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SUMMARY 

Oil palm certification is a mechanism for monitoring oil palm management practices, and tracing and 

labelling of certified palm oil products, where the quality of the management and supply chain 

traceability are assessed through third party audits carried out against agreed certification standards.  

Credible oil palm certification assessments encompass much more than just auditing the planting, 

maintenance, harvesting, and milling practices and operations.  At present, there are only a few oil palm 

certification schemes in operation that use a number of voluntary and mandatory standards that apply 

to oil palm.  Certification will make distinctions of responsible oil palm management if the management 

system has comprehensive management standards, apply rigorous control mechanisms, and has 

inclusive and balanced participatory involvement of economic, environmental and social stakeholders.  

In the context of the Malaysian palm oil sector, presently there are two certification schemes under 

which a management unit or entity can be verified to provide assurance of compliance to agreed 

sustainability standards.  The two scheme are the Malaysian Sustainable Palm Oil (MSPO) Certification 

Scheme using the MSPO Standards and the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) Scheme using 

the RSPO Principles and Criteria.  The MSPO Certification Scheme is the national scheme in Malaysia 

for oil palm plantations, independent and organised smallholdings, and palm oil processing facilities 

which can be certified against the requirements of the MSPO Standards.  The MSPO Certification 

Scheme is operated by the Malaysian Palm Oil Certification Council (MPOCC), an independent 

organisation which was incorporated in December 2014 and started its operations in October 2015.   

MPOCC is now the scheme owner of the MSPO Certification Scheme.  MPOCC has been tasked with 

the development and implementation of the MSPO Certification Scheme for all the three regions of 

Peninsular, Sabah and Sarawak.  The MSPO Standards used under the scheme cover a range of 

Principles that take into account aspects related to social and economic well-being of workers and local 

communities; transparency; management commitment and responsibility; maintenance and 

enhancement of the environment, natural resources, biodiversity and ecosystem services; employment 

of good agriculture practices; and responsible development of new plantings.  Compliance to legal and 

regulatory requirements and inclusiveness in decision making are also important components in the 

MSPO Certification Scheme.  However, the depth and level of details in the MSPO Principles, Criteria, 

Indicators and requirements that address the topics vary.  The Standards also have consideration for 

plantings by both independent smallholders and organised smallholders.  This paper reviews the 

background on the establishment of MPOCC, the development and institutional set-up of the MSPO 

Certification Scheme, and the development and key compliance requirements of the MSPO Standards.  

The paper also highlights some of the issues and challenges faced by the scheme.   

Keywords: MSPO, MPOCC, certification scheme, oil palm, sustainability standards 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Oil palm certification is a mechanism for monitoring oil palm management practices, tracing and 

labelling of palm oil products, where the quality of management and supply chain traceability are 

assessed through third party audits carried out against agreed certification standards.  Credible oil 

palm certification assessment encompasses much more than just auditing the planting, maintenance, 

harvesting and milling practices and operations.  The certification assessment accounts for the 

social and economic well-being of workers and local communities; transparency; management 

commitment and responsibility; maintenance and enhancement of the environment, natural 

resources, biodiversity and ecosystem services; employment of good agriculture practices; and 

responsible development of new plantings.  Compliance to legal and regulatory requirements and 

inclusiveness in decision making are also an important component for oil palm certification. 

Oil palm management certification, following the forest certification model, is increasingly seen as 

an important initiative in the recent decade to promote good oil palm management.  Good oil palm 

management is a crucial component of the MPOCC’s vision to be recognised as a leading 

organisation for palm oil certification.  Globally, there are only a few oil palm certification schemes 

using a number of voluntary and mandatory standards that applies to oil palm.  Certification will 

make distinctions of responsible oil palm management if the management system has 
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comprehensive standards and rigorous control mechanisms with inclusive involvement of 

economic, environmental and social stakeholders. 

2. INSTITUTIONAL SET-UP OF MPOCC 

Incorporated as a company in December 2014, the Malaysian Palm Oil Certification Council 

(MPOCC) is an independent organisation and the owner of the MSPO Certification Scheme.  

