
 

 

 

 

 

 

Dorette Corbey, chairman of the Dutch ‘Corbey’ commission on 

sustainable biomass policy has returned from a week-long sojourn on the 

island of Kalimantan, Indonesia. She visited several events there, most of 

them having to do with the impact of the palm oil industry on local 

communities. She returns with heightened concern at the social inequality 

involved in palm oil expansion, she says, and resolves to see the issue 

tackled at the European level. 

 

Corbey Commission on sustainability  

Funny really, how the idea for a trip to Indonesia came to be. Because it just so 

happened that one of the senior advisors at NL Agency, Ella Lammers doubles as 

Secretary to the Dutch ‘Corbey’ Commission – a commission of parliament that 

counts just under 25 members. With representatives attending from the biomass 

production industry and the energy industry but also from civil society and the 

scientific community, its task is to provide Dutch government with informed advice 

on what constitutes sustainable biomass - and what doesn’t.  

 

Netherlands Centre for Indigenous Peoples 

NL Agency of course supports a number of biomass-related projects as part of its 

government-given mandate. One of these involves the Netherlands Centre for 

Indigenous Peoples, and the goal of this project is to identify indicators to measure 
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Chairman Corbey: “EU must demand social reporting from big palm oil” 
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the social impact of biomass production on local communities and indigenous 

peoples in Indonesia and Brazil. Now, social criteria for sustainability is a pressing 

issue on the Corbey commission agenda as well. There was a natural fit.  

With Ella Lammers as contact broker, project executive Leo van der Vlist and 

commission chairman Dorette Corbey soon met on the island of Kalimantan. As 

Mrs Corbey says: “The Corbey commission doesn’t seat a representative from the 

developing world. This was a valuable opportunity to go see their side of the palm 

oil chain.” During an eight-day visit, Mrs Corbey has now reviewed the daily 

practice of what her commission is drafting policy advice for. 

 

Kalimantan palm oil 

Mr Van der Vlist: “The Indonesian government has big plans for palm oil. The 

production areal is estimated to rise from the current 11,2 million hectares of palm 

oil up to 26 million hectares. That kind of palm oil production means huge 

plantations. Great swaths of land have been razed all over Indonesia to make way 

for these corporate setups. Our Indonesian project is based on Kalimantan, where 

many vast plantations have been built and more are expected.” 

 

Mrs Corbey: “The European Union imports biofuels because it wants to shift to a 

more sustainable economy. A narrow set of sustainability criteria is used in EU 

legislation, to ensure that environmental risks are prevented. But today we know 

social sustainability is also important. The land use change that palm oil 

production involves is acceptable, if carried out responsibly. That means the 

smallholder communities that originally owned the land shouldn’t suffer from the 

land use change. As it turns out – and that’s what this week has proven to me 

quite clearly - they do.” 

 

Social impact on local communities 

Mr Van der Vlist: “Indonesian government often fails to recognize customary land 

rights. Getting official land titles is difficult: property is poorly documented, so 

claims go unheard. Secondly, land use change robs people of their livelihood. 

Plantations are supposed to bring jobs, social services; land owners should even 

have a chance to become palm oil farmers too. In practice, however, things tend 

to turn rather sour: either the land they’re promised is not delivered at all or is not 

enough to make a living. The allocated land isn’t the most fertile land, or it’s 

located inconveniently far from the mill. Without proper equipment, without proper 

training, and with credit loan from the company for the planting of the oil palm, 

the outlook is slim at best. Then, often these communities don’t get a fair price for 

the fruit bunches. The jobs provided on the plantations are poorly paid, and wages 

are insufficient to buy the daily needs.  

 

If they complain, they’re often intimidated and if they resist they might get 

arrested. The problems are many and they don’t go away: half of the 8,000 

current land conflicts reported in Indonesia by the National Land Agency are said 

to stem from palm oil projects.” 

 



Mrs Corbey: “Firstly this should be an issue for the Indonesian authorities, of 

course. But I’ve spoken with Indonesian government officials and they either deny 

the problem exists or they call it a minor problem, subordinate to the millions of 

jobs created by the new wave of palm oil production for biofuels. The question 

then becomes, what can we do? As a major palm oil importer, the EU can of 

course put pressure on producers by way of imposing social criteria for its biofuel 

targets. Social aspects have already been included in the EU’s definition of 

sustainable fuels, but are not yet included as criteria in the Renewable Energy 

Directive. What we also need are the indicators to objectively assess these social 

aspects, plantation by plantation. That’s what we're working towards.” 

 

FPIC 

Mr Van der Vlist: “The main guarantee indigenous peoples ask to implement is 

their right to free, prior and informed consent: FPIC for short. This means they 

can decide freely if they want palm oil development or not on their territories, 

based on adequate information and before the company begins to operate. 

However, implementing FPIC is a big challenge in the Indonesian context - 

government habitually issues permits to develop palm oil on indigenous peoples’ 

customary land and then the company is obliged to develop the plantation or it 

risks losing the permit. This does not leave much space for indigenous peoples to 

say “No” to the company, should they not agree on the development terms.  

 

Agenda for the EU 

Mrs Corbey: “This is a suitable time to introduce new calls for change. The 

European Commission will release its first report on the sustainability impact of 

the EU biofuel policies, including on social issues in December 2012. 

“Also, partially based on the workshops and sessions I attended during the week, 

the Corbey commission has a concrete agenda to bring to the European 

Commission via the Dutch government. Firstly, we can push for mandatory social 

reporting by producers that export to the EU. Secondly, we can ask for reviewing 

and upgrading of the FPIC principle – it doesn’t work as well as it should.  

 

Guarantees for implementation are needed. Thirdly, we would like to see a serious 

effort to objectively verify the keeping of promises made by the palm oil industry. 

And – if promises fail to be materialized, dispute settlement facilities are needed.   

“That is what this fascinating, urgent trip abroad has given to me – the resolve to 

continue what is and will likely remain an uphill battle. Two nice and inspiring 

events I wouldn’t leave out, however. One was a project to use waste from rice 

husks for power generation. Second, the visit to the Maris Projects water 

treatment facility. The intelligence and the success of these projects was a gentle 

reminder that technology can also contribute to sustainability without the social 

backfire.”  


