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Executive summary 

Agriculture is the predominant source of livelihoods for over 70% of Liberia’s population. Palm oil is one of the most 
important agricultural commodities for export. Together with rubber, cocoa and coffee, they account for about 
34% of Liberia’s GDP. The government of Liberia has prioritised palm oil production as one of the most important 
industries for the future and there is interest from global companies who have committed to invest around USD 6 
billion. Four international palm oil companies have been granted concessions for palm oil production on c.519,324 
ha of land. Currently, palm oil development in Liberia is at a nascent stage, but there are emerging issues that may 
affect sustainable development of the sector if they are not effectively addressed. These issues include deforestation, 
company-local community land conflicts; loss of traditional and culturally significant sites; labour right issues 
including child labour in plantations; poor working conditions among plantation workers including lack of access 
to basic sanitation services; pollution of water bodies from excessive use of pesticides and herbicides resulting in 
health implications for communities, amongst others. These are being complicated by an unworkable land tenure 
system; poor enforcement of regulations; limited resources for government support and ambiguity of environmental 
requirements.

Actors in the oil palm sector are committed to producing sustainably by reducing deforestation and associated social 
issues and supporting smallholders, as well as gender and social inclusion in production landscapes. Increasingly, the 
need for multi-stakeholder collaboration for large-scale impact is becoming clear and is rapidly being embraced by 
actors in the sector. Multi-stakeholder jurisdictional/landscape and sectoral initiatives are being developed in many 
locations, but the key question is how do the oil palm companies decide which initiative to support, on what issues, 
and where? The National Oil Palm Strategy and Action Plan (NOPSAP) of Liberia is a sectoral initiative developed 
through a multi-stakeholder process facilitated by the National Oil Palm Platform of Liberia (NOPPOL). The strategy, 
which was launched by the Ministry of Agriculture in April 2022, provides the opportunity for multi-stakeholder 
collaboration for addressing key deforestation, land tenure, community livelihoods and labour issues while supporting 
sustainable development of the oil palm sector in Liberia. The strategy offers a credible opportunity for oil palm 
companies and other key actors to meet their sustainability commitments. 

The ‘Guidance on Engagement Principles’ is a ten-step guide developed by Proforest’s Production Landscape Team with 
NOPPOL. The guide is based on Proforest’s experience of working with supply chain oil palm companies and NOPPOL’s 
deep understand of the NOPSAP. The guidance is intended to help oil palm companies engage effectively with the 
NOPSAP and associated initiatives to deliver on their commitments. It provides the opportunity for companies to identify 
the risks and issues inherent in their production landscapes of interest, and the opportunities to derive maximum benefit 
from engagement, including towards meeting their responsible production and/or sourcing policy commitments.



4

Guidance on Engagement Principles for the National Oil Palm Strategy and Action Plan of Liberia

Table of Contents

About Proforest ..................................................................................................................................... 2

Executive summary  .............................................................................................................................. 3

1.0 General context  .............................................................................................................................. 5  

2.0 Liberia oil palm sector ..................................................................................................................... 6 
2.1 The key players  ............................................................................................................................................................. 6
2.2 Challenges associated with the oil palm sector ................................................................................................ 6
2.3 Opportunities for a sustainable oil palm sector ................................................................................................ 7
2.4 Initiatives for sustainable palm oil development in Liberia .......................................................................... 7

3.0 Why do we need this guidance?  ..................................................................................................10
3.1 The Production Landscape Programme ............................................................................................................11

4.0 The NOPSAP ...................................................................................................................................11
4.1 Overview of the NOPSAP  .......................................................................................................................................12
4.2 Key issues the NOPSAP seeks to address...........................................................................................................14
4.3 Implementation strategies of the NOPSAP ......................................................................................................17
4.4 Key implementation actors and total budget .................................................................................................17

5.0 Engagement principles for the NOPSAP .....................................................................................18
5.1 Part A: Preparing to engage the NOPSAP .........................................................................................................18

5.1.1 Understanding the sector or landscape issues and opportunities  .........................................19
5.1.2 Decide which scale of engagement is appropriate .......................................................................20
5.1.3 Identify and review what initiatives exist ..........................................................................................21
5.1.4 Understand the local perspective and motivation ........................................................................21
5.1.5 Decide what support you can provide ...............................................................................................22

5.2 Part B: understanding how to engage with the NOPSAP ............................................................................23
5.2.1 Consider how to engage .........................................................................................................................23
5.2.2 Discuss your role and involvement ......................................................................................................24
5.2.3 Coordinate on communication .............................................................................................................24
5.2.4 Agree on governance structure ............................................................................................................25
5.2.5 Monitor, evaluate, learn, share and act ..............................................................................................26



5

Guidance on Engagement Principles for the National Oil Palm Strategy and Action Plan of Liberia

1.0 General context   

Liberia is the most forested country in West Africa, 
with forest cover over two-thirds of the land surface. 
About 4.3 million hectares of forested land, constituting 
approximately 43% of the total land area, are naturally 
regenerated forest and around 8 thousand hectares 
are planted forests1. These forests constitute 44% of all 
forests in West Africa, extending from Guinea to Togo. 
The national forest cover is concentrated in two forested 
areas: the evergreen lowland forests in the southeast and 
the semi-deciduous mountain forests in the northwest. 
The land cover is broadly distributed as: two thirds under 
forest cover, of which (44%) is mapped as degraded 
forest, agriculture (13%) and savannah (11%). Smaller 
land cover classes include thicket (3%), gallery forest 
(2%) and plantations (1.5%)2. Other land cover classes 
each occupy less than 1% of the total land surface3. 
Approximately 37% of all forested land in Liberia is 
contained within commercial concessions or designated 
for conservation as Protected Areas4. However, most of 
the concessions are yet to be developed, and most of the 
protected areas are yet to be designated. 

Despite the extensive forest cover in Liberia, less than 
5% is considered primary forest while the vast majority 
are regenerated forests. The annual rate of deforestation 
from 2005-2015 in Liberia was estimated at 0.46%.5 
Between 1990 – 2010, Liberia lost an estimated 12.2% 
of its forested area. The current annual deforestation 
rate is estimated to be 0.3%6. Conversion for agriculture 
and mining and uncontrolled logging are the main 
drivers of deforestation. Specifically, the key drivers of 
deforestation in Liberia are: 

1  FOA Global Forest Resources Assessment 2015.http://www.timbertradeportal.com/countries/Liberia/ 
2  https://eros.usgs.gov/westafrica/land-cover/land-use-land-cover-and-trends-liberia
3  USGS (2013). Land Use, Land Cover, and Trends in Liberia. https://eros.usgs.gov/westafrica/land-cover/land-use-land-cover-and-trends-liberia.
4 FDA (2016). Liberia REDD Strategy Final Report.  http://www.fda.gov.lr/projects/redd/the-redd-strategy-and-roadmap/
5  Christie et al. 2007. Fragmentation and clearance of Liberia’s forests:1986-2000 Oryx 41 1-5.
6  FOA Global Forest Resources Assessment 2015. http://www.timbertradeportal.com/countries/Liberia/
7  Demand Analysis Report, Republic of Liberia (2017): Programme Management Unit (FTF-ITT).

• Shifting cultivation practices in subsistence and 
smallholder agriculture, predominantly driven by  
the staple foods rice and cassava. 

• Plantation agriculture, rubber and palm oil. 

• Logging, dominated by forest concessions and chain/
pit-sawing.

• Mining (both alluvial and industrial).

• Infrastructure development (destruction of forest 
for road construction and mangrove forest for 
construction of houses along the coast).