MPOCC has been tasked with the implementation and operation of the national scheme in 

Peninsular, Sabah and Sarawak.  The objectives for which MPOCC is established are: (i) to 

establish and operate a sustainable palm oil certification scheme in Malaysia; and (ii) to engage 

with non-governmental organisations, institutions of higher learning, trade associations, and 

accreditation and certification bodies in Malaysia; (iii) to establish a mechanism for the certification 

of entities complying to the requirements of auditable sustainability standards.   

The management of the affairs of MPOCC is governed by a Board of Trustees, comprising 

representatives from the oil palm industry associations, government, academic and research and 

development institutes, non-governmental organisations, smallholders’ organisation and civil 

society.  Being overall in charge for the development and operation of the MSPO Certification 

Scheme, MPOCC is accountable primarily for the development and implementation of the scheme 

documents, and for raising awareness through briefings and training sessions to stakeholders and 

auditors of the certification bodies and the Department of Standards Malaysia, which is the national 

accreditation body, with the aim to facilitate and increase the uptake of MSPO certification.   

3. MSPO STANDARDS DEVELOPMENT AND KEY REQUIREMENTS  

The Malaysian Sustainable Palm Oil (MSPO) Standards (MS 2530:2013 series) are voluntary and 

industry driven, aimed at defining the principles and criteria for sustainable palm oil production.  

The MSPO Standards used in the Scheme are national standards, committing the oil palm industry 

players in the country to voluntarily meet sustainability requirements. The Standards target the 

entire industry to come on board within the shortest possible time and strive for continuous 

improvement.  The MS 2530:2013 series of MSPO Standards consists of four parts; i.e. Part 1: 

General principles; Part 2: General principles for independent smallholders; Part 3: General 

principles for oil palm plantation and organised smallholders; and Part 4: General principles for 

palm oil mills.   

The four parts of the MSPO Standards have different compliance requirements through the various 

Principles, Criteria and Indicators (Table 1), and the depth and level of details of the requirements 

vary depending on the topics.  Specific provisions are also given for independent and organised 

smallholders in Part 2 and Part 3 of the MS 2530:2013 series. 

Table 1.  The Malaysian Sustainable Palm Oil (MSPO) Standards (MS2530:2013 series) 

                         Standards Principle Criteria Indicators 

Part 1: General Principles 7 33 - 

Part 2: General Principles for independent smallholders 7 22 32 

Part 3: General principles for oil palm plantations and 

organised smallholders 

7 33 114 

Part 4: General principles for palm oil mills 6 25 80 

 

The MSPO Certification Scheme provides for independent third party auditing of oil palm 

cultivation and mill management practices to ensure the sustainable management of oil palm, as 

well as to meet the demand for certified palm oil.  Independent certification bodies have to comply 

with the ISO 17021 – Requirements for bodies providing audit and certification of management 
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systems document to obtain accreditation from the Department of Standards, Malaysia, the national 

accreditation body, in order for the certification bodies to operate oil palm management certification 

under the MSPO Certification Scheme.  The MSPO Standards address requirements pertaining to 

the principles and criteria of sustainability based on the 3P’s of the sustainable development model 

(People, Planet, Prosperity), and taking into consideration stakeholder participation in a balanced, 

open, transparent and participatory manner.  As the MSPO Standards have just recently been 

developed and implemented, it is only natural that they will take some time to gain full and 

meaningful acceptance by the various stakeholders, and in doing so, gain traction in the market.   

4. THE 7 PRINCIPLES OF THE MSPO STANDARDS 

The MSPO Standards contain seven principles which form the general requirements of a 

management system framework, based on the three pillars of sustainability, i.e. economically 

viable, socially acceptable, and environmentally sound.  Each of the seven General Principles have 

specific Criteria and Indicators that the certification bodies will use during audits to determine the 

level of compliance and make a decision on certification.    

