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ABSTRACT

The anti-palm oil campaigns by a number of European countries have 
been of great concern to the Malaysian palm oil industry. Such campaigns 
will possibly bring about a negative image of palm oil, and thus 
potentially affect the marketability of palm oil products in these markets. 
This study aimed to assess the impact of the negative perceptions towards 
palm oil based on environmental and health grounds on the export 
competitiveness of Malaysian palm oil vis-á-vis Indonesian in selected 
European countries as a result of the anti-palm oil campaigns. The study 
employed comparative trend analysis in analysing the relationships 
between negative perceptions and export competitiveness. The study 
indicated that the negative perceptions of palm oil are affecting the 
competitiveness of Indonesian palm oil exports more than Malaysian. 
Malaysian palm oil exports are more affected when the anti-palm oil 
campaigns are intensified.

Keywords: anti-palm oil campaign, negative perception, European Union, 
export, competitiveness.
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INTRODUCTION

Europe is an important market 
for Malaysian palm oil, with the 
European Union (EU) being the 
third largest export market, after 
India and China. In 2019, exports 
of Malaysian palm oil to EU 
registered at 2.09 million tonnes 
(MPOB, 2020). EU remains a 
substantial market for Malaysian 
palm oil, not only commercially, 
but also as a trend-setter for many 

regulatory and non-governmental 
initiatives that can affect palm oil’s 
marketability and competitiveness 
vis-à-vis other vegetable oils 
(Kumar, 2014). EU also plays 
a significant role in setting a 
benchmark on global laws and 
standards for oils and fats. In 
addition, EU has been a forerunner 
in many areas of legislation, most 
notably in protectionist and 
environmentalist legislation which 
other countries or regions aspire to 
follow (MPOC, 2015a).

The Impact of Negative 
Perceptions towards Palm 
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Competitiveness of 
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products. This may result in the 
progressive abandoning of palm 
oil as a food ingredient, with 
an impression of the negative 
attributes being cast on palm oil 
in general among EU consumers. 
These private marketing and 
labelling campaigns have taken 
hold, especially in France and to a 
lesser degree in Belgium, primarily 
because of two factors: firstly, the 
imminent changes to EU labelling 
rules for vegetable oils used in food 
products; and secondly, the appeal 
that these ‘negative labels’ has in 
the minds of EU consumers and, 
hence, the use and abuse of such 
labels made by some unscrupulous 
market operators (Kumar, 2014).
 The current practice of ‘no 
palm oil’ or ‘palm oil-free’ labelling 

in France and Belgium traces back 
to the year 2008, when the French 
retail chain Carrefour started to 
substitute palm oil in potato chips 
with sunflower oil. Two years later, 
the Casino Group followed suit, 
sign-posting products with a ‘sans 
huile de palme’ (‘no palm oil’) label 
(Kumar et al., 2015). Singling out 
palm oil with the ‘palm oil-free’ 
marketing and labelling campaigns 
convinced consumers that palm 
oil is bad, for either nutritional or 
environmental reasons, or for both. 
With this marketing campaign, 
consumers are increasingly inclined 
to believe that products that are low 
in or free from palm oil are better, 
healthier and to be preferred over 
those that have palm oil.

Throughout the past few years, 
palm oil has been facing some 
acceptance issues in EU, driven 
by negative perceptions which can 
potentially put at risk palm oil’s 
marketability in this region (Kumar, 
2014). For the Malaysian palm oil 
industry, of great concern is the 
series of anti-palm oil campaigns 
that have been waged by a number 
of European food producers and 
distribution chains, predominantly 
in EU. In particular, these actions 
have been directed against palm oil 
used in the food sector. Much of 
this is being driven by campaigns 
originating in France and 
undertaken in the French language 
(Kumar, 2014). Such actions were 
and are still pushing several food 
manufacturers into labelling their 
food packages as being ‘palm oil-
free’ or with ‘no palm oil’. although 
such information is not required 
by law and is deemed to be a 
negative claim, it is used as a form 
of marketing strategy. 
 In 2003, the negative image of 
palm oil started taking shape in 
Europe, mainly related to issues 
involving sustainability. In recent 
years, apart from the sustainability 
aspects, the current debate is on 
the potentially harmful nutritional 
aspects of palm oil. However, this 
situation is not common across 
Europe (Table 1). In France, Belgium 
and norway, palm oil health 
concerns have been instituted at 
government level. This culminated 
in setting limits to content, or 
implementing punitive higher 
taxes, with some governments 
resorting to a complete ban against 
use of palm oil. nevertheless, in 
such cases, these suggestions were 
negated once expert advice sorted 
out the issues surrounding such 
proposals and limitations or bans 
(MPOC, 2015b).
 The ‘palm oil-free’ campaigns 
being conducted by a number 
of French retailers are ‘forcing’ 
manufacturers de facto to make 
such claims on the labels of their 