Agriculture is the predominant source of livelihoods for 
over 70% of Liberia’s population. Palm oil is one of the 
most important agricultural commodities for export. 
Together with rubber, cocoa and coffee, they account 
for about 34% of Liberia’s GDP7. The government of 
Liberia (GoL) has prioritised palm oil production as 
one of the most important industries for the future 
and there is interest from global companies who have 
already invested around US$500 million since 2008. Four 
international palm oil companies have been granted 
concessions for palm oil production on c.519,324 ha of 
land. It is known that palm oil production is associated 
with a range of social and environmental issues 
including deforestation. Currently, palm oil development 
in Liberia is at a nascent stage, but given the scale of 
the concessions, the potential for growth is significant. 
Liberia has one of the lowest deforestation rates in the 
tropics and there are concerns that development of palm 
oil production, if not done sustainably, could accelerate 
deforestation. Major land concessions in Liberia extend 
over vast landscapes that include forest with high 
biodiversity and which provide valuable ecosystem 
services beyond Liberia. 
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2.0 Liberia oil palm sector 

2.1 The key players 

The GoL made a strategic decision in the 1970s to 
position oil palm as an alternative tree crop for export, 
besides rubber. Following this decision, oil palm 
plantations were established in the northern region 
of the country. The plantations were solely owned by 
the GoL and communally managed by cooperatives. 
The plantations were abandoned during the civil 
war, resulting in the destruction of the plantations 
and processing facilities. As with many West African 
countries, the oil palm tree is endemic and grows in 
wild groves in Liberia. The wild collections supplied 
almost 16,000 tons of palm oil8. Cultivation is done 
by smallholders and medium scale farmers, as well as 
large-scale farmers or concessionaires. About 21.2% of 
households grow oil palm and it accounts for more than 
10% of employment in the agricultural sector. Between 
2008-2009, Liberia witnessed a phenomenal growth of 
90% in export value for oil palm rising to about 2 million 
USD by 2012. Despite this gain, in 2017, Liberia imported 
palm oil along with its derivatives to the value of 22 
million USD. The current key players in the oil palm value 
chain are wild groves and smallholder farmers, medium 
sized growers, and large concessionaires. 

Information on the number wild groves and smallholders 
is limited. The sizes of the smallholders’ farms range from 
0.5 – 10 ha and consist of mixture of Dura and Tenera 
varieties. The farms are often intercropped with food 
crops and sometimes other cash crops. The smallholders 
poorly maintain their plantations in terms of weeding, 
slashing, pruning, fertiliser application and crop 
protection. The yield is low and ranges from 1 to 3 Mt of 

8  Liberia National Oil Palm Strategy and Action Plan (NOPSAP)-2021-2025
9  Source: Basta (2016): Live or drive, a choice has to be made: A Case Study of Sime Darby Operations in Liberia

FFB per hectare per year. The medium-scale producers 
(small companies and individuals) farm sizes range from 
10 ha to about 1000ha. These plantations mostly consist 
of Tenera variety, and are mono cropped. There is a low 
level of mechanisation with manual labour. Information 
on their average yield is limited. It has been estimated 
to range between 10 to 15 Mt of Fresh Fruit Bunch (FFB) 
per hectare per year. The number of medium-scale palm 
oil producers in Liberia is unknown. There is an effort by 
some of the medium-scale producers to organise into 
producer associations. The oil palm value chain in Liberia 
is dominated by four large concessionaires: Golden 
Veroleum Liberia (GVL), Sime Darby (now Mano Palm 
Oil Industries), Equatorial Palm Oil (EPO) and Maryland 
Oil Palm Plantation. The four companies together hold 
a total concession area of about 519,324 ha with about 
only 50,000 ha (9.63%) planted9. Information about areas 
under out-grower schemes is limited. The companies 
are owned by multi-nationals, most of which operate 
their own mills. Their plantations have significant level of 
mechanisation. These plantations consist of the Tenera 
variety only, which are mono cropped. Their average 
yields range from 15 to 20 Mt of FFB per hectare per year.

2.2 Challenges associated with the oil  
palm sector

Despite the socio-economic benefits associated with oil 
palm production, its cultivation brings environmental 
and social risks. There is evidence of deforestation and 
water pollution in some cases and environmentalists are 
advocating that the production of oil palm should not 
be at the expense of the environment. This has led to the 
sector facing significant criticism for non-sustainable oil 
palm production, which includes clearing high carbon 

Table 1: Large Concessionaires in Liberia
Name of Company Year of 

commencement 
Total concession 
given (ha)

Duration of 
concession 

Total Area 
Planted (ha)

Agreed out grower 
scheme (ha)

Golden Veroleum 
Liberia (GVL)

2010 220,000 65 years 15,005 40,000

Sime Darby (Now 
MPOI)

2009 220,000 63 years 10,411 44,000

Maryland Oil Palm 
Plantation 

2011 8,800 25 years Unknown 6400

Equatorial Palm Oil 
(EPO)

2008 70,524 25 years 18,201 18,201
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stock areas for cultivation of oil palm. A range of social 
issues that also affect the production of oil palm in 
Liberia include company-local community land conflicts; 
loss of traditional and culturally significant sites; labour 
right issues including child labour in plantations; 
poor working conditions among plantation workers 
including lack of access to basic sanitation services; as 
well as pollution of water bodies from excessive use of 
pesticides and herbicides resulting in health implications 
for communities10. Other challenges associated with the 
oil palm sector in Liberia include:

i. Unworkable land tenure system

The existing land tenure system is not clear and 
therefore unworkable on the ground. This often 
results in conflicts between companies and local 
communities. Communities have cited lack of 
transparency by government during negotiations 
with companies on concession allocation. This often 
leads to poor FPIC processes and strained community-
company relationships affecting company operations, 
especially surrounding new plantings. 

ii. Poor enforcement of regulations

The GoL has the oversight over activities in the oil 
palm sector including enforcement of regulations. 
Due to limited budget and low human resource 
capacity, the GoL is unable to effectively perform 
its role.  This has resulted in weak enforcement of 
regulations in the oil palm sector. 

iii. Limited resources for government support 

The extractive structure of the Liberian economy 
also constrains the size of the tax base and revenue 
generation. This is largely due to the existence of 
weaknesses in the resource governance and policy 
environment, lack of an inclusive value-added 
economic framework, and the failure of public debt 
management to focus on public-private partnerships 
(PPP) for development in the oil palm sector.

iv. Ambiguity of environmental requirements 

Liberia is a signatory to a number of, national and 
international laws and standards and has developed 
national laws and policies for sustainable agro-
commodity production. In most cases, there are 
limited regulations/ guidelines for application of 
these laws and standards on the ground. Where 
there are guidelines and regulations, they are often 
ambiguous and/or conflicting. This has resulted in 

10 Niesten, E.T. & B. Sayon. 2020. Targeted Scenario Analysis (TSA): Sustainable Palm Oil Concessions in Liberia. Prepared for United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) and UN Partnership for Action on Green Economy (PAGE). Conservation Strategy fund

misunderstanding amongst producers of oil palm as 
to how they should comply with these requirements. 

2.3. Opportunities for a sustainable oil  
palm sector

There are opportunities for sustainable oil palm 
production in Liberia despite some challenges. Several 
applicable global certification schemes such as the 
Roundtable on Sustainable Oil Palm (RSPO), Rainforest 
Alliance (RA), International Sustainability and Carbon 
Certification (ISCC) and the Roundtable on Sustainable 
Biomaterials (RSB) aims at sustainable oil palm production 
through a variety of standards for producers. The benefits 
are that, together with initiatives by NGOs/CSOs, these 
certification scheme can support Liberia’s efforts at 
addressing most of the challenges in the oil palm sector 
including deforestation, land tenure issues, poor FPIC 
process, labour right issues including child labour, and 
poor working conditions among plantation workers. 

2.3 Initiatives for sustainable palm oil 
development in Liberia

Sustainable palm oil production has been central 
to GOL development policy through successive 
administrations in view of its potential implication for 
deforestation, biodiversity loss and forest degradation. 
Liberia has signed several international agreements, 
developed local policies and legal frameworks and 
initiated national and sub-national programmes aimed 
at sustainable agricultural production, including oil 
palm.  The international agreements/conventions, 
and treaties which are relevant to the oil palm 
sector include: Convention on International Trade in 
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES); 
United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD); 
ILO Convention No. 138 on Minimum Age (1973); UN 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC); 
ILO Convention No. 100 on Equal Remuneration (1975); 
The UN Convention on Migratory Species (CMS); 
International Plant Protection Convention (IPPC); Basel 
Convention Prohibiting the Movement of Hazardous 
Chemicals; International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR); ILO Convention 
No. 29 on Forced Labor (1930); Stockholm Convention 
on Persistent Organic Pollutants (2001); Rotterdam 
Convention on Prior and Informed Consent Procedure 
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for Certain Hazardous Chemicals and Pesticides in 
International Trade (1998), and the Paris Climate Change 
Agreement in 201611. Others include the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW); and the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) of the United Nations. The lead inter-
governmental institutions managing these agreements/
conventions are the Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA); the Forestry Development Authority (FDA); the 
Ministry of Agriculture (MOA); Ministry of Gender, 
Children and Social Protection; Ministry of Labour; and 
the International Labour Organisation agreement (ILO).

