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Introduction

During the past two decades, world-wide
attention has been focused on threats to tropical
forests and local communities in developing
countries. As a result, many industrial forest
companies operating in those countries have
been increasingly pressured by non-governmen-
tal organizations (NGOs) to prove that they are
practicing sustainable forest management.

One such company is Asia Pacific
Resources International Holdings Limited
(APRIL), one of Asia’s largest pulp and paper
companies, with primary operations on the
Indonesian island of Sumatra. APRIL is active-
ly promoting its commitments to sustainable
forest management and is engaged in dialogues
with both local and international NGOs.

I spent the summer of 2005 based at
APRIL’s mill site in the Riau Province of
Sumatra, studying the company’s sustainable
forest management practices and community
programs. I conducted interviews with APRIL
staff, NGOs, and local communities and visited
APRIL plantations and community develop-
ment projects. My interest was to explore
whether and how NGO pressures and customer
concerns had influenced APRIL’s commitments
to sustainable forest management.

Background

Indonesia’s tropical forests
Indonesia has some of the most biological-

ly rich forests on earth, providing habitat for
rare species such as the orangutan, the
Sumatran tiger, and the Sumatran elephant
(WWF 2003). But Indonesia’s forests are also
among the most threatened; between 1985 and
1997, the rate of deforestation in Indonesia
doubled, and 20 million hectares of natural for-
est were lost. Experts have predicted that if
these rates continue, intact tropical lowland
forests in most of Indonesia may be completely
lost by 2012 (Holmes 2002). Unsustainable
and illegal logging practices, forest conversion,
forest fires, and human settlement all have con-
tributed to the decline.

Over the past two decades, there has been a
phenomenal rise in plantation forestry in
Indonesia, largely through conversion of natural
forests (Barr 2001). Currently, more than 2 mil-
lion hectares across Indonesia are in plantation
forests and 6.2 million hectares are targeted for
plantation development (Nawir et al. 2003).
Many plantations overlap with indigenous land
claims or have had other detrimental impacts on
local communities (Nawir et al. 2003). 

Sustainable forest management and forest certifica-
tion in Indonesia

The term “sustainable forest manage-
ment” (SFM) is commonly used by environ-
mental organizations, governments, and fund-
ing agencies to describe the use of forests in a
way that maintains their ecological, economic,
and social functions, for present and future
generations (UNFF 2005). The term is being
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used increasingly by industrial forest companies
that are trying to market their practices as envi-
ronmentally sound. 

One way companies can prove their com-
mitment to SFM is by pursuing forest certifica-
tion. Forest certification was introduced in the
early 1990s to address concerns about deforesta-
tion, especially in tropical regions (Rametsteiner
and Simula 2003). Forest certification is a “non-
state market-driven governance system”
(Cashore et al. 2004), whereby forest managers
can demonstrate their commitment to SFM
through third-party independent audits. The
most widely used certification criteria have been
developed by the Forest Stewardship Council
(FSC 2004). Currently more than 183 million
hectares of forests are certified around the world
under various systems; however, only two per-
cent of these certified forests are located in the
Asia-Pacific region, which includes Indonesia
(Nussbaum and Simula 2004). 

In 1998, the Indonesian government
established its own national certification pro-
gram known as Lembaga Ekolabel Indonesia
(LEI). Although LEI standards are more gener-
al in some aspects than FSC criteria, there is a
significant overlap in the systems (Meidinger et
al. 2003). In Indonesia, no pulp plantations are
FSC certified (Colchester et al. 2003). FSC will
not certify plantations that were converted from
natural forest areas after 1994—a fact that infu-

riates many Indonesian Pulp and Paper compa-
nies. LEI is currently evaluating one company
under its plantation certification system. That
company is APRIL.