ThE IMPACT OF NEgATIVE PERCEPTIONS TOwARDS PALM OIL IN ThE EUROPEAN 
UNION ON ThE COMPETITIVENESS OF MALAySIAN PALM OIL ExPORTS 

TABLE 1. PALM OIL ISSUES IN EU

Country Assessment

France Highly critical - Nutrition is very important, but 
sustainability also plays an important role

Norway 
Highly critical - Sustainability is the underlying 
factor for the current boycott but nutrition is also 
becoming very prominent

Sweden 
Highly critical - Sustainability is the underlying 
factor for the current boycott but nutrition is also 
becoming very prominent

germany Critical - Due to NgO activism and media 
attention

Belgium 
Critical - Discussions on palm oil (health and 
nutrition)/trans fatty acids and saturated fatty 
acids issues may arise quickly

Switzerland Critical - Sustainability seems to be the main 
driver but further insight is needed

Italy Critical - Nutritional issues are getting greater 
public attention 

United Kingdom Relatively stable - Sustainability is by far the 
main issue

Netherlands Relatively stable - Sustainability issue is at 
play

Source: MPOC (2015a).
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 From a study conducted by 
KanTar TnS (2017) in Italy, 
France, Belgium, Germany and the 
United Kingdom (UK) from 2012 to 
2017, it was observed that, overall, 
consumer awareness of palm oil 
increased steadily from 52% in 
2012 to 63% in 2017 (Figure 1). as 
compared to the other countries, 
Italy showed a significant increase 
in palm oil awareness, from only 
40% consumers having heard about 
palm oil in 2012 to 76% in 2017. In 
the other countries, this awareness 
was largely unchanged over the 
period of study. The awareness level 
was highest in France, averaging 
70% of its population, while in 
Belgium, Germany and UK, the 
awareness level was at 50%-60%. 
Palm oil awareness was attributed 
mainly to television and the press, 
and subsequently followed by the 
internet. 

of the respondents). In Germany 
and UK, concerns related to palm 
oil were relatively low compared 
with concerns over lard, butter and 
margarine (KanTar TnS, 2017).
 Between 2012 and 2017, the 
trend of negative perception of 
palm oil associated with health 
followed the trend of consumer 
awareness of palm oil in all the five 
countries. negative perception was 
higher in France and Italy, but lower 
in UK (Figure 2). In 2017, negative 
perception remained unchanged in 
all the five countries. 
 In comparing palm oil with 
other oils and fats in terms of 
their perceived impact on the 
environment, the 2017 survey 
shows that the respondents in all 
five countries perceived palm oil 
to cause the worst impact to the 
environment, with France and Italy 
indicating the highest percentage 

perception recorded in France and 
Italy (Figure 3). Comparing between 
the negative perception of palm oil 
associated with health and that 
associated with the environment, 
it was found that in Germany and 
UK, the negative perception was 
more towards the environment. 
Meanwhile in Belgium, the issue of 
palm oil with its perceived health 
problems was of higher concern.
 Studies on the anti-palm oil 
campaigns are very limited in the 
literature. among the few, Kumar 
et al. (2015) reported on the ‘no 
palm oil’ labelling in France and 
Belgium. The study revealed an 
explosive growth of foodstuffs on 
display in the supermarket shelves 
in Paris and Brussels marked with 
‘no palm oil’ labels. It was found 
that in 2014 a total of 687 products 
could be identified, up from only 
189 in 2012, an increase of over 
3.6 times.
 KanTar TnS (2017) studied 
the consumer awareness, attitude 
and behaviour towards various 
oils and fats across 15 countries, 
most of which were in Europe. 
The study found that palm oil 
awareness was high and stable in 
Italy, France, French Belgium and 
the Czech republic. Television and 
the press were the main sources of 
information creating awareness on 
palm oil in Europe. The negative 
perception of palm oil was almost 
stable in all the countries, except 
in Spain, Poland and Turkey where 
it was increasing in terms of issues 
related to health, the environment 
and social impact. The sustainable 
palm oil claim and the sustainable 
palm oil logo on food packaging 
remained almost unknown to 
the consumer. In Spain, the 
consumers considered palm oil to 
be the oil with the worst quality; 
they were keener on labelling and 
being provided with nutritional 
information. In contrast, the 
Peruvians neither perceived palm 
oil to be a low quality oil, nor 
having negative health effects 
(Guadalupe et al., 2019).

