
THE RSPO AFRICA ROADSHOW

 may 2012 | bRIEFIng nOTE

2
a CaPaCITy BUILDING & aWaRENESS RaISING PROGRammE FOR SUSTaINaBLE OIL PaLm IN aFRICa

This briefing note is part of 
a series of briefing notes 
developed for the RSPO Africa 
Roadshow. Other briefing notes 
available are:
1. An Introduction to the RSPO
2. Sustainable Palm Oil 

Production: The RSPO 
Principles and Criteria

3. The RSPO Certification 
Process

4. High Conservation Values
5. Free Prior & Informed 

Consent
All these briefing notes are 
available in English and French 
at: www.proforestinitiative.org/
roadshow
Visit the above website for 
more information about the 
RSPO Africa Roadshow and for 
contact details of partners in 
this programme.

SUSTAInAbLE PALM OIL PRODUCTIOn: 
THE RSPO PRInCIPLES AnD CRITERIA 
(RSPO P&C)
The Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) was formed in 2004 with the objective of promoting 
the growth and use of sustainable oil palm products through credible global standards and engagement 
of stakeholders. It is a global membership organisation made up of the entire range of stakeholders 
producing, using or affected by palm oil production and use. See Briefing Note 1 for more information 
on RSPO. At the heart of the RSPO initiative is a set of Principles and Criteria (P&C), developed over 
several years through a multistakeholder process, which define the social, environmental and economic 
requirements for producing sustainable palm oil. 

Review of the RSPO Principles and Criteria (P&C): As with all standards, the RSPO requires regular 
review of the P&C every five years. This review is due to take place in 2012 and will revise the P&C 
based on experience of use over the last five years.

The RSPO global Requirements for Oil Palm 
The current RSPO Principles and Criteria document (RSPO Principles and Criteria for Sustainable Palm Oil 
Production, 2007) contains eight principles each with associated criteria, indicators and guidance. These 
contain all the requirements necessary to produce oil palm sustainably. Seven of the principles relate to 
the management of existing plantations while one focuses specifically on expansion of oil palm and the 
establishment of new plantations. The eight principles are briefly elaborated below and can be found in 
full on the RSPO website at http://www.rspo.org/page/513.  

Principle 1: Commitment to transparency: Growers and millers need to make publicly available a summary 
of information on the environmental, social and legal aspects of their operations as relevant to RSPO 
criteria, except where such disclosures would have adverse social or environmental consequences. 
Information sharing can be done in any appropriate way including corporate websites, published reports, 
notice boards, public or individual meetings with stakeholders or direct response to enquiries. 

Principle 2: Legal compliance: All operations are required to comply with all relevant local, national and 
nationally-ratified international laws. Additionally, the operator must be able to demonstrate uncontested 
rights to use the land and these must not diminish the rights of local communities to use the land unless 
their free prior and informed consent (FPIC) has been secured. See Briefing Note 5 for more information 
on FPIC. 

Principle 3: Long term economic and financial viability: There should be an implemented management 
plan aimed at achieving long term economic and financial viability.

Principle 4: Use of appropriate best practices: This principle outlines the recommended best practices 
that need to be implemented to ensure soil conservation, water protection, integrated pest management, 
responsible use of agrochemical, health, safety and training of workers. It also sets out requirements for 
documented operating procedures for operational activities.

Principle 5: Conservation of natural resources and biodiversity: All activities that have environmental 
impacts such as waste disposal and energy generation and use must be adequately assessed and 
plans put in place to avoid undesired impacts. In addition, all High Conservation Values (HCVs) must be 
identified and maintained. See Briefing Note 4 for more information on HCVs.

Principle 6: Responsible consideration of employees and local communities: All social impacts of 
operations must be identified in a participatory manner and plans must be put in place to mitigate 
negative impacts and promote positive ones. This principle also outlines the requirements for respecting 
fundamental labour rights including the rights to collective bargaining, avoidance of discrimination, forced 
labour and child labour.  
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Principle 7: Responsible development of new plantings: Principle 7 provides guidance on the requirements 
for the development of new plantations and is further discussed in the next section on new oil palm 
plantations. 

Principle 8: Commitment to continuous improvement: This principle requires that there should be a 
system in place for continuously monitoring, reviewing and improving the operations of the grower or 
miller.    

RSPO requirements for new oil palm plantations
The RSPO Principles and Criteria contain provisions that address both existing plantations and new 
plantings. Principle 7 of the RSPO’s P&C contains a set of requirements for new plantings. These 
requirements are further elaborated in the RSPO’s New Planting Procedure (NPP). The NPP mandates 
that prior to plantation establishment, detailed social and environmental impact assessments (including 
an HCV assessment) are carried out. These assessments will identify all areas containing 1) Primary 
forests 2) High Conservation Values 3) Peatlands 4) Local people’s lands. The RSPO precludes the 
conversion of any of these categories of land areas except in the case of local people’s lands when their 
free prior and informed consent has been given. The findings are incorporated into an implementation 
plan for managing the new plantation. Once these assessments have been conducted, they are reviewed 
and verified by an RSPO approved certification body. Following this, a summary of findings are put up 
for public consultation on the RSPO’s website for a period of 30 days. Where there are concerns about 
the project, the RSPO’s grievance resolution mechanism may be activated. In cases where there are no 
grievances, the grower may commence with plantation establishment. 

Going through the RSPO’s New Planting Procedure does not mean that an oil palm project is certified as 
sustainable. However, the NPP is one of the key requirements that have to be met prior to certification. To 
obtain certification, the plantation needs to be audited against the P&C by an approved certification body.

national interpretations of the RSPO 
The generic global RSPO requirements need to be interpreted at the national level to adapt them to the 
local situation and context. This is done by reviewing and adapting the indicators associated with each of 
the criteria – the principles and criteria themselves remain unchanged to ensure global consistency. 

In countries where a national interpretation document has been developed and formally approved by 
the RSPO (see box below), it becomes the applicable verification standard for all certifications in the 
country. In countries where no national interpretation has been developed, the global P&C remains the 
main reference document and for certification (See Briefing Note 3) the certification body is expected to 
develop local indicators through a consultative process.

The RSPO national Interpretation Process  

In order to ensure quality control and consistency RSPO National Interpretation (NI) processes are 
expected to have the following attributes.

Participation: The national interpretation process must be initiated by an RSPO member in the 
country. This member normally becomes the coordinator of the process and serves as a formal link 
with the RSPO. The process must be steered by a national working group that includes representatives 
selected from each of the following stakeholder groups: a) Producers including smallholders b) supply 
chain actors and investors c) environmental interests and d) social interests. The composition of the 
national multi-stakeholder working group must be approved by the RSPO. 

Content: The NI document should provide specific interpretation for the RSPO P&C relating to 
appropriate indicators/guidance relevant at the local level and with reference to applicable legal 
requirements. Additionally, the NI document should include acceptable performance levels for 
measurable indicators.  

Process: The NI working group must have at least two physical meetings, at least one of which must 
be after a public consultation on the draft document. This public consultation period on the draft 
document should last for a period of at least 60 days and the document must be available in an 
appropriate language or languages so that all stakeholders can understand it. Additionally, there 
should be a field testing on the specific criteria that require national interpretations.  

Endorsement: Once the draft document has undergone consultation, been agreed by the NI working 
group and has been field tested, it is submitted to the RSPO for formal endorsement. Once the national 
interpretation is endorsed it becomes the official version of the RSPO Principles and Criteria for that 
country.
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