Asia Pacific Resources International Holdings Limited 
Asia Pacific Resources International

Holdings Limited (APRIL) is one of the largest
pulp and plantation companies in Indonesia.
Headquartered in Singapore, the company’s pri-
mary operations are located in the Riau
Province of Sumatra (Figure 1). In 1995,
APRIL began operating one of the world’s
largest pulp mills, under a subsidiary known as
Riaupulp, with a production capacity of 2 mil-
lion tons per year (Matthew and van Gelder
2002) (Photograph 1). The company began
paper production in 1998, under a subsidiary
known as Riaupaper, and now produces
350,000 tons of paper per year (APRIL 2005a).
Most of APRIL’s pulp and paper is exported to
Asia, but the company is broadening its cus-
tomer base in Europe, Australia, India, and the
Middle East (APRIL 2005a).

As of December 2004, APRIL had planted
approximately 230,000 hectares of pulp planta-
tions in Riau Province, primarily Acacia
mangium (black wattle) on mineral soils and
Acacia crassicarpa (northern wattle) on drained
peatlands. APRIL is expanding its plantation
areas at a rate of 35,000 to 40,000 hectares per

Figure 1. Location
of APRIL’s primary
operations

Source:  APRIL 2004 Sustainability Report
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year, with a goal of 420,000 hectares planted in
Riau by 2012 (APRIL staff, pers. comm.).
Currently, one-half of the wood that supplies
APRIL’s mill is plantation Acacia, and the other
one-half consists of mixed hardwoods harvested
from what APRIL describes as secondary or
degraded forest (APRIL 2004). 

Evolution of APRIL’s Sustainable Forest
Management Programs

NGO criticisms and market pressures
Shortly after APRIL initiated its Riau oper-

ations, local and international NGOs began
criticizing the company. In the mid-1990’s, the
World Rainforest Movement published Pulping
the South (Carrere and Lohmann 1996), which
accused APRIL of widespread forest destruction
and human rights violations.  In 2002, the UK-
based Friends of the Earth published a report
entitled, “APRIL Fools: The forest destruction,
social conflict and financial crisis of Asia Pacific
Resources International Holdings Limited”
(Matthew and van Gelder 2002). This report
identified UK paper merchants that were buying
APRIL pulp. Later that year, one of the UK’s
largest paper merchant groups that was targeted
in the report announced that it would no longer
purchase Indonesian paper until sustainable
sourcing and legality could be independently
verified (FOE 2003).

In 2002, World Wide Fund for Nature
(WWF) also brought significant media criticism
to APRIL after the company began building a
road through the Tesso Nilo forest, one of
WWF’s highest conservation priorities. The
Tesso Nilo forest covers almost 200,000 hectares
in Riau province, representing the largest intact
rain forest remaining on the island of Sumatra
and one of the most biologically diverse forests
on the earth (WWF 2001). WWF was able to
convince CNN, the media network, to run sev-
eral stories about what WWF described as
APRIL’s imminent threats to one of Sumatra’s
best tiger and elephant habitats (CNN 2002)
(Photograph 5). In response to this negative
publicity, some of APRIL’s international cus-
tomers terminated their contracts; others chal-
lenged APRIL to improve its practices (APRIL
staff, pers. comm.). 

APRIL response
On the heels of the CNN stories, APRIL

agreed to a moratorium on cutting in the Tesso
Nilo forest. In 2003, APRIL and WWF formed
a joint task force with the local government and
the Ministry of Forestry to address illegal log-
ging in the Tesso Nilo area (APRIL 2004).
Since then, APRIL and WWF have met regu-
larly, sometimes clashing, but more often hav-
ing constructive dialogue. APRIL has also
engaged in discussions with other local NGOs

Photograph 1. APRIL’s pulp
and paper mill 
Photograph by L. Kramme
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in Riau province, including Jikalahari, a con-
sortium of 28 local NGOs, Hakiki, an environ-
mental and social advocacy group, and the
organization Yayasan Riau Mandiri, which is
especially concerned about the human health
impacts of APRIL’s operations.