Source: KANTAR TNS (2017).

Figure 1. Consumer awareness of palm oil.

 In terms of the negative 
perception of palm oil in 
association with health, palm oil 
was considered the worst oil in 
France and Italy. The 2017 survey 
shows that 39% and 27% of the 
respondents in France and Italy, 
respectively, perceived palm oil to 
be the worst oil for human health. In 
Belgium, the negative perception of 
palm oil associated with health was 
at the second highest level (22% of 
the respondents) after butter (24% 

of the negative perception. Most of 
the respondents associated palm oil 
with deforestation. However, in Italy 
and Germany, associating palm oil 
with deforestation reduced by 8% 
and 16%, respectively, as compared 
with the previous year. From 2012 
to 2017, the trend of negative 
perception of palm oil related to 
the environment was similar to 
the trend of negative perception 
associated with health in all the 
five countries, with higher negative 
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 according to Cova and d’antone 
(2016), a reputable brand can resist 
anti-consumption claims; however, 
such claims can also cause the 
brand to lose part of its strength. 
Sodano et al. (2018) found that the 
Italian consumers were concerned 
over the negative consequences of 
consuming palm oil which could 
affect health and the environment, 
whereas they were less concerned 
about the possible negative effects 
on social outcome. Products with 
a nutritional and healthy claim are 
clearly a preferred choice regardless 
of the credibility of the claim 
(aschemann-Witzel and Hamn, 
2010). a study by annunziata 
et al. (2019) on the impact of 
sustainability labels among young 
adults, conducted in southern Italy, 
found that the impact was low. The 
majority of the German consumers 
do not prefer products with 
palm oil even if those products 

minimum guarantee of sustainable 
palm oil. aguiar et al. (2018) found 
that palm oil was perceived as being 
an environmentally unsustainable 
product but was still preferred by 
consumers in UK as it was perceived 
to be a more natural product 
that helped consumers achieve a 
healthier lifestyle and higher self-
esteem. Consumers in UK, Sweden, 
Poland and France were found to 
perceive products with a ‘free-from’ 
label to be healthier, and were 
willing to pay a price premium for 
such products (Hartmann et al. 
2018). Giam et al. (2016) found 
that Singaporean consumers had 
strong negative opinions towards 
products that cause deforestation; 
however, a few consumers were 
biased against palm oil per se. On 
average, consumers were willing to 
pay 8.2%-9.9% more for palm oil 
-containing products that did not 
cause deforestation. disdier et al. 
(2013) in comparing a consumer 
information campaign with a per 
unit tax found that the consumer 
information campaign gave a more 
effective impact than the tax. Thus, 
this indicates that a consumer 
movement supporting an anti-
palm oil campaign has more impact 
on palm oil than trade barriers 
imposed by the government.
 Corciolani et al. (2019) analysed 
3713 articles on palm oil in leading 
international newspapers between 
1979 and 2017 to identify the 
discussion pattern on palm oil 
in terms of the social science’s 
perspective. It revealed that there 
were four main issues of discussion 
related to palm oil, namely 
economic, health, the environment 
and social. It was found that 
60% of all the articles on palm 
oil were about economic issues, 
and this percentage decreased by 
approximately 50% in the 1991 to 
2000 period, and to almost 40% 
in the 2001 to 2010. However, 
the economic issues went back 
to being relevant accounting for 
almost 50% of the articles in the 

contain rSPO-certified palm oil; 
this is due to the lack of trust in 
the palm oil certification system 
(Hinkes and Christoph-Schulz, 
2019). Consumers are found to 
prefer products with ‘palm oil-free’ 
labelling, perceiving these products 
to be healthier or more eco-friendly 
(Cristini et al., 2018; Borrello et 
al., 2019; Capecchi et al., 2019). 
However, attributes such as taste, 
time, availability and price were 
found to play a more significant 
role than ‘palm oil-free’ labelling 
(Hinkes and Christoph-Schulz, 
2019).
 Gassler and Spiller (2018) in 
examining the types of certified 
sustainable palm oil suggested that 
consumers preferred products from 
segregated supply chains over mass 
balance. Meanwhile, mass balance 
products were preferred more than 
unlabelled alternatives by low-
price shoppers as they provided a 
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Source: KANTAR TNS (2017).