Liberia has also instituted a variety of national laws, 
policies, and regulations that are applicable to the oil 
palm sector. These are: Environmental Protection and 
Management Law (2002) - Section 37 Environmental 
Impact Assessment; Community Rights Act (2009); 
Agricultural Concession Agreements; Community Forest 
Reform Law of 2006; Revenue Code of Liberia Act of 
2000;  Environmental Protection and Management Law 
(EPML 2002); Decent Work Act (2015); National Forestry 
Reform Law 2006; Land Rights Act 2018; Independent 
National Commission on Human Rights Act 2005; 
FDA’s Ten Core Regulations on Forest Management 
(2007); National Gender Policy of 2010; National Policy 
and Response Strategy on Climate of 2018; National 
Pesticides Policy of (2016). 

Some key initiatives for sustainable oil palm production 
are described below:

i. REDD+ Strategy

The REDD+ strategy offers incentives for Liberia to 
reduce emissions from forested lands and invest 
in low-carbon paths to development. Being party 
to the UNFCCC, Liberia started developing its 
Readiness Preparation Proposal in 2007. By 2016, 
the GoL developed the National REDD+ Strategy 
to reduce emissions from deforestation and forest 
degradation. The strategy set the path for the 
country to participate in REDD+ as an extensive scale 
incentives system. The strategy describes the primary 
sources of deforestation identified through analysis 
of forest cover and land use trends. It also provides 
a description of priorities and strategy options to 
address the drivers of deforestation, the contribution 
of REDD+ to national developmental goals and local 
communities, and its approach in implementing the 
strategy. The Government of Norway supports the 

11  http://www.epa.gov.lr/?q=content/meas-projects  
12  https://partnershipsforforests.com/partnerships-projects/africa-palm-oil-initiative/

implementation of Liberia’s National REDD+ Strategy.

ii.  Tropical Forest Alliance-Africa Palm Oil Initiative 
(TFA APOI)

Liberia joined seven African governments to publicly 
commit to the deforestation-free palm oil production 
principles by signing the Tropical Forest Alliance-
Africa Palm Oil Initiative (TFA APOI) Marrakesh 
Declaration in Morocco in 2016.12  The TFA APOI aims 
to support Africa to develop a palm oil sector that is 
environmentally and socially sustainable, and which 
protects Africa’s rich tropical forests whilst bringing 
economic benefits to the region. Since signing the 
Marrakesh declaration, Liberia has developed and 
implemented its national principles and action plan 
for sustainable palm oil production. A key action is the 
policy to include RSPO standards in the requirements 
for sustainable palm oil production, as reflected in 
palm oil concession agreements between GOL and 
palm oil companies. 

iii. Good Growth Partnership (GGP)

The United Nations Development Programme-
Global Environment Fund’s (UNDP-GEF) “Reducing 
Deforestation through Commodity Production 
Project” aims to transform Liberia’s oil palm sector 
from an extractive industry into a more efficient, 
inclusive, equitable and environmentally sustainable 
industry; with minimal loss of the High Carbon 
Stock (HSC) and High Conservation Value (HCV) of 
Upper Guinea rainforest. The programme used an 
integrated supply chain approach to create linkages 
and synergies to overcome systemic barriers to 
reduced deforestation by: creating a space for 
GoL and partners to dialogue, plan and enforce 
policy actions; providing farmer support systems to 
support environmentally sustainable agriculture; and 
promoting land use planning and mapping systems 
using remote sensing data of HCS and HCV forests 
to guide the expansion of oil palm plantations and 
intensive food production whilst enforcing forest 
conservation.

iv. Sustainable Palm Oil Programme (SPOP)

The programme aims to promote sustainable 
intensification and climate-friendly palm oil 
production and facilitate access to finance, whilst 
improving the livelihoods of Liberia’s smallholder 
farmers.  The programme is systematically changing 
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the way palm oil is produced in Liberia in order to 
encourage increased productivity without expansion 
into the forests. This is being done by bringing 
together actors around a common vision and action 
plan, as well as contributing to development of the 
national oil palm strategy. 

v. Mano River Union Forestry Conservation Project 
(MRUFCP)

This initiative seeks to achieve sustainable 
management of the trans-boundary forests in the 
Upper Guinea Forest Ecosystem linking the Mano 
River Union states of Liberia, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea, 
and Sierra Leone. It includes components for capacity 
building for institutions and communities to benefit 
from emerging global programmes such as REDD, and 
provides support for climate change interventions at 
the local level. 

vi. Smallholder Agriculture Transformation and 
Agribusiness Revitalisation Project (STAR-P) 

This is aimed at increasing agricultural productivity 
and commercialisation of smallholder farmers for 
selected value chains including palm oil in nine 
counties of Liberia. The direct beneficiaries are 
approximately 38,000 smallholder farmers, of whom 
30% are women and young farmers. Intermediate 
beneficiaries will include agribusinesses and business 
development services enterprises that have business 
links to smallholder farmers in the targeted value 
chains. Indirect beneficiaries include government staff 
in targeted ministries, agencies, and commissions, and 
the private sector and other non-state institutions. It 
is expected to contribute to the higher-level objective 
of making selected value chains including palm oil 
more efficient, commercialised and climate-resilient, 
which will contribute to improving household and 
national food security and nutrition, reducing rural 
poverty and improving shared prosperity.

vii. Revised Nationally Determined Contribution

This a is 10-year nationwide sectoral document 
aiming at reducing economy-wide greenhouse gas 
emissions by 64% below the projected business-as-
usual level by 2030. The commitment of Liberia is 
constructed from GHG mitigation targets across nine 
key sectors and climate change adaptation targets 
for eight sectors. These sectors include agriculture 
and forestry. To make agriculture and forestry more 
productive and sustainable, the NDC provides 
several interventions that include both mitigation 
and adaptation measures, such as: reduction 
of agricultural GHG emissions by 40% through 
promoting low-emissions agriculture and reduction 
in burning field residues; adoption of sustainable 
agriculture and soil conservation practices; and 
capacity building of farmers and agricultural 
extension agents to implement mitigation actions. 
For the forestry sector, key measures include reducing 
the national deforestation rate by 50%; reforesting 
degraded forest area through natural regeneration 
and tree planting; restoring 25% of priority degraded 
forests and establishing 5 new Protected Areas.

ix. The Liberia National FPIC Guidelines 

This is a guide for engagement between communities 
and investors/would-be investors who might want 
to invest in communities’ land such as in oil palm 
development. The FPIC guidelines are prepared 
for the GoL and its implementation is led by the 
Environmental Protection Agency and funded by 
the Liberia Forest Sector Project. The guidelines are 
advisory, with the aim of clarifying the requirements 
for FPIC and improving implementation. The guide 
is intended to help fill this gap by both establishing 
clear guidelines on how developers could implement 
FPIC and how regulatory agencies could verify 
compliance. The toolkit that accompanies the 
guidelines provides detailed steps on how to conduct 
FPIC in different settings in Liberia based on best 
practices established in Liberia and internationally. 
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Box 1: Focus Commodities and Issues
The Production Landscape Programme in Liberia is focused on four forest-risk commodities: palm 
oil, cocoa, rubber and timber ,which are the major export commodities and account for about 
50% of Liberia’s GDP.  Despite the significant contribution of these tree crops to the national 
economic growth and development in Liberia, their cultivation has been an important agent of 
deforestation and forest degradation.  The annual rate of deforestation from 2005-2015 in Liberia 
was estimated at 0.46%. Between 1990 – 2010, Liberia lost an estimated 12.2% of its forested 
area. The current annual deforestation rate is estimated to be 0.3%.  Apart from deforestation, 
the Production Landscape Programme focuses on sustainability issues including child and forced 
labour, gender inclusion, smallholder inclusion and land rights/tenure.

x. Liberia Forest Sector Project 

This initiative is part of the Liberia Forest Programme 
supported by the partnership established between 
the GoL and the Government of Norway. LFSP builds 
on the Liberia REDD+ Readiness Project, completing 
Liberia’s Readiness and implementing the Investment/
Implementation Phase to improve the management 
of forests and increase benefit-sharing in forest 
landscapes. The participatory land use planning in 
targeted county districts in the forest landscapes 
is aimed at enhancing the effectiveness of project 
activities by focusing on the implementation of 
appropriate forest management practices, technologies 
and sustainable livelihoods intended to benefit 
forest-based communities. This would strengthen 
local communities’ capacity to manage designated 
Community Forests, promote improved benefits-
sharing from different types of forest-based activities, 
and support the development of more sustainable 
forest-based livelihoods. The LFSP provides a scale of 
financial and technical support commensurate with the 
task of strengthening the enabling environment for the 
implementation and monitoring of REDD+ activities, 
to improve the management of livelihoods within 
targeted forest landscapes.

