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Sustainability through advanced Malaysian
palm oil biofuels

The development of advanced biofuels and biomass from palm

oil is one of the most exciting technological advances being

undertaken in the Malaysian palm oil industry. Palm oil is the

world’s most efficient and sustainable oilseed crop; so it is natural

that it can be a vital source for renewable energy around the

world – whether from empty fresh fruit bunches and other

organic material or from leftover palm oil mill effluent. 

The possibilities for palm oil to be used in next-generation

biomass and biofuels are numerous. It is important, however, that

the right regulation is in place to take advantage of this.

Since 2012, the EU has been debating a revision to the

Renewable Energy Directive (RED) – a regime for mandating

the use of biofuels and biomass.

Malaysian palm oil biofuel and biomass have been an important

contributor to the EU’s greenhouse gas reduction targets, ever

since renewable energy targets were introduced. Palm oil

renewables from Malaysia have been certified by the German

certification system, ISCC, and palm oil is used in many EU

member-states as a sustainable, renewable fuel.

However, recent revision of the RED led to the usual campaigns

in an attempt to smear and undermine Malaysian palm oil.

Green NGOs, led by Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth,

attempted to introduce a new criterion – indirect land-use

change (ILUC). This was a wholly unscientific attempt to hijack

the debate on palm oil biofuels.

It is easy to tell the viability of ILUC when we examine the

two sides to the argument. On the side promoting ILUC

(which would restrict the amount of palm oil biofuels used

in Europe), we find the Green NGOs; some elements of

the protectionist European industry; and many leftist

politicians in Brussels. On the opposing side (arguing that a

fair, level playing field is needed) we find the scientific

community in Europe and around the world; economic and

statistical analysts; international trade exper ts; and biofuel

producers.

Once again, the NGOs found themselves arguing the anti-

scientific case. Once again, the advice of scientists and

experts was that the NGOs must be ignored. Fortunately,

this coalition of scientists, experts, economists, industry

and sensible European politicians prevailed. The major
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challenge of ILUC was defeated in the vote in the European

Parliament, and was rejected by the governments of member-

states.

However, ILUC was not the only challenge for Malaysian palm

oil, in terms of renewable energy in the EU. Socialist Members

of the European Parliament introduced amendments calling for

advanced palm oil biomass and biofuels to be excluded from the

European market. 

This outrageous

attempt at full discrimination against palm

oil would have harmed thousands of producers and

companies across Malaysia. The high-tech development of

advanced palm biomass and biofuels is a potentially lucrative and

high-added value sector for Malaysia in the future: a big part of

this was threatened with the amendment that would have

closed off the EU market.

Again, this amendment was defeated thanks to sensible decision

making and good arguments put forward that such

discrimination would be unjustified and would probably be illegal

under international trade rules. 

The end result of the legislative process in Brussels was that two

major threats to Malaysian palm oil have been defeated – the full

implementation of ILUC has been avoided; and the proposed

direct discrimination against advanced palm oil biomass has been

rejected. 

We must never become complacent. It is clear that the

opponents of Malaysian palm oil will use any opportunity to

launch attacks. Even following the final vote on this

amendment to the RED, there is the possibility of future

discrimination against Malaysian producers. The EU has the

power to change the situation and to potentially restrict

imports of Malaysian palm oil.

We must be vigilant against future attacks. Malaysian palm

oil is moving forward with new investments, better

research and new technologies, and the world-leading

MSPO sustainability standard. Our competitors and

opponents will continue to try to undermine this progress.

It is fundamental for our future that we never allow this to

happen.

Dr Yusof Basiron

CEO, MPOC
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Encompassing both plantations and smallholdings, the dynamic

Malaysian oil palm sector drives downstream industries, infrastructure

development, socio-economic growth and poverty alleviation

schemes. The industry was the fourth-largest contributor to the

economy in 2014, accounting for RM66.12 billion (EUR 15.7 billion)

of export earnings. 

The continued development of the  oil palm sector is a key

responsibility of the Ministry of Plantation Industries and

Commodities, under the stewardship of the Hon. Datuk Amar

Douglas Uggah Embas. 

