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Chapter 2

Tropical Agricultural Production,
Conservation and Carbon Sequesteration Conflicts:
Oil Palm Expansion in South East Asia

Minerva  Singh and Shonil  Bhagwat

Additional information is available at the end of the chapter

http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/52420

1. Introduction

1.1. Biodiversity conservation and agricultural conflicts

Agricultural expansion remains one of the leading causes of deforestation, biodiversity losses
and environmental degradation across the world, especially in the tropics (Angelsen et al.,
1999 and Norris, 2008). From 1961 to 1993, the world population increased by 80% (Goklany,
1998). Due to the rapidly expanding human populations large increases in the supply of
agricultural products are required, which may lead to the transformation of many landscapes
(including biodiversity-rich tropical rainforests) to agricultural landscapes (Ewers et al.,
2009). The quest for further land for agricultural production has already caused significant
habitat loss and fragmentation, posing substantial threats to the world’s biodiversity, forests
and ecosystems (Goklany, 1998). According to Matson and Vitousek (2006), many involved in
conservation believe that the twin goals of increasing agricultural production and conservation
are fundamentally incompatible. Indeed representatives of developing countries (where the
tropical forests and majority of the world’s biodiversity reside) argue that their developmental
needs are partially met by deforestation, since it provides arable land and timber export
revenues (Leplay et al., 2010). Further, agricultural revenues accrued from cultivating planta‐
tion crops, such as timber, palm and coffee, are significant drivers of deforestation in many
parts of the tropics (Kaimowitz and Angelsen, 1998).

Agricultural expansion is often accompanied by significant reductions in tree cover, fallow
vegetation, habitat diversity and forest connectivity. Habitat loss and modification are
considered to be among the most important drivers of species loss worldwide (Pimm and
Raven 2000). Conservative estimates of the effects of anthropogenic land-use changes on global
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breeding bird populations, from a global level meta-analysis, indicate that they have caused
losses of between a fifth and a quarter of pre-agricultural bird numbers, across a wide range
of temperate and tropical land-use types (Gaston et al., 2003). Large-scale deforestation is also
a significant driver of habitat fragmentation, i.e. breaking up of formerly contiguous habitat
areas (Laurance and Peres, 2006). Forest fragmentation in turn increases the susceptibility of
habitats to edge effects, isolation and disruption of vital ecological processes, followed by
species losses from individual forest fragments (Lovejoy, 1986). Forest fragmentation also
reduces the ability of forest-dependent species such as understory birds, herbivorous insects
and dung beetles to transverse the landscape to reach more suitable habitats (Laurance et al.,
2011). Thus, habitat loss, modification and fragmentation synergistically drive biodiversity
losses (Hilty et al., 2006).

At a regional level, Singapore represents an extreme case of habitat loss, with a loss of 95% of
its primary rainforest. This extreme habitat loss is correlated with high rates of species losses
at all taxonomic levels. Extinction rates have been substantially higher for forest specialists
(33%) than for species that can persist in open/modified habitats and forest edges (7%).
However, they have been highest for highly habitat-specific taxa, e.g. 67% and 59% for habitat-
specific birds and mammals, respectively, in Singapore (Brook et al., 2003).’ Note, we have
deleted the references to ‘the island’, because Singapore consists of 63 islands, and it is not
clear whether you mean the main island or all the islands. Alternatively, you could clarify
whether you mean the main islands or the islands generally. There have been considerable
efforts to protect biodiversity in reserves and parks, but many of these refuges are small,
fragmented, isolated or poorly protected (Harvey et al., 2008). Besides having inadequate
dimensions, most protected areas are embedded within agricultural landscapes, and the buffer
zones are inadequate to alleviate effects of fragmentation, contamination by agrochemicals,
hunting and unsustainable or illegal logging (DeFries et al. 2005).

Biodiversity conservation in many parts of the tropics is threatened by rapid habitat loss and
destruction (Sodhi et al., 2004). South East Asia, which hosts four biodiversity hotspots, is
especially vulnerable and it is estimated that 42% of the region’s species could be extinct by
2100 (Sodhi and Brooks, 2006). In recent decades, in addition to swidden agriculture, rapid
urbanization and timber logging, the expansion of oil palm monocultures has been one of the
most significant drivers of deforestation and habitat loss in South East Asia (Corlett and
Primack, 2008) and other tropical countries. The coverage of oil palm plantations in Indonesia
and Malaysia in 2008 is illustrated in Figure 1.

From figure 1 it can be seen that the area under oil palm plantations has risen significantly
since 1990 and this expansion is a major driver for forest loss. The rapid growth of the oil
palm industry can be attributed to its uses, which include food products, and other consum‐
er goods such as cosmetics, industrial lubricant and biofuels (Corley & Tinker 2003). The de‐
mand for vegetable oil based biofuel (such as oil palm based biodiesel) is expected to rise
exponentially over the coming decades. This in turn is expected to cause an increase in for‐
est loss as natural forests are removed to make way for oil palm monocultures (Butler, 2007).
This paper presents an overview of the impact of oil palm plantations on biodiversity and
carbon storage. Subsequently, the paper describes the role of human modified landscapes
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on conservation of biodiversity and carbon stocks. Finally, the paper provides a detailed
overview and description of the different strategies and landscape configurations that may
allow for the reconciliation of conservation priorities with oil palm expansion.

Figure 1. Total forest covered by oil palm plantations, and hence losses of natural forests, in Indonesia and Malaysia
(Mongabay, 2012)

2. Oil palm expansion and associated biodiversity & carbon storage
challenges

In recent decades, oil palm has become one of the most rapidly expanding crops in the world
(Koh & Wilcove 2007) and occupies 13.8 million hectares in the tropics (FAO, 2009). The rapid
growth of oil palm cultivation can be attributed to its value as both a source of food and as
raw material for various consumer products, such as cosmetics, industrial lubricants and
biofuels (Corley & Tinker 2003). This rapid oil palm monoculture expansion has been taking
place at the cost of primary forests in the tropics (Corley, 2009).

In Indonesia and Malaysia, in the last 20 years deforestation has been driven by expansion of
agricultural plantations, especially oil palm monocultures. The replacement of natural forest
cover with oil palm monocultures has had detrimental effects on the regional biodiversity. The
plantations support less biodiversity than the primary forests or even disturbed and logged
forests they replace (Fitzherbert et al., 2008). The lower biodiversity value of oil palm mono‐
cultures can be attributed to the absence of major structurally complex components of forest
vegetation, including forest trees, lianas and epiphytic orchids (Danielsen et al. 2009). Owing
to the lack of the structurally complex flora, oil palm monocultures support less than half the
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vertebrate species found in the natural forests they replace (Persey and Anhar, 2010). An early
exploration of these phenomena examined the impact of converting primary lowland forests
to logging concessions and oil palm plantations in Sumatra on birds, primates, squirrels, tree
shrews and bats (Danielsen and Heegaard (1995). Logging reportedly caused no change in the
abundance of primate groups, squirrels and tree shrews, but was associated with a 38%-50%
decline in the species richness of bats, while conversion of primary lowland forests to oil palm
plantations led to species-poor and less diverse animal communities with fewer specialized
species. For instance, only 5%-10% of primary forest bird species were recorded (and no
mammalian species apart from one primate species) in oil palm plantations.

These findings have been corroborated by recent research focussing on the impact of convert‐
ing primary forest to oil palm plantations on various species. Across all taxa, only 15% of
species recorded in primary forest were found in oil palm plantations in a study by Fitzherbert
et al. (2008). However, the ability of oil palm monocultures to support biodiversity varies across
different taxa.