3.0 Why do we need this guidance? 

Many companies in palm oil production have made 
commitments to sustainable production. This includes 
taking action to reduce deforestation, improve labour 
conditions, respect human rights etc. There are many 
ways in which companies can do this and, in many 
cases, they need to collaborate with other companies, 
government agencies, civil society organisations and 
local communities to deliver on their commitments 
and have large-scale impact. In a production landscape, 
there are several actors and many of the issues are not 
under the control of a single actor. For instance, there 
are many different drivers of deforestation, and these are 
often beyond the control of a single company. Similarly, 
social issues are often sector wide and can be hidden 
in an individual supply chain, and action taken by a 
single company may be less effective. Collaboration 
and alignment at landscape, jurisdictional or sectoral 
scale can address issues that require collective action 
and deliver wider impact. This provides opportunities 
for companies to collaborate with other actors in 
production landscapes and across sectors to build 
local engagement and ownership, which increases the 
likelihood of local positive impact and contributes to 
long-term sustainable development.
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Increasingly supply chain palm oil production 
companies are realising the limitations and costs of 
working alone through their individual supply chains. 
They see the need for collaborative or complementary 
actions at a landscape or sectoral level to achieve wider, 
transformational impact. This raises many questions 
about how they should engage: with whom, how and on 
what issues? This guidance collates Proforest’s learning 
on where and how supply chain companies can most 
effectively engage with landscape or sectoral initiatives 
to help meet their commitments, recognising the 
different roles and participation of other actors in the 
process. In April 2022, the GoL launched the National Oil 
Palm Strategy and Action Plan and Action Plan of Liberia 
(NOPSAP) to guide implementation of GoL’s vision of 
transforming Liberia’s oil palm sector into a sustainable, 
vibrant, responsible, and productive economic sector 
that contributes to economic growth and wellbeing of 
the local people, while maintaining forest cover and 
biodiversity. This guidance uses NOPSAP as a case study.

3.1 The Production Landscape Programme

Proforest, through its Production Landscape Programme, 
is working to support the alignment of private sector 
actions on deforestation and other sustainability 
issues with national and sub-national policy processes, 
including those led by civil society. In Liberia, the 
Production Landscape Programme is supporting actors 
in the oil palm sector to align their actions with the 
national oil palm strategy by providing information on 
its vision, objectives and implementation framework. It is 
envisaged that, through this alignment, companies and 

organisations will have the opportunity to meet their 
commitments on deforestation and other sustainability 
issues whilst contributing to sustainable development 
of the Liberian palm oil sector (the aim is a sector that is 
environmentally and socially sustainable and protects 
Liberia’s rich forests whilst bringing economic benefits 
to the people). The Production Landscapes Programme is 

funded by UK Aid from the UK Government, through the Forest 

Governance, Markets and Climate Programme (FGMC).

4.0 The NOPSAP

4.1 Overview of the NOPSAP 

The Ministry of Agriculture (MOA), through a multi-
stakeholder platform the National Oil Palm Platform 
of Liberia (NOPPOL), developed the NOPSAP to guide 
sustainable oil palm development in Liberia for the next 
5 years. NOPPOL brought together key stakeholders 
including oil palm companies, smallholders, government 
institutions, civil society, international organisations, 
and local communities to jointly develop the NOPSAP 
to provide solutions to challenges facing Liberia’s oil 
palm sector. The aim is to transform oil palm production 
to ensure its continued growth, environmental 
sustainability and the well-being of the local people and 
communities involved in the value chain.  It is envisaged 
that implementation of the strategy will enhance the 
oil palm sector’s attractiveness in the global commodity 
and capital markets and facilitate collaboration amongst 
actors needed to meet increasing demand for locally 
produced oil palm products for both domestic and 

Box 2: Objectives of the NOPSAP
i. Ensure compliance with national standards for the oil palm sector

ii. Develop an enabling regulatory framework for the oil palm sector. 

iii. Develop a 5-year financing mechanism to guide sustainable oil palm development in 
Liberia. 

iv. Provide support to improve livelihoods for smallholder farmers and communities. 

v. evelop a conflict resolution mechanism for the Liberia oil palm sector 

vi. Develop an integrated land use plan that protects ownership, and user rights in conformity 
with the Liberian land rights act (2018), with specific focus on the acquisition of deeds for 
customary land. 

vii. Integrate sustainable conservation practices in oil palm production landscapes, in 
conformity with the Liberia national REDD+ strategy and other relevant national and 
international commitments. 
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international markets. The NOPSAP is also expected to 
achieve sustainable development outcomes for local 
communities while supporting smaller businesses, 
reducing poverty and unemployment, and increasing 
national revenues.

The NOPSAP is linked to government programmes in 
the agriculture sector including the Pro-Poor Agenda 
for Prosperity and Development (PAPD), Agenda 
for Transformation (AfT), the Liberia Agricultural 
Transformation Agenda (LATA), and Liberia Agricultural 
Sector Investment Plan II which focus on improving 
supply chains and attracting value adding industries to 
increase food security and make the sector a contributor 
to economic stability. The NOPSAP also provides 
the opportunity for alignment with private sector 
commitments. 

4.2 key issues the NOPSAP seeks to address

Below is a summary of the key issues the NOPSAP seeks  
to address:

i. Lack of compliance with national standards: 

There is general lack of compliance by players in the 
oil palm sector with national standards concerning oil 
palm production, processing, and marketing. This has 
resulted from conflicting mandates and regulations 
by government institutions concerned with forestry, 
environment, agriculture, and investments. For 
instance, due to these conflicting regulations and 
policies, forest lands (with HCS and HCV areas) which 
have been planned for conservation of biodiversity 
under global climate frameworks have sometimes 
been allocated to oil palm companies for production. 
Also, Liberia does not have a national standards body 
responsible for standardisation and compliance. 
Currently, the Ministry of Commerce (MoC) and 
Industry through the Liberia Standards Harmonisation 
Model (LiSHAM) has adopted international and 
regional standards as temporary measures for national 
standards. The GoL has, however, initiated action to 
set up a national standards body. There is a proposed 
act in parliament for the establishment of the Liberia 
Standards Authority. 

ii. Lack of a consistent regulatory framework to guide  
the oil palm sector

Liberia’s oil palm sector lacks a consistent regulatory 
framework that clearly stipulates the responsibilities, 
rights, and consequences for non-compliant actors. 
This has resulted in stifling growth of the sector, 

limiting participation of all relevant stakeholders, 
especially local communities. There is limited 
community participation in negotiations and land 
concession award processes. In most cases where there 
is community participation, there is poor coordination, 
limited awareness, and community leadership 
lack necessary negotiation skills. One noticeable 
consequence of this is the prevalence of unfair 
compensation to communities for crop damage during 
clearing of land for plantation establishment. There are 
significant gaps in aligning local laws and regulations 
with the requirements for national and international 
best practices. 

iii. Inadequate support for small-medium producers

Among the sectors in Liberia, the oil palm sector has 
received the highest committed amount of direct 
foreign investment in the post-war years, totalling 
over US$6 billion. This investment comes from the four 
biggest players in the sector: Mano Palm Oil Industries, 
previously operated by Sime Darby (US$ 3.1 billion until 
2025), Golden Veroleum Limited (US$ 2 billion until 
2017), Equatorial Palm Oil (US$ 800 million until 2017) 
and SIFCA-operated Maryland Oil Palm Plantations 
(US$ 20 million until 2015). The small-medium 
producers, on the contrary, are faced with inadequate 
support. This includes inadequate access to finance and 
institutional support; limited technical capacity; lack 
of equipment; inefficient business services network 
and transportation infrastructure challenges, amongst 
others. Access to long-term support (including finance) 
is core to facilitate development and growth of the 
small-medium producers in the oil palm sector.

iv. Low productivity from small-medium producers

Like many other West African countries, small-medium 
oil palm producers in Liberia are characterised by poor 
planting materials, poor farm maintenance and input 
application and low productivity compared with big 
producers. This is mainly due to limited knowledge on 
best management and sustainable practices and access 
to agricultural inputs, unavailable or poor extension 
and advisory services, use of outdated technology for 
processing, and limited access to sustainable financing 
models. These limitations are further worsened by the 
large numbers and heterogeneity of small-medium 
farmers in Liberia. The wide gap in yields between 
small-medium producers and big producers provides 
an opportunity to improve productivity of small-
medium producers through sustainable intensification 
models without clearing more forest lands.
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v. Absence of conflict resolution and feedback-
redress mechanisms