The management of the entity that meets the requirements of the MSPO Standards will be able to 

obtain certification under the certification scheme.  The general requirements for the MS2530:2013 

series are as follows: 

Principle 1. Management commitment and responsibility 

The organisation management is committed to the implementation of MSPO, as well as to 

continual improvement in accordance to the MSPO requirements. 

Principle 2. Transparency 

The organisation management shall ensure that adequate information is publicly available, as 

well as ensure open consultation and communication with stakeholders, and traceability along 

the supply chain. 

Principle 3. Compliance to legal requirements 

The organisation management must abide by the local and ratified international laws and 

regulations, such as land use rights and customary rights. 

Principle 4. Social responsibility, health, safety and employment conditions 

The organisation management shall comply with adequate employment conditions, 

occupational safety and health requirements, as well as provide relevant training for its 

employees. The well-being of local communities shall be assessed and further developed, with 

an avenue to address complaints and grievances. 

Principle 5. Environment, natural resources, biodiversity and ecosystem services 

The requirements that relate to environmental management, energy use, waste and pollution 

management, water resources, and the protection of species or habitats are to be put in place by 

the organisation management. 

Principle 6. Best practices 

The organisation management shall implement standard best practices throughout its 

operations. 

Principle 7. Development of new plantings 

The organisation management shall implement appropriate agronomic practices for new 

plantings to ensure that areas are not developed on disputed customary land or on areas with 

high biodiversity value. 
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5. HISTORY OF MSPO STANDARDS 

The MSPO Standards used currently under the MSPO Certification Scheme had been developed by 

two committees facilitated by the Malaysian Palm Oil Board (MPOB) as the Standards Writing 

Organisation (SWO) between 2011 and 2013.  The Technical Working Committee for MSPO was 

responsible for drafting the oil palm certification standards which were submitted to the National 

Committee for MSPO for finalisation and approval.  The finalised standards were further vetted by 

the Technical Committee on Fats and Oils Safety, before being put up for public comment.  The 

final drafts of the MSPO Standards were submitted to SIRIM Berhad (the Standards Development 

Agency – SDA) and were put up on the SIRIM website in 2012 and again in 2013 for public 

comment.  The public comments received were collated and incorporated into the final drafts of the 

MSPO Standards.  The entire process was under the purview of the Department of Standards, 

Malaysia which plays the role as the National Standards Body, providing confidence to various 

stakeholders, through credible standardisation and accreditation services for global 

competitiveness.  In 2013, the standards were finally submitted to the Department of Standards, 

Malaysia to be adopted as the Malaysian Standards (MS).   The MS Standards were approved by 

the Honourable Minister of Science, Technology and Innovations on 5 September 2013 and 

launched by the Honourable Deputy Prime Minister on 19 November during the MPOB 

International Palm Oil Congress and Exhibition (PIPOC) 2013. 

Following that, in 2014, a number of pilot audits were carried out and under this initiative, several 

large companies which complied with the requirements of the MSPO Standards were awarded 

MSPO certification.  During this period, MPOB also conducted training sessions for auditors and 

held awareness sessions with potential clients on the requirements of the MSPO Standards and 

auditing procedures in the implementation of the scheme.  In January 2015, the Honourable 

Minister of MPIC had officially announced the start of the MSPO Certification Scheme.   

Beginning January 2016, MPOCC has become the scheme owner and is now overall responsible 

for the development and operation of the MSPO Certification Scheme.  The task of developing and 

reviewing certification standards and scheme documents is now the responsibility of MPOCC as 

the scheme owner. 

6. ACCREDITATION REQUIREMENTS 

Similar to all other sustainability certification schemes, the MSPO Certification Scheme requires 

that all third party independent Certification Bodies who wish to operate under the scheme, obtain 

accreditation.  All Certification Bodies that are competent to carry out MSPO certification must 

first be accredited with the Department of Standards, Malaysia.  The scope of accreditation is 

anchored on the MS 2530:2013 Standards, the ISO 17021 document and the MPOCC Certification 

Scheme requirements. 

