
 

 

Highlights 
- The article analyses the media portrayal of peatland agricultural practices  
- We focus on the narratives surrounding the 2016 International Peat Congress 
- It finds four denialist narratives in defending existing unsustainable practices 
- These frames bear resemblance to climate change denialism 

Abstract 
This article analyses the denialist narratives of the negative environmental impact of oil palm 
plantations on tropical peat by the media of Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore. Specifically, 
we focus on media coverage of the 2016 International Peat Congress, where scientifically 
misleading claims that it is sustainable to develop oil palm plantations on tropical peatlands 
were made. We found that media reporting of the denialist narrative is more prevalent than 
that of the peer-reviewed science consensus-view that plantations on tropical peat could cause 
excessive greenhouse gas emissions and enhance the risk of fires. Four mutually 
complementary narratives were used by Indonesian and Malaysian media to construe 
denialism, which closely resemble the four climate denialist narratives identified by Elsasser 
and Dunlap (2013). These denialist narratives draw heavily upon information advocated by 
divergent knowledge communities (Goldstein 2016) and appeal to a nationalist sentiment of 
‘us’ - palm oil-producing developing countries - and ‘them’ - western developed countries 
producing research critical of the industry. The Malaysian press has most extensively 
deployed this nationalistic sentiment, whereas the Singaporean media has not actively 
endorsed or rejected any of the denialist narratives. Our findings suggests that media 
representation of the issue is a reflection of an amalgamation of economic, diplomatic and 
nationalistic concerns, determined by political, socio-cultural nuances specific to each 
country. Importantly, our article alerts to the continuation of unsustainable practices as 
justified by the media to the public, and that the prevalence of these denialist narratives 
constitute a significant obstacle in resolving pressing issues such as transboundary haze, 
biodiversity loss, and land-use change related greenhouse gas emissions in Southeast Asia. 
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1. Introduction 
 
In 2016, the International Peat Congress (IPC2016) was held in Kuching, Malaysia. It was 
the first time that the conference hosted by the International Peat Society (IPS), a ‘network of 
peat and peatland experts...from science, NGOs and business’ (IPS ​online​), was held in 
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Southeast Asia (SEA), signifying the acknowledgement of the region’s rapid upsurge of 
peatland development in recent decades for the cultivation of oil palm (OP) (Wicke ​et al.  
2011; Miettien ​et al.​ 2012). Held quadrennially, the IPC enjoys a high profile and authority 
among peat experts and stakeholders. IPC2016 was co-organised by the Malaysian Peat 
Society, whose president was coincidentally the director of a Sarawakian state-funded 
laboratory, the Tropical Peat Research Laboratory (TPRL, recently renamed as Sarawak 
Tropical Peat Research Institute), with a mandate is to “generate/disseminate scientific 
knowledge and provide advisory support on the management and wise use of peatland” 
(TPRL ​online​). The conference was funded by the Sarawak State government and the 
Malaysian Federal Government (EcoBusiness 2016a). 
 
In IPC2016, several keynote speeches and presentations advocated scientifically unproven 
claims that it is possible to develop OP on tropical peatland without net increases in 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and increasing the risk of fire; essentially denying scientific 
consensus over the negative environmental impact of OP plantations on tropical peatland 
(IPC2016). These claims were picked up by Malaysian and Indonesian press, reporting that a 
consensus had been reached at IPC2016 that current agricultural practices on tropical 
peatland do not have a negative impact on the environment. In response, 139 scientists, the 
majority of whom had attended IPC2016, co-authored an Open Letter to the Editor to the 
journal ​Global Change Biology​ (GCB) in September 2016 to contradict such claims, 
highlighting that scientific consensus suggests OP plantations on tropical peatland causes 
negative repercussions of increased GHG emissions, ecological damage and air pollution 
(Wijedasa ​et al​. 2017). This rebuttal from the international scientific community attracted 
another wave of media attention. 
 
Previous studies have found that contrarian claims, labelled as ‘divergent knowledge’ (DK), 
to scientific consensus over tropical peatland development has been systematically produced 
by state- or industry-funded ‘research institutions’ to justify continuous agricultural 
development on tropical peatland (Goldstein 2016). The proliferation of such claims hinders 
efforts to manage the environmental impact of the industry and reduce GHG emissions of 
palm oil-producing countries (Wijedasa ​et al.​ 2017). Literature on media portrayal of science 
have suggested that the media plays a crucial role in shaping public perceptions, which 
impacts the political support given to the cause (Nisbet and Myers 2007). Media portrayal of 
the denial of science and amplification of different contrarian discourse subverts public trust 
in science and delays political actions needed for addressing the issue (Hmielowski et al 
2014; Boykoff and Boykoff 2007).  
 
The objectives of this paper are as follows. First, to analyse the portrayal of science regarding 
OP plantations on tropical peatland in the media stemming from the contentious IPC2016. 
Second, to analyse how different media narratives instill trust and skepticism in tropical 
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peatland science. Third, to identify and explain contrasting portrayals between the 
Indonesian, Malaysian and Singaporean Press. Fourth, to draw parallels between the 
contrasted narratives of tropical peatland science to existing literatures of climate change 
denialism to enrich our understanding of climate skepticism and scientific communications 
within a SEA-specific context. 
  