Oil palm plantation development by big producers 
and to some extent medium scale producers is 
characterised by conversion of large tracts of 
forestlands. In Liberia this conversion affects 
biodiversity, livelihoods and culturally significant 
sites of local communities who have had traditional 
use rights over these forestlands for decades. The 
GoL allocates concession rights to companies on 
the understanding that companies will adhere to 
the relevant regulations in converting forestlands 
and engage with local communities through FPIC 
processes to address their concerns and needs. 
Due to weak enforcement of regulations and poor 
monitoring, many companies do not adhere to 
these regulations, resulting in conflicts with local 
communities. Also, the top-down approach to 
and local communities’ exclusion from granting 
concessions, unclear/conflicting sector regulations 
and policies and lack of guidance for FPIC processes 
(until now), results in ineffective engagement with 
local communities. This may result in companies 
overlooking key community concerns and needs.  
There is an absence of well-defined conflict resolution 
and feedback/grievances redress mechanisms 
for actors in the natural resources and agriculture 
sectors. This does not provide the opportunity to 
amicably address concerns and conflicts with oil palm 
production.  

13  IMF 2008; Roland 2005; The World Bank 2010; De Wit 2012
14  CIFOR 2012; FAO 1993; IFAD 2014; Ujamaa Community Resource Team 2010 

vi.  Absence of land use plan to support sustainable 
oil production

Land use planning has become critical to rural 
livelihoods and sustainable agricultural plantation 
development as it provides strategies that reconcile 
emerging conflicts over land and biodiversity 
conservation whilst securing local communities’ 
rights and tenure. It is also one of the most effective 
processes for facilitating agreement on land use that 
addresses climate change adaptation issues and 
balances economic, social and environmental values 
at national or sub-national levels.  The GoL recognises 
land use planning as an urgent development 
strategy13  that can address overlapping concessions, 
solidify customary land rights, and guide smart 
economic development14. The GoL thus passed the 
Land Rights Act (LRA 2018) which mandates the 
creation of Community Land Development and 
Management Committees (CLDMCs) to formalise by-
laws and mechanisms for customary land governance 
based on a land use plan. Two laws (The LRA 2018 
and LAA 2016) gives the Liberia Land Authority the 
mandate to promote, support, and ensure land use 
planning throughout the country. This is expected to 
contribute to climate change adaptation strategies, 
safeguard local peoples’ livelihoods and contribute 
to sustainable agricultural plantation development, 
especially oil palm development. Currently there 
are few county/administrative districts with a land 
use plan. It is important to upscale the land use plan 
development to all oil palm production landscapes 
to support sustainable production and address 
concerns/conflicts with communities.      

Box 3: Issues the NOPSAP seeks to address
i. Lack of compliance with national standards in the oil palm sector by actors. 

ii. Lack of consistent regulatory framework to guide the oil palm sector. 

iii. Inadequate support for small-medium producers.  

iv. Low productivity from small-medium producers

v. Absence of conflict resolution and feedback-redress mechanism

vi. Absence of land use plan to support sustainable oil palm production
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4.3 Implementation strategies of the NOPSAP

Implementation of the NOPSAP is organised around seven strategic objectives with various interventions and 
responsible institutions tasked with achieving them. Below is a presentation of the implementation framework: 

Table 2: Implementation strategies of the NOPSAP

Key Issue Strategic 
Objective 

Expected Results Responsible Institutions

Lack of 
compliance 
with national 
standards in the 
oil palm sector by 
actors

Support 
compliance 
with national 
standards for the 
oil palm sector

Actors in the oil palm sector 
supported to demonstrate 
commitment to national and 
international sustainability standards

MoA, MoL, LACRA, MoCI, FDA, EPA, 

Actors in the oil palm sector 
supported to demonstrate compliance 
with all applicable local, national and 
international laws and regulations

FDA, EPA, NBC, MoA, CARI and LLA

Environmental, social and corporate 
terms and approaches in relevant 
standards clearly defined and 
implemented for the Liberian context

GoL, EPA, MoA, FDA, NBC, CSOs/
NGOs, MoCI

Fair partnerships between mills and 
independent smallholders and their 
communities developed

GoL, MoA, MoA, 

Farmers Union Network, Oil palm 
companies, NGOs/CSOs,

Gender, social inclusion, and 
smallholder issues mainstreamed into 
local and national practices

GoL, MoGCSP, MoA, 

Farmers Union Network, Oil palm 
companies, NGOs/CSOs, finance 
institutions

Lack of consistent 
regulatory 
framework to 
guide the oil palm 
sector

Develop an 
enabling 
regulatory 
framework for 
the oil palm 

The Liberia oil palm sector is governed 
by enabling laws and regulations

NBC, EPA, MoA, IMCC, FDA, LLA, 
MoJ, Farmers Union Network 

Administrative structures for the 
effective enforcement of regulatory 
frameworks

NBC, MoA, EPA and FDA

Actors in the Liberian oil palm sector 
are adequately aware of relevant laws 
and regulations to enable them take 
informed decisions and actions

MoA, EPA, LLA, FDA, NBC, SDI 

Alignment of strategy with the 
national action plan

MoA, TALOPFI, Farmers Union 
Network, CSO-OPWG, WAREB, MoL 
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Inadequate 
support for 
small-medium 
producers 

Develop a five-
year financing 
mechanism to 
guide sustainable 
oil palm 
development

A financing mechanism that supports 
all stages of the oil palm sector over 
the next five years

MoA, MFDP, financial institutions, 
Central Bank of Liberia, private 
sector, Farmers Union Network.

Stakeholders demonstrate 
commitment to sustained financing  
of the palm oil sector

MoA, TALOPFI, Farmers Union 
Network, CSO-OPWG, WAREB, MoL

Mechanism for effective 
accountability, transparency and 
reporting established 

MoA, MFDP, financial institutions, 
Central Bank of Liberia, private 
sector

The oil palm sector financing plan 
addresses food security, gender equity 
and other social and human rights 
issues

MoGCSP, MoA, MFDP 

Farmers Union Network, Central 
Bank of Liberia, Financial 
Institutions 

Low productivity 
from small-
medium 
producers

Provide Support 
to Improve 
Livelihoods for 
Smallholder 
Farmers and 
Communities

Smallholders, out-growers, and small-
medium oil palm farmers are actively 
engaged in sustainable farming 
practices

MoA, TALOPFI, NGOs Farmers Union 
Network 

 private sector, Research and 
academia

Smallholder farmers income earning, 
value addition and participation in 
high value markets is improved

MoA, TALOPFI, Farmers Union 
Network, CSOs/NGOs

Community-identified areas in oil 
palm landscapes are prioritised for 
development in an integrated land 
use plan

MoA, LLA, FDA, MoIA CSOs/NGOs, 

Gender issues mainstreamed in 
smallholder oil palm development

GoL, MoGCSP, MoA, 

Farmers Union Network, NGOs/
CSO, Research & academia

Absence 
of conflict 
resolution and 
feedback-redress 
mechanism

Develop 
a conflict 
resolution 
mechanism 
and a feedback 
grievance redress 
mechanism

Stakeholders demonstrate 
commitment to peacebuilding  
and conflict resolution in the oil  
palm sector 

NGOs/CSOs, NBC, MOA, FDA, LLA, 
private sector, MoIA, communities, 
county legislators, county security 
council 

Peaceful co-existence resulting from 
stakeholders commitment to conflict 
resolution.

NGOs/CSOs, NBC, MOA, FDA, LLA, 
private sector, MoIA, communities, 
county legislators, county security 
council
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Absence of 
land use plan 
to support 
sustainable oil 
palm production

Develop an 
integrated land 
use plan in 
conformity with 
the LLA 2018, 
with specific 
focus on the 
acquisition 
of deeds for 
customary land

Land Use Planning takes production 
away from HCV&HCS areas into 
Degraded land

LLA, FDA, NBC, MoA, 

EPA, LISGIS, NGOs/CSOs, local 
communities, MoIA, Landowners, 
private sector, Farmers Union 
Network 

Land use change monitored by the 
Liberia forest atlas and factored into 
adaptive management practices

LLA, FDA, NBC, MoA, 

EPA, LISGIS, NGOs/CSOs, local 
communities, MoIA, Landowners, 
private sector, Farmers Union 
Network

Land use planning as a prerequisite 
for land clearing for oil palm 
development / expansion adopted to 
prevent encroachment.