In Malaysia, primary forests support up to 80 mammalian species, while disturbed forests
provide habitats for about 30 mammal species and oil palm plantations only support up to 12
species (WWF 2012, Clay (2004)). Corroborative research by Maddox et al. (2007) indicates that
oil palm monocultures provide poor habitats for most endangered terrestrial mammal species
of South East Asia. Orang-utans are a critically endangered mammal species, restricted to the
islands of Sumatra and Borneo. In the recent past, expanding oil palm estates have encroached
on their major habitat, the primary lowland forests, and this habitat loss has been associated
with sharp decline in their population (Friends of the Earth, 2009). Further, most endangered
species, including the iconic Sumatran tiger, tapirs and clouded leopard have not been detected
in oil palm plantations. In addition, some species (including deer, macaques and pangolins)
have shown a limited tolerance for oil palm plantations (Maddox et al., 2007).

Fukuda et al. (2009) examined effects of land use change on the diversity and distribution of
bat species in an intact lowland Dipterocarp forest and surrounding land of modified use types,
including secondary forests, orchards and oil palm monocultures. The intact lowland forest
had the highest species diversity, and many of the specialist species such as frugivorous and
insectivorous bats were absent from oil palm plantations. Oil palm plantations and orchards
were only able to provide food sources for three megachiropteran species, and even these
species displayed a preference for primary and secondary forests (Fukuda et al., 2009). In
addition, Sheldon et al. (2010) found that only between 5% and 53% of bird species recorded
in Bornean primary forest were also present in nearby oil palm plantations. Similarly, Phillipps
and Phillipps (2010) reported that lowland primary forests in Borneo support more than 220
habitat specialist (often endemic and vulnerable) birds, while oil palm plantations support less
than a dozen bird species, most of which are generalists? Conversion of primary forests and
logged forests to oil palm plantations has also reportedly decreased the species richness of
forest birds in Peninsular Malaysia, by 77% and 73%, respectively (Peh et al., 2006). Similar
trends in bird species population declines have been observed elsewhere in the world. Notably,
in Thailand, conversion of forests to rubber and oil palm plantations has resulted in a 60%
decline in bird species richness, with insectivorous and frugivorous birds declining more
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rapidly than omnivorous birds (Aratrakorn et al., 2006). Furthermore, bird communities in the
oil palm and rubber plantations are reportedly extremely similar. The results confirm that a
high proportion of species formerly present in the region are unable to adapt to conversion of
forest to oil palm and rubber plantations, resulting in large losses of bird species and the
replacement of species with high conservation status by those with extensive ranges and low
conservation status.

The species losses have not been restricted to birds. For instance, analyses by Koh and Wilcove
(2007) indicate that conversion of primary forests and logged forests to oil palm plantations
has decreased species richness of forest butterflies by 83% and 79%, respectively, in South East
Asia. Further, Fayle et al. (2010) found that conversion of lowland forests to oil palm plantations
in Sabah (Malaysia) causes a 64% reduction in ant species richness. Monoculture plantations
such as those of oil palm also have much lower species diversity of dung beetles than primary
or even logged forests (Chung et al., 2000). Similar trends in the diversity of insect species
across different land use types have also been observed elsewhere in the world. For example,
Barlow et al. (2007) surveyed dung beetles across different land use types, including Eucalyp‐
tus plantations, and found that dung beetle communities have very low species diversity in
plantations. Furthermore, the depletion of dung beetle abundance is likely to have detrimental
consequences for the maintenance of ecosystem services associated with them. Dung beetles
have high ecological importance and are tightly linked with mammal communities (Edwards
et al., 2011). Hence any alteration in their community structure can have a domino effect on
higher taxonomic groups. Turner and Foster (2009) found that conversion of primary forests
and logged forests to oil palm plantations in Malaysia also detrimentally affects the abundance
of arthropods at all levels of the forest ecosystem. In another survey, of moth population
distributions and diversity in Danum, Sabah, 67% of the species recorded in primary forest
were not detected at oil palm sites and adjacent, disturbed forest (Chey, 2006). The results
showed that biodiversity loss (using moths as indicator species) was most significant in oil
palm plantations, the most common form of forest conversion in Sabah.

Hence, on the basis of evidence presented in the literature cited above, it may be inferred that
oil palm plantations tend to have less taxonomically diverse species assemblages than more
diverse habitats such as logged forests. These monocultures are poor substitute habitats for
most tropical forest species, particularly those of high conservation concern, such as vulnera‐
ble, endemic or range-restricted species. Plantation assemblages are typically dominated by a
few generalists (e.g. macaques and dusky munias), alien invasives (e.g. crazy ants), pests (e.g.
rats), and their predators (e.g. pythons and barn owls) (Sodhi et al., 2010). This has been
attributed to the fact that the extreme disturbance that follows conversion to oil palm plantation
has a significantly negative impact on the flora and fauna of the area.

In addition to having detrimental effects on biodiversity, oil palm expansion also contrib‐
utes  to  carbon emissions  in  South East  Asia  (Koh et  al.,  2011).  Forest  conversion to  oil
palm monoculture causes a net release of approximately 650 Mg CO2 equivalents per hec‐
tare, and emissions resulting from peat forest conversion are even higher due to the de‐
composition of drained peat and consequent release of greenhouse gases (GHGs; Germer
and Sauerborn, 2008). This conversion in turn creates a “biofuel carbon debt” by releasing
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17 to 420 times more CO2 than the annual GHG reductions that these biofuels would pro‐
vide by displacing fossil  fuels (Fargione et al.,  2008).  Research by Danielsen et al.  (2009)
indicates that it could take between 75-93 years for carbon emissions saved from the use
of  biofuels  to  compensate  for  the  carbon  released  by  forest  conversion.  CO2  emissions
from conversion of peat swamp forest, in particular, are far greater than gains from sub‐
stitution of fossil fuels with palm oil (Hooijer et al., 2006).

While the carbon sequestration and conservation value of old growth and undisturbed
primary forests is well established, less than pristine human modified landscapes also have
considerable conservation and carbon storage potential. Research by Berry et al. (2010)
indicates that more than 90% of the species recorded in primary forests are also present in
logged forests. In addition to providing vital habitats for biodiversity, human-modified
landscapes (such as logged forests) have significant carbon storage potential. During recovery,
Berry et al. (2010) found that logged forest accumulated carbon five times more rapidly than
natural forest (1.4 and 0.28 Mg C ha-1 year-1, respectively), providing significant carbon storage.

Hence, in order to create palm oil monocultures that do not damage local biodiversity and
carbon stocks, it is vital to include human modified/degraded landscapes in any conservation
program considered for a given area.

3. Role of human-modified landscapes in biodiversity conservation

A significant body of literature (discussed in the previous section) indicates that converting
land to oil palm plantations has a detrimental effect on most taxa. However, literature also
indicates that the marginal and/or degraded habitats often found within or outside palm oil
concessions can retain high conservation values. The fate of biodiversity within patches of
lowland forests is inextricably linked to the broader landscape context, including how the
surrounding agricultural matrix is designed and managed (Wallace et al. 2005). Species are
more likely to persist in protected areas that incorporate local environmental heterogeneity,
because this provides them with a range of conditions, thereby allowing them to adjust their
local distribution in response to environmental change (Gillson and Willis, 2004). Whilst this
matrix is rarely of the quality found in protected areas, using the conservation potential of
unprotected lands can help overcome many of the shortfalls of the protected area system
(Maddox et al., 2007) and combat the effects of habitat loss, fragmentation and edge effects.
For instance, selectively logged forests can make important contributions to the conservation
of tropical biodiversity, provided that they are managed in a way that maintains environmental
heterogeneity (Hamer et al., 2003).