In a wide-ranging interview, the Minister shares his views on how the

industry is addressing fresh challenges in markets worldwide. These

include anti-palm oil campaigns in Europe; the US ban on trans fats;

and certification standards for sustainable palm oil.

Cecilia Malmstrom, the Trade Commissioner for the
European Union (EU), has declared that use of the
‘No Palm Oil’ label is a private initiative, and that it
does not come under the jurisdiction of the
European Commission. What do you make of the
comment?

In a review commissioned by the Malaysian Palm Oil Council, experts

in law firm Hogan Lovells found that use of the ‘No Palm Oil’ label is

a clear breach of EU law. Commissioner for Health and Food Safety

Vytenis Andriukaitis has come to recognise that the label is obsolete,

as have many politicians in France and Belgium.
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This is in light of the Food Information to Consumers

Regulation, which mandates the labelling of the origin of specific

vegetable oil content. So, the time has come for the EU to

denounce the use of the ‘No Palm Oil’ label and call for its

removal from food packaging.

This would also support Europe’s own interests. Palm oil is of

tremendous economic importance to the EU. European

businesses understand this, and it is crucial that others also

realise it. 

Today, palm oil is used in about 50% of all products found on

supermarket shelves. Palm oil imports contribute an estimated

5.8 billion EUR to the EU economy annually. According to the

respected UK-based research consultancy Europe Economics,

67,000 jobs in the EU are linked to this sector. 

How is Malaysia dealing with the anti-palm oil
campaign in Italy?

In Italy, competing oilseed industries and farming groups,

together with NGOs and political parties, have made baseless

claims that consumption of palm oil is ‘harmful to health’ and

that oil palm cultivation ‘leads to deforestation’. These groups are

well-funded and have been very vocal in the Italian media. 

However, the Malaysian palm oil industry has moved to counter

the campaign with a fact-based approach to educate end-users

and enable them to arrive at an informed decision. In this, the

industry has science on its side.

At the same time, Malaysia maintains close ties with Italy in the

interests of diplomacy and mutual prosperity. Trade between the

two nations is now valued at more than RM2 billion (EUR 0.5

billion) annually. 

Italy is an important market for palm oil which is used in the

food and energy sectors; the palm oil import sector also

supports about 14,000 jobs in the country. It is therefore

important for Malaysians and Italians to work together to defeat

this unjustified campaign.

Given such challenges, will Europe continue to be
a major market for Malaysian palm oil?

We are committed to trade with Europe. It is still a major

market for Malaysian palm oil. In 2014, Malaysia exported 4.25

million tonnes of palm oil and derived products to the EU. 

The EU is also a leader of global opinion and a trendsetter for

both regulation and consumer behaviour. Therefore, it is

important for Malaysia to continue engaging with European

countries and the EU to reinforce the many beneficial attributes

of palm oil. We now see a growing number of scientists and

experts in Europe sharing our view that palm oil is a first-class

product. This is a positive sign. 



How is Malaysia responding to
these challenges in terms of
branding?

We will launch a major branding initiative

soon to explain the benefits of palm oil to

consumers in Europe. This is also intended

to position Malaysian palm oil as a

premier brand that offers the assurance

of high quality and sustainable production. 

The initiative will highlight the fact that

palm oil is healthy, balanced oil that is

free of trans fats and genetically-modified

organisms. In terms of protecting the

environment, cultivation of oil palm

requires the least amount of land to

produce the highest-yielding oilseed

crop. In this context, participation in the

sector allows rural communities to rise

out of poverty in developing countries

and contribute towards socio-economic

development. 

The Food and Drug

Administration (FDA) has

announced that trans fats will be

banned from food in the US within

three years. Can we expect a

similar decision in Europe?

The US ban on trans fats is an historic

decision. It is being imposed due to the

now-accepted fact that trans fats are

extremely harmful to human health, a

finding which has found unanimity

within the scientific community. As we

know, the FDA’s initial steps were to

restrict intake of trans fats, and to

require the labelling of trans fat content

in food products.

Years of issue-based campaigning and

research to highlight the dangers of trans

fats have paid off for the Malaysian palm

oil industry. It can now leverage on the

FDA ban to promote the technical and

health qualities of palm oil. 