NBC, FDA, MoA, EPA, LISGIS, NGOs/
CSOs, LLA, local communities, 
MoIA, Landowners, private 
sector, Farmers Union Network, 
International certification bodes 

Communities supported to develop 
their Land Use Plan

LLA, FDA, EPA, NGOs/CSOs, local 
communities, MoIA, Landowners, 
private sector, Farmers Union 
Network

Integrate 
sustainable 
conservation 
practices in oil 
Palm production 
landscapes, 
in conformity 
with the Liberia 
National REDD+ 
Strategy and 
other relevant 
national and 
international 
commitments

A national definition for forest and 
HCV/HCS, and their application in the 
oil palm sector is clarified

FDA, MoA, NBC, EPA, NGOs/CBOs, 
Private sector, Farmers Union 
Network, local communities

Producers are effectively engaged in 
conservation and sustainable oil palm 
development, and their experiences 
shared with stakeholders

FDA, MoA, NBC, EPA, NGOs/CBOs, 
Private sector, Farmers Union 
Network, local communities

Sustainability action plan developed 
for conservation of biodiversity in oil 
palm landscapes

FDA, MoA, NBC, EPA, NGOs/CBOs, 
Private sector, Farmers Union 
Network, local communities

Incentives and benefit-sharing 
mechanism developed to facilitate 
conservation in oil palm landscapes

FDA, MoA, NBC, EPA, NGOs/CBOs, 
Private sector, Farmers Union 
Network, local communities
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4.4 Key implementation actors and total 
budget

The NOPSAP is a result of a multi-stakeholder process 
facilitated by NOPPOL involving the actors in the oil 
palm sector. NOPPOL with support from the MoA, FDA, 
EPA and LLA will continue to engage with these actors 
and the responsible institutions mentioned under 
each expected result area to facilitate implementation.  
NOPPOL will monitor and provide updates on the 
progress and impact of implementation of the NOPSAP. 
There are key cross-cutting issues including gender, 
youth, and smallholder inclusion which will need more 
attention in implementation and monitoring. NOPPOL 
will carry on awareness and disseminate outcomes 
from implementation and monitoring to actors and the 
broader public. The total budget for implementation of 
the NOPSAP is estimated at USD 10,041,800

5.0 Engagement principles  
for the NOPSAP

Actors in the oil palm sector are committed to producing 
sustainably by reducing deforestation, enhancing 
community livelihoods, removing forced/child labour, 
improving labour conditions and gender and social 
inclusion, and supporting smallholder inclusion in 
production landscapes. Increasingly, the need for 
multi-stakeholder collaboration for large-scale impact is 
becoming clear and is rapidly being embraced by actors 
in the sector. Multistakeholder jurisdictional/landscape 
and sectoral initiatives are being developed in many 

locations, but the key question is how do the oil palm 
companies decide which initiative to support, on what 
issues and where?

The NOPSAP of Liberia is a sectoral initiative developed 
through a multi-stakeholder process. It provides the 
opportunity for multi-stakeholder collaboration for 
addressing key deforestation, land tenure, community 
livelihoods and labour issues whilst supporting 
sustainable development of the oil palm sector in 
Liberia. The NOPSAP offers a credible opportunity 
for oil palm companies and other key actors to meet 
their sustainability commitments. The ‘Guidance on 
Engagement Principles’ is a step-by-step guide intended 
to help oil palm companies engage effectively with the 
NOPSAP and associated initiatives to deliver on their 
commitments. 

How a company engages with an initiative depends 
partly on the company’s position in the supply chain. 
Downstream companies (manufacturers, brands, 
retailers) often source from many different production 
landscapes in different countries and first need to 
identify where to engage and what initiatives would be 
appropriate. Upstream companies (producers, mills and 
traders) are closer or within production landscape or 
countries and may want to engage directly with known, 
on-the-ground initiatives in their operational location. 
This guide is therefore divided into two parts: 

• Part A is aimed at helping downstream companies to 
identify where to start engaging with the NOPSAP.

• Part B is guidance on how to engage with the 
NOPSAP and will be useful for all companies that 
already know where they will work. 

Figure 1: Practical engagement with initiatives is not always a sequential process.

1
Understand 
the sector or 

landscape issues 
and opportunities  

2
Decide which scale 
of engagement is 

appropriate

6
Consider how to 

engage

3
Identify and review 

what initiatives 
exist

Part A: Preparing to engage the NOPSAP: identify where to start engaging and what to do

7
Discuss your role 
and involvement.

9
Agree on 

governance 
structure

Part B: understanding how to engage with the NOPSAP

4
Understand the 

local perspective 
and motivation

5
Decide what 

support you can 
provide

8
Coordinate on 

communication

10
Monitor, evaluate, 

learn, share  
and act



18

Guidance on Engagement Principles for the National Oil Palm Strategy and Action Plan of Liberia

There are ten steps in this guide (see Figure 1). While 
Part A may be a sequential process, steps of Part B are 
likely to be iterative undertaken in parallel or revisited as 
users gain a better understanding of the opportunities 
and issues. The guide is based on experience of working 
with supply chain companies and NOPPOL to better 
understand and deepen engagement with the NOPSAP. 
This is a rapidly evolving area, and Proforest will continue 
to work with NOPPOL and oil palm companies to revise 
this guide over time.

5.1 Part A: Preparing to engage the NOPSAP

This part is aimed at downstream companies that source 
from production landscapes in Liberia. It will help 
companies to understand their supply base, the sectoral 
issues, risks and opportunities, and decide where they 
should consider taking action beyond their own supply 
chain, identify what initiatives are ongoing, how they 
align with the NOPSAP and how they might engage with 
it. There are 5 steps which may be a sequential process. 

5.1.1 Understanding the sector or landscape  
issues and opportunities 

An oil palm company’s responsible sourcing 
commitments mainly concern production practices.  
The starting point is therefore to understand where 
oil palm in the company’s supply chain is produced, 
and what are the main sustainability issues and risks in 
these places. The NOPSAP explains the risks and issues 
associated with oil palm production in Liberia. They 
include deforestation, company-local community land 
conflicts; labour right issues including child labour in 

15  National Oil Palm Strategy and action Plan (NOPSAP)-2021-2025
16  Proforest’s Responsible Sourcing: A Practical Guide

plantations; poor working conditions among plantation 
workers; pollution of water bodies from excessive use of 
pesticides and herbicides resulting in health implications 
for communities15. 

Understanding the company’s supply base, including 
the sources of the largest volumes, which landscapes 
are strategically important, the location of key mills and 
primary processors and the risks and issues is crucial. 
For upstream companies located close to or within the 
production landscape, this can be relatively easy. These 
companies are likely to have a good idea of the key 
issues and risks within the sector and the production 
landscape. For downstream companies, which may have 
many intermediaries and source products from many 
different origins, understanding the supply base can 
be a major task. Supply chain mapping traces products 
back through the supply chain to the production 
area; often to the mill and production landscape16. 
Once the company knows where its commodities are 
produced, risks and issues associated with production 
can be assessed in accordance with the company‘s 
commitments. This is generally a high-level review of 
risks and issues, which will be complemented later with 
more detailed on-the-ground assessment in priority 
landscapes. It is important for downstream companies to 
also engage directly with their suppliers to understand 
whether suppliers are operating in compliance with 
their sustainability commitments. This will enable 
downstream companies to prioritise issues to be 
addressed and understand the relevant stakeholders  
and stakeholder processes in the sector and/or 
production landscapes.   

Step 1: Understand the sector or landscape issues and opportunities 

i.  Review policies and KPIs to identify the most important objectives for your commitments  
(e.g., eliminating deforestation, addressing gender inequality and land right/tenure 
issues eliminating child labour, supporting smallholder inclusion, and improving living 
conditions  
of rural people).

ii.  For your specific commitment decide which locations are important taking into 
consideration your supply base.

iii. Identify the main risks and issues you want to address in each location.

iv.  Prioritise issues to be addressed and understand the relevant stakeholders and 
stakeholder processes.
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5.1.2 Decide which scale of engagement is appropriate

The key issues and risks inherent in oil palm production 
occur at different levels and scales and therefore should 
be addressed at the appropriate level. While some issues 
cut across the entire sector, others are specific to a 
particular stage of the supply chain or are landscape or 
locality specific. It is therefore important that the scale 
and level of environmental and social issues are properly 
understood and addressed at the relevant scale to 
ensure maximum results and impact. 

