmers’ human rights. Most of the workers in the plantation are local people and they are poor. Companies focus on only their interests and tend to ignore workers’ rights and voice. 

In my perspective, their human rights should be protected and companies that do not care the environment and local farmers’ rights also should be punished. Basically, the Indonesian and 
Malaysian government should regulate these companies but it is difficult. I will discuss this point in terms of rent-seeking later. 

Monoculture 

Second, I will discuss my hypothesis, “over dependence on palm oil makes it difficult for the countries to develop economically” before talking about research question 2. To prove this hypothesis, I will explain monoculture and rent-seeking and connect these words to economy of Indonesia and Malaysia.

Monoculture means growing one type of crop. However, generally, it means an economic strategy of depending on one type of crop or natural resource. Developing countries tend to depend on monoculture strategy. For example, Chile supplies 34% of copper to the world (Nishiyama 2005). However, monoculture strategy is very risky and unstable. The economy gets a bad impact easily due to decreasing price of the international market and poor crop failure for severe weather.

Indonesia and Malaysia depend on exporting palm oil in terms of economic aspect. It means they adapt to monoculture. These two countries also attempt to increase the export amounts. For example, the Malaysian government declared that palm oil is the National Key Economic Areas (NKEAs) (Rupa, Kamarul, Ismail, Ching, 2013). However, in my perspective, the strategy of focusing too much on palm oil is risky for the country.  If too much palm oil is supplied in the international market by the new strategy, it may cause decreasing of the price of 
the oil. Therefore, I believe that the economy style of depending on palm oil should be changed.
Rent-seeking and Dictatorship–Case Study: Indonesia-


In a country, companies ask the government to change the rule and law in order to gain their interests. This action is called rent-seeking. It is associated with dictatorship. Let me explain this connection by using the Suharto regime in Indonesia as a case study.                                    
In Indonesia, the corruption such as collusion and nepotism was serious problem under the Suharto regime (Robertson-Snape, 1999). He exercised his authority as a president. It means he controlled all power and monopolized all industry. He also protected members of the dominant groups for exchanging rents. Thus, these people started using rent-seeking for being treated well. It was totally opposite of democracy. Only elite politicians could enjoy extra government’s budgets secretly because the government finance and use of revenues were both unclear. In terms of law field, independence of the judiciary was violated and attribution of wealth was unfair and unjust. During the long Suharto regime, thanks to financial aid from Japan and the US, he could be successful of economic development. It was called development dictatorship. For example, he selected technocrats who studied abroad in the US and learned economy and they took an important position for the country. In that time, the demand for oil was rising and Indonesia earned money for exporting oil.


However, after Asian Financial Crisis in 1997, people’s frustration was explored and his dictatorship ended in 1998. In that period, credibility toward the Indonesian government was decreasing in the world and it prevented the country from economic growth as well.

I admit that development of dictatorship brought development of industry. However, it also caused the political corruption and human’s rights were ignored due to lack of independence of the judiciary. Therefore, negative aspect overweighs the advantages. Besides, depending on exporting oil shows the countries decided the monoculture strategy and I have already pointed out the weakness. 

In my perspective, one of the reasons of keeping deforestation is rent-seeking in Malaysia and Indonesia. Some analysts point out the rent-seeking between the government and companies (MacIntyre, 2000). The companies are looking for benefits such as government’s permission of use of land. The government also wants to gain interests like foreign exchange. Thus, I think that environmental associations and organizations can further contribute to solving this palm oil problem than the government.
Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil


In 2003, 200 companies established a non-profit association, called the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO). RSPO contains producers, traders, manufacturers, banks, investors, and environmental and social non-governmental organizations (NGOs). The main purpose of RSPO is growing palm oil environmentally friendly and developing criteria for the sustainable production of palm oil. For instance, the criteria mention that palm oil companies have to allow local and international laws and regulations, and respect the local communities’ ownership over their land. The indigenous people are guaranteed to get a proper salary. Malaysia is associated with RSPO because its private companies such as Malaysian Palm Oil Association (MPOA) are taking an important role and position in RSPO.

However, although RSPO tries to contribute to sustainable production of palm oil, the deforestation in Malaysia and Indonesia is kept going. Some analysts criticize RSPO. There are two reasons. One reason is that the association lacks observers. One of RSPO’s jobs is observing the forests to protect them from cutting trees randomly, but the number of the observers is not enough and it is true that many palm oil companies and farmers cut trees everywhere and make new plantations secretly. The second reason is that the association’s criteria are low level. Besides, the criteria do not mention clearly so it is difficult to decide whether the companies achieve the standard or not.


In my perspective, RSPO has weak points so these should be fixed. This association  can play a major role to solve the palm oil problem.
Japanese roles: Three suggestions

Third, I will discuss Japanese roles to answer research question 2, “what roles should 
Japan play?” As I mentioned above, Japan is one of the countries that gets palm oil from Malaysia and Indonesia. Thus, Japan should involve this palm oil plantation problem as a member of Asian country.


I have three suggestions about Japanese roles. The first suggestion is that the Japanese government should make national commitments about sustainable palm oil. Darrel Webber, RSPO secretary-general said, "A number of countries are making national commitments to sourcing only sustainable palm oil by 2015, including the Netherlands, Belgium, the UK, France and Germany"( Sarkar, 2013). There are no Asian countries. So, Japan should make national commitments first and show Japan’s future-oriented attitude toward palm oil. 