There are also other land use types that can counter the threats oil palm monocultures pose to
biodiversity. While intensive oil palm monocultures offer few biodiversity conservation
benefits (Koh, 2008), other plantation systems, such as cocoa agroforests and mixed fruit
orchards, may provide valuable habitats (Hartley 2002). This dichotomy may be due to the
vegetation structure of monocultures being too simple to support high levels of species
diversity, while multi-species plantations (especially those that encompass remnants of native
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vegetation) have much more complex structure, with significant resemblance to primary
vegetation (Lindenmayer and Hobbs, 2004). The dichotomy has important implications for
both conservation strategies and the design of oil palm plantations, indicating that modified
landscapes and new planning strategies may be required to reduce their impacts on local
biodiversity (Maddox et al., 2007).

The problems associated with reducing the adverse effects of agricultural expansion on nature
are substantial and require urgent attention. Two very different management approaches have
been recommended in the literature to address these problems: land sparing, in which farm
yields are increased and pressure to convert land for agriculture is reduced (at the potential
cost of reducing wildlife populations on farmland); and land sharing/wildlife friendly farming,
in which on-farm practises that are benign to wildlife are applied (Balmford et al., 2005).

3.1. The land sparing approach

In land sparing, homogeneous areas of farmland are managed to maximize yields, while
separate reserves target biodiversity conservation. Land sparing is associated with an island
model of modified landscapes, where islands of nature are seen as separate from human
activities. The resulting agricultural systems are mostly homogenous and industrial in style,
striving for maximum economic efficiency. They commonly rely on high inputs of fertilizers
and pesticides, crop diversity is usually low, and individual fields tend to be large (Fischer et
al., 2008). Indeed, according to Waggoner (1996), high yields of food crops have to be main‐
tained if mankind is to put aside any land for biodiversity conservation. This arguably makes
a compelling argument for land sparing.

Green et al. (2005) have presented a model that identifies the trade-offs involved. According
to their research on a range of taxa in developing countries, high yield farming provides a
means of allowing more species to persist. In accordance with the model: the abundance of
imperilled bird species is reportedly 60-fold lower in fragments and 200-fold lower in oil palm
plantations than in primary contiguous forest; retention of forest fragments does not increase
bird abundance in adjacent oil palm plantations; and fragments have lower species richness
than contiguous forest, with an avifaunal composition that is more similar to that of the
plantations than contiguous forest (Edwards et al., 2010). Therefore, from a conservation
perspective, any investment in the retention of fragments would be better directed toward the
protection of primary contiguous forest. In contrast, censuses of birds in El Trunifo Biosphere
reserve, southern Mexico, indicate that shade coffee plantations may have bird diversity levels
similar to those of natural forests (Tejeda-Cruz and Sutherland, 2004). However, the coffee
agricultural systems and natural forests differ in species composition, notably birds that are
highly sensitive to disturbance are more abundant in primary forests. Hence, although coffee
agricultural systems may play an important role in maintaining local biodiversity, their
promotion as a “silver bullet” may encourage the transformation of primary forests to shade
coffee plantations, leading to a loss of forest species. Similarly, in North Borneo there is
reportedly little difference in butterfly diversity between primary and logged forests, but
marked differences in the composition of butterfly assemblages between the two habitats.
Butterfly species with higher shade preferences and narrower geographic distributions are
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particularly adversely affected by logging (Hamer et al., 2003). A similar, earlier survey of
butterfly species distribution in Buru, Indonesia, indicated that their species richness and
abundance was higher in primary forests than in other land use types. The primary forests
also housed endemic species and species whose distribution is restricted to the province (Hill
et al., 1995). Dunn (2004) compared the effects of logging and conversion of forest to agriculture
or pasture on ant, bird, and lepidoptera species richness by combining data from 34 studies of
tropical forests in Africa, Asia and the Americas, finding that forest conversion to agriculture
or pasture decreased the species richness of ants and animals overall.

On the basis of the impacts that forest clearance has on the distribution different kinds of
taxa,  many authors have recommended using land sparing techniques as a way of  con‐
serving maximum possible biodiversity. Due to the impacts of forest clearance on the dis‐
tribution  of  various  taxa,  many  authors  (e.g.,  Ghazoul  et  al.,  2010)  have  recommended
land sparing strategies to conserve maximum possible biodiversity.  Accordingly,  studies
by Anderson et al. (2009) indicate that achieving both high agricultural production and bi‐
odiversity is difficult within a single land management system, and some ‘land sparing’ is
necessary to achieve biodiversity targets.  Research by Phalan (2009)  in Ghana also indi‐
cates that increasing yields on existing croplands may enhance possibilities to spare natu‐
ral  habitats,  by  reducing  the  area  of  land  needed  for  agriculture.  According  to  these
authors, the persistence of many species maybe better enhanced by enlarging or maintain‐
ing areas of natural forest cover while intensifying production on converted land to en‐
sure that demands for plantation crops (such as oil palm) are met by maximizing yields
on unforested land. This view is supported (inter alia) by findings presented by Green et
al.  (2005) and Balmford et al.  (2005) that more bird diversity could be sustained by por‐
tioning  land  between  intensive  agriculture  and  wildlife  reserves.  Thus,  although  land
sparing is a weak strategy, and can only be applied under a limited set of circumstances,
it can have positive outcomes for nature conservation (Ewers et al., 2009).

Despite its proposed benefits, the land sparing approach has been heavily critiqued in a body
of peer-reviewed literature. Notably, Matson and Vitousek (2006) suggest that intensive
agricultural systems may fail to spare land for nature and the high use of agricultural inputs
may adversely impact areas downstream from the agricultural farms. Thus, the high use of
agro-chemicals, such as fertilizers, which is required for land intensification, could have
detrimental effects on biodiversity, although extensive integrated land management could
enhance profitability and benefit native vegetation (Moll et al., 2007). In contrast, Polasky et
al. (2005) found that biodiversity conservation objectives can potentially be achieved in
agricultural landscapes with thoughtful land-use planning. Due to the degree of conflict
between conservation and agricultural returns, with the assumption that sensitive species
survive only within and economic activity only outside reserves, land-sparing is a much less
integrated approach than some options. Further, it does not recognize, or incorporate, the
important contributions to the conservation of tropical biodiversity that other land use types,
such as selectively logged forests, can make provided that their management maintains
environmental heterogeneity (Hamer et al., 2003).
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According to Norris (2008), it is important to recognize that some biodiversity is retained in
agricultural landscapes, and that it is the degree of biodiversity retention that we need to
understand and effectively manage. In regions such as Indonesia there are relatively few
pristine areas and agriculture–forest mosaics now comprise much of the landscape (Koh et al.,
2009). In this scenario, given the fragmented nature of most tropical ecosystems, agricultural
landscapes should be an essential component of any conservation strategy (Perfecto and
Vandermeer, 2010). In this context, we examine an alternative land management option;
wildlife friendly farming.

3.2. Land sharing/wildlife friendly farming

Estimates suggest that more than half of all species exist principally outside Protected Areas,
mostly in agricultural landscapes (Blann, 2006). Such species can be conserved by modifying
existing agricultural landscapes through the principles of eco-agriculture and wildlife friendly
farming (Scherr and McNeely, 2007).