Our findings contribute to discussions of media communication and organised skepticism 
over a science-based problem in the global south (cf. Varkkey 2015, 2012; Forsyth 2014; 
Manzo and Padfield 2016), specifically to a recently emerged literature concerning media 
portrayal of tropical peatland and its relation to the controversies of global palm oil 
consumption (Manzo ​et al.​ 2019). Through our discussion of the presentation of DK and 
peer-reviewed science, this article also seeks to contribute to wider debates of cultural, social 
and power dynamics of the construction and subsequent communication of science (Demeritt 
2001). Our findings bear practical implications for understanding GHG mitigation challenges 
in Malaysia and Indonesia.  
 
Section 2 introduces the concept of DK in the discourse of palm oil development in SEA, and 
discusses how the process of mass communicating DK could impact the authority of science, 
as conceptualised within the framework of contested boundaries and policy (Jasanoff 1987). 
Section 3 explains the methodology. Section 4 presents the four narratives we have identified 
to portray DK, undermining scientific consensus.  

 ​2. Divergent Knowledge, Media Communication of Science, and Political 
Implications  
 
DK, guised as ‘science’, is produced solely to serve the purpose of countering scientific 
evidence over tropical peatland exploitation (Goldstein 2016). Unlike most scientific 
knowledge produced in universities, DK is produced by an alternative network of researchers, 
based in institutions funded by the state or the industry (​ibid.​). Although DK communities 
have published in internationally recognised peer-reviewed journals, which is a widely 
accepted qualification of credible science (Jasanoff 1987), their most prominent claims 
regarding net emissions reduction or fire risk reduction by certain OP management practices 
on tropical peatland have only been published in lesser-known journals or industrial 
publications. Notwithstanding the lack of attention and respect from the international 
scientific community, DK and its networks are influential in shifting the discourse from the 
suitability of tropical peatland plantation to tropical peatland management and investment 
(Goldstein 2016; Evers ​et al.​ 2017).  
 
The contest between DK and scientific consensus bears environmental, economic and 
political implications. Years of peer-reviewed scientific research found alarming 
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environmental consequences related to draining, clearing and fertilising tropical peatland for 
the purpose of OP plantation. This includes net increases in GHG emissions (Drösler ​et al. 
2014; Ramdani & Hino 2013; Jauhiainen & Silvennoinen 2012; Sumarga ​et al​. 2016; 
Lupascu ​et al.​, 2019), oxidation of peat (Hooijer ​et al.​ 2012; Hirano ​et al.​ 2012), the loss of 
carbon sinks due to deforestation (Moore ​et a​l. 2013; Cook ​et al​. 2018), peat fires (Smith ​et 
al.​ 2018; Gauveau ​et al.​ 2014) and creating circumstances that increase the risks of peat fire 
(Amyotte ​et al.​ 1993; Page & Hooijer 2016; Kettridge ​et al.​ 2015). Yet, there are economic 
reasons to expand the industry. Although the figures vary, the latest statistics suggest the 
palm oil industry contributes 2.5% and 3.8% to the gross domestic product of Indonesia and 
Malaysia respectively (Indonesia Investments ​online​; New Straits Times 2019), and global 
demand is expected to grow. Subsequently, there are political tensions in the debates 
surrounding the sustainability of palm oil production. Palm oil-producing countries have 
defended the industry from a nationalistic stance that they ought to have an equal chance to 
exploit its environment to develop its economy as their western counterparts have centuries 
ago (Manzo ​et al.​ 2019). Concurrently, transboundary haze has caused diplomatic tensions in 
SEA (Varkkey 2015; Varkkey 2020).  
 
As tropical peatland science is closely related to highly politically charged topics, we believe 
it is useful to analyse the contestation between science and DK within the framework of 
‘contested boundaries’ of science and public policy (Jasanoff 1987). The authority of science 
stems from its exclusive power to provide an explanation of reality, produced upon the 
Mertonian norms of openness, objectivity, disinterestedness and scepticism (Jasanoff 1987; 
Berkhout 2010). However, when science is expected to contribute to policy, especially when 
dealing with complex and politically sensitive topics such as CC, the authority of science is 
challenged, as scientific knowledge by its nature is not able to provide certain or complete 
answers required by policy-making (Jasanoff 1987; Berkhout 2010). The adversarial process 
of policy-making clashes with the “delicate and informal” processes of negotiation in 
scientific fact-finding, putting the disinterestedness of science under scrutiny (Jasanoff 1987, 
p. 198).  
 

The media acts as an intermediary in the relationship between science and society (Berkhout 
2010; Boykoff 2008), lending it the power to shape public understanding and perception of 
scientific knowledge (Elsasser and Dunlap 2013). The role of the media is especially 
sensitive in portraying complicated and politically controversial topics that require policy 
action, such as CC (Hmielowski ​et al.​ 2014). Fair and accurate communication of climate 
science is a precarious task. Conveying the complexity of climate science in comprehensible 
language and within the limited space in newspaper articles is in itself a challenging task 
(Boykoff and Boykoff 2007). Owing to the journalistic norm of balanced reporting, 
journalists are required to give equal attention to a proposition and dissenting voices, even 
when the latter only represent a very small proportion of the scientific community; 
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consequently, scrutiny of the authority of climate science becomes amplified (Boykoff and 
Boykoff 2007). These shortcomings have been exploited by parties with vested interests to 
misportray climate science. Specifically, four denialist narratives have been observed 
(Elsasser and Dunlap 2013). The first two narratives seek to misinterpret or deny ‘science’ by 
(A) contradicting any evidence of CC (‘it’s not happening’) and (B) denying any human 
responsibility in causing CC (‘it’s not us’). The latter two narratives interpret climate science 
with social values and arrive at a policy conclusion where climate action is deemed 
unnecessary. Narrative (C) ‘it’s not bad’, accuses climate scientists for alarmism and 
exaggerating the severity of the problem and Narrative (D) ‘it’s too hard’, accepts CC is 
happening but surrenders that any solutions would be too disruptive and complicated 
(Elsasser and Dunlap 2013). These narratives are supported by sources that claim to have 
‘scientifically’ disproven mainstream, peer-reviewed climate science, usually funded by 
carbon-intensive industries or conservative lobby groups, with the single objective of 
encouraging non-action over CC (Dunlap and McCright 2011).  
 
