
DEFORESTATION FRONT KEY FACTS

Main outcomes
Protected areas have not been effective in halting deforestation across the region 
given their limited coverage, and their exposure to encroachment[25]. The moratorium 
on new permits for the conversion of primary forest and peatlands[15] and the more 
recent moratorium on the conversion of peatlands have contributed to reducing 
deforestation and pressure on peatlands[26, 27]. Voluntary zero-deforestation 
commitments by palm oil companies have been inadequate in preventing 
deforestation since they exclude a number of medium-size plantations, and have 
limited influence on the performance of smallholders[28] – indeed, a lack of plantation 
traceability means smallholders and their risks are not even identified. Companies 
have not restored peatlands despite the legal requirements, which have also recently 
been revoked[29].

Recommended future actions 
 ● Improve alignment between government policies and global market trends and 

efforts to curb emissions from land-use change and deforestation. 
 ● Ensure that government policies to stop deforestation and conversion and restore 

peatlands are more strongly implemented and followed by commercial actors in 
the field. 

 ● Strengthen coordination between key stakeholders across sectors as well as 
national and provincial governments  to ensure that plantation expansion into 
forest areas and peatlands is being constrained at all levels. 

 ● Enhance monitoring of zero deforestation commitments made by major 
producers, buyers and investors while ensuring greater transparency and 
disclosure of progress.

 ● Expand efforts to support smallholders to implement best management practices 
and access finance and premiums markets. 

 ● Develop partnerships to link corporate actors and government bodies to advance 
sustainable supply and conservation, embracing wider landscape approaches.

SUMATRA

Drivers of deforestation
Large-scale oil 
palm plantations

Expansion of oil palm plantations (8Mha) has been 
another important deforestation driver in both logged 
forests and peatlands[1]. Palm oil processors have more 
processing capacity than they can supply from their own 
plantations, so the industry relies on third party suppliers 
including ‘independent smallholders’[1] without having 
full traceability to raw material origins.

Tree plantations Natural forest clearance to produce pulp and develop 
pulpwood plantations has been one of the main drivers 
of deforestation in Sumatra, with Riau province having 
the highest area of pulpwood plantation concessions 
(4.8Mha)[1]. There is a gap between wood supply from 
existing plantations and existing and planned milling 
capacity[4], exacerbated by extensive forest/land fires 
in 2015, and the industry continues to be involved in 
deforestation.

Smallholder 
farming

Linked to a significant increase in ‘independent 
smallholder’supplying palm oil[5, 6]. Often these farmers 
face several constraints to adopt improved production 
practices[7].

Fires Fires are often used to clear land after deforestation 
before planting crops or developing plantations[8]. Use of 
fires is problematic, especially on Sumatra’s deforested 
peatlands that are drained by the pulp and paper and 
palm oil industries to maintain their plantations and 
made vulnerable to being burnt for a long time[9]. 

Road expansion There is an expanding network of local roads, and the 
completion of the Trans-Sumatra Highway could threaten 
three critical areas of remnant forests by facilitating 
human incursions[10].

Mining 
operations

There are several large-scale mining operations, along 
with small-scale coal mining[11] and small-scale gold 
mining, e.g. in West Sumatra. These operations tend to 
place indirect pressures on forests[12].

Commercial 
logging

Encroachment and illegal logging in retired logging 
concessions has decreased but still occurs. Localized 
illegal logging at smaller scales is difficult to stamp out[13].

 Primary cause of forest loss and/or severe degradation
 Secondary cause of forest loss and/or severe degradation
 Less important cause of forest loss and/or severe degradation

The island of Sumatra has a long history of human intervention and comprises a 
diversity of land uses involving smallholder farming and large-scale plantations 
for palm oil and pulpwood production. Much of the population is rural but there 
is increasing urbanization and infrastructure expansion. A significant portion of 
Sumatra’s natural forests have been lost since the mid-1980s.