In wildlife-friendly farming, as opposed to land sparing, conservation and production are
integrated  within  more  heterogeneous  landscapes  (Fischer  et  al.,  2008),  but  agricultural
yields tend to be relatively low (Green et al. 2005). Therefore, a larger land area is typical‐
ly needed to produce the same agricultural yield. While this leaves less land for perma‐
nent preservation, more biodiversity can occur on the “wildlife-friendly” agricultural land
itself (Fischer et al., 2008). Wildlife friendly farming systems apply the principle that agri‐
cultural  landscapes  can  be  designed  and  managed  to  host  wild  biodiversity  of  many
types, with neutral or even positive effects on agricultural production. It may be regarded
as an integrated conservation–agriculture  strategy,  in  which biodiversity  conservation is
an explicit objective of agriculture and rural development, which are explicitly considered
in  shaping  conservation  and  livelihood  strategies  (Scherr  and  McNeely,  2007).  For  in‐
stance,  agroforestry  systems  are  important  for  the  livelihood  of  many  families  in  rural
areas of the tropics, especially the humid tropics where most biodiversity hotspots are lo‐
cated.  They may also  provide  critical  refuges  for  wildlife.  Hence,  wildlife  friendly  land
planning strategies  like  these should be considered important  components  of  integrated
landscape conservation strategies (Perfecto and Vandermeer, 2008).

Harvey et  al.  (2008)  discuss  the  illustrative  case  of  Mesoamerican biodiversity  hotspots,
where 80% of  the primary forest  has been converted to agricultural  landscapes and the
survival of endemic species is threatened. The cited authors propose an integrated land‐
scape management strategy, in which conservation and production units within the agri‐
cultural  matrix  are  managed  jointly  for  long-term  sustainability  and  agricultural
production. While this approach is unlikely to maximize agricultural productivity, tradi‐
tional small-scale farms can provide both farmer livelihoods and biodiversity conservation
(Harvey et  al.,  2008),  since  forested and non-forested habitats  contribute  to  biodiversity
conservation.Forest  fragments,  riparian  forests,  tree  plantations  and other  types  of  rem‐
nant and introduced tree cover serve as habitats for many species, enhance landscape con‐
nectivity,  and  retain  potential  for  forest  regeneration  and  restoration  (Chazdon  2003;
Harvey et al. 2006a Furthermore, landscapes exploited for various other uses, such as di‐
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verse coffee agroforestry (Moguel & Toledo 1999; Komar 2006), cocoa agroforestry (Rice &
Greenberg 2000; Harvey et al.  2006b  )  and traditional agro-ecological land systems, such
as organic farming and swidden agriculture (Finegan & Nasi 2004), also retain high levels
of both wild and agricultural biodiversity and offer much greater conservation value than
the high-yield intensive agricultural landscapes that are proposed to replace them.

According to Bhagwat et al.  (2008), agroforestry systems can alleviate resource use pres‐
sure in protected areas, enhance habitats for certain species and improve the connectivity
of landscape components. Traditional agroforestry systems such as jungle rubber, shade-
grown coffee and cocoa systems in the tropics resemble natural rainforests in many struc‐
tural  respects,  and thus have been suggested to be promising wildlife-friendly land use
strategies, conserving a significant proportion of tropical rainforest diversity while provid‐
ing significant economic returns (Schroth et al., 2004). As primary forests shrink, fragment
and  are  reduced  to  isolated  habitat  islands  in  a  landscape  dominated  by  agricultural
farms/plantations, agroforestry systems could help maintain higher levels of biodiversity
both within and outside protected areas. Although it has been correctly noted that agro‐
forestry systems displace natural  ecosystems,  they offer  greater  potential  for  reconciling
biodiversity  conservation  with  agricultural  production  than  intensive  monocultures
(Schroth, 2003).

To illustrate the potential conservation utility of agroforestry systems, For example, jungle
rubber gardens of Indonesia are low-input rubber agro-forests that structurally resemble
secondary forest and retain high populations of wild species. Beukema et al. (2007) compared
the plant and bird diversity in Indonesian jungle rubber agroforestry systems to that in primary
forest and rubber plantations. They found that species richness in the jungle rubber systems
was slightly higher for terrestrial pteridophytes, similar for birds and lower for epiphytic
pteridophytes, trees and vascular plants as a whole than in primary forest. For subsets of ‘forest
species’ of terrestrial pteridophytes and birds, species richness was lower in the jungle rubber
systems than in primary forest. These findings show that forest-like land use can be potentially
used to support species diversity in an impoverished landscape increasingly dominated by
monoculture plantations (Beukema et al., 2007). Similarly, Perfecto et al. (2005) investigated
the biodiversity conservation potential of shade-grown coffee systems and concluded that due
to the retention of canopy cover such agro-forests can provide both biodiversity conservation
and economic returns from agricultural production. According to Harvey, (2007) transforma‐
tion from near-primary forest to cocoa agroforestry in Sulawesi (Indonesia) has had little effect
on overall species richness, but reduced plant biomass and carbon storage by ≈75%, and the
species richness of forest-using taxa by ≈60%. In contrast, increased land use intensity in cacao
agroforestry, coupled with a reduction in shade tree cover from 80% to 40%, has caused only
minor quantitative changes in biodiversity and maintained high levels of ecosystem function‐
ing while doubling farmers' net income. Hence, Harvey, (2007) concluded that low-shade
agroforestry provides the best available compromise between economic forces and ecological
needs. Similarly, Harvey and Villalobos (2007) examined species diversity across various
agroforestry systems and concluded that heterogeneous mixed plantations of tree crops such
as banana and cocoa are more hospitable to biodiversity than monoculture plantations. Round
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et al. (2006) compared the distributions of birds in a mixed fruit orchard and a nearby isolated
forest patch on Khao Luang mountain, southern Thailand, with that in natural forest. They
found the orchard was about 75% as rich in bird species as the forest, and the avifauna in the
former was dominated by smaller fugivorous, nectarivorous and widespread generalist
species. Sundaic birds contributed 26% of sightings in the orchard, although understory
insectivores were poorly represented. However, while agricultural diversification may assist
in restoring modest levels of diversity in areas already degraded or committed to human use,
it should not be seen as a substitute for conventional protection of forest and wildlife. Com‐
munities in disturbed habitats are known to contain significantly more generalized species
than those associated with pristine habitats (Taki and Kevan 2007), hence it is vital to identify
the optimal approach for a given scenario.

4. Land sparing versus wildlife friendly farming choices

Both land sparing and land sharing approaches have advocates, and pros and cons, raising
questions about which, if either, approach should be used. The optimal choice between land
sparing and wildlife-friendly farming, or combining the two, to maintain production and
biodiversity will differ between landscapes (Hodgson et al., 2010). The choice of which strategy
to use could be informed by yield-density relations, which describe relationships between
population densities of particular species and agricultural yields. Land sparing is a recom‐
mended strategy for species whose populations decline rapidly when their natural intact
habitats are converted to low intensity agricultural landscapes. In contrast, wildlife friendly
farming may be more appropriate for species whose densities persist even when their intact
natural habitats are converted in this manner (Mattison and Norris, 2005).

Instead of taking an either-or approach, Koh et al. (2009) draw on both strategies, advocating
the creation of agroforestry zones between high conservation value areas and intensive
agricultural plantations (such as palm oil monocultures) to create more heterogeneous
landscapes that can benefit both biodiversity and rural communities. However, before
selecting any of the aforementioned approaches many other landscape level factors must be
taken into account. The landscape considerations that can arise and why they need to be
addressed has been illustrated by a comparison of distributions and abundance patterns of
multiple species (frogs, bats and dung beetles) between a cloud forest and coffee agroforestry
in Mexico (Pineda et al., 2005). The three indicator sets of species considered responded
differently to land use change from montane cloud forest to coffee agroforestry. The species
richness of frogs in the coffee agroforestry system was just a fifth of that in the cloud forests,
and a third of the forest species were recorded in both the forest and the coffee agroforestry
system. In contrast, the abundance and diversity of beetle species were higher in the coffee
agroforestry system, while the composition of bat species did not significantly differ between
the land use types. This variation in species distribution has been attributed to differences in
the permeability of different species through the two habitats and their physiological traits.
Shaded coffee agroforestry systems form a matrix around remnant patches of the cloud forest,
and provide connections between the forest fragments and other habitats in the landscape.