Most research on media communication of CC science has been based in western, 
economically developed, democratic countries, but there are nuances specific to SEA that 
might shift the relationship between science, media and society (Forsyth 2014). In particular, 
state censorship of the media of the three countries in this study shifts the position of the 
media as a space of deliberation of public opinion to a proponent of state agenda (Goldstein 
2016). Existing studies of media portrayal of tropical peatland in Malaysia show that DK has 
been employed to counter neo-colonial representations of the soil (Manzo ​et al.​ 2019). 
However, there has yet to be research detailing how the boundaries of tropical peatland 
science and DK are negotiated and portrayed in relation to DK in mass media, as a CC issue 
specific to SEA (Manzo ​et al.​ 2019; Manzo and Padfield 2016).  

3. Methodology 

This study has conducted a deductive, qualitative content analysis of printed and online press 
coverage of the IPC2016 and the publication of the GCB Letter, as a point of inference to 
broader debate over the sustainability of OP plantation practices. Our analysis focused on 
articles published in the press of Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore, three countries that are 
economically involved in the SEA palm oil industry and are concurrently affected by 
transboundary haze, a visible proxy of the environmental damage caused by unsustainable 
tropical peatland agricultural practices.  
 
Conferences of significance have been used to reflect on the development of discourse in a 
field (MacDonald 2010; Brosius and Campbell 2010). As the controversy over press 
coverage of the conference only began after the event, it was impossible to undertake an 
ethnographic methodology as in Brosius and Campbell (2010). Our choice of methodology 
follows past studies in tropical peat and transboundary haze in public and policy discourse in 
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SEA (Forsyth 2014; Massey 2000; McLellan 2000; Manzo ​et al. ​2019), we decided to 
conduct a content analysis of articles covering IPC2016 and subsequent debates. 

3.1 Identification of News Articles 

 
We used three online search engines, Factiva, LexisNexis and Google News to identify all 
articles covering the IPC2016 and/or the subsequent rebuttal by the scientific community in 
the GCB Letter. As some regional papers may not be available online, we also visited the 
New Straits Times Archive located in Kuala Lumpur which contains historic articles 
published in Malaysia and Indonesia.  
 
We searched for ‘International Peat Congress’ (and the simplified Chinese equivalent of the 
term: ‘​国际泥炭大会​’ between July 2016 to December 2016. It was not necessary to search 
for the same term in Bahasa Melayu and Bahasa Indonesia because search returns for articles 
in those two languages presented ‘International Peat Congress’ in its original English form. 
This timeframe was chosen to capture any related articles that were published in anticipation 
of the event, and to capture any lingering debates after the GCB Letter was published. We 
also searched for the name of the lead author of the GCB Letter, ‘Wijedasa’. To ensure the 
chosen articles were relevant to our research questions, exclusion criteria were applied. 
Articles that mention IPC2016 but make no reference to the contested narrative over the 
sustainability of tropical peatland development were excluded. For the purpose of 
understanding the contested narrative surrounding the conference, we only analysed articles 
that concurrently mentioned OP plantation on tropical peatlands and the IPC2016 or the GCB 
Letter. However, we acknowledge larger-scale research on the contested narratives is called 
for. Articles were translated from Bahasa Melayu, Bahasa Indonesia and Chinese into English 
by two multi-lingual researchers. 

3.2 Analysis of News Articles  

 
The analysis of all articles followed four steps. First, the researchers took note of the manifest 
content of the articles (see Table 1), including  

(1) Country of publication  
(2) Article circulation figures 
(3) Ownership of the media company 
(4) Section of the newspaper where the article was published, when applicable.  

 
Second, the content of the article was coded against the appearance and frequency of the 
following six themes:  
 

(1) Tropical peatland is environmentally valuable 

6 



 

 
(2) OP plantations on tropical peatland are environmentally unsustainable  
(3) OP plantations on tropical peatland cause fire, haze or air pollution  
(4) OP plantations on tropical peatland are necessary for economic development 
(5) OP plantations on tropical peatland could be environmentally sustainable  
(6) Advocacy against plantation on tropical peatland is environmentalist propaganda  

 
The first four themes were developed based on the issues of contention that arose at IPC2016 
as highlighted by Wijedasa ​et al.​ (2016). That is, a public debate between scientific 
consensus and claims made at IPC2016 has arisen over the environmental impact of OP 
plantations on tropical peatland (Themes 1, 2, 3); that existing tropical peatland plantations 
have been handled well and sustainably (Theme 5); and that there are strong ​strong 
socio-economic arguments for exploiting tropical peatland (Theme 4). To satisfy our 
objective to explore how media portrayal affects trust in tropical peatland science, we drew 
upon Goldstein’s (2016) observations of the nature of DK as counter-science and developed 
the fifth theme. Goldstein (2016) further notes that DK reflects politics of knowledge 
employed to sow doubt and ignorance (p.755). During the first round of coding, a recurring 
narrative that criticism of tropical peatland plantations is politically charged ‘propaganda’ 
was observed, implicitly undermining trust in the scientific consensus. We added this theme 
with hopes of bridging existing conceptualisation of DK with that of the role of media in 
constructing public trust in science. This approach is consistent with the methodological 
function of deductive content analysis to validate as well as extend a theoretical framework 
(Hsieh and Shannon 2005).  
 