Figure 2. Negative perception of palm oil associated with health.

Source: KANTAR TNS (2017).

Figure 3. Negative perception of palm oil related to the environment.
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2011 to 2017 period. Meanwhile, 
the environmental issues increased 
steadily over time. From 1979 to 
2000, of all the palm oil related 
articles, less than 20% covered the 
environment. They then increased 
to almost 40% from 2010 to 2017. 
Conversely, discussions on the 
health issues associated with palm 
oil decreased over time. From 1979 
to 2000, more than 50% of all the 
articles discussed health issues; 
then from 2011 to 2017 the issues 
represented less than 40% of the 
articles. The social theme showed 
some proliferation over the years 
from less than 15% in the 1979 to 
1990 period to more than 50% in 
the 2011 to 2017.
 although there are a number of 
studies which discuss the negative 
effects of palm oil, these were 
based on assumptions that palm 
oil consumption caused negative 
health effects, yet generally, there 
was still no clear scientific consensus 
on such effects (Chowdhury et al., 
2014; rival and levang, 2014). In 
fact, many scientific studies proved 
that palm oil is a healthier choice 
among the vegetable oils (Sundram 
et al., 1990; Sambanthamurthi et 
al., 2000; Shimizu and desrochers, 
2012; alabi et al., 2020; Giri and 
Bhatia, 2020). Palm oil has been 
found to reduce bad cholesterol 
(Zhang et al., 2003; Clifton, 2011), 
have cardioprotective effects 
(Bayorh et al., 2005; Bacova et al., 
2018), act as an anticancer agent 
(Boateng et al., 2006), improve 
reproductive health (noel, 1998; 
aparna and Manorama, 2009) 
and improve diabetic conditions 
(ayeleso et al., 2014). In terms of 
the claims by competitors of palm 
oil and environmentalists that oil 
palm-producing countries have 
been clearing their forests to grow 
the crop, it was found that over the 
1990 to 2000 period, the bulk of 
increase of about 1 million hectares 
of oil palm land came from the 
conversion of ex-rubber, cocoa and 
coconut areas (Basiron and Weng, 
2004).

METHODOLOGY

This study focuses on five major 
palm oil-importing countries 
in EU in terms of their negative 
perception towards palm oil based 
on reports by MPOC (2015a) and 
KanTaS TnS (2017). The five 
EU countries were Italy, France, 
Belgium, Germany and UK. This 
study used secondary data spanning 
from January 2010 to december 
2017. data on imports were used 
as a proxy for exports from both 
Malaysia and Indonesia because of 
the difficulty in collecting monthly 
export data from Indonesian 
sources. The import data were from 
the Un Comtrade database. data on 
the level of negative perception by 
the people in the countries under 
study towards palm oil based on 
environmental and health grounds 
were sourced from KanTaS TnS 
(2017). due to incomplete monthly 
data on the negative perception 
of palm oil and the total palm oil 
import volume, the study estimated 
the missing values using regression 
analysis. Estimation of the negative 
perception of palm oil associated 
with health and the environment 
was done using a polynomial trend 
model derived from the ordinary 
least squares method as follows 
(Gujarati et al., 2017):

yit = a0 + a1 t +a2 t2 + a3 t3 + e      (1)

where yit is the negative perception 
of palm oil in the importing country 
i at time t; t is the time factor; ai is 
the coefficient of the time factors; 
and e is the error term.
 Estimation of the total palm oil 
import volume was done by first 
estimating the imported prices 
of palm oil using a double log 
multivariable regression model as 
follows:

Pi = b0 + b1 PM
i +b2 PI

i + b3 MVi + e  (2)

where Pi is the price of total 
imported palm oil of the country 

I; PM
i and PI

i are the prices of palm 
oil from Malaysia and Indonesia, 
respectively; MVi is the total value 
of palm oil imports of the country 
I; bi is the coefficient; and e is the 
error term. all variables are in log 
form.
 The import price of palm oil for 
the respective importing countries 
from the individual exporting 
countries was derived from the 
following formula:

Pij = MVij / Mij                               (3)

where Pij is the price of imported 
palm oil of the country i from the 
country j; MVij is the value of palm 
oil imports of the country i from 
the country j; and Mij is the volume 
of palm oil imports of the country i 
from the country j.
 From the estimated value of Pi 
which was derived from Equation 
(2), the estimated value of total 
palm oil imports was then derived 
from the manipulation of Equation 
(3) as follows:

Mij = MVij / Pij                             (4)

 The estimated trend of the 
negative perception of palm oil was 
than plotted against the trend of 
palm oil imports on the same graph 
to determine any relationship 
between the two.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Palm Oil Perception Model

 The estimated models for the 
negative perceptions of palm oil 
associated with health and the 
environment are as shown in 
Table 2.

 Table 2 shows the best fit trend 
models for the negative perceptions 
of palm oil. The estimated models 
performed well in explaining the 
trend in the people’s perceptions 
of palm oil in association with 
health and the environment as 
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the models explained about 90% 
of the variations in the data. The 
high value of r2 indicates that the 
changes in the negative perception 
as observed from the survey by 
KanTaS TnS (2017) followed 
some deterministic pattern. That is 
to say the changes could be closely 
modelled with a trendline. Thus, 
although the survey by KanTaS 
TnS (2017) was conducted once 
or twice a year, the estimated trend 
models that were developed could 
be used to explain the level of the 
negative perception towards palm 
oil on a monthly basis.

Estimated Total Palm Import 
Volume

 data on palm oil imports 
from Malaysia and Indonesia 
obtained from Un Comtrade 
did not encounter any serious 
issue of missing data. The only 
exception was for the data on 
imports of Indonesian palm oil by 
Belgium, for which 18% of the data 
were missing. However, no data 
treatment was performed because 
there was no information on the 
export value for the missing data. 

 For data on total palm oil 
imports, there was a significant 
issue with missing data. Of the 
96 observations required for 
individual countries, observed data 
for Italy was only 54% complete, 
and with France at 67%, Belgium 
82%, Germany 54% and UK 99%. 
due to the significant amounts 
of missing data, estimations 
were made for all the missing 
data. The palm oil import price 
estimation models are as shown in 
Table 3.
 Table 3 shows the palm oil 
import price models for the five 
countries under study. The models 
performed well in estimating the 
palm oil import prices because they 
explained more than 75% of the 
variations in the data. The estimated 
palm oil imported price equations 
in Table 3 were then manipulated to 
estimate the missing values in the 
total palm oil import volumes. In 
carrying out the above exercises, 
the monthly trends of both the 
negative perception of palm oil and 
volume of palm oil imports were 
fully estimated, thus enabling us 
to proceed with the relationship 
analysis between the two.

Relationship between Negative 
Perception of Palm Oil and Palm 
Oil Imports

Italy. Figures 4 and 5 shows that 
there are relationships between 
both the negative perceptions of 
palm oil associated with health 
and with the environment and 
palm oil imports in Italy. Before 
2015, the relationship between 
the negative perception of palm 
oil’s effects on human health and 
palm oil imports is not clear, while 
a negative relationship is observed 
between the negative perception 
regarding the environment and 
palm oil imports. It can be seen 
from both figures that when the 
negative perception towards palm 
oil increased quite significantly 
in 2015 (from both health and 
environmental issues), the imports 
of palm oil slowed down, and then 
picked up again in 2017 when the 
negative perception declined.
 The impact of the significant 
increase in the negative perception 
towards palm oil in 2015 did not 
seem to affect Malaysian palm oil 
imports (Figures 6 and 7). In fact, 
Malaysia looked to gain some 