Tropical Agricultural Production, Conservation and Carbon Sequesteration Conflicts…
http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/52420

49



Although such systems cannot be regarded as substitutes for the primary forest habitats they
replace, they can allow the preservation of biodiversity in a fragmented, human-modified
landscape (Pineda et al., 2005). Wells et al. (2007) surveyed the species assemblages of small
non-volant mammals in three unlogged and three logged forests and compared the species
richness, dominance and evenness of small non-volant mammals between these habitats in
Sabah, Indonesia. They found species richness and diversity were higher in logged forests, and
all common species were present in both habitats. However, closer analysis revealed that while
habitat modification did not have a significant effect on the distribution of most of the species
it had a profound impact on the rarer species. Rare and specialized species, such as arboreal
mammals and Viverridae, were completely missing from logged forest sites. Hence, while the
conservation value of logged forests cannot be negated, it can be inferred that the presence of
logged forests may not help the conservation and preservation of habitat-specific and range-
restricted species.

These case studies not only illustrate potential configurations of a designer landscape (e.g. a
primary forest-coffee agroforestry or primary forest-logged forest system) but also the fact that
in order to create a designer landscape, characteristics of the surrounding matrix and the ability
of given species to adapt to a modified landscape have to be analysed. Many other landscape
elements can also help in the creation of designer landscapes. In addition to structurally
complex agroforestry systems, these include small rainforest fragments in agricultural
landscapes, high conservation value forests and wildlife corridors (aspects of which are
discussed in detail below). However, before deciding which configuration of landscape
elements/habitats can help create a designer landscape suitable for achieving a desired set of
conservation goals, it is vital to understand the theoretical foundations of designer landscapes.

5. Theoretical foundations of designer landscapes

From a biodiversity conservation perspective, maintaining vast areas of unmodified land has
been considered to be desirable. However, increasingly biodiversity has to persist, as far as
possible, in human-dominated landscapes that have been heavily modified for producing
agricultural and forestry commodities. In such a scenario there is widespread evidence that
heterogeneous, designer landscapes provide greater biodiversity benefits than intensively
managed monocultures (Fischer et al., 2006). For instance, carefully designed landscapes can
play important roles in offsetting the negative edge effects of intensive agricultural plantations
adjoining patches of native vegetation (Koh et al., 2009).

Fischer et al. (2006) recommend several strategies that are likely to help efforts to maintain
diverse species and ecological processes in production landscapes. The most important is
maintenance of large patches of native vegetation, because the structural complexity of native
vegetation is very important for maintaining vital ecological processes, which in turn are vital
for the persistence of biodiversity. They also provide vital habitats for species that cannot
persist in the absence of native vegetation. However, maintenance of structural complexity
within commodity production landscapes (including designer landscapes) is also vital for
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conserving biodiversity. The key element of this strategy is the “matrix”; the area surrounding
patches of native vegetation (Forman, 1995), which significantly influences the within-
community remnant dynamics (Laurance, 1990). A matrix with complex vegetation structures
similar to those of native vegetation supplies a variety of ecosystem benefits, including support
for ecological processes, varied habitats for species outside patches of native vegetation or
protected areas, shelter, breeding sites, additional food resources and the capacity to recover
from disturbance (Chazdon et al., 2009).

“Matrix effects” may also explain why the abundance and richness of species can be main‐
tained in non-forest habitats such as agricultural production systems, logged forests (Barlow
et al., 2007) and mixed cropping systems. These modified landscapes successfully provide
habitat elements and ecological processes needed for species persistence outside of a primary
forest habitat. For instance, as mentioned above, jungle rubber gardens of Indonesia structur‐
ally resemble secondary forest and allow wild species of various taxa to persist Beukema et al.
(2007). The cited findings, and other examples, illustrate the potential importance of the
landscape matrix surrounding primary forest or primary forest patches for enabling species
persistence and biodiversity conservation in non-forest habitats. A number of examples
illustrate the role landscape matrix surrounding the primary forest patches or primary forests
play in enabling species persistence and biodiversity conservation in non-forest habitats.

Oil palm plantations, particularly, can be made wildlife friendly by preserving forest frag‐
ments, riparian strips, etc., and/or by providing habitat complexity within them in the form of
epiphytes and understory plants (Jackson et al., 2010). These elements can maintain both
connectivity of habitats for animal species and vital ecological processes at landscape scale
(Bennett, 2003). The following sections discuss some of these landscape configurations, and
particularly how they can help the creation of more sustainable oil palm plantations.

5.1. Biodiversity in small fragmented rainforest patches

As discussed above, deforestation is occurring at an alarming rate in the tropics, leading to
high rates of forest fragmentation, especially in South East Asia (Sodhi et al., 2004), and species
losses resulting from these processes have been described as the greatest threats to biodiversity
(Myers, 1989). It has been argued that small fragments may become the last refuges of many
rainforest species on the brink of extinction, and in areas with little residual rainforest
fragments can act as ‘seeds’ for re-establishing extensive forest (Turner and Corlett, 1996).
Thus, since high rates of land conversion coincide with high levels of species richness and
endemism, it is imperative to determine the capacity of small forest remnants to support
biodiversity.

In a rapid evaluation of butterfly species in a single remaining forest patch in Costa Rica, Daily
and Ehrlich (1995) found that even small (20-30 ha), isolated forest fragments retained a large
butterfly fauna. This suggests that even heavily managed systems of largely exotic plants (such
as agricultural systems) could be designed to serve as corridors for butterflies and perhaps
some other groups of organisms and connect separated forest patches. Benedick et al. (2006)
evaluated impacts of habitat fragmentation on the species richness and faunal composition of
butterflies in tropical rainforests in Sabah, Borneo, considering both α- and β-diversity patterns
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to assess the relative importance of patch size, isolation and vegetation structure for the
diversity and similarity of species assemblages. They concluded that variations among
fragments added substantial species diversity to the butterfly assemblage in Bornean rainfor‐
ests. The reported data indicate that, despite having lower species richness than contiguous
primary forest, relatively small and isolated rainforest remnants make substantial contribu‐
tions to regional diversity. Similar conclusions were drawn by Struebig et al. (2008) from an
analysis of the biodiversity value of forest fragments in peninsular Malaysia. They estimated
frequencies of insectivorous bat species at seven continuous forest sites and 27 forest frag‐
ments, then tested the effects of fragment isolation and area on the abundance, species richness,
diversity, composition and nestedness of assemblages, and the abundance of the 10 most
common species. The results indicate that while large tracts of contiguous forests are needed
to support rare, forest specialist species and their retention should be a high conservation
priority, forest fragments also perform vital conservation roles. More specifically, fragments
larger than 300 ha appear to contribute substantially to landscape-level bat diversity (retaining
comparable diversity to continuous forest), but small fragments (less than 150 ha) also have
some conservation value, despite having more variable species composition than either larger
fragments or continuous forest.

Small, isolated forest remnants are generally accorded low conservation status and given little
protection, consequently they often disappear over time because of continued anthropogenic
disturbance. However, the results presented by Struebig et al. (2008) indicate that the conser‐
vation value of small forest remnants’ contributions to environmental heterogeneity should
not be neglected. Similarly, Arroyo-Rodriguez et al. (2009) found small (<5 ha) forest patches
to be important for the conservation of regional plant diversity in the tropical rainforests of
Mexico. Despite their small dimensions, they reportedly contained diverse communities of
native plants, including endangered and economically important species. Hence, the conser‐
vation and restoration of small patches may be essential for effective preservation of plant
diversity in this strongly deforested and unique Neotropical region. Further, Estrada and
Coates-Estrada (2002) examined responses of bat species’ abundance and distribution to
habitat destruction and deforestation by surveying a continuous forest patch, fragments and
an agricultural mosaic habitat in Mexico. While most bat species were found in the primary
forest patch, the co-occurrence of the three habitats aided conservation of the bats by allowing
them to disperse through the landscape. However, a one-size-fits-all approach cannot be
applied when trying to include isolated rainforest patches as part of a conservation strategy
and results of these studies must be interpreted cautiously.

