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Preliminary remarks 
 
The debate on palm oil must evolve from an ideological stance to an integrated assessment 
based on scientific evidence that considers the principles of balanced nutrition, environmental 
sustainability and food safety. Only correct and transparent communication can guide 
consumers, operators and institutions towards informed, sustainable choices based on 
objective data. 
 
This position paper aims to provide a rigorous and scientifically-based summary on the 
contribution of sustainable palm oil to nutrition, food safety and the overall sustainability of 
the food system from an ESG perspective. 
 
This document has been edited by a Working Group composed of Prof. Sebastiano Banni, Full 
Professor of Physiology, Department of Biomedical Sciences, Physiology Section, University of 
Cagliari, Dr. Giorgio Donegani, Food Technologist, expert in Nutrition and Food Education and 
President of the Italian Institute of Frozen Foods (IIAS) and Prof. Andrea Poli, President of the 
Nutrition Foundation of Italy (NFI), formed within the Scientific Technical Committee of the 
Italian Union for Sustainable Palm Oil, which adopted it on 31 October 2025.  
 
The Union's Scientific Technical Committee is an external interdisciplinary body of experts 
chosen by the Union to guarantee the authority, scientific rigour and objectivity of the contents 
published or adopted by the association. It has a scientific support and objective validation 
function for all the Union's communication and positioning activities on the subject of 
sustainable palm oil (in terms of environmental, nutritional, social and supply chain 
sustainability) before they are communicated to institutions, businesses, the media and 
consumers, thereby helping to counter misinformation or claims not based on evidence. Its 
composition is reviewed and confirmed every three years, in accordance with the Union’s 
scientific requirements.  
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Executive Summary 
Palm oil is one of the main sources of lipids worldwide and plays a significant role in diet and 
in the food industry, thanks to its nutritional and technological characteristics.  

1. Functions and dietary uses of palm oil 

Palm oil, in its unrefined form, is widely used in tropical countries for the preparation of 
traditional dishes thanks to its thermal stability and micronutrient content, which includes 
carotenoids and vitamin E. In the global food industry, its versatility makes it an essential raw 
material for ensuring consistency, structure, and long shelf-life in products. Due to its neutral 
flavour and resistance to high temperatures, it is used in sweet and savoury baked goods, 
spreads, margarines, sweet and savoury snacks, chocolate, desserts and dairy substitutes.  
 
From a production standpoint, palm oil stands out for its high yield per hectare and low costs. 
This contributes to making food products more accessible and to reducing agricultural 
pressure on other oilseed crops. From this perspective, it represents a strategic element for 
global food security. 

2. Nutritional aspects: role of saturated fats 

Fats are key components of a balanced diet, providing energy, fat-soluble vitamins and 
essential fatty acids. CREA recommendations (2018) specify that total fats should account for 
no more than 35% of daily energy. The intake of saturated fats should not exceed 10% of total 
energy, that of polyunsaturated fats should be between 5% and 10%, and that of 
monounsaturated fats should account for the remainder, typically between 10% and 15%. 
In recent years, the scientific debate around saturated fats has has shifted dramatically. The 
most recent meta-analyses have shown that the relationship between saturated fat 
consumption and cardiovascular disease risk is more complex than previously believed. The 
evidence converges on a number of key points: not all saturated fats have the same metabolic 
effect; their impact depends on the overall dietary context and on the type of fatty acid and 
food matrix in which they are contained. Therefore, according to the modern approach to 
nutrition, the overall quality of fats in the diet is more relevant than their absolute quantity.  

3. Palmitic acid: functions and metabolic implications 

In this context, palm oil exhibits a balanced lipid profile and has been found, in numerous 
studies, to be neutral with respect to cholesterol metabolism. Palmitic acid, its main saturated 
fatty acid, is naturally present in the human body and plays key physiological roles – from cell 
membrane stability to energy metabolism. Its bioavailability depends on its steric position on 
the triglycerides: in the case of palm oil, this structure partially limits its intestinal absorption, 
thereby reducing its metabolic impact. Scientific evidence indicates that the effects of palmitic 
acid on lipid metabolism and cardiovascular risk depend on the dietary context.  
In a normocaloric, balanced diet with a sufficient amount of unsaturated fatty acids, the 
consumption of palm oil does not significantly alter LDL or HDL cholesterol levels, showing a 
neutral effect compared with other sources of saturated fats. Only under conditions of caloric 
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excess or high-carbohydrate diets is an increase in the endogenous synthesis of palmitic acid 
and hepatic lipid deposition observed, irrespective of dietary source. 

4. Food safety and contaminant controls 

Palm oil intended for human consumption is subject to strict quality and safety controls. 
Process contaminants (glycidyl esters – GE and 3-MCPD esters), which can form during the 
high-temperature refining of all vegetable oils, have long been the focus of technological 
interventions aimed at mitigating risk. Such measures have drastically reduced their levels, 
bringing them into line with those found in other vegetable oils. Following EFSA's opinions 
(2016, 2018), the European Union set strict maximum limits for the presence of these 
contaminants (EC Regulation Nos. 290/2018 and 1322/2020 now repealed and replaced by 
Regulation No. 2023/915), thereby ensuring that the palm oil imported and used in Europe fully 
complies with food safety standards and can, therefore, be considered safe. 

5. Nutritional implications and public health 

The most recent surveys on food consumption in Italy (CREA-IV SCAI study, 2023) show that 
despite the reduction in the industrial use of palm oil in recent years, overall saturated fat 
intake has not decreased. This demonstrates that the elimination of a single ingredient does 
not guarantee automatic improvements in the nutritional profile of the diet. Food policies must 
therefore be based on comprehensive analyses of the lipid balance and not on ideological 
exclusions. From a nutritional and technological standpoint, palm oil has several advantages: 
it does not contain trans fatty acids, the intake of which should be limited as much as possible; 
it guarantees oxidative stability and technological performance that is difficult to replicate with 
other vegetable oils; it offers a balanced lipid profile, with the presence of oleic acid and natural 
tocopherols. 

6. Concluding remarks 

According to the most recent scientific literature, palm oil can rightfully be counted among the 
foods forming part of a varied and balanced diet. It is not only confirmed that palm oil is safe 
for human consumption, within European regulatory limits, but that it also has a neutral 
nutritional effect when included in a balanced diet. It is an efficient and sustainable source of 
lipids that contributes to global food security, and it is physiologically compatible thanks to its 
palmitic acid content, which is also naturally present in the human body.  
Furthermore, the indiscriminate substitution of palm oil with other fats does not necessarily 
produce nutritional or environmental benefits, and may, on the contrary, lead to negative effects if 
not accompanied by a comprehensive scientific evaluation. 
The debate on palm oil must evolve from an ideological stance to an integrated assessment 
based on scientific evidence that considers the principles of balanced nutrition, environmental 
sustainability and food safety. Only correct and transparent communication can guide 
consumers, operators and institutions towards informed, sustainable choices based on 
objective data. 
 
  