We tallied the number of times an article mentioned a theme and assigned a score for the 
article’s attitude towards the theme (0 for no mention, 1 for mentioning neutrally, 2 for 
sympathising, 3 for endorsement). An article could be coded for more than one theme (see 
Appendix B).  
  
Named references to individuals, such as scientists, politicians or activists were noted. We 
also noted the content, context and order of these references, as it accords voice and authority 
to the individual and henceforth their views. The significance of this exercise is to establish 
whose opinion is given voice, whether that is rebutted by another opinion and whose opinion 
gets the final concluding say in an article. Based on the themes mentioned and endorsed by 
the article and the authority the article has afforded to individuals and groups, the researchers 
decided on the attitude of the article towards the trustworthiness of scientific and/or DK (See 
Appendix B). 
 
To minimise subjective bias and misunderstandings of researchers’ individual judgement, 
analysis was conducted separately by two researchers with different levels of research 
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experience and understanding of the topic. The researchers deliberated and came to an 
agreement on the final results.  
 
As a form of reliability testing, two researchers from different countries (one country within 
the sample size and one uninvolved country), academic backgrounds and different levels of 
research experience of the topic were employed to independently code the same set of data. 
After the first round of coding, the researchers compared the results. When there was 
disagreement,the researchers would re-read the article together, deliberate over the reason 
behind their code and reach an agreement of the final code. The final set of codes is therefore 
the result of a deliberation of expert judgement. This design for reliability is consistent with 
recent studies on media portrayal of tropical peat (Manzo ​et al.​ 2019) and builds on earlier 
studies (e.g. Forsyth 2014) that employ only one coder.  

4. Portrayal of Contested Narratives  
Our search returned 35 articles by 14 news outlets in total (see Appendix A for full reference 
list), with more than half published in Malaysia, followed by Indonesia and Singapore. Most 
of the articles are in English (n=29), followed by Bahasa Indonesia (n=3), Bahasa Melayu 
(n=1) and Chinese (n=2) (See Table 1).  
 
The size of our sample is consistent with another dataset on the reporting of tropical peat 
agriculture in English-language newspapers in Malaysia overtime, which reflects the amount 
of attention accorded to tropical peatland and sustainability in the public discourse (Manzo ​et 
al.​ 2019). The relatively small number of articles returned in our search is also due to the 
niche focus which is on a particular event and a particular publication related to the event. 
However, there are geographical divisions in the attention accorded to and the language in 
reporting tropical peatland science and sustainability. For example, The Borneo Post, a 
newspaper based in the tropical peat-rich state of Sarawak, has published the most articles on 
the issue, signifying the relevance of the debate to the state. We will return to this observation 
in greater detail in later sections. 
 

Newspaper  Articles Country of 
Origin 

Language Ownership  Circulation 
(Print; daily, 
unless 
specified) 

Circulation 
(Digital; 
daily, unless 
specified)  

Berita 
Harian  

1 Malaysia Bahasa 
Melayu 

Media Prima 91,229 14,427 

Bernama 
Daily 

6 Malaysia English Malaysian 
Government 

N/A N/A 

The Borneo 
Post  

9 Malaysia English The Borneo 
Post Sdn 

65, 990  N/A 
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Bhd 

EcoBusiness 1 Singapore English Owned by 
veteran 
Singaporean 
journalist, 
Jessica 
Cheam, with 
supporting 
organisation
s 
 

N/A 1,300,000  1

 

United Daily  2 Malaysia Chinese United 
Borneo Sdn 
Bhd 

58, 495 4,561 

KOMPAS 2 Indonesia Bahasa 
Indonesia 

Indonesia 
Government 

500, 000 4,200,000 

Jakarta 
Globe 

1 Indonesia English Berita Satu 
Media 
Holdings 

N/A 700,000 

The Jakarta 
Post 

4 Indonesia English PT Niskala 
Media 
Tenggara 

88,000 260,000 

Malaysiakini 1 Malaysia English Mkini Group 
Sdn Bhd 

N/A 2,500,000  2

Malay Mail 2 Malaysia English Malay Mail 
Sdn Bhd 

N/A 4,300,000  3

The Star 4 Malaysia English Star Media 
Group 
Berhad 

220, 972 13, 739 

The Straits 
Times 

1 Singapore English Singapore 
Press 
Holdings 

277,100 116,200 

Tempo 1 Indonesia Bahasa 
Indonesia 

Tempo 
Media 
Group 

99,188 N/A 

 
Table 1. Distribution of news articles covering IPC2016 and GCB Letter by country of 
publication, language, ownership, circulation  

1 Based on its annual unique visitor of 1.3 million (Ecobusiness ​online​). 
2 Based on its monthly unique visitor of 2.5 million (Malaysiakini ​online​). 
3 Based on its monthly unique viewer of 4.3 million (Malay Mail ​online​).  
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(Sources: Audit Bureau of Circulation, Malaysia, 2016; EcoBusiness ​online​; Malaysiakini 
online​; Malay Mail ​online​; Singapore Press Holding Company 2016; Infosaid 2012; 
Irwansyah 2011; The Jakarta Post 2018; Tempo 2016​) 
 