Research on the impact of forest fragmentation on leaf litter ant communities in Sabah further
illustrates its detrimental effect on species abundance and composition. Bruhl et al. (2003)
evaluated distributions of these ants in two forest fragments and a contiguous forest patch.
The species numbers and diversity recorded in the forest fragments were less than half of those
recorded in the primary forest patch. Further, the community composition was also altered by
fragmentation. Similar effects, on other species, have been observed elsewhere in the world.
Notably in Tanzania, protected areas are increasingly becoming habitat islands in a sea of
modified landscapes (such as agricultural fields). This habitat isolation has been correlated
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with mammalian extinctions (Newmark, 1996). Indeed, research by Turner and Corlett (1996)
indicates that in nearly all cases of tropical fragmentation there have been losses of local species,
most severely for large species and species that have highly specific habitat requirements.
These effects have been attributed to forest edge effects, reductions in population size and
changes in community structure arising from fragmentation.

In spite of evidence of species currently persisting in isolated forest fragments, possible
“extinction debts” must also be considered, i.e. the possibility that some populations may have
survived extensive habitat loss but still face extinction owing to a time lag between initial
habitat loss and eventual population decline (Cowlishaw, 1999). Nevertheless, the surround‐
ing matrix can ameliorate effects of the isolation of habitat patches much more than can be
readily explained by classical theories such as island biogeography theory. Thus, matrix
modification may provide opportunities for reducing the isolation of individual primary
habitat patches, and thus extinction risks of populations in fragments (Ricketts, 2004). Hence,
in addition to other measures, management schemes such as improving the landscape matrix
and habitat connectivity, e.g., by incorporating wildlife corridors may make valuable contri‐
butions to conservation landscapes, as discussed in the following section.

5.2. Improving landscape matrices and connectivity

Bhagwat et al. (2005) examined the diversity of pants, micro-fungi and birds at 58 sites (in 10
forest reserves, 25 sacred groves and 23 coffee plantations) in the Western Ghats, India. They
found that the biodiversity in the sacred groves had been influenced by native tree cover in
the surrounding landscape (as opposed to patch size), and recommended that the tree-covered
landscape matrix should be preserved to conserve this biodiversity This is consistent with
earlier findings that the quality of the matrix surrounding forest fragments plays a significant
role in population persistence (Fahrig 2001). Further, matrix quality can be improved by
maintaining heterogeneous landscapes with a variety of vegetated features.

Horskins (2005) has defined matrix as the landscape elements surrounding a habitat of focal
interest (for instance, a primary forest fragment). One such element is a wildlife or biological
corridor, described as a linear stretch of habitat, differing in structure and vegetation type to
that of the matrix type, linking two habitat patches (such as rainforest patches) that would
otherwise be isolated from one another (Laurance, 1990). Wildlife corridors can allow the
conservation of species in fragmented habitats by increasing the connectivity between isolated
habitat patches and integrating populations into single demographic units. Connecting
patches of habitat with corridors has been shown to slow extinction rates of species, and species
richness has been preserved for longer periods of time in connected than in disconnected
habitat patches (Gilbert et al., 1998). In addition, Laurance and Laurance (1999) showed that
linking primary forest patches to a large continuous primary forest provided more habitats
for mammalian species and greatly facilitated their movement in Australia. They found the
linking of primary forest patches to a large continuous primary forest greatly allowed for
movement and habitat for mammals.

Agroforests can also play important roles in expanding habitats for a wide range of species
and provide wildlife corridors that can facilitate the movement of species across a given

Tropical Agricultural Production, Conservation and Carbon Sequesteration Conflicts…
http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/52420

53



landscape (Elevitch, 2004). In addition to supporting native species of plants and animals,
agroforestry systems may contribute to the conservation of biodiversity by enhancing the
connectivity of populations, communities, and ecological processes in fragmented landscapes.
As mentioned above, habitats that can maintain such connectivity across landscapes are
commonly referred to as biological or wildlife corridors, and their potential value is further
considered below.

5.3. Wildlife corridors

Hilty et al. (2006) describe a wildlife corridor as a landscape element that connects two patches
of suitable habitat by passing through a matrix of unsuitable habitat. The concept of wildlife
corridors emerged from research on habitat fragmentation, and was based on the premise that
fragments that are linked by a corridor of similar suitable habitat are likely to have greater
conservation value than isolated fragments of similar size and could combat the adverse effects
of habitat fragmentation (Diamond 1975). Protection or provision of continuous habitat
corridors to link isolates such as nature reserves or old-growth forest patches is seen as more
beneficial than retaining individual habitat patches (Bennett, 2003). Indeed, wildlife corridors
have been shown to facilitate the migratory movements of birds and mammals (Newmark,
1993), and are currently being proposed as a means of combating the isolation of protected
areas in Tanzania (Caro et al., 2009).

Extensive habitats like these provide permeable corridors for species to disperse through
landscapes much more readily than through monocultures (Watts et al., 2005). Thus, the
presence of wooded corridors and shrub-matrix can make intensive monoculture plantations
more hospitable to the presence and dispersal of species, including endemics (Castellon and
Sieving, 2006).

5.4. Riparian margins

Riparian margins are linear landscape elements that can play vital roles in offsetting the effects
of habitat fragmentation and loss (Lees and Peres, 2007). They can support the persistence and
dispersal of a wide assemblage of taxa, especially small vertebrate taxa (Lees and Peres, 2007)
and bird species (Wild Asia, 2011) by providing structural connectivity. Notably, the ability of
riparian margins to allow species dispersal is of vital importance for forest birds, which face
severe population decline resulting from fragmentation in tropical countries like Costa Rica.
Further, forest specialist bird species also use riparian margins for dispersing through
fragmented landscapes (Gillies and St Clair, 2008). As an illustration of the benefits of riparian
margins for countering adverse effects of habitat fragmentation, forest birds that depend on
army ants for food respond negatively to fragmentation, and disappeared very rapidly when
1 and 1 ha fragments were isolated from contiguous forests in the Brazilian Amazon (Bierre‐
gaard et al., 1992 in Bennett (2003)). However, a fragmented patch (2 km long and 100-300 m
wide) that remained connected to contiguous forest by a riparian margin retained the same
species composition and abundance of understory birds as the continuous forest. The riparian
margins were further found to enhance the movement of birds through the fragmented
landscape and maintenance of population and species composition (Bennett, 2003). Riparian

Biofuels - Economy, Environment and Sustainability54



margins also have significant conservation value and serve as buffers against fragmentation
for other species, such as arboreal mammals and marsupials, including the tree kangaroos of
tropical rainforest remnants in Australia (Laurance, 1990). This assertion is confirmed by data
on populations of butterflies, dung beetles and ants in interior rainforests, rainforest edges,
remnant rainforest riparian strips and arable land presented by Hill (1995). “Rainforest interior
species”, including the most abundant species of ants in the rainforest interior, three of the
butterflies and one of the dung beetle species were found in the streamside riparian strips, but
not in either the rainforest edges or arable land.