TABLE 2. TREND MODELS OF THE NEGATIVE PERCEPTIONS OF PALM OIL

Country Health model Environment model

Italy
y = -9E-09t3 + 0.0012t2 –
      49.681t + 691479
R² = 0.9525

y = -2E-11t4 + 3E-06t3 – 
      0.2159t2 + 6008.9t – 
      6E+07
R² = 0.9751

France 
y = 6E-09t3 - 0.0008t2 + 
      32.192t - 451912
R² = 0.9472

y = -2E-11t4 + 3E-06t3 – 
      0.2169t2 + 6075.1t – 
      6E+07
R² = 0.8353 

Belgium
y = 4E-10t3 - 6E-05t2 + 
      2.5934t - 38885
R² = 0.9467

y = 7E-10t3 - 9E-05t2 + 
      3.7184t – 52813
R² = 0.9133

germany
y = 1E-09t3 - 0.0001t2 + 
      4.7982t - 65537
R² = 0.9461

y = 3E-09t3 - 0.0004t2 + 
      16.366t – 228294
R² = 0.826

United Kingdom
y = -1E-09t3 + 0.0001t2 – 
      4.9857t + 68764
R² = 0.9009

y = 5E-09t3 - 0.0007t2 + 
      28.823t – 402377
R² = 0.9999
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TABLE 3. PALM OIL IMPORT PRICE ESTIMATION MODELS

Country Price model (double log)

Italy P = 0.256635 + 0.77188 PI  + 0.201176 PM - 0.013328 MV
R² = 0.988

France P  = -0.811921 + 0.642197 PI + 0.197488 PM + 0.051137 MV
R²  = 0.894

Belgium P = -1.16319 + 0.612256 PI + 0.180084 PM + 0.071893 MV
             R² = 0.856

germany P = 0.95551 + 0.616795 PI + 0.279633 PM - 0.049448 MV
R² = 0.912

United Kingdom P = -1.325762 + 0.067952 PI + 0.848886 PM + 0.07753 MV
             R² = 0.769

Figure 4. Italy: Negative perception of palm oil associated 
with health vs. total palm oil imports.

Figure 5. Italy: Negative perception of palm oil related 
to the environment vs. total palm oil imports.

Figure 6. Italy: Negative perception of palm oil associated 
with health vs. imports of Malaysian palm oil.

advantage in this situation. Imports 
of Malaysian palm oil by Italy 
had increased to the new higher 
level since then. It only affected 
Malaysia in 2016 when the imports 
of Malaysian palm oil decreased. 
The improved situation in 2017 
enhanced the Malaysian palm oil 
exports to Italy.
 Unlike Malaysia, Indonesia was 
more affected by the high intensity 
of the anti-palm oil campaign in 
Italy (Figures 8 and 9). Prior to 
2015, the negative perception 
on the impact of palm oil on 
the environment showed some 
negative relationship with palm 
oil imports from Indonesia. The 
significant increase in the negative 
perceptions in 2015 clearly affected 
the performance of Indonesian 
palm oil in Italy. 

France. The overall relationship 
between the negative perception of 
palm oil and palm oil imports by 
France is not very clear because 
imports of palm oil by France was 
the smallest in volume as compared 
with the other countries in the 
study. The significant increase in 
the negative perception towards 
palm oil in 2013 over that in 2010 
(on both health and environmental 
grounds) may have caused palm oil 
imports into France to decline in 
the later years (Figures 10 and 11). 
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although the negative perceptions 
towards palm oil were stable, they 
were still considered to be the 
highest among the countries in this 
study.
 The significant increase in 
both the negative perceptions 
towards palm oil between 2010 
and 2013 did not affect the export 
competitiveness of Malaysian palm 
oil exports. However, the increase 
in the negative perception of palm 
oil related to the environment since 
mid-2015 might have contributed 
to the decline in Malaysian palm oil 
imports (Figures 12 and 13).
 On the other hand, the negative 
perception of palm oil, especially 
regarding effects on human health, 
shows some inverse relationship 
with imports of Indonesian palm 
oil by France (Figures 14 and 15). 
The decline in imports of palm oil 
from Indonesia from 2010 to 2012 
is partly explained by the increase 
in the negative perception of palm 
oil driven by the health-related 
issues, while the decline in imports 
from 2015 to 2017 may be partly 
explained by the increase in the 
negative perception with regard to 
environmental issues.

Belgium. The inverse relationship 
between the negative perception 
of palm oil and imports of palm oil 
is better explained by the negative 
perception related to health issues 
(Figure 16). In Belgium, the negative 
perception of palm oil is more 
associated with health issues than 
with the environment. From both 
Figures 16 and 17, it can be seen 
that imports of palm oil started to 
decline after 2013, following a 
significant increase in the negative 
perception of palm oil in that year. 
In 2017, imports of palm oil started 
to increase, supported by a stable 
perception of palm oil in Belgium.
 The negative perceptions of 
palm oil in Belgium showed positive 
correlations with imports of palm 
oil from Malaysia (Figures 18 and 
19). This implies that Malaysian 

Figure 7. Italy: Negative perception of palm oil related 
to the environment vs. imports of Malaysian palm oil.