In Liberia, countless initiatives have been embarked 
on by the government, companies and NGOs/CSOs 
to address risks, issues and challenges that have been 
associated with oil palm production in Liberia. Most of 
these initiatives have been implemented as individual 
projects, which are often restricted in scope, scale 
and time, and have only produced limited results. As 
explained in the NOPSA document, the environmental 
and social issues associated with oil palm production 
are not restricted to just individual supply chains, 
group of producers or specific communities. Instead, 

the issues are often widespread in the sector, and 
therefore require interventions that transcend supply 
sheds/bases for maximum effect and impact. Issues 
such as deforestation, company-local community land 
conflicts; gender and social exclusion; labour right issues; 
poor working conditions among plantation workers 
are widespread and will need collaboration among 
stakeholders through a landscape or jurisdictional 
approach or sector-wide initiative to achieve impact. 
Other issues such as destruction of culturally significant 
sites, alternative livelihoods for affected communities, 
competing land uses which are locally specific, may be 
effectively addressed in restricted areas within a supply 
shed, since a generic solution may not work effectively. 

Oil palm companies need to analyse the drivers and 
root causes of the issues identified to understand which 
issues could be best addressed within the production 
landscape or at sectoral level through collective action, 
and which ones are better addressed by localised 
supplier engagement.

Step 2: Decide which scale of engagement is appropriate

i.  Analyse the drivers and root causes of the issues identified.

ii. Assess which approach (landscape or locality-specific or supply chain or collaboration) 
will be most effective in addressing the issues.

iii. Decide which of the issues can best be addressed through collective action. 
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5.1.3 Identify and review what initiatives exist

Having identified the issues and the scale of 
engagement, it is important to identify and review what 
is already happening in the sector or the production 
landscape and check if they: are relevant to the issues 
you want to address and scale you want to cover; seek to 
align with existing multi-stakeholder processes or build 
a multi-stakeholder process; have a plan that identifies 
and addresses the drivers of the issues of concern to you; 
learns from past experiences and approaches of similar 
initiatives; demonstrate openness to collaborate with 
other stakeholders; and finally the extent to which your 
goals will be achieved by aligning with the initiative.

For downstream oil palm companies, ongoing initiatives 
could be identified through discussion with suppliers, 
relevant government agencies and civil society 
organisations, and companies working in the landscape. 
The NOPSAP notes nine key initiatives in the oil palm 

sector that are relevant to the implementation of the 
strategy. These initiatives are working at different scales 
and levels ranging from national sectoral initiatives 
to landscape/jurisdictional or supply-shed specific 
initiatives involving several actors (box 4) 

For instance, if the identified issue is deforestation, 
national-level initiatives like the REDD+ Programme 
and TFA APOI (now ASCI) or a commodity development 
programme with a focus on reducing forest loss 
like SPOP might be relevant. These national-level or 
commodity development initiatives may be active in the 
selected landscape. There may also be landscape-level 
initiatives like LPSP to improve management of forests 
in counties which include the identified landscape. 
Similarly, where the issue is company-community 
land conflicts, national-level initiatives like the Liberia 
National FPIC Guidelines may be important and might 
be implemented in the identified landscape. 

Step 3: Identify and review what initiatives exist

i. Identify ongoing initiatives relevant to the issues you want to address and scale you  
want to cover 

ii. Review their objectives, governance structure and action plans to determine whether they: 

• Align with your commitments.

• Seek to align with existing multi-stakeholder processes or build a multi-stakeholder 
process. 

• Have a plan that Identifies and addresses the drivers of the issues of concern to you. 

• Learn from past experiences and approaches of similar initiatives. 

• Demonstrate openness to collaborate with other stakeholders, and

• The extent to which your goals will be achieved by aligning with the initiative.
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5.1.4 Understand the local perspective and 
motivation

It is important to understand the local perspective of 
an initiative in determining whether to align with it 
or not. Existing initiatives may have some objectives 
and goals in common with the company’s aims, but 
the implementation strategy may be different. The 
perspectives, motivations and expectations of the local 
people involved in an initiative may differ considerably 
from the company perspective. For instance, many 
of the initiatives in the oil palm sector in Liberia 
are aimed at addressing deforestation. However, in 
practice, the approach to reducing deforestation may 
be different from the expectation of some companies: 
while a company’s main objective may be to deliver its 
commitment to reducing deforestation, these initiatives 
are primarily concerned with improving livelihoods, 
addressing land conflicts, improving agricultural 
practices, and linking smallholder producers to high 
value markets. Improving livelihoods and agricultural 
practices will translate into increased income and better 
living condition for local people. This is likely to prevent 
local communities from expanding their farms into 
new forests, therefore deforestation is reduced. The 

drive to deliver on global priorities such as reducing 
deforestation will have little importance at the local level 
if initiatives do not create positive outcomes for local 
communities.

Communities may be more motivated by issues such as 
improved livelihoods, increased yield, access to better 
markets and security of land rights. Meanwhile, local 
governments need to address local priorities including 
infrastructure development, economic opportunities, 
and protection of human rights. It is important to frame 
outcomes in ways that align with these local priorities. 
If initiatives do not contribute to these goals, they are 
unlikely to succeed.

It is important that a company understands this context 
before engaging with an initiative. This can be done by 
identifying issues of interest to local people (which may 
go beyond company objectives); assessing the extent 
to which the company’s commitments will be achieved 
by addressing the issues of interest to the local people; 
and understanding local decision-making processes, 
governance structures and power relations including 
timeframes and planning contexts that interventions 
need to meet. 

Step 4: Understand the local perspective and motivation

i. Identify issues that matter to local stakeholders and how they are linked to the drivers 
of the issues you want to address and your commitments (e.g., livelihoods, productivity, 
health, land rights/tenure) 

ii. Clarify what support the initiative needs from you 

iii. Understand local time frames and planning contexts

iv. Understand local governance structures, decision-making processes, and power relations
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5.1.5 Decide what support you can provide

Having identified national or landscape/jurisdictional or 
supply chain initiatives and analysed local perspectives, 
motivation, governance structures, power relations 
and decision-making processes, the company needs to 
decide whether a national or landscape/jurisdictional 
or supply chain initiative is best to help ensure that 
sustainability commitments are being met and what 
support the company can provide. Collaborators, 
partners, and consortium members of a national or 
landscape/jurisdictional or supply chain initiative are 
expected to pool resources (financial, technical and 
logistical) to implement the initiative. The support that 
a partner or collaborator brings on board may depend 
on its position in the supply chain and its sustainability 
commitments.

The NOPSAP has key objectives, strategies and actions 
aimed at addressing issues and risks identified in the oil 
palm sector. These may serve as a guide to companies 
to decide what support they may like to bring on board. 
Government institutions in a national initiative or a 

Civil Society organisation in landscape/jurisdictional 
initiative normally play the role of a convenor/facilitator 
to ensure a level playing field for the companies that 
are working together pre-competitively within the 
landscape. NOPPOL is providing the facilitation role 
for the implementation of the NOPSAP. Other partner 
organisations leverage their institutional capacity 
to provide relevant services, such as training and 
capacity building etc. Upstream companies with a 
direct or indirect physical presence in the country or 
landscape may support the identified initiative with 
logistics, technical staff and on-the-ground investment. 
Downstream companies with no physical or direct 
presence in the country or landscape, on the other hand, 
may support an initiative with financial investments, 
technical or logistical support, (including training and 
capacity building for farmers in best management 
practices), advocacy or communication on international 
platforms, experience-sharing and piloting new 
approaches, and purchasing agreements such as buying 
commitments, preferential sourcing, long-term contracts 
and better premiums. 

Step 5: Decide what support you can provide

i. Different types of support may be appropriate at different stages.  Identify the level of support 
(funds or in-kind) that can be committed over what timescale. This may include: 

• Purchasing agreements such as buying commitments, preferential sourcing, long-
term contracts, or premiums 

• Technical or logistical support, including training and capacity building for farmers in 
best management practices and alternative livelihoods

• Sharing experience, piloting new approaches and technologies

• Infrastructure investment

• Advocacy or communication

• Set-up of traceability systems (safeguards and MRV)



23

Guidance on Engagement Principles for the National Oil Palm Strategy and Action Plan of Liberia

5.2 Part B: understanding how to engage 
with the NOPSAP

Part B provides guidance on how the private sector can 
engage with the NOPSAP and with its relevant initiatives. 
It assumes that there is basic understanding of issues, 
risks, opportunities, local perspectives and motivation 
and what support can be provided. There are 5 steps 
which are likely to be iteratively undertaken in parallel 
or revisited as users gain a better understanding of the 
issues, risks and opportunities.