4.1 Portrayal of the GCB Letter  

 
There were more articles covering the misleading information presented at IPC2016 (n=21) 
compared to the GCB​ ​Letter (n=7). Of the seven articles that reported the scientific rebuttal 
published in the GCB Letter, four of them were published in Malaysia, two in Singapore and 
one in Indonesia. Three of these articles are published by conventional printed press, namely 
The Straits Times​ in Singapore,​ The Star​ in Malaysia and​ KOMPAS​ in Indonesia. ​The Straits 
Times​ and ​The Star ​are concurrently the two most prominent English-language papers by 
circulation in their respective countries (Audit Bureau of Circulation Malaysia 2016; 
Singapore Press Holdings 2016).  
 
The Straits Times​ published the only article that distinguished between scientific and DK 
communities, citing a Singaporean think tank who differentiated “independent scientists” 
from “government-linked institutes”, leaving the audience to decide whose research is more 
credible based on the agenda that drives the research (The Straits Times 2016). The article 
directly interrogates the issue of credibility in its conclusion, quoting the think tank that palm 
oil companies must consider the perspectives of not only “pro-cultivation scientists” but also 
independent scientists to be seen as “credible”. Contrastingly, both articles from ​The Star 
concluded their articles by dismissing the proposition of the GCB Letter as “half truths” 
backed by political agenda and is “generalised, one-sided and inconclusive”, directly 
undermining its credibility and authority  (The Star 2016a; The Star 2016b).  
 
KOMPAS​ affords the authors of the GCB Letter a more authoritative voice than ​The Star​. Its 
headline reads: “Experts from 20 countries corrects the content of Congress in Sarawak” 
(“Pakar dari 20 Negara Luruskan Isi Kongres di Sarawak”), acknowledging firstly the 
expertise of the authors and GCB and the accuracy of the information that they represent 
(KOMPAS 2016b). However, unlike ​The Straits Times ​article, it has not made the 
differentiation between science and DK.  
 
The articles that most explicitly endorse the scientific consensus were published by 
EcoBusiness ​and ​Malaysiankini​, a Singaporean online news platform that covers issues of 
sustainable development (EcoBusiness ​online​) and an independent, anti-establishment 
Malaysian online news platform (Malaysiakini ​online​).  
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The coverage of ​Ecobusiness​ pits the authors of the GCB letter against the TPRL, as 
scientists “shooting down” the claims made by a “think tank backed by the Malaysian 
government” (Ecobusiness 2016). By labelling it as a ‘think tank’ instead of a ‘laboratory’ as 
it styles itself, the article implicitly removes it of its position of an institution of scientific 
knowledge production, in contrast to the scientist authors of the GCB Letter. Additionally, by 
revealing its funding sources, the article implies the interests TPRL seeks to serve. This is a 
stark contrast from the rest of the articles covering this debate that implicitly attribute a 
‘scientist’ status to TPRL. Contrastingly, ​Malaysiakini ​did not differentiate between science 
and DK. Nonetheless, it attributed legitimacy to the claim made in the GCB letter by 
acknowledging the consensus as “unprecedented” and “confirms that the weight of evidence 
backed by many decades of scientific research, is unequivocal: business-as-usual 
management is not sustainable for tropical peatland agriculture and can no longer be 
justified” (Malaysiakini 2016). The article quoted the endorsement by Roundtable of 
Sustainable Palm Oil, an international certification body for sustainable palm oil, confirming 
the international consensus over the environmental problems of tropical peatland plantation 
and is best avoided. The article also highlights that Malaysian scientists, representing 
eighteen organisations, were in the list of authors, which invalidates claims that scientific 
consensus is mere anti-developmental propaganda. This is the only article published by 
Malaysian press that is sympathetic to the claims made by the GCB Letter. It is worth noting 
that ​Malaysiakini​ is an online press, which means it is subject to a less stringent set of 
censorship regulations (Malaysiakini ​online​). 
 
It is worth noting that the Singaporean press has given much less attention to the debate when 
compared with Malaysia and Indonesia. Despite physical proximity and the shared problem 
of transboundary haze, Singapore is posited very differently to Indonesia and Malaysia in the 
palm oil production chain. While Malaysia and Indonesia are palm oil producing countries, 
Singapore is solely engaged in the financing of the industry. Therefore, agricultural practices 
only affect Singapore in terms of the price of the commodity or in some cases, reputationally. 
However, they do not affect Singapore in the same way they affect the day-to-day practices 
and livelihoods of Indonesian and Malaysian farmers or plantation workers. Similarly, it is 
worth noting that The Borneo Post has most coverage of the issue, perhaps due to the 
important economic consequences of tropical peatland development for the peat-rich 
Malaysian state of Sarawak, where the newspaper is based.  
 
In alignment with the discrepancy in the coverage between the misleading information 
presented in IPC2016 versus the GCB Letter, more articles represented the divergent view 
that it is environmentally sustainable to plant OP on tropical peatland (n=20) than articles that 
represent the scientific consensus that suggests otherwise (n=8). We have observed four 
narratives adopted by these articles denying the negative environmental consequences of OP 
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plantations on tropical peatland. These narratives resemble CC denialist narratives observed 
in the west (Elasser and Dunlap 2013; See Figure 1).  