Countries, region Sumatra island, Indonesia

Forest type Humid tropical forests
Total area 14.3Mha
Forest area in 2018 7.7Mha (54.0% of total deforestation front area)
Forest loss 2004-2017 2.5Mha (25.2% of forest area in 2000) 
Location of 
deforestation

Deforestation is more active in the central eastern and 
northeastern portions of the island, particularly in Riau 
province[1]

Total forest core area 
in 2018

3.6Mha (46.4% of forests in 2018)

Fragmented  
forests 2000-2018

1.4M ha (14.4% of forest area in 2000)

Accumulated burned 
area, 2002-2019

0.6Mha (6.5% of forest area in 2018)

Deforestation trend Deforestation persists but has tended to stabilize, 
with oscillations, in the last few years. According to 
official estimates, deforestation in Sumatra was higher 
between 2006-09 and increased again in 2015, but 
has decreased since[2, 3]. Only 20% of Indonesian 
deforestation in 2017-18 was in Sumatra[3].

Future trends Deforestation of the last remaining forests will continue 
but likely following a downward trend over time

Underlying causes
Underlying causes are related to business and government emphasis on using 
natural resources as the main driver of economic development, which results in land 
allocation for plantations and mining. These activities are associated with speculative 
land occupation and increased rural population pressure. A related issue is the lack 
of incentive systems for local stakeholders to protect their forests.



Deployment  
at wider scale

Actively used  
and expanding

Project-specific, 
experimental

Key responses
Protected 
areas

Most parks and reserves are found on the island’s mountain ridge, but 
few cover its vast low-lying areas and peat swamps. Total protected area in 
Sumatra covers 11Mha[14].

Moratoria To regulate forest conversion, the government issued a moratorium on 
new conversion permits in primary forests and peatlands in 2011[15], and 
in 2016 enacted a moratorium banning expansion in peatlands[16]. In 2018, 
the president enacted a moratorium on new oil palm plantation licences for 
three years and a review of existing palm oil company licences.

Land use 
zoning

Some provincial governments have developed land-use plans that guide 
land allocation decisions and green growth plans, e.g. in Aceh[17] and South 
Sumatra[18].

Fire 
management

Measures to prevent fire have been associated with the moratorium 
on peatlands as well as with regulations and efforts towards peatland 
restoration and greater enforcement[19].

Voluntary 
standards

The largest palm oil corporate groups embraced Roundtable on Sustainable 
Palm Oil (RSPO) certification and deforestation-free commitments, yet their 
involvement in deforestation continues due to difficulties in putting in place 
traceability systems for their third-party suppliers[14]. Forest concessions 
have embraced reduced-impact logging practices and forest certification[12]. 
The largest pulp and paper companies have been disassociated by the 
Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) and have not yet eliminated deforestation 
from ther supply chains[1].

Mandatory 
standards

The government of Indonesia introduced the Indonesian Sustainable Palm 
Oil (ISPO, in 2011) scheme and Timber Legality Assurance System (SVLK, in 
2009) as mandatory certification for all commercial plantation operators. 
The latter was recognized as the basis of the EU voluntary partnership 
agreement (VPA) that came into effect in 2014[20]. However, both are 
only legality standards and do not guarantee chain of custody or zero 
deforestation.

REDD+ 
projects

21 REDD+ projects were identified by UN-REDD by 2013 with a varied focus 
on rehabilitation of mangroves, peatland restoration, ecosystem restoration 
and others[21].

Traceability  
of supply

Key corporate groups with plantations in Sumatra have recently committed 
to zero deforestation, yet following different approaches and timelines[22]. 
Some corporate groups are individually progressing in putting in place 
traceability systems, and a coalition of palm oil producers and buyers 
are implementing a monitoring system labelled RADD (Radar Alerts for 
Detecting Deforestation)[23]. Major pulp and paper companies have better 
plantation traceability, but are not fully transparent.

Sustainable 
finance

Several specific projects and initiatives have been implemented at the 
municipal level to support sustainable supply, accompanied by efforts to 
de-risk investments[24].
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