
 
 
 
 

Introduction 
Oil palm is a popular, fungible, and 
highly versatile oil found in processed 
foods, industry meat, and processed 
foods. However, it is also a leading cause 
of deforestation and peatland drainage in 
Indonesia and Malaysia.  
 
While the UC system does an adequate 
job of documenting all of Scope 1 and 
most of Scope 2 greenhouse gas 
emissions, calculating some of Scope 3 is 
more difficult. UC Davis has been 
focusing primarily on onsite emissions, 
perhaps because they are the easiest to 
measure and resolve. However, they may 
not be producing the most greenhouse 
gas emissions. Other products that go 
unaccounted for, such as ingredients in 
food or animal agriculture on campus, 
could be contributing more to climate 
change than these other factors. Palm oil 
is an unregulated oil found in about 50% 
of all of the processed foods on campus.  

 
Figure 1: Peatland burns after drainage 
https://ucsdnews.ucsd.edu/news_uploads/
deforestation-2.jpg 

 
Goals  
 Research the environmental and 

climate impact of palm oil 

 If even sustainable palm oil in 
Malaysia and Indonesia is not 
proven to be sustainably sourced, 
then further research the impacts of 
oil alternatives compared to palm oil 

 Research the political situation 
behind palm oil sustainability 
regulations and determine a feasible 
solution 

 Determine whether relying on other 
oils would cause increased 
deforestation 

 Share findings at conferences and 
events to make the information 
available to as many people as 
possible 

 

Materials and Methods 
To determine the climate impact of palm 
oils, I compared it against other common 
oil sources utilizing various measures to 
determine whether increasing 
dependency on other oils would increase 
deforestation rates. I calculated the yield 
oil per unit area, yield usable crop per 
unit area, residue per unit area, and 
usable crop yield to waste ratio to assess 
crop efficiency. I wrote and utilized a 
computer program to identify names of 
palm oil derivatives in certain products to 
demonstrate the lack of correlation 
between sustainability certifications and 
marketing strategies with palm oil 
content. 
 

Results and Outcomes  
Although oil palm has the highest oil 
yield, the palm plant does not produce as 
much yield per unit area compared to 
other oil sources, such as soybean and 
peanut. 
Sustainability certification programs are 
unreliable and responsible for as much 
deforestation as conventional palm oil. 
Accurate GHG accounting is impossible 
on campus due to labeling laws. 
However, one can estimate the amount of 
palm oil use in individual products using 
the fatty acid ratios on product labels and 
assess deforestation caused by an 
individual product. 
Developed method for estimating annual 
palm oil consumption of certain products 
and carbon emissions from palm oil 
 

Conclusions  
Although it remains impossible to 
calculate the amount of oil palm that UC 
Davis consumes, my project raises 
questions about the priorities in carbon 
neutrality emission reduction strategies 
and calculations. Deforestation 
prevention and peatland conservation 
should be at the forefront of carbon 
neutrality. Although the emissions are on 
the other side of the planet and easy to 
ignore, deforestation prevention should 
be prioritized before considering carbon 
offsets to balance on-campus emissions. 
It is more difficult to replant a forest and 
remove carbon from the atmosphere than 
it is to prevent carbon sink loss and avoid 
the potential consequences that come 
with it. 
 

In the Future  
Deforestation prevention should be 
prioritized when considering which 
carbon emissions to reduce first. 
Deforestation and peatland destruction 
not only releases tons of carbon dioxide 
and methane into the atmosphere, but it 
also removes a vital carbon sink. Carbon 
sink removal increases the challenge of 
implementing an adequate amount of 
carbon sequestration methods. 
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Figures 2 and 3: Palm Oil Free 
Certification Trademark and the 
Orangutan Alliance Palm Oil Free 
Certification 