The second suggestion is that Japanese companies should decide to give up buying palm oil from unsustainable plantation. That means buyers should pay attention to where their oil comes from. For instance, Nestle has announced it will stop buying palm oil from suppliers which are contributing to the destruction of rainforests (Beament, 2010). I think that Nestle made a good choice. When we hear the news, we will get a positive image on the companies. According to RSPO official website, only 19 Chinese companies are RSPO members now (India has 28 companies.), even China is a big buyer of palm oil. 

Thus, my third suggestion is that Japan should encourage Chinese companies to join the number. I think they do not understand an importance of joining RSPO well. Japan should tell them that participating in RSPO gives good impacts and impression for consumers. If Japan can show a good model in Asia, not only China but also other countries follow Japan. I believe that it will give a positive impact on the world. 
What We Can Do?


Before my conclusion, I want to talk about what we can do for solving this problem. The oil is mixed to make other products and the oil itself is nonvisible. That is why it is hard for us to know this problem. It is true that Japan can play significant roles as a nation. What about us? Should we leave this matter to the Japanese government and companies? I think that we should consider this issue. Not only Japanese companies and RSPO but also we can be an “actor.” 

27 Japanese companies such as Kao Corporation are member of RSPO now. Even though Japanese major companies are members of the association, I have never seen such a RSPO trademark. I think that it shows our attitude of indifference and we should change our attitude toward this palm oil issue. Therefore, I believe we, people need to be aware of this problem as a consumer. It is also an effective action to buy products that have RSPO marks. That shows our supports for companies that are using sustainable palm oil. I am sure that these small steps will lead to the solution of the palm oil problem. 
CONCLUSION


In this paper, I talk about palm oil plantation issues. My research question 1 is “how does palm oil destroy the environment?” Palm oil is a trans-fat-free oil and it is recognized as healthy. 
Moreover, palm oil is not expensive and easy to use so it also fits companies’ benefits. That is why palm oil has been popular in recent years. To meet increasing demand, Southeast Asian, especially Indonesian and Malaysian, farmers continue cutting trees and the land becomes new palm oil plantation. Therefore, I think that sustainable plantation is a key to solve this problem. 


I discussed palm oil and soy oil by using the data. Japan changes its main emphasis from soy oil to palm oil. There are three reasons. First, palm oil is a cheaper than soy oil. Second, palm oil has high productivity. Third, once you plant palm trees, you can harvest the oil constantly for about 25 years. These reasons make palm oil popular. 

In my perspective, palm oil has both good and bad aspects. As for good points, palm oil develops economic growth and increases a chance of getting job. Malaysia is increasing the exportation of the oil and it enables the country to raise the gross natural income. I analyze that palm oil plantation gives local people an opportunity to work in their hometown. Therefore, the plantation enhances job creation. On the other hand, palm oil plantation damages forests and animals. Palm oil plantation also violates the farmers’ human rights. Many local workers are poor. Companies concentrate on only their benefits and do not care about workers’ rights and voice.


 My hypothesis is “over dependence on palm oil makes it difficult for the countries to develop economically.” To prove this hypothesis, I explained monoculture and rent-seeking briefly. Monoculture means an economic strategy of depending on one type of crop or natural resource. The important thing is that monoculture strategy is very risky and unstable. Rent-seeking is an activity for getting benefits. It is associated with dictatorship. I used the Suharto regime in Indonesia as a case study to explain the connection. I agree that development of dictatorship caused development of industry. However, it also brought serious political corruption. After all, his policy that depended on natural resource was unsuccessful and his dictatorship ended in 1998 by people’s uprising. After that, Indonesia has struggled against his legacies. Now I think that Malaysia and Indonesia also concentrate too much on palm oil. In my perspective, over dependence on palm oil makes it difficult for these countries to develop economically as long as they make a new economic strategy that has balance between palm oil and other stuff. That is because monoculture strategy does not work ultimately.

The Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) is a main point to solve palm oil plantation issue. The main purpose of RSPO is growing palm oil environmentally friendly and developing criteria for the sustainable production of palm oil. However, RSPO has two weaknesses: lacks observers and low level criteria.
In my perspective, even though RSPO has weak points, it can work more efficiently by fixing the weaknesses. 


My second research question is “what roles should Japan play?” I have three suggestions about Japanese roles. The first suggestion is that the Japanese government should make national commitments and show Japan’s future-oriented attitude toward palm oil. The second suggestion is that Japanese companies should decide to stop buying palm oil from unsustainable plantation. My third suggestion is that Japan should encourage Chinese companies to join the member of RSPO. Participating in RSPO gives a good impression for consumers. If Japan can show a good model in Asia, not only China but also other countries will follow Japan. 

Finally, what can we do for solving this problem? The oil is included in products and invisible so it is hard for us to notice this problem. However, I think that we should consider this issue. I have never seen a RSPO trademark even though Japanese major companies are members of the association. That means we are not familiar with this association. We should change our attitude toward this palm oil issue. I believe we, people need to be aware of this problem as a consumer and it also means our first step to consider this issue. It is also an important action to purchase products that have RSPO marks in order to show our supports for companies that are using sustainable palm oil. 
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