4.2 Four Denailist Narratives 

4.2.1 (I) Endorsement of DK  

 
Most of the articles supported their claims of the sustainability of OP plantation on tropical 
peatland with the ‘peat compaction method’ developed by TPRL. Eight articles mentioned 
this method, endorsing claims that it produces higher palm yield, reduced soil carbon dioxide 
emissions, lowered susceptibility of peat fire outbreaks by retaining soil moisture and as a 
result, successfully preventing haze. These claims are used to deny scientific findings that 
drained tropical peatland is inefficient land for OP plantations and causes excessive GHG 
emissions, despite the fact that the claims of the effectiveness of the peat compaction method 
had not been subject to peer-review (Wijedasa ​et al.​ 2016). This denial or obfuscation of 
science resembles Narratives (A) ‘it’s not happening’ and (B) ‘it’s not us’ from climate 
denialism (Elsasser and Dunlap 2013).  
 
Fifteen articles expressed that knowledge produced by TPRL is trustworthy, affording 
authority to the institution. To support this narrative, some of the articles published by the 
Malaysian press quoted the endorsement of the credibility of TPRL and its findings by 
Malaysian and Sarawakian politicians, including the Minister of Plantation Industries and 
Commodities, Chief Minister of Sarawak and Deputy Chief Minister, Minister of 
Modernisation of Agriculture and Rural Economy, and Sarawak Second Minister of Resource 
Planning and Environment. Quoting from a position of authority is a common journalistic 
tactic in increasing the credibility of a claim (Boykoff and Boykoff 2007). In their speeches, 
they claim that the establishment of TPRL is a sign of the government’s commitment to 
develop best practice in the use of tropical peatland for OP plantation (Malay Mail 2016; 
Bernama Daily 2016b; Bernama Daily 2016c; Bernama Daily 2016d) and that TPRL’s 
research is a source of reliable science that the industry could turn to (Bernama Daily 2016a; 
Bernama Daily 2016f; The Borneo Post 2016a; Malay Mail 2016a; The Star 2016a). One of 
the articles that specifically reports a speech by the Deputy Chief Minister of Sarawak 
concluded by paraphrasing the minister, stating that planting OP on peat is sustainable, so 
long as one follows the recommendation of TPRL, suggesting the government’s unwavering 
trust in TPRL (The Borneo Post 2016). These individuals may seem credible to the reader as 
they occupy positions of political or social authority, but in fact they lack the relevant 
qualifications to comment on the scientific credibility of ‘certain knowledge’. Nonetheless, 
ministers’ endorsements also provide evidence of the close relations between DK networks 
and the state (Goldstein 2016).  
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In contrast, only three articles expressed scepticism towards the research produced by TPRL, 
including the previously discussed ​EcoBusiness​ and ​The Straits Times​ articles. Both articles 
contend that the peat compaction method produced by TPRL is ‘uproven’, and quote authors 
of the GCB letter to reaffirm the consistent international scientific consensus-view that OP 
plantation on tropical peat is unsustainable.  
 
The third article that expressed scepticism was published by ​The Jakarta Post​. It observes 
that Malaysia is a “lone-ranger” in SEA in adopting the view that it could be environmentally 
sustainable to plant OP on tropical peatland. By distancing Indonesia from the practice of OP 
plantations on tropical peat, the article achieved the effect of disputing the credibility of the 
DK. The article phrased the success of the compaction method to minimise the risk of fire 
and reduced carbon emissions of tropical peatland exploitation as “claims'' rather than 
accepting them as scientific facts. Similar to the ​Ecobusiness​ article, it raised questions over 
the independence of TPRL by pointing out the political and economic purpose of the 
establishment of TPRL to produce knowledge in support of the palm oil industry. Further, the 
article questioned the integrity of TPRL by reporting that the organisation of the Congress 
was “maneuvered” to be a showcase for the results of TPRL’s research, suggesting that 
tactics were deployed to ensure that TPRL’s research was presented at the IPC (​ibid.​). 
Notwithstanding its skepticism, the article did not fully endorse the scientific consensus. Its 
concluding paragraphs asserts that the sustainability-related criticisms are championed by 
environmentalists who have little concern for the economic benefits of OP plantations on 
tropical peatland to the Indonesian economy, suggesting that science is in fact tainted by 
political motivations, and that there is an economic case for tropical peatland exploitation 
(see Section 4.2.4).  

4.2.2 (II) Undermining the Credibility of Scientists  

 
Complementing the first narrative, eight articles held this second narrative that bolsters the 
denialist narrative by undermining the credibility of anyone advocating against OP 
plantations on tropical peatland. This narrative resembles the CC denialist Narrative (C) in 
that it launches an attack on the scientific community. Critics are depicted as “foreigners” 
motivated by politico-economic agendas (The Borneo Post 2016b; Benama Daily 2016a). 
One article depicted the perceived hostility of this ‘foreignness’ by quoting the violent 
language used in IPC2016 to describe how ‘foreign’ science had been used to attack the palm 
oil industry, where “Malaysia and Indonesia were always ‘hit black and blue’” in previous 
Congresses held in Europe, and “accused of being criminals against the environment” (The 
Jakarta Post 2016b).  
 