The presence of riparian margins in and around agricultural plantations allows the diversifi‐
cation of these habitats and maintenance of vital ecological processes, thus enabling greater
persistence of species in agricultural landscapes (Tscharnkte, 2007). In 2010, a survey in an oil
palm plantation in Sarawak, conducted to evaluate the variation in avian biodiversity among
different habitats within the plantation, found that the presence of riparian buffer zones
enhanced bird abundance and diversity in it. Although no high-conservation value species
were detected in the plantation during the survey, the findings indicate that the presence of
natural habitat within an oil palm plantation can help increase species diversity and aid
biodiversity conservation (Wild Asia, 2011).

The importance of riparian vegetation has also been enshrined in law. For instance, Brazilian
forestry legislation calls for the protection of riparian buffer zones in private land holdings
(Lees and Peres, 2007). However, the importance of riparian margins, especially for protecting
habitat-specific species, should not be over-estimated. While streamside vegetation and
riparian margins may be helpful, research by Warkentin et al. (1995) indicates that riparian
woodlands in Mexico are dominated by habitat generalists rather than pristine forest avifauna.
Nevertheless, the presence of riparian margin helps in maintaining a wide range of species
and species diversity in agricultural mosaics.

It is often difficult to evaluate the efficacy of tropical forest conservation programs. Hence, it
is vital to develop and select appropriate metrics for assessing both the conservation value of
different forest/land use types and the efficacy of conservation schemes designed to preserve
them. However, more than one metric is needed to avoid biased judgement, and ideally both
the conservation value (biodiversity protection and ecosystem services) and carbon seques‐
tration offered by alternative land use types should be considered (Macdonald et al., 2011).
Schemes that target the biodiversity conservation and ecosystem services potential of a land
use type (e.g. Forest Stewardship Council schemes) and the carbon sequestration services
provided by tropical forests (such as Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest
Degradation, REDD) have already been established, and need to be assessed, implemented
and monitored on a case-by case basis.

6. High conservation value forests

High Conservation Value Forest  (HCVF) approach emerged in 2001 as a supplementary
standard within the Forest Stewardship Scheme. High Conservation Value Forest (HCVF)

Tropical Agricultural Production, Conservation and Carbon Sequesteration Conflicts…
http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/52420

55



is a forest management standard, introduced by the Forest Stewardship Council in 2001,
intended to identify and protect forest areas with critical or outstanding ecological, social
and  cultural  values,  e.g.,  habitats  for  rare  threatened  or  endangered  species,  water/soil
quantity  and  quality  protection,  and/or  sites  of  cultural  and/or  religious  significance
(Levy,  2009).  When  a  forest  is  designated  as  HCVF  these  attributes  are  identified  and
should be effectively managed. The concept has been transferred to the plantation sector,
where progressive oil  palm plantation managers use it  as  a  means of  claiming environ‐
mental  responsibility.  In non-forested areas,  more general  “HCV” approaches (Jepson et
al., 2011) can play important roles in guiding conservation priorities for different land use
types. For instance, demarcating a forest patch as an HCVF can make a case for directing
logging pressures towards other  forests  and plantations,  with lower conservation value,
where logging/agricultural expansion may be more compatible with preservation of biodi‐
versity (Frumhoff  and Losos,  1998).  The demarcation of  forest  areas as  HCVFs can also
lay foundations for designing policy mechanisms or certification schemes to prevent unde‐
sirable exploitation (Gullison, 2003). Further, the HCVF approach can play a very signifi‐
cant  role  in  shifting  the  focus  from  conserving  a  specific  type  of  forest  (such  as  old
growth forests) to the values that make a forest important, such as its biodiversity conser‐
vation potential (Jennings et al.,  2003). It can greatly promote sustainable forest manage‐
ment  and  be  beneficial  for  forest  zoning  and  forest  benefit  compensation,  as  well  as
informing  nature  reserve  establishment  (Huafeng,  2007).  The  concepts  encompassed  in
HCV can also be applied to evaluate the conservation value of non-forest landscapes, such
as human-modified habitats and mixed-rural habitats. Although primary forests have the
highest conservation values, application of this scheme may allow biodiversity conserva‐
tion in other land use types with high conservation values, such as secondary forests and
isolated forests,  by bringing them under the purview of suitable land management poli‐
cies (Sodhi et al., 2004).

Arguably, in this era of rapid deforestation, designing landscapes that can reconcile biodiver‐
sity conservation and agricultural production may require different combinations of the land
management approaches discussed in this chapter, with various similarities and unique
features among regions.

6.1. Reconciling biodiversity conservation with carbon storage

One of the obvious shortcomings of the HCV concept is the neglect of carbon storage services
in its defining criteria. However, it can be used in conjugation with Reducing Emissions from
Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD) schemes to meet carbon storage objectives
together with biodiversity conservation goals. Global level analysis by Strassburg et al. (2010)
indicates that species richness is strongly associated with carbon stocks. However, this relation
varies significantly across regions. For instance, in South East Asia plantations of rapidly
growing crops, such as acacia and pines, have low biodiversity conservation potential but can
enhance carbon sequestration (Corlett and Primack, 2008). Further, vital habitats for vulnerable
and endemic species may not overlap with areas of high carbon storage. Hence, measures that
promote the persistence of conservation-dependent species may not necessarily assist carbon
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sequestration. Hence, spatial planning should ideally aim to maximize biodiversity and
enhance carbon storage simultaneously (ProForest, 2011).

“Designer landscape” is a theoretical concept with important practical implications. In South
East Asia oil palm monoculture –forest mosaics comprise a substantial part of many landscapes
(Koh et al., 2009), in which remnants of primary, old growth forests occur as fragmented,
isolated patches of various sizes in a matrix of oil palm plantations (Bennett, 2003). In this
situation, more heterogeneous, designer landscapes could be created by incorporating features
such as agroforestry zones between high conservation value forests and oil palm monoculture
plantations. Further, isolated and fragmented habitat patches could be connected across such
landscapes by retaining or creating wildlife corridors (Koh et al., 2009).

Struebig et al. (2010) argued that the designer landscape approach is highly context-dependent
and constrained by socio-political and biological realities. Nevertheless, in principle there is
some room for a designer approach, to develop landscapes where oil palm plantations co-exist
with forests, in partnership with local communities, which could yield significant conservation
benefits (Phalan, 2009). Ghazoul et al. (2010) recognise risks (wildlife conflicts, hunting and
encroachment) inherent in the approach advocated by Struebig et al. (2010), but argue that a
strict land-sparing and/or HCV combination would be subject to similar risks. Given that
biodiversity and ecosystem services are increasingly expected to persist in a human-modified
landscape, the practical realities (and feasibility) of the ‘designer landscape’ approach should
be carefully considered. Many configurations of landscape level strategies could allow the
creation of designer landscapes that meet desired goals. However, very few landscape level
studies have been carried out that could form the theoretical basis for informing these
landscape level strategies and the subsequent creation of designer landscapes. In addition to
the on-going Stability of Altered Forest Ecosystem (SAFE) project in Danum, examining the
effects of fragmentation, Laurance et al. (2011) have presented results of a 32-year study on
Amazonian forest fragments. The results indicate that species in forest fragments are vulner‐
able to edge effects and that isolation effects decline with the recovery of secondary forests.
However, there have been very few landscape level studies that could provide a sound
theoretical basis for informing landscape level strategies and subsequent creation of designer
landscapes. Thus, further examination of both patch level processes and wider landscape
contextual issues is required to facilitate the creation of designer landscapes that meet multiple
(often conflicting goals) in given areas.’