5.2.1 Consider how to engage

How to engage with an identified initiative may vary 
depending on the position of a company in the oil palm 
supply chain. In all cases, when joining an ongoing 
initiative, it is important that a company is clear about 
the level of engagement they expect to have. Some 
companies may want to be involved proactively in 
all aspects, from priority setting and identification of 
interventions to implementing activities on the ground. 
Others may want to play a supporting role. Downstream 
supply chain companies often buy from multiple 
landscape/countries, most of which are likely to be 

involved in interventions in these landscapes/countries, 
and this may limit the engagement the company can 
have with initiatives in its sourcing areas. Furthermore, 
some initiatives like the NOPSAP have a clear objective, 
priority areas and interventions, and it may not be 
appropriate for a company to try to influence these. 
Engagement might range from leading some initiatives 
to limited or minimal engagement with others. It is 
important the company sign agreements or MoUs with 
the collaborators/partners which spell out roles and 
commitments of each member and together develop 
a joint action plan (including a safeguards plan) which 
details the activities to be undertaken by each member 
in the initiative and a monitoring, evaluation and 
learning framework to monitor, measure and report on 
progress. The NOPSAP has a monitoring and evaluation 
framework. The GoL is considering an opportunity for 
third party evaluation to look at the major results and 
areas of intervention. The findings will inform policy 
decisions and changes in approach to implementation. 
It will be ideal to link the monitoring, evaluation and 
learning framework that would be developed by 
partners to that of the NOPSAP so that it feeds into it.

Step 6: Consider how to engage

i. Decide scope of engagement, such as direct funding, expertise, preferential sourcing.

ii. Consider level of engagement from limited participation to leadership role.

iii. Sign agreements or MoUs which spell out roles and commitments of each partner. 

iv. Develop a joint action plan (including a safeguards plan) which details the activities  
to be undertaken and implemented

v. Develop a monitoring, evaluation and learning plan to monitor, measure and report  
on project activities.

vi. Provide feedback regularly on the process
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5.2.2 Discuss your role and involvement

Companies should discuss and agree on roles and what 
they can be involved in with collaborators. A company’s 
role should be based on their institutional capacity 
and expertise. Some of the key specific activities/roles 
companies can take up under the NOPSAP proposed 
interventions include:

i. Forest restoration and protection

ii. Additional and alternative livelihoods models 

iii. Best management practices for smallholders

iv. Participatory land use planning 

A company may not have the technical expertise to lead 
in any of the above roles but may have the financial 
resources to support some of the interventions, or use 
its position and network to leverage the investments 
needed for these interventions. Although the NOPSAP 
implementation plan has proposed lead institutions, 
companies with expertise in key areas may take up the 
role of facilitator to coordinate the effective and timely 
implementation of the interventions and report back to 
the lead organisation. 

5.2.3 Coordinate on communication

Companies, smallholders, government institutions, 
local communities, and civil society organisations work 
at different speeds. It may be frustrating working in 
an initiative involving these actors especially when a 
company is under pressure to demonstrate progress 
for their audiences. This is especially true at the early 
stages of such initiatives when much effort goes into 
planning, building partnerships and collaborative 
processes, defining governance processes, and ensuring 
stakeholder understanding, buy-in and participation. 
Where deforestation, land tenure and other associated 
social issues are being addressed, and progress is slow, 
it may be tricky for companies to communicate their 

support. In such situations, careful communication 
across all partners is important. Any claims made about 
progress and impacts need to be agreed amongst all 
parties so that there is a common, evidence-based 
narrative. To support this, it may be helpful to agree on 
a communications strategy that sets out what can be 
communicated and when. If participant companies have 
key performance indicators and timescales they need to 
promote, these can be incorporated into expectations 
and their communication can be agreed and shared. 
It may be helpful for partners to allocate a lead for 
communication within each partner organisation to 
implement the communications strategy. 

Step 7: Discuss your role and involvement

i. Engage in discussion with the initiative and local stakeholders. The roles of both parties 
should be based on needs and objectives.

ii. Identify on which side of the supply chain you have a comparative advantage.

iii. Determine what you can leverage to make maximum impact in the partnership (it could 
be multiple interventions e.g., gender balance, etc.)

Step 8: Coordinate on communication

Plan communications ahead of time to allow for approvals and revision by communications 
teams and senior management.

i. Allocate a lead for communication within each partner organisation.

ii. Ensure that all partners’ claims are aligned and credible.

iii. Consider taking on dedicated, shared support for communication. Consider a shared 
communications strategy.

iv. Put in place a professional communications person if deemed appropriate.
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5.2.4 Agree on a governance structure

Agreement on a governance structure is crucial for 
successful implementation of initiatives that involve 
multiple actors. Some initiatives will already have a clear 
governance structure and it is important to identify 
how companies fit into it and work within it. In contrast, 
many others have less clearly-defined governance 
structures especially where support and the role of the 
private sector fits into governance and implementation 
of the initiative. The NOPSAP, for instance, has an 
unclear governance structure and therefore companies 
who would like to align with the strategy or work with 
initiatives which feed into the strategy need to work 
with the key actors (NOPPOL, government institutions 
leading on results areas, CSOs/NGOs working on 
initiatives that align with NOPSAP etc) to agree on a 
workable governance structure. Getting to know the key 
actors  is an important part of the process, particularly in 
building trust.

In Liberia, there are historical tensions between 
NGOs and local communities on one side and oil 
palm companies and government on the other side. 
Understanding and acknowledging these tensions, while 

also building personal and professional relationships 
and improving communication, is a crucial part of 
building a workable governance structure. It is also 
important to allow representation and participation of 
local communities, especially smallholder producers 
that might be in the company’s supply chain, and 
local institutions of governance to enable more local 
ownership of decision-making, particularly by women 
who are historically left out of decision-making 
processes. 

Companies who are in different stages in the oil palm 
supply chain in Liberia are also likely to have different 
levels of engagement in the governance of an initiative 
in the sector. It may be practical and effective for such 
companies to collaborate and engage as part of a 
pre-competitive coalition. This enables companies 
to coordinate their inputs across common issues and 
provide a coherent voice in governance, but this requires 
an active and committed process of coordination. 
A neutral convener can help to build trust within 
coalitions, as well as bridge trust with other stakeholder 
groups, to allow real engagement to take place. 

Step 9: Agree on a governance structure

Develop/adapt/strengthen governance structure, processes and mechanisms, establishing 
how the partnership will work.

i. Establish and/or strengthen internal coordination and decision-making processes.

ii. Establish and/or strengthen a secretariat to administer the partnership 

iii. Establish a dispute resolution mechanism.

iv. Agree how data will be collected, shared and fed into management of the initiative

v. Agree on a reporting structure. 
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5.2.5 Monitor, evaluate, learn, share and act

A company may want to communicate the commitments 
and progress made on engagement with an initiative at 
the early stages. Monitoring and evaluation would be 
needed at several levels of the company’s engagement 
in the initiative, including the progress: 

• on engagement with the initiative, and whether this 
meets the company goals or KPIs 

• of the initiative in delivering its own goals and 
implementation plans 

• with the management of financial resources. 

Most initiatives like the NOPSAP have well-defined 
monitoring indicators and processes to collect and 

share data. Where possible companies should align 
their monitoring with other partners and collaborate 
on data collection. Where mechanisms for monitoring 
and evaluation have not been defined, it is helpful 
to agree on monitoring indicators across partners to 
ensure data collection is collaborative and aligned. 
Collecting baseline data at the start will allow progress 
to be measured. Processes for evaluating progress, and 
taking action where progress is not as expected, should 
be agreed with partners in the landscape initiative. 
If an initiative is not delivering results as expected, 
the company may need to increase its involvement 
or commit greater support. Setting clear rules at the 
start will also help the company to decide under what 
conditions it should disengage from an initiative.

Step 10: Monitor, evaluate, learn, share and act

Depending on your objectives for engagement in the landscape initiative, you may want to 
monitor specific aspects of implementation

i. Identify the indicators that you plan to monitor 

ii. Collect baseline data at the start 

iii. Consider whether an external framework like the landscape standard or verified sourcing 
area framework provides a structure for M&E

iv. Agree how data will be shared and fed into management of the initiative

v.  Document lessons learned.

vi. Communicate/share data and lessons learned.

vii. Act by applying lessons learned.