This narrative tends to amalgamate all critics, scientists, NGOs and environmental activists 
alike, under the same umbrella of anti-palm oil development activists (The Star 2016a; The 
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Jakarta Post 2016b; The Borneo Post 2016b). For example, one article quoted a British 
geography professor as having “insisted that developing palm oil plantations was 
unsustainable”, a view which earlier in the same article had been described to be advocated 
by “militant environmentalists” with a political agenda to undermine palm oil as part of a 
“trade war” with soya bean and sunflower oil developed in America and Europe (The Jakarta 
Post 2016b). This implicitly associates the professor’s views to that of radical opposition 
groups. As a result, it challenges the integrity of scientific knowledge, as scientists are 
portrayed to be breaking the norms of openness and disinterestedness (Jasanoff 1987).  
 
Note that this attack on foreignness does not critique the quality of the science, but only casts 
doubt over its credibility. But by highlighting that critics are foreign, the articles are invoking 
two layers of tension. First, the articles are inflicting a nationalistic sentiment that palm 
oil-producing countries must protect their industry and economic prosperity the industry 
provides. By labelling science as a political tool used by foreigners, the articles are 
convincing their readers to put greater trust in knowledge produced regionally that has 
industrial and therefore national interests at heart, without interrogating the quality of the 
knowledge produced. This narrative is consistent with how the palm oil industry is 
prominently featured in the national imagination of modernisation of Indonesia and Malaysia 
in recent decades (McCarthy and Cramb 2009).  
 
Second, this reflects a differentiation between ‘us’ and ‘them’ - palm oil-producing countries 
versus countries that concurrently have demand and produce other vegetable oils - this being 
a manifestation of nationalistic setniments. Scientific evidence of environmental problems 
related to tropical peatland development has been interpreted as the patronising colonial 
narrative of keeping tropical peatland “idle” (Manzo ​et al.​ 2019). As such, producers and 
proponents of such scientific evidence are portrayed as agents of neocolonialism, promoting 
an antithesis to the prosperity of palm oil producing countries (​ibid.​). Further, environmental 
science historically has been produced by researchers and institutions funded by the west. As 
the boundary between science and policy blurs, as in the case of deliberating the 
environmental consequences of OP plantations on tropical peat, countries that do not produce 
scientific knowledge become sidelined in these political processes. The emergence of DK 
does not only signify a type of knowledge that favours agricultural development, it also 
signifies the ownership of knowledge and therefore a position in the deliberation process.  

4.2.3 (III) Framing Dubious Claims as Science  

 
Having discredited scientific claims, Narrative (III) frames dubious claims as science. This 
skews public understanding of the scientific consensus of the environmental consequences of 
tropical peatland exploitation. In combination with Narrative (I), Narrative (III) resembles the 
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CC Narratives (A) and (B) to obfuscate science in favour of knowledge that has been 
disproven by mainstream, peer-reviewed climate science.  
 
Six articles have made dubious claims, consisting of three categories: draining peat emits less 
GHG than intact tropical peatland (The Star 2016a; Benama Daily 2016a; Bernama Daily 
2016c; Bernama Daily 2016d), methane emitted from pristine peatland could cause ignition 
of fires (The Star 2016b) and that drained peat is not fire prone (Tempo.co 2016). 
 
Indonesian and Malaysian press have presented these claims as trustworthy by using similar 
tactics to Narrative (I) by quoting figures of authority. In countering the claims made in the 
GCB Letter, ​The Star​ ambiguously quoted that “experts” have claimed that “peat swamps 
emit methane when underwater and it only takes a tiny spark to lead to peat fires”. As such, 
“oil palm plantations are not the cause of the annual haze”. Another ​Bernama Daily​ article 
reported that Sarawak’s tropical peatland management was effective, quoting the Chief 
Minister that “carbon emissions from these plantations are actually lower than those from 
undisturbed peatland or forest” (Benama Daily 2016c). Another article has placed complete 
trust in the claim that “fire usually occurs in the peatlands that are not managed” made by the 
Chairman of Sarawak Oil Palm Plantation Owners Association (Tempo.co 2016).  
 
Instead of adhering to the journalistic norm of ‘balanced reporting’ as observed in western 
media reporting on climate science, none of these articles have presented any alternative 
thesis. Instead, articles have suggested that tropical peat is under-researched (KOMPAS 
2016a; The Borneo Post 2016d; The Jakarta Post 2016), ignoring a wealth of peer-reviewed 
research on tropical peatland, claiming DK as the only source of tropical peatland science. 

4.2.4 (IV) The Economic Case  

 
The final frame highlights the economic benefits of tropical peatland development. Unlike 
Narratives I-III, it does not tinker the authority of science, but seeks to displace attention 
away from environmental issues. This narrative is almost identical to CC denialist Narrative 
(D) ‘it’s too hard’, where economic importance of business-as-usual trump environmental 
concerns. 
 