As it is naturally semi-solid, palm oil does

not require hydrogenation – the

industrial process in food manufacturing

that creates trans fats. Palm oil can

therefore deliver precisely the same

functions as partially-hydrogenated oils,

but without trans fats.

In Europe, the debate has begun on

whether or not to ban trans fats. As

Europeans are very health conscious, we

expect the debate to be a robust one.

Malaysia should participate in this to

encourage and extend the use of palm oil.

NGOs and the media have
been critical of deforestation,
which they have linked to oil
palm cultivation. How do you
view the ‘No Deforestation’
campaign?

Deforestation is a challenge anywhere in

the world when it is unplanned and

unmanaged. In Malaysia, this is not the

case. We have laws and regulations on

land use and preservation of permanent

forests for a reason: to balance economic

development with environmental and

conservation management.

If conservation shuts out economic growth,

people will illegally deforest because they

have no other means of earning an income.

If economic development does not

consider environmental management, the

land and soil will become degraded and

nothing will grow. So, it is a matter of

balancing priorities.

It is easy for campaigners and companies

to demand ‘zero deforestation’ supply

chains. But this does not address complex

problems of implementation, including

the need for alternative means of

economic growth. The ‘No Deforestation’

campaign denies developing countries

their sovereign right to utilise land for

agriculture and food production.

Malaysia has pledged to keep at least

50% of its land area under forest cover, a

commitment that has been lauded by

the United Nations and World Bank. As

at 2012, approximately 21.01 million ha

or 63% of Malaysia remains forested. The

historical expansion of oil palm

cultivation has mainly been through the

Cover Story
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use of idle land or conversion of land use

from other economic crops like rubber.

In relation to the previous
question, what is the future of
certification for Malaysian
palm oil?

Malaysian plantation groups have

obtained certification under the standard

established by the Roundtable for

Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO), and now

produce 42% of the global supply of

certified sustainable palm oil. 

But compliance with the RSPO process

has proven too costly and cumbersome

for smallholders in Malaysia. So, to assure

buyers that palm oil is responsibly

produced, Malaysia has embarked on its

own certification scheme – the Malaysian

Sustainable Palm Oil (MSPO) standard,

which will provide smallholders the

opportunity to have their product

certified as sustainable.

The MSPO is the future of certification.

The reason is simple: it combines

environmental protection with the goal

of improving the socio-economic

outlook of smallholders. This is what sets

the MSPO apart from other certification

systems – in planning and implementing

it, the socio-economic outcome is not an

afterthought, but seen as an integral part

of sustainable production.

I was glad to read that The Forest Trust

(TFT) now agrees with Malaysia’s long-

standing philosophy to go ‘beyond

certification’ and look at how oil palm

cultivation is bringing about socio-

economic advancement for smallholders

and workers. But I was disheartened to

note when reading a new book by TFT

Founder Scott Poynton that the word

'deforestation' appears more than 30

times and the word 'poverty' no more

than three times. 

There is still clearly a difference between

the objectives of developed and

developing countries when it comes to

what certification is supposed to achieve.

For this reason, we will be looking to

harmonise our standard with like-

minded producers like Indonesia. This will

be done under the auspices of ASEAN,

which Malaysia currently chairs, and we

will aim for a regional standard.  

The US has criticised some
aspects of the Malaysian
plantation industry and its
labour practices. What is your
response?

We treat all allegations about labour

seriously, but these are largely misplaced

insofar as the palm oil industry is

concerned. Following the report by the

US Government, we carried out a

review of oil palm plantations in six

states. It showed several cases where it

was alleged that the passports of migrant

workers were being withheld by

employers; and that some children

accompany parents to work because of

inadequate access to childcare services.  

We have been working closely with the

US Government and International Labour

Organisation to monitor and rectify these

problems, and the most recent report by

the US Government recognises our

progress. This has led to Malaysia being

upgraded to the Tier 2 list, comprising

countries ‘making significant effort to bring

themselves into compliance’ with anti-

human trafficking efforts.

MPOC
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Italy has become the new frontier for

anti-palm oil campaigners in Europe.

They are applying familiar tactics to

frighten consumers into rejecting the use

of palm oil. The aim has not changed: to

limit palm oil’s access to the market, in

order to protect domestic oilseed crops. 