APRIL’s Current “Sustainability
Components” (APRIL 2004)

Wood Supply: APRIL has committed to
source nine million tons of wood from planta-
tions and community fiber farms by 2009,
phasing out its use of mixed hardwoods from
natural forests to meet the production capacity
of its Riau mill (Photograph 2).1

Social Contribution: APRIL states that
100,000 people derive their income from the
company’s operations. The company spends $4
million annually on community empowerment
programs, including agricultural and vocation-
al training (Photograph 3), social infrastucture,
and business loan programs (APRIL 2004). 

Conflict Resolution: APRIL has a detailed
land claims resolution process as part of its
“Code of Best Practices”. The company has
made this system open to independent audits. 

Environmental Responsibility: APRIL sets
aside 20% of its total plantation areas for conser-
vation. The company’s Riau mill and plantations
have achieved ISO 14001 certification.2 APRIL

has an independently audited system to ensure
that Acacia and mixed hardwood species are sep-
arated for processing. The company recently
committed to not harvesting any wood from
“high conservation value forest” areas, as defined
under FSC guidelines, in plantations developed
after January 2005 (APRIL 2005b).

Certification: APRIL is pursuing LEI certi-
fication of its plantations; the company has
passed the second phase of review, and will like-
ly become Indonesia’s first pulp plantation cer-
tified under LEI’s Sustainable Forest Plantation
certification system.

Continuing Collaborations

Photograph 2. Harvesting
operation on APRIL plantation  
Photograph by L. Kramme

Photograph 3. A
woman tending Acacia
seedlings in APRIL
nursery
Photograph by  L.
Kramme
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Photograph 4. WWF “Elephant Flying
Squad” on patrol 
Photograph by  L. Kramme

In May 2004, APRIL received a
“Community Empowerment Award” from
President Megawati Sukarnoputri from its
community fiber farm program (APRIL 2004).
In 2004, the company’s community programs
were featured on a UK broadcast entitled “The
Business of Development” (World
Television/UNDP 2004). APRIL’s sales in
Europe and the U.S. have been growing on the
heels of such positive publicity (APRIL staff,
pers. comm.). 

During my summer research, I visited a
local community that is implementing an inte-
grated organic farming system and cattle raising
project with support from APRIL. Villagers I
spoke with confirmed that APRIL’s assistance
has allowed them to pursue farming as an alter-
native and as a more stable livelihood than ille-
gal logging. 

APRIL and WWF are jointly lobbying the
Indonesian government to designate an addi-
tional area of the Tesso Nilo forest as an ele-
phant conservation area (APRIL 2004). In one
of APRIL’s plantation sectors abutting the park,
APRIL recently allowed WWF to build a facil-
ity on one of APRIL’s plantations to house its
“Elephant Flying Squad”—trained elephants

that WWF uses to discourage wild elephants
from leaving the park and raiding community
gardens (WWF staff, pers. comm.)
(Photograph 4).

Continuing Conflicts, Criticisms, and
Challenges

Most international and local NGO repre-
sentatives I interviewed agreed that APRIL has
improved its environmental and social respon-
sibility in recent years, more so than its largest
competitor in the region. However, NGOs
continue to criticize the company in three pri-
mary areas. 

First, NGOs argue that APRIL’s produc-
tion and plantation expansion goals are unsus-
tainable. They accuse APRIL of “greenwash-
ing” its broader destructive forest practices.
They urge APRIL to stop converting natural
forests, especially peatlands, to plantations.
The APRIL staff I interviewed counter that
their company’s responsible management of
the area, under a legal government permit, is
much better than the alternative, which is to
leave land in the hands of the corrupt govern-
ment, illegal loggers, or unscrupulous compa-
nies (APRIL staff, pers. comm). Based on my
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experience in Riau, I agree that government
land protection is woefully lacking and that
APRIL is a better manager than other compa-
nies in the region. However, I share the concern
of NGOs that the company’s long-term pro-
duction goals for Riau are unsustainable, espe-
cially on peatlands.

