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Update on IFC CAO mediation in PT Asiatic 
Persada (Jambi, Indonesia)7
Sophie Chao

Complaints against Wilmar oil palm 
concession PT Asiatic Persada (Jambi, 
Sumatra) were submitted in 2006 and 20081 
to the Compliance/Advisor Ombudsman 
(CAO) of the International Finance 
Corporation (IFC) and to the Roundtable 
on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) about 
the social and environmental problems 
associated with subsidiary companies of 
the Wilmar Group.2 In 2011 an independent 
investigation into human rights abuses 
and land conflicts in this concession was 
conducted by organisations that were 
signatories to these complaints, leading to a 
third complaint submitted to the IFC CAO 
in 2011.3 Having been deemed eligible 
for further assessment by the CAO,4 this 
complaint led to the formation of a Joint 
Mediation Team (JOMED) between the 
IFC CAO and the provincial government 
of Jambi to resolve ongoing land conflicts 
in the concession with the indigenous Batin 
Sembilan communities of six villages: Mat 
Ukup, Terawang, Pinang Tinggi, Sungai 
Beruang, KopSad and Kelompok Bidin. 
Mediation began in these villages in 2012.

On 19th – 24th April 2013, Sawit Watch, 
Forest Peoples Programme and Setara 
Jambi (signatories to all three complaints 
to the IFC CAO) visited PT Asiatic Persada 
to assess progress in IFC CAO mediation 
of land conflicts in these villages. The 
team also interviewed relevant local NGOs 
(Perkumpulan Hijau and CAPPA) and the 
IFC CAO mediators. The company did not 
respond to the team’s request to meet.

The findings of the investigation revealed 
that two villages had chosen to no longer 
participate in the CAO mediation process 
(Terawang and Mat Ukup), while four 

other villages were still engaged (Sungai 
Beruang, Pinang Tinggi, Kopsad and 
Kelompok Bidin). Tempers were high 
in some communities and fluctuating 
between frustration, anger and a sense of 
resignation. All communities noted than the 
mediation process was a drain on their time, 
energy and resources. The communities 
also expressed concerns over procedural 
issues in the mediation, including lack of 
structure, sufficient information-sharing 
and communication between the parties 
and the Joint Mediation Team, leading 
to perceptions of the CAO as passive 
rather than neutral, and of the government 
representatives in the mediation team as 
weak and inefficient. However, the research 
team also found that while progress in the 
mediation in all villages was slow and 
tangible outcomes have yet to be achieved, 
at least two of these communities (Sungai 
Beruang and Pinang Tinggi) saw great 
value in the IFC CAO mediation process, 
which they wished to see continued and 
improved. 

Of greatest concern to the communities 
were rumours that PT Asiatic Persada had 
been sold off by Wilmar to non-Wilmar, 
non-RSPO and non-IFC funded companies 
in the course of April 2013, with no prior 
consultation or information-sharing to 
the communities or signatories of the 
complaint, and while CAO mediation was 
still ongoing. This generated tremendous 
tension and anxiety among the communities 
still involved in the CAO mediation process 
who feared that all progress made through 
these mediations would now be lost, with 
no guarantee that the new management 
would want to continue mediation, either 
through or outside the CAO. 
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Upon request of the complaint signatories 
in May 2013, Wilmar confirmed that it 
had signed an agreement to sell PT Asiatic 
Persada to Prima Fortune International Ltd 
and PT Agro Mandiri Semesta and that 
as of 1 April 2013, Wilmar had handed 
over management of the property to the 
Buyers. A notice had been posted in local 
Indonesian newspaper Sinar Harapan on 
23rd March 2013, requesting creditors to 
contact Wilmar with any objections within 
two weeks.

On 6th May 2013, a meeting was held at the 
Governor’s Office in Jambi with JOMED, 
the mediation observers and complaint co-
signatories (although not all of them were 
invited to attend), and local community 
members (upon the initiative of the co-
signatories, as they were not invited to this 
meeting), to discuss the implications of the 
handover of PT Asiatic Persada to other 
parties in relation to the ongoing mediation 
process. In this meeting, all parties present 
agreed that the Joint Team Mediation 
should continue the mediation process as 
well as pursue implementation of several 
agreements already reached with parties 
involved in this process. The participants 
also agreed that Wilmar, as the former 
owner of PT Asiatic Persada, still bore the 
responsibility to ensure that agreements 
made were kept and implemented as 
required.

Upon request of the affected local 
communities, a complaint was sent to 
Wilmar Group on 14th May 2013 on 
lack of transparency and information 
prior to the handover of the concession, 
demanding clarification on, inter alia, why 
no information had been shared with the 
parties involved in the ongoing mediation, 
and what responsibility Wilmar itself would 
take to ensure that the resolution of conflicts 
in PT Asiatic Persada was achieved.5 

 The perfunctory nature of Wilmar’s 
response6 to the complaint failed to 
demonstrate awareness and concern for 
the livelihoods and rights of the affected 
communities, which have been deeply 

affected by Wilmar’s operations. Th e 
response made no reference at all to the 
affected local communities, raising serious 
doubts as to whether Wilmar has any sense 
of responsibility or commitment towards 
resolving the conflicts of its own operations 
and the well-documented and publicised 
human rights abuses relating to PT Asiatic 
Persada, prompting a renewed complaint 
from the signatories on 7th June 2013.7 

On 4th July 2012, Forest Peoples Programme, 
Sawit Watch and Setara Jambi wrote to the 
IFC seeking formal clarification about the 
procedures and agreements it has in place 
when client companies that are in active 
relations with IFC unilaterally divest 
themselves of holdings.8 The letter noted 
that the case of PT Asiatic Persada raises 
serious questions about the accountability 
of IFC clients to adhere to the IFC’s 
Performance Standards. If IFC clients 
can evade their responsibilities simply by 
selling operations where they get caught 
out for violations, the whole Performance 
Standard system for risk avoidance is 
placed in jeopardy. The IFC acknowledged 
receipt of this letter but no response was 
provided. Also unclarified at the time of 
writing were the outcomes of the first 
meeting between the IFC CAO and the new 
management of PT Asiatic Persada, which 
would determine whether mediation by the 
CAO would continue.9 

The handover also highlights a critical 
weakness of the RSPO: the absence 
of criteria or guidance related to the 
obligations of RSPO member companies 
where concessions are sold to non-RSPO 
companies, particularly where conflicts 
and conflict resolution processes are still 
underway. At the time of writing, this issue 
had been communicated to the RSPO as 
needing to be addressed urgently as part of 
systemic reform of the RSPO mechanism.
The Wilmar case has led the IFC to clarify 
that the IFC Performance Standards apply 
to the full ‘supply chain’ from producer to 
retail (for all commodities and not just palm 
oil).10 Accordingly, the new IFC Strategy 
for the palm oil sector requires clients to 
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carry out a detailed assessment of their 
suppliers, develop a purchasing policy and 
adopt management and monitoring systems 
to ensure compliance with these standards 
and progressively effect a transition towards 
the purchase of oils which are produced 
in compliance with the RSPO standard or 
equivalent. Over the past six years, FPP 
have been persistently demanding that 
this approach should be applied to the full 
supply chain of the Wilmar Group, but so 
far neither the IFC nor the CAO, much less 
Wilmar itself, have been able to address 
this concern.11 
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