The Malaysian palm oil community is

once again called to defend the oil palm

– the world’s most productive and

sustainable oilseed crop – and to repeat

scientifically proven facts about palm oil.

The claims of food campaigners Il Fatto

Alimentare, consumer association

AltroConsumo and farmers’ grouping

Coldiretti are based on falsehood and

smears. For one, the allegation that

Malaysia is deforesting rainforests and

destroying wildlife is manifestly and

demonstrably false. 

The Malaysian government has

committed to protecting at least 50% of

the land as forest – a bold and far-sighted

environmental commitment that no

other country, including Italy, has

matched. The commitment has been

recognised by the United Nations and

the World Bank, among others. 

That Malaysia’s forest protection regime is

one of the best in the world had won

recognition as early as in 1992, at the UN

Earth Summit in Brazil. The current attempts

in Italy to tell untruths about Malaysia’s

environmental record are therefore doubly

shameful and dishonourable. 

Malaysia is also committed to a balanced

development policy that enables land use

for agriculture alongside forest

protection. The oil palm is the world’s

most land-efficient oil-bearing crop. The

tree yields about 4-5 tonnes of crude

palm oil per hectare per year and about

1 tonne of palm kernel. It requires only

0.26 ha of land to produce one tonne of

oil. In comparison, soybean, sunflower and

rapeseed respectively require 2.22 ha, 2

ha and 1.52 ha: this is a scientific fact. 

Compared to others, the oil palm also

consumes less energy in production and

uses less fertiliser. All this is achieved on

just 0.3% of the world’s agricultural land.

This incredible productivity of agriculture

allows more forest land to be conserved

and protected, and allows poorer

economies to develop. 

It further illustrates the superiority of

palm oil in relation to land conservation

and efficient food production. As such,

any decision to remove palm oil from the

Italian market will only cause more land

to be used for other oilseed crops and

burden consumers with rising prices.

In Malaysia, small farmers and rural

communities have seen their lives

improved by cultivating oil palm. As at

2014, they own or farm 38.5% of such

holdings in the country. The palm oil sector

has helped bring down the national

poverty rate from 50% in the 1960s to

below 5% today. It is one of the country’s

largest employers, directly employing more

than 570,000 people. Another 290,000

people are employed downstream.

There is no doubt that Italy’s anti-palm

campaign, if it succeeds, would be costly
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for the Malaysian palm oil community. But

it will not suffer alone – Italy’s business

and financial sectors would also bear the

consequences. As the respected research

consultancy Europe Economics has

pointed out, 14,000 jobs in Italy are

dependent on palm oil imports. Palm oil

also contributes 500 million EUR in tax

revenue, while over 1 billion EUR in

Italian GDP is attributed to palm oil. 

Malaysia is a good friend of Italy. As such,

the MPOC asks the Italian Government to

publicly reject this malicious and mean-

spirited campaign. Negative views of palm

oil are entirely unjustified. The facts have

also been pointed out by multiple

parliamentarians, journalists and academics.

There is now the beginning of a backlash

against the anti-palm oil campaign:

• Last May, members of the Five Star

Movement, the anti-establishment

par ty founded by populist Beppe

Grillo, submitted a motion to Italy’s

Low Chamber of Parliament. Among

other items – and following the lines

of an online petition against palm oil –

it called on the government to ban

palm oil from school food as well as

hospital and public canteens. However,

this paragraph was defeated in the vote.

• In June this year, Minster of Environment,

Gianluca Galletti, defended palm oil and

Nutella – owned by the historic Italian

company Ferrero – from attacks by

French Ecology, Sustainable Development

and Energy Minister Segolene Royale.

A similar position was taken by Italian

Prime Minister Matteo Renzi and his

wife.

Proven health benefits

Recent ar ticles promoted by

protectionist interests in the Italian media

have claimed that palm oil has negative

health qualities. Such claims are nothing

short of disinformation. It is important

that consumers in Italy are told the truth,

instead of being left wide open to scare-

mongering by campaigners.  

