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Important questions...
Background

We investigated the impact of RSPO membership on avoiding biodiversity losses, by looking at the 
role of High Conservation Value (HCV) areas:

Question 1. 
Are HCV areas 

large enough and 
of good enough 

quality to support 
biodiversity?Question 2. 

Do HCV areas 
improve connectivity 

in oil palm 
landscapes?
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Previous research
Background

Forest patches 
with a ‘core area’ 
of >200 ha could 
support 60-70% 
of biodiversity in 
continuous forest

www.sensorproject.net

Higher quality 
forest could also 
improve levels of 
species richness 
in forest patches

Landscape 
connectivity is also 

important for 
biodiversity, but little 
is known about the 

connectivity benefits 
of HCV areas



HCV area digitization
Methods

Forest cover from Gaveau et al. 2016. Sci. Rep. 6:32017 

70 plantations 
digitized from RSPO 

new planting 
procedure (NPP) 

assessment 
reports

Concession 
area HCV area

NPP assessment maps 
extracted from PDFs

NPP assessment 
maps then digitized 



Connectivity modelling
Methods

Example plantation ‘landscape’:
Ran computer models 
representing different 
types of ‘species’

Ran computer models for three HCV area forest 
cover treatments: 
1. No forest cover = no RSPO intervention
2. Current forest cover = current impact of RSPO
3. Fully reforested = potential impact of RSPO



HCV area size and quality
Results

HCV areas currently contain 
little intact-forest according to 

recent satellite data (~21%)

Almost half of all plantations 
contain at least one large HCV 

patch (core area >200 ha)

HCV areas are generally 
small (~120 ha on average 

across plantations)

Question 1. Are HCV areas large enough and of good enough quality to support biodiversity?



0.00

0.25

0.50

0.75

1.00

0.5 1 3 5 10

Dispersal ability (km)

Co
lo

ni
sa

tio
n 

su
cc

es
s

No HCVs
Current HCVs
Reforested HCVs

1.2x better 
connected

Connectivity of HCV areas
Results

Question 2. Do HCV areas improve connectivity in oil palm landscapes?

*Bars represent standard errors
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Comparing treatment with no HCV areas 
to treatment with current forest in HCV 
areas shows current impact of the RSPO

Comparing treatment with no HCV areas 
to treatment with reforested HCV areas 
shows potential impact of the RSPO

At present, 
there are few 
connectivity 
benefits of 
HCV areas

…but HCV areas 
have the potential 

to improve 
connectivity if 

reforested

No HCV areas
Current forest in HCV areas
Reforested HCV areas



Connectivity of HCV areas
Results

Question 2. Do HCV areas improve connectivity in oil palm landscapes?

A B C

Little 
connectivity 

benefit

Little
connectivity 
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Substantial 
connectivity 

benefit
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Recommendations
Summary

Question 1. 
Are HCV areas 

large enough and 
of good enough 

quality to support 
biodiversity?

Answer:
Almost half of all 

plantations 
contain one large 

HCV patch…

Recommendation:
HCV areas should 
be at least a few 

hundred ha in size 
to support 

biodiversity

Recommendation:
Forest habitat 

should be restored 
in HCV areas (e.g., 

by enrichment 
planting)

Answer:
HCV areas 

currently only 
contain ~20% 
forest cover



Recommendations
Summary

New HCV areas  
should connect up 
existing protected 
areas, community 
forests and other 

HCV areas

Question 2. 
Do HCV areas 

improve connectivity 
in oil palm 

landscapes?

Answer:
Not at 

present… 

Recommendation:
But, connectivity 

can be substantially 
improved if HCVs 

are reforested
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