The accreditation system of the Department of Standards, Malaysia is in accordance with the 

international standard, MS ISO/IEC 17011 Conformity assessment - General requirements for 

accreditation bodies accrediting conformity assessment bodies.  Conformance to this standard 

ensures that the accreditation services provided are impartial, non-discriminatory and credible.  All 

Certification Bodies accredited by the Department of Standards, Malaysia receive international 

recognition through the accreditation granted by the International Accreditation Forum’s (IAF) 

Multilateral Recognition Arrangement (MLA), and the International Laboratory Accreditation 

Cooperation (ILAC) Mutual Recognition Arrangement (MRA) accreditation body signatories that 

are recognised worldwide. 

7. ACHIEVEMENTS 

With the launching of the MSPO Standards in 2013, pilot audits were carried out in the following 

two years (2014-2015) on 7 plantations, 5 mills and 2 smallholder clusters.  The encouraging results 

proved that the MSPO Standards are auditable and achievable by the various entities.  By August 

2016, a total of 183,865 ha of oil palm plantings by thirteen large companies have been MSPO 

certified, together with 16 palm oil mills.  In addition, nine smallholder groups with a total area 
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5,341 ha have also been certified.  This brings the total area of MSPO certified area to 189,206 ha 

in Malaysia, as of August 2016. 

8. ISSUES AND CHALLENGES 

As a new sustainability certification scheme in the market, the recognition and acceptance of the 

MSPO Certification Scheme, particularly in environmentally sensitive markets for Malaysian palm 

oil products such as the European Union, United States of America and Australia is still low.  Efforts 

are much needed to build the confidence of consumer markets on MSPO certification besides, 

publicising the MSPO Certification Scheme to raise awareness of its existence and credibility to a 

broad spectrum of stakeholders, both local and international. 

It is also acknowledged that the MSPO Standards were developed with limited stakeholder 

participation.  Steps are now being taken to address this by engaging with a number of social and 

environmental non-governmental organisations (NGOs) to further strengthen the MSPO 

Certification Scheme.  The review of the MSPO Standards is mandated to have a balanced 

stakeholder representation by including the economic, environmental and social interest groups in 

the various working committees and initiatives.  

Thus far, the uptake of MSPO certification has been gradual and with the strengthening of the 

standards and scheme requirements, it is envisaged that there would be a significant increase in the 

uptake of MSPO certification, particularly by the medium-sized plantations and smallholdings.  

This could be due to the fact that there is presently a lack of incentives for companies to embrace 

MSPO certification.  

9. CONCLUSION 

The MSPO Standards have an ultimate aim of being regarded as the credible sustainability 

standards for the palm oil industry in Malaysia, to bring about positive social, environmental and 

economic impacts, while minimising the negative impacts, particularly on its people and the 

environment.  Legality requirements are fundamental compliance aspects which are covered in the 

Principles and Criteria of the sustainability standards. 

There is ample evidence to show that certification also improves visibility and inventory 

management of all suppliers and provides a competitive advantage to access international markets.  

Certification provides proof of a robust management system which enhances stakeholder 

confidence, while improving compliance to meet all legal, regulatory and sustainability 

requirements.  

The MSPO Standards have their own strengths and shortcomings, depending very much on the 

aspects in comparison.  The Standards address oil palm development by adopting best management 

practices for existing plantations and for new plantings.  The oil palm industry is indeed very 

dynamic and certification is seen as an effective tool to demonstrate compliance to good practices 

and requirements of an agreed certification standards.  As such, the MSPO Standards will be subject 

to periodic reviews to ensure that the requirements and thresholds contained in the standards not 

only meet but exceed stakeholder expectations, through a broad and participatory stakeholder 

engagement process.   

Malaysia is committed to the production of sustainable palm oil, and has in place a credible MSPO 

Certification Scheme that provides assurance to buyers and consumers of this commitment.   

MPOCC – certifying Malaysian palm oil for the world! 

----------000---------- 

 


