
Rodolfo Dirzo (right) works with two
students (left)

Reading: Oil Palm Farm Experiment in Costa Rica
How can we make oil palm farms more like the rainforest?
Rodolfo Dirzo is a professor from Stanford University. He and
a team of researchers are working with oil palm farmers in
Costa Rica to understand how to farm oil palm in ways that are
more like the rainforest and also in ways that can better
support farmers. They are comparing farms that grow only oil
palm to farms that grow oil palm mixed with other kinds of
trees. Rodolfo and his team are comparing two different ways
of farming oil palm.  

On one farm, farmers grow only oil palm. This kind of traditional farm is called a
monoculture farm, which means that only one kind of plant is grown. “Mono” means “one.”

Monoculture oil palm farm

On the other farm, farmers grow oil palm with three different kinds of trees. Farmers grow
laurel trees in the middle of the oil palms. After about 30 years when the laurel trees are full
grown, farmers can cut them down and use them for timber. Around the laurel trees, the
farmers grow bananas and cacao plants. These food crops grow quickly. Within about 5 years,
farmers can start eating or selling the food. Oil palm trees take about 10 years to mature and
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eventually their shade covers the banana and cacao trees. At this time, farmers rely on palm
oil harvests for money. This type of farm is called a diversified farm because there are more
different species of trees growing together.

Diversified oil palm farm

Rodolfo and his team are currently collecting data at both kinds of farms. So far, they have
found that the diversified farms have fewer rodents than the monoculture farms. They also
found that there are many more types of birds, bats, and beetles in the diversified farm. The
birds and bats eat pests like caterpillars. The beetles eat dead plant material and return
nutrients to the soil. The amount of oil palm produced has been the same on both farms. This
experiment is in progress and will last for 8 years.

Here is a simple
ecosystem
diagram showing what
organisms are in the
diversified oil palm
farm and how they
interact.
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