
Ethical Consumer Factsheet
Often when we purchase something, the things 
going through our mind are questions such as:

• Is this price reasonable?
• Will this do what I need it to?
• Is this the right size?

But how many times have you paused to consider 
the impact your purchase is having on the world? 

Take buying a packet of biscuits, for example…

To make biscuits companies need ingredients. A common ingredient in store bought 
biscuits is palm oil. Palm oil is an edible oil that comes from the fruit of oil palm trees 
(Elaeis guineensis). 

There are many many names for palm oil, including strange words like Sodium Dodecyl 
Sulphate, numbers like 430 and 470, and even the simple term VEGETABLE OIL (that’s 
right, even vegetable oil could be palm oil).

The amount of palm oil that we are using has grown and grown, and globally we now 
use about 50 million tonnes per year. This figure is expected to grow by another 50% by 
2050 (that’s a lot of palm oil!). The reason we are now using so much palm oil is that it is 
a pretty good crop to grow because:

• Palm oil is a very efficient crop, producing up to ten times more output per hectare 
than alternative vegetable oils. In other words, if we were to use oil from other crops 
we would require ten times the amount of land that palm oil uses. 

• The recent boom in palm oil exports from producing countries has seen much need-
ed economic growth and job creation in many relatively poor regions. 

BUT… There are some problems

This growing global demand for palm oil has driven development of vast plantations on 
key growing countries in South East Asia, as well as in emerging areas of production, 
such as West Africa and Latin America.

While the communities and countries growing palm oil have benefited economically 
from the growth in palm oil consumption, the environmental and social impacts of this 
growth have been devastating, including:
• Destruction of habitats of critically endangered wildlife species, such as orang-utans 

and tigers. A century ago there were more than 230,000 orang-utans. Today the  
Sumatran orang-utan population is less than 7,500. 

• The release of vast amounts of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere.
• The displacement of some local forest-dwelling communities who are forced to leave 

homes and regions they have lived in for many years.

So what impact does buying biscuits have on people, animals and the enviroment?



Ethical Consumer Factsheet
There are four key areas that you can think about when considering the ethics of 
purchases you make, for food as well as other products such as clothing, toys and 
technology.

People: 
• Are all of the people involved in the supply chain 

(growing, manufacturing, transportation, sales…) 
for this product treated fairly.

• Does the company market their product honestly 
and take responsibility for its quality?

Animals: 
• Does this item use any materials or resources that 

come from animals? Are those animals treated 
fairly?

• Are the products tested on animals?

Environment:
Do the production, transportation and/or disposal of 
this item contribute to:
• Climate change?
• Pollution? 
• Destruction of habitats?

Product Sustainability:
• Does this product use a resource that could run 

out, or are the resources renewable?
• Does the company that produces this product take 

responsibility for managing its impact on the  
environment (pollution, waste etc)?