Figure 8. Italy: Negative perception of palm oil 
associated with health vs. imports of Indonesian palm oil.

Figure 9. Italy: Negative perception of palm oil related to 
the environment vs. imports of Indonesian palm oil.

Figure 10. France: Negative perception of palm oil 
associated with health vs. total palm oil imports.

Figure 11. France: Negative perception of palm oil related 
to the environment vs. total palm oil imports.
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palm oil seemed to have benefited 
from the negative perceptions of 
palm oil. 
 Unlike Malaysian palm oil, 
palm oil from Indonesia seemed to 
have been impacted by the negative 
perceptions towards palm oil. It 
is clear-that after 2013, imports 
of Indonesian palm oil declined 
significantly (Figures 20 and 21).
 
Germany. Figures 22 and 23 
indicate inverse relationships 
between the negative perceptions 
of palm oil and imports of palm 
oil into Germany. Since 2016, 
the negative perception increased 
significantly, and this may be 
translated into the lower palm oil 
imports by this country ever since.
 The increasing trend in the 
negative perceptions towards palm 
oil initially did not show any impact 
on the marketability of Malaysian 
palm oil in Germany. However, 
from 2016 onwards, when the 
negative perceptions intensified, 
Malaysian palm oil seemed to have 
been affected badly by the negative 
perceptions (Figures 24 and 25).
 The increasing trends in the 
negative perceptions towards palm 
oil appeared to affect Indonesia 
more than Malaysia. Imports of 
Indonesian palm oil showed a 
downtrend, which may be partly 
explained by the increasing trends 
in the negative perceptions towards 
palm oil in Germany (Figures 26 
and 27).

United Kingdom. From Figures 28 
and 29, it is observed that there is 
no clear relationship between the 
negative perceptions towards palm 
oil and imports of palm oil by UK. 
Imports of palm oil appeared to 
be non-responsive to the negative 
perceptions on palm oil. This could 
be partly attributed to the fact that 
the negative perception on palm oil 
in UK was stable and low. Indeed, 
the negative perception in UK 
was the lowest of all the countries 
in this study. Thus, the negative 
perceptions in UK may have yet to 

Figure 12. France: Negative perception of palm oil associated 
with health vs. imports of Malaysian palm oil.

Figure 13. France: Negative perception of palm oil related 
to the environment vs. imports of Malaysian palm oil.

Figure 14. France: Negative perception of palm oil 
associated with health vs. imports of Indonesian palm oil.

Figure 15. France: Negative perception of palm oil related 
to the environment vs. imports of Indonesian palm oil.

Figure 16. Belgium: Negative perception of palm oil’s 
effects on human health vs. total palm oil imports.
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affect the imports of palm oil.
 On the other hand, imports of 
the Malaysian palm oil by UK appear 
to have a negative relationship with 
the negative perception of palm 
oil associated with health (Figure 
30), but not with the environment 
(Figure 31).
 The negative perceptions 
towards palm oil in UK appear not 
to have significant impact on the 
marketability of Indonesian palm 
oil in this country (Figures 32 and 
33).

CONCLUSION

The negative perceptions towards 
palm oil in the countries covered by 
the study which were driven by the 
anti-palm oil campaigns showed 
some negative relationships 
with imports of palm oil by the 
respective countries. However, the 
exception was in UK where the 
connection between the two was 
less clear. The negative perception 
towards palm oil appeared to 
have affected the competitiveness 
of Indonesian palm oil exports 
especially. In contrast, Malaysian 
palm oil seemed to have gained 
some advantage over the decline in 
Indonesian palm oil exports to the 
respective countries. Only when 
the negative perception intensified, 
the competitiveness of Malaysian 
palm oil exports to the destined 
importing country was affected. 
although, this study through its 
comparative trend analysis provides 
some insights into the relationships 
between the negative perceptions 
and imports of palm oil by the five 
countries, it does not provide strong 
justification for the relationships; 
neither does it eliminate other 
possible contributing factors that 
could also have caused the changes 
in palm oil imports. Hence, this 
study provides opportunities for 
future elaboration on the matter.
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