7. Conclusions

Agricultural expansion, driven by rapid increases in the human population, is a major cause
of deforestation, biodiversity losses and environmental degradation globally, especially in the
tropics. Accompanying searches for land to support the increases in agricultural production,
and increase revenues, have caused significant losses, modifications and fragmentation of
habitats, which are posing substantial threats to the world’s biodiversity, forests and ecosys‐
tems. There have been considerable efforts to protect biodiversity in reserves and parks, but
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many of the refuges are small, fragmented, isolated, or poorly protected. In addition, most
Protected Areas are embedded in agricultural landscapes, and existing buffer zones are
inadequate for alleviating effects of fragmentation, contamination by agrochemicals, hunting,
and unsustainable or illegal logging. In recent decades, the expansion of oil palm monocultures
has been one of the most significant drivers of deforestation and habitat loss in various tropical
regions, including South East Asia, which hosts four biodiversity hotspots and is particularly
vulnerable to these processes. The replacement of natural forest cover with oil palm mono‐
culture plantations has detrimental effects on the biodiversity in the region, since they support
substantially less biodiversity than the primary forests or even the disturbed and logged forests
they replace. This is largely due to the absence of major structurally complex components of
forest vegetation (including forest trees, lianas and epiphytic orchids) and associated fauna,
including numerous threatened, iconic species.

In addition to adversely affecting biodiversity, oil palm expansion also increases carbon
emissions in South East Asia, reportedly resulting in a net release of approximately 650 Mg
CO2 equivalents per hectare or more, resulting in a “biofuel carbon debt” by releasing 17 to
420 times more CO2 than the annual GHG reductions that oil palm-derived biofuels would
provide by displacing fossil fuels. Estimates indicate that it could take 75-93 years for carbon
emissions saved from the use of biofuels to compensate for the carbon released by forest
conversion. Furthermore, less than pristine human-modified landscapes also have consider‐
able conservation and carbon storage potential. For instance, more than 90% of the species
recorded in primary forests have been found in logged forests, and during recovery logged
forests may accumulate carbon five times more rapidly than natural forest, providing sub‐
stantial carbon storage. In addition, marginal and/or degraded habitats often found within or
nearby palm oil concessions can retain high conservation values. Thus, in order to create palm
oil monocultures that do not damage the local biodiversity and carbon stocks, it is vital to
include human modified/degraded landscapes in any conservation program for a given area.

The fate of biodiversity within patches of lowland forests is inextricably linked to the broader
landscape context, including how the surrounding agricultural matrix is designed and man‐
aged. Species are more likely to persist in protected areas that incorporate local environmental
heterogeneity, because it provides a range of conditions that allows them to adjust their local
distribution in response to environmental changes. Other land use types can also counter the
adverse effects of oil palm monocultures on biodiversity. Notably, other plantation systems
such as cocoa agroforests and mixed fruit orchards may provide valuable habitats, because
complex multi-species plantations (especially those that encompass remnants of native vegeta‐
tion) bear significant resemblance to primary vegetation. This has important implications both
for conservation strategies and the design of oil palm plantations, which may entail the use of
modified landscapes and new planning strategies to reduce impacts on local biodiversity.

Two contrasting management approaches have been recommended for boosting agricultural
production while maintaining biodiversity: land sparing, which increases farm yields while
reducing pressure to convert land for agriculture (at the potential cost of reducing wildlife
populations on farmland) and land sharing/wildlife friendly farming, in which on-farm
practices that are benign to wildlife are applied. In land sparing, homogeneous areas of
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farmland are managed to maximize yields, while separate reserves target biodiversity
conservation. Inputs of fertilizers and pesticides are generally high, crop diversity usually low,
and individual fields tend to be large. Land sparing is a weak conservation strategy, and can
be applied under a limited set of circumstances, but it can have positive outcomes for nature
conservation. Notably, from a conservation perspective the protection of primary contiguous
forest appears to be more beneficial than investing in the retention of fragments. However,
despite its proposed benefits, the land sparing approach has been heavily critiqued, since
intensive agricultural systems may fail to spare land for nature and the high use of agricultural
inputs may adversely impact areas downstream from the agricultural farms.

In wildlife-friendly farming, as opposed to land sparing, conservation and production are
integrated within more heterogeneous landscapes, recognizing: that biodiversity is retained
in agricultural landscapes; that we need to understand and effectively manage the degree of
biodiversity retention; and that many species can be conserved by modifying existing agri‐
cultural landscapes through the principles of eco-agriculture. In wildlife-friendly farming,
agricultural yields tend to be lower. Therefore, larger land areas are typically required to
produce the same agricultural yield. This leaves less land for permanent preservation, but
more biodiversity may be retained on the “wildlife-friendly” agricultural land itself. Hence,
wildlife friendly land planning strategies should be considered important components of
integrated landscape conservation strategies.

Both land sparing and land sharing have pros and cons. Further, the optimal strategy for
maintaining production and biodiversity differs between landscapes (Hodgson et al., 2010).
The choice of strategy could be informed by yield-density relations, i.e. relationships between
population densities of particular species and agricultural yields. Land sparing may be most
appropriate for species whose populations decline rapidly when their natural intact habitat is
converted to low intensity agricultural landscapes, while wildlife friendly farming may be
more appropriate for species whose densities are maintained when the intact natural habitat
is converted to low yield agricultural landscapes (Mattison and Norris, 2005). However, a
strategy combining the two approaches may be optimal in many cases, incorporating (for
instance) the creation of agroforestry zones between high conservation value areas and
intensive agricultural plantations to create more heterogeneous landscapes that can benefit
both biodiversity and rural communities. Nevertheless, before selecting any of the abovemen‐
tioned approaches numerous other landscape level factors should be considered. These
include the permeability of sensitive species through habitats and their physiological traits.
No heavily human-modified landscapes can be regarded as a full substitute for primary forest
habitats, but they may allow the preservation of biodiversity if appropriately fragmented or
designed. However, in order to design an appropriate landscape, characteristics of the
surrounding matrix and the ability of sensitive species to adapt to it have to be addressed, and
both the value and characteristics of potentially important elements need to be considered.
Such elements may include rainforest fragments, high conservation value forests, wildlife
corridors and riparian margins.

Several strategies have been recommended for establishing landscape patterns that are likely
to maintain many species and ecological processes in production landscapes. The most
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important is the maintenance of large patches of native vegetation, which are very important
for maintaining vital ecological processes and (hence) the persistence of biodiversity. In
addition, maintenance of structural complexity, an appropriate (preferably native vegetation)
“matrix” and suitable levels of connectivity between elements is vital. A matrix with a similar
vegetation structure to that of native vegetation supplies a variety of ecosystem benefits,
support for ecological processes, habitats for species outside patches of native vegetation or
protected areas, shelter, breeding sites, additional food resources and the ability to recover
from disturbance. Oil palm plantations, in particular, can be made wildlife friendly by the
preservation of forest fragments, riparian strips, etc., and/or by providing habitat complexity
within the plantations in the form of epiphytes and understory plants. “Extinction debt” must
also be considered, i.e. populations that have survived extensive habitat loss may still face
extinction owing to a time lag between initial habitat loss and eventual population decline.

Finally, it is essential to integrate biodiversity conservation with robust carbon storage
strategies. Global level analysis indicates that species richness is strongly associated with
carbon stocks, but the strength of the relationship varies significantly across regions. For
instance, in South East Asia plantations of fast-growing crops, such as acacia and pines, have
low biodiversity conservation potential but may have high carbon sequestration value.
Further, vital habitats of vulnerable and endemic species may not overlap with areas of high
carbon storage. Thus, spatial planning that maximizes biodiversity co-benefits along with
carbon storage is required.

It has been argued that the designer landscape approach is highly context-dependent and
constrained by socio-political and biological realities. Further, many configurations of
landscape level strategies could allow the creation of designer landscapes that meet desired
goals. Thus, further research on (inter alia) patch-level processes and wider contextual issues
is required to develop robust strategies for creating designer landscapes that meet often
conflicting conservation, agricultural production and carbon sequestration goals.
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