Palm oil is a healthy, natural oil that is

consumed by billions of people

worldwide. It is prescribed as an edible

fat for human consumption in the

FAO/WHO Codex Alimentarious

standards. It is a balanced oil, with 50%

saturated and 50% unsaturated fatty

acids. Palm oil is a standard food

ingredient and is recognised by scientists

as extremely valuable, as it is 100% free

of trans fats and genetically modified

organisms. 

It is used as a replacement for vegetable

oils that require hydrogenation – the

process that creates trans fats – in the

manufacture of certain food products.

The negative effects of trans fats have

been well documented – they increase

the level of LDL (bad) cholesterol and

decrease the level of HDL (good)

cholesterol. So, limiting the use of palm oil

in Italy could inadvertently lead to higher

intake of trans fats to the detriment of

consumers’ health. 

Multiple researchers and nutrition

experts across Europe have confirmed

that the consumption of palm oil should

not be feared. Like other vegetable oils, it

can safely be included as a component of

a healthy, balanced diet.

A 2012 study by the Foundation for

Food and Health in France showed that

palm oil is not hazardous to human

health and the amounts consumed in

Europe are within normal levels. The

study also praised palm oil’s role in

reducing trans fats consumption in the

region. A study in 2014 by the Mario

Negri Institute for Pharmacology in Milan,

authored by Drs Elena Fattore and

Roberto Fanelli and published in the

prestigious American Journal of Clinical

Nutrition, confirmed that there is no

evidence that palm oil is harmful to

health.

Palm oil, in fact, has unique properties

with potential to boost the health of

humankind. It is a rich source of

carotenoids, a natural phytonutrient with

pro-Vitamin A and antioxidant

properties. It has 15 and 30 times more

carotenoids than carrots and tomatoes

respectively. The red colour of unrefined

palm oil is due to its high content of

carotenoids, approximately 500 mg/kg,

compared to less than 100 mg/kg for

other vegetable oils. Palm oil is also one

of the richest sources of tocotrienols and

tocopherols, which are Vitamin E; these

have proven anti-cancer properties and

prevent neuro-degeneration. 

The French Institut de Recherche pour le

Developpement has conducted research

on using palm oil to tackle Vitamin A

deficiency in developing countries.

According to the World Health

Organisation, Vitamin A deficiency afflicts

more than 250 million children around

the globe and kills between 125,000 and

250,000 of them annually.

Given these facts, the only deduction that

can be drawn about anti-palm oil

campaigns is that these do not have

consumer interests at heart. The

campaigners only care about protecting

their own interests, and promoting their

own prejudices.

MPOC



GLOBAL OILS & FATS BUSINESS MAGAZINE • VOL.12 ISSUE 2, 201514

Comment

False accusations have been levelled against palm oil by French Ecology,
Sustainable Development and Energy Minister Segolene Royale. Her
claim that ‘palm oil contributes to deforestation’ has misled the public in

France and in Europe.

The oil palm remains unchallenged as the world’s most land-efficient oilseed crop,
producing more oil but using less land. Malaysia is also the world’s largest producer
of certified sustainable palm oil. This is evidence in and of itself that Malaysia is not
deforesting, as Minister Royale and her far-left Green friends have claimed. 

The Malaysian palm oil industry needs public confirmation from the French
Government that the Minister’s comments do not reflect official policy on palm
oil, especially in relation to climate change and the environment.

Paris will host the 21st Session of the Conference of the Parties to the UN
Framework Convention on Climate Change from Nov 30 to Dec 11. Before then,
it is essential that the French Government in general, and Minister Royale in particular,
educate themselves on basic environmental facts involving palm oil production.

Malaysia proudly maintains 63% of its land area as forest – an unparalleled
environmental commitment that has been recognised by the UN and the
World Bank. In comparison, France has a paltry 29% under forest cover.

In all, Malaysia has 205,000 sq km of forest, or an area more than twice the size
of Portugal.  Of this, 23% is conserved and protected as primary forest. The rest
is maintained as permanent reserved forest, which means it can never be put
into agriculture or used for other forms of development. 

The palm oil industry has helped reduce the national poverty rate from 50% in
the 1960s to less than 5% today. As at 2014, 38.5% of Malaysia’s oil palm
plantations are owned or farmed by small farmers, who have taken this route
out of poverty in rural communities. The sector is one of the nation’s largest
employers, directly employing more than 570,000 people, while 290,000 more
are employed downstream. 

Malaysia is the world’s second-largest producer of palm oil and a major
exporter to Europe. According to the respected economic analyst Europe
Economics, palm oil imports add substantially to the French economy, with
4,600 jobs being linked to this economic activity. Palm oil also contributes 170
million EUR in tax revenue, while more than 320 million EUR in French GDP
are attributed to palm oil. 

MPOC
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Markets

India’s economy is expected to grow

by 6.4% in 2015 – and is expected

to catch up with that of China by

2016-17 – on the back of reform

measures unveiled by the new

government, according to the World

Bank. Steps taken by the government to

revive growth and boost sentiment since

it assumed power in May 2014 – as well

as the sharp slide in global crude oil

prices – will help India. 

The World Bank ranked India the 10th

largest economy in 2014, in terms of

nominal GDP. At the same time, the

country climbed significantly to 3rd

place when ranked in terms of

purchasing power parity (PPP)-

denominated GDP.

Economic growth has fuelled the

expansion of the middle class, now

comprising 25% of the population of 1.2

billion, based on criteria set by Asian

Development Bank. The segment does

not compare to the 63% in China but is

as big as that of the US. It is a key driver

of consumption, including in the food

processing industry which is deemed a

‘rising sector’.

Moves are underway to turn the food

industry into a major international player.

The Ministry of Food Processing

Industries has formulated the ‘Vision

2015’ Action Plan which targets trebling

the size of the sector, to increase value

addition from 20% to 35% and enhance

India’s share of global food trade from

1.5% to 3%.

In connection with this, the government

has been working towards a unified

empirical standard under the Food Safety

and Standards Act 2006 (FSSA) to:

• Consolidate laws relating to food

• Establish the Food Safety and Standards

Authority of India (FSSAI) to set science-

based standards for food items

• Regulate the manufacture, storage,

distribution, sale and import of food

products

• Ensure the availability of safe and

wholesome food with emphasis on

minimum effective legislation that does

not restrict competition and includes

non-regulatory measures as well as

innovations for consumer choice and

health; science-based legislation involving

risk- and evidence-based analyses; and

enforcement through graded penalties.

Changes under the FSSA: 

• All big manufacturing facilities must

obtain a licence from the FSSAI based

in New Delhi.
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• Small players/warehouse operators/distributors must get a

licence from the state licensing authority.

• Activities involving novel foods will come under the purview

of the FSSAI.

• All licensed establishments will be subject to periodic

inspections and food safety audits by the relevant authorities.

• A Food Safety Management System Plan and Food Recall

Process will be implemented.

• The adjudication process will reduce the number of court

cases.

• There are new categories of food – such as functional

food and nutraceuticals – and additional scope for product

innovation.

• Label claims and claim substantiations will involve new

documents.

• Capsules/syrup/tablets are now deemed to be food items.

The FSSAI was set up with a mandate to lay down science-

based standards for food products and to regulate their

manufacture, storage, distribution, sale and import.

Its work will see the repeal of eight sets of overlapping

legislation (Figure 3) and elimination of procedural delays due

to differing jurisdictions. Implementation will involve all levels of

government.
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Complex setting

The FSSA extends its jurisdiction to all persons involved in the food

business. This refers to any undertaking (profit/non-profit/public/private)

related to any stage of manufacture, processing, packaging, storage,

transportation, distribution and import of food. It also covers food

services, catering services, and the sale of food or food ingredients. As

such, the law will go a long way to boost consumer confidence and give

the food processing sector a much-needed fillip. 

However, effective implementation is fraught with challenges. India

presents a unique case of vastness and complexity in providing regulatory

oversight from farm to fork. For instance, there are current limitations to

the number of Food Safety Officers, funds at state level, and quality

laboratories of uniform standard.

The domestic industry looks to the FSSAI to spearhead harmonisation of

food standards with those of the Codex Alimentarius Commission.

However, the sector would also like the government to take into account

the realities on the ground in bringing domestic standards in line with

international practice. Should trade and industry feel hampered by the

new procedures, it could prove to be counter-productive to overall

growth of the food sector.