Secondly, some NGOs criticize APRIL for
not doing more to combat illegal logging, say-
ing that although APRIL has improved its pro-
cedures to ensure that trucks entering its facili-
ty have necessary permits, too often those per-
mits are invalid or the trees are not from
licensed area listed on the permit (Eyes on the
Forest 2005). Based on my interviews and
observations, I believe that APRIL staff and
upper management are committed to limiting
illegal logging and that the company has done
much more to limit it than competing compa-
nies. APRIL staff emphasize that their “mixed
hardwood supply chain control system,” which
ensures that no illegal logs enter the mill sup-
ply, has successfully passed independent audits
with WWF serving as an observer (APRIL
staff, pers. comm.). What seems essential is for
the government to help communities find
alternative income sources and to reduce the
corruption that continues to make illegal log-

ging so prevalent.
Third, some NGOs argue that APRIL

must further improve its community relations
and land claim resolution process. They
described instances where APRIL had neglect-
ed to provide basic infrastructure improve-
ments to some communities despite heavily
impacting them and that significant conflicts
ensued (local NGO staff, pers. comm.). Other
groups urge APRIL to pursue more fiber farm
partnerships with communities to plant
degraded lands (local NGO staff, pers. comm).
However, some local community members
with whom I spoke indicated that they had
benefited significantly from APRIL’s assistance.
APRIL staff report that the company regularly
builds schools, mosques, and medical facilities
in neighboring villages, but villagers are often
dissatisfied with the amount of assistance
(APRIL staff, pers. comm.). APRIL staff mem-
bers emphasize the company’s commitment to
resolving claims in a fair and transparent man-
ner, following its Code of Best Practices
(APRIL staff, pers. comm.). In addition, com-
pany officials note that all forest land in
Indonesia is government-owned and many
community conflicts arise because the govern-
ment issues plantation permits to companies

Photograph 5. The Tesso Nilo
forest is home to the endan-
gered Sumatran tiger 
Source: Sumatran Tiger 
Conservation Program 
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research possible. Finally, I thank APRIL staff,
especially Jouko Virta, for allowing me to observe
so many facets of APRIL’s operations.

Endnotes
1 APRIL staff clarify that as a growth-oriented com-

pany, APRIL intends to continue establishing
sustainably managed plantations for other
markets; this may include converting second-
ary natural forests or degraded forest lands,
mostly in Indonesia, to plantations, using
mixed hardwoods within as “bridging raw
material” (APRIL staff, pers. comm).

2 ISO 14001 is a set of standards developed by the
International Standards Organisation. The
standards specify requirements of an environ-
mental management system that companies
can follow to to minimize harmful effects on
the environment. A company that complies
with ISO 14001 can obtain a certificate issued
by an independent auditing body that verifies
such a system is in place. Source: www.iso.org
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Conclusion

This study indicates that despite the vast-
ly different missions and perspectives of indus-
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company-NGO partnerships can be mutually
beneficial. A combination of friction and col-
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improved company practices; this has led to
increased sales in the global “north”. For
NGOs, both pressuring and partnering with
APRIL has yielded significant conservation and
social improvements in Riau and raised global
awareness of the urgent conservation needs in
Sumatra. For such benefits to continue, main-
taining this kind of healthy friction will likely
be necessary. 

APRIL’s President, A.J. Devanesan, has
stated: “For a company to be sustainable, any-
thing it does has to be good for the people,
good for the country, and good business. If you
don’t make money, you cannot do anything
else” (World Television/UNDP 2004). This is a
reality facing any business and one that conser-
vationists must remember. Company-NGO
partnerships should be considered as just one
aspect of a larger conservation strategy needed
to protect Indonesia’s rapidly dwindling tropi-
cal forests and the species and communities
that depend on them.
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