Fifteen articles sympathise with or endorse the view that it is necessary to develop tropical 
peatland for the economic development of palm oil-producing countries. These articles 
highlight the socio-economic benefits to national and grassroots development. One article 
attributed OP as an important crop for “socio-economic transformation of its rural 
population” and that the “development of peatland...provides the impetus for much needed 
infrastructure and amenity development’ (Benama Daily 2016e). Two articles in ​The Borneo 
Post​ state that tropical peatland development is crucial for “eradicating poverty”, specifically 
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in rural Sarawak. Appealing to readers’ sympathies, one of the articles quoted the Chief 
Minister of Sarawak stating that “rural farmers who are now able to elevate their standard of 
living and support their children’s higher education through income from OP smallholdings” 
(The Borneo Post 2016a; The Borneo Post 2016b). The economic argument resonates with 
the wider “common but differentiated responsibility” principle that acknowledges the 
dilemma between taking aggressive climate action and sustaining economic development 
faced by developing countries. This narrative also aligns with existing observations of media 
portrayal of CC in developing countries, where this dilemma features prominently (Schmidt 
et al.​ 2013; Shanahan 2009; Manzo and Padfield 2016). Interestingly, three articles from the 
Sarawakian ​The Borneo Post ​expressed this tension in nationalistic sentiments, employing the 
colonial metaphor of the “last frontier” of arable land in Sarawak to depict the necessity of 
exploitation (The Borneo Post 2016a; Benama Daily 2016e; The Borneo Post 2016h). 
Deployed in tandem with Narrative (II), the anti-colonial, nationalist tensions of equal 
opportunity to exploit the environment for economic development is apparent. These 
narratives of rural and national economic development are only championed by the 
Malaysian press, despite Indonesia being the bigger palm oil exporter of the two countries. 
This reflects the role palm oil plays in the national imagination of climate change and 
economic development (Manzo and Padfield 2016).  
 
Finally, none of the Singaporean press endorsed any of the denialist narratives. As previously 
mentioned, unlike Indonesia and Malaysia that produce palm oil, Singapore only invests in 
the commodity. Criticisms of environmental destruction and excessive GHG emissions tend 
to be directed towards the producing countries, whereas being the investor, Singapore is one 
step removed from the bulk of the blame, meaning there is no need to defend existing 
plantation methods. At the same time, except for the ​EcoBusiness​ article which addresses an 
environmentally-conscious audience, the Singaporean press avoid strongly endorsing or 
defending the scientific consensus, despite Singapore being affected by transboundary haze 
regularly. This reflects the precarious diplomatic relations arising out of the issue of 
transboundary haze: despite being a more economically developed country with no palm oil 
plantations, Singapore cannot be seen as overtly criticising its close neighbours upon whom it 
relies heavily on for imported goods and national security (Varkkey 2020; Forsyth 2014).  
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Figure 1. A summary of the resemblance between denialism of CC and the environmental 
issues related to oil palm plantation on tropical peatland  

5. Conclusion 
 
We find that the denialist narratives have received significantly greater press coverage than 
the scientific consensus-view of the unsustainability of OP plantation on tropical peat. The 
Malaysian press published the greatest number of articles that took a denialist stance, 
followed by Indonesia. None of the Singaporean press coverage showed explicit sympathy 
towards the denialist narratives. Thus, media representation of the issue is a reflection of an 
amalgamation of concerns relating to economic development, diplomacy and nationalism, 
determined by specific political, socio-cultural nuances of each country.  
 
We identified four narratives employed by the denialists. Narrative (I) endorses DK - that it is 
possible to plant OP on tropical peat sustainably. Complementing this narrative, Narrative (II) 
discredits scientists as politically-charged foreigners seeking to undermine the palm oil 
industry. To counter scientific claims, Narrative (III) uses dubious claims to obfuscate public 
understanding of tropical peatland science. Narrative (IV) stresses the necessity of tropical 
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peatland development for the economies of palm oil producing countries to sideline 
environmental concerns. The combination of these narratives send a coherent message: 
research funded by the Malaysian state has proven that tropica peatlnd could be sustainably 
used for OP plantation. Any critics, regardless of their scientific qualifications, bear a 
political agenda to undermine the industry and henceforth the economic development of palm 
oil producing countries.  
 
Similar to the four narratives of CC denial (Elassaer and Dunlap, 2013), these narratives work 
in concert to maintain business-as-usual. Similarly, business-as-usual in the palm oil industry 
ensures short-term economic benefit to the industry and palm-oil producing countries. It is 
therefore unsurprising that the narratives and strategies of tropical peatland denialism and CC 
denialism share commonalities (Manzo and Padfield 2016). What is unique in this case is the 
nationalist sentiment found in Narrative (II) that questions the disinterestedness of science, 
and Narrative (IV) that defends continued tropical peatland exploitation. These narratives 
agree with media representation of tropical peatland in SEA (Manzo ​et al.​ 2019), but have 
not been previously observed in climate denialist narratives as these are largely based in the 
west.  
 
The prevalence of the denialist narrative bears alarming implications for the palm 
oil-producing countries in SEA, their neighbours and the wider CC discourse. By endorsing 
environmentally unsustainable practices in the industry, the mass media is instilling 
scientifically inaccurate views amongst the general public. The public is therefore unlikely to 
scrutinise existing practices on tropical peatland in the palm oil industry. Without public 
scrutiny, unsustainable practices and their negative consequences are likely to persist, causing 
environmental, economic and social harm to the palm oil-producing countries and their 
immediate neighbours. On a global scale, the drainage and combustion of tropical peat would 
release excessive GHGs into the atmosphere, thus delaying the progress of reaching global 
CC mitigation goals.  
 
Climate denialist narratives are created to defend the interest of fossil fuel and other carbon 
intensive industries (Dunap and McCright 2011). Here, it is worth reflecting on the 
benefactors of the dissemination of DK. The knowledge provides justification for 
business-as-usual, which liberates the palm oil industry from costly transformation 
throughout the supply chain to ensure that new tropical peatland is not exploited; existing 
plantations are not burnt; and existing tropical peatland concessions are restored or 
redeveloped for more sustainable purposes. Thus, the promotion of DK narratives appears to 
benefit the intricately intertwined ‘patronage’ network of the palm oil industry (Varkkey 
2015). The details of the DK deployment mechanism and its implications would be topics for 
future research.  
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