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Pulping Indonesia 

A case study from Indonesia, Southeast Asia 

 

Across the world, a growing appetite for Indonesia’s timber and wood pulp is 

pressing the country to continue to clear its natural forest as most of the pulp 

mills in Indonesia are still dependent on mixed tropical hardwood. The problem is 

that many of these activities are taking place illegally and/or are carried out in an 

unsustainable way. 

 

Deforestation 

 

During 2000 and 2005, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization estimates that 

Indonesia lost a massive 1.87 million ha of forest every year. That’s 9.36 million 

ha over a 5-year period – an area the size of Portugal.  

 

When a forest area of that size is lost, this carries a range of serious impacts, 

including (among many others):  

 habitat loss for endangered species such as the Sumatran rhino, tigers, 

elephant and orangutans, 

 loss of livelihoods for forest people who are robbed of their timber resources, 

and  

 loss of revenue for local and central governments. 

What explains Indonesia's phenomenal rate of forest loss?  

 

One cause is global demand for wood pulp and palm oil, and the resulting 

clearance of forests for plantations.  

 

But this expansion comes at a heavy price. Where plantations are created in 

areas of High Conservation Value Forests (HCVF), this has led to the complete 

loss of forest ecological functions and socioeconomic benefits for local people. 

http://wwf.panda.org/what_we_do/endangered_species/rhinoceros/asian_rhinos/sumatran_rhinoceros/
http://wwf.panda.org/what_we_do/endangered_species/rhinoceros/asian_rhinos/sumatran_rhinoceros/
http://wwf.panda.org/what_we_do/endangered_species/great_apes/orangutans/
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Another cause of Indonesia’s massive rate of deforestation is global demand for 

timber.  

Figure Existing and planned pulp and paper mills in Indonesia
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Pulping Sumatra – a paradise nearly lost 

 

Natural forests in Riau Province in Sumatra are being cleared faster than at any 

time in history. Riau has lost 60% of its forests between the early 80s and 2005. 

Projections estimate 93% of forest loss by 2015. 

 

Forest fires, forest conversion, and logging are causing severe damage to critical 

ecosystems. Often the activities are illegal. Sometimes the rights of local 

communities are violated in the process. 

 

Natural forest landscapes in Riau province have been the target of heavy 

clearcutting:  

 

Tesso Nilo is the last remaining block of a critically endangered dry lowland 

forest type, which lost more than 90% of its original coverage on the island since 

1985. It has one of the world’s highest levels of vascular plant diversity and is 

home to Sumatra’s endangered tigers and elephants and many other species.  

                                                 
1
 Source: http://www.cifor.cgiar.org/publications/pdf_files/Books/BVerchot0101.pdf  

http://www.cifor.cgiar.org/publications/pdf_files/Books/BVerchot0101.pdf
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Bukit Tigapuluh includes a critically endangered dry lowland forest type which 

has lost around 80% of its original cover on the island since 1985. 

Scientists consider it one of the world’s top 20 landscapes essential for the 

survival of the tiger 

 

Expanding mill capacity – will natural forest feed these mills? 
 

In 1984, the Sinar Mas Group’s Asia Pulp & Paper (SMG/APP), headquartered in 

Shanghai, China, started to operate its first pulp mill in Riau Province in Sumatra. 

In 1994, APP opened its second pulp mill, Lontar Papyrus Pulp & Paper Industry, 

in neighbouring Jambi Province.  

 

By 2010, SMG/APP’s total pulp production capacity in Sumatra had grown to at 

least 2.7 million tons per year. SMG/APP also added an extra 1 million ton per 

year pulp mill in China in 2005. 

 

In a recent report, “The truth behind APP’s Greenwash”, released by Sumatra-

based NGO coalition Eyes on the Forest, it is estimated that APP, part of the 

Sinar Mas Group, has pulped more than 2 million hectares of Indonesia’s tropical 

forests since it started paper production there in 1984. 

According to the report, APP has engaged in continued clear-cutting of forests 

including elephant, tiger and orang-utan habitat. 

 

“It’s appalling that APP is pulping even the small blocks of forest it had told the 

world it would protect as tiger habitat,” Hariansyah Usman of WALHI (Friends of 

the Eath Indonesia) Riau said.  “This report shows a different picture to this and 

other, much-touted APP ’conservation projects‘.”  

 

In early 2011, the Bisnis Indonesia newspaper reported that SMG/APP will 

develop 500,000 hectares of pulpwood plantations in Papua and 2 new pulp mills 

in South Sumatra and East Kalimantan with an annual pulp production capacity 

of 2 million tons each by 2017. 
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Yet, SMG/APP has not demonstrated the existence of sustainable plantation 

wood supplies for the new mills. It is feared that more and more natural forests 

will be cut to operate them.   

 

 

 