Bhavna Shah

MPOC India
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Sustainability is most acutely

described as the ability to

continue a defined behaviour

indefinitely. However, moving beyond

that sweeping statement and finding

agreement on what is sustainable when it

comes to producing and distributing

food has been more difficult. Indeed, one

complaint is that a plethora of eco-

branding cer tification bodies use

disparate metrics and likely only confuse

consumers. 

For years, there has been criticism by

companies of ‘green mail’ initiated by

environmental groups; and now there are

complaints that groups start out in eco-

labelling offerings with moral ambitions,

but the reality of competition causes

them to evolve into an economic ‘stay

alive’ approach to their craft. 

Activists initially took a blunt intuitive

approach and declared ‘industrial’ (e.g.

scale or extensive) agriculture as

unsustainable. Their preference is small

and local as the standard-bearers of

sustainability. While small and local may

have a place in the larger food chain, this

over-simplification led to concerns about

food security, especially from

development specialists in poor

countries. 

Understanding the socio-political

constraints that compel small farms – and

concurrently, the need to increase the

use of inputs – development specialists

instead proclaimed the pursuit of

‘sustainable intensification’. This has now

morphed into agro-ecology, or the goal

to make agriculture more environmentally

friendly. 

Whether large or small, inputs from soil

to water to seed and fertiliser produce

wastage that is a loss both to the farmer

and the environment. Since agriculture

has yet to perfect the science of optimal

disbursement and plant uptake, the

current focus is a two-prong approach: 

• Land management: Laser levelling, tiling

for ground water management, drip

irrigation, buffer and vegetative filter

strips for soil management and runoff

protection 



• Technology: Data collection and software

application management coupled with

advanced guidance telemetry for more

optimal resource utilisation and, where

that fails, excess nutrient recovery and

reuse

There is ample retail demand for the

‘sustainable’ moniker, as evidenced by the

success of companies such as Whole

Foods and Chipotle. Whether they are

better at it than other firms or

approaches is another matter, but they

have forced companies as large as

Walmart to reconsider their approaches

to the market. 

Investor interest in companies pledging

sustainability goals has picked up,

particularly in Europe and developed

countries. Of course, trends and profits

do not perfectly align, and so their returns

will depend greatly on how a specific

underlying asset performs. 

Government rights and wrongs 

Sustainability is not a 21st century

concept. Conservation was a key US

government response to the 1930s Dust

Bowl, and a great expansion in

programmes to assist farmers was

codified in the 1985 Farm Bill. 

So-called cross-compliance, whereby

farmers must commit to sustainability

practices in exchange for benefits from

government crop support programmes,

remains a contentious issue for farm

groups. There is exceptionally strong

pushback from them over government

environmental mandates where there is

no quid pro quo of economic support. 

It should be noted that producers are

now turning lemons into lemonade by

marketing their regulatory obligations as

a reason why consumers, especially the

eco-conscious in Europe, should be

buying American. 

This shift is against the backdrop of

farmers in South America who are

rapidly expanding their production into

new, previously unploughed land. Indeed,

given the over US$60 billion worth of

investment planned for Brazilian

highways, railways and ports in the

coming years, higher-cost producers in

the US will need some kind of advantage

if they are going to compete.

European ‘greening measures’ for

agriculture may have overshot their

political sustainability. With the best of

intentions, Brussels has sought to

condition its economic support for the

sector on better conservation practices,

including the imposition of ‘Ecological

Focus Areas’. In essence, a share of each

farm (rising to 7% in 2016) must be

chemical-free and focused on

environmental benefits such as biological

diversity. 

Farmers, and consequently many of their

political representatives, complain that it

is too blunt an instrument, delivering little

benefit on some farm types but at great

cost to the farmer in conjunction with

large amounts of paperwork and fear of

penalty due to non-compliance.

Gary Blumenthal 

World Perspectives Inc, Ag Review, July 2015

19GLOBAL OILS & FATS BUSINESS MAGAZINE • VOL.12 ISSUE 2, 2015



GLOBAL OILS & FATS BUSINESS MAGAZINE • VOL.12 ISSUE 2, 201520

Markets

The key issues for global importers, buyers and users of

soybean and its products have long been price, quality

and punctual shipment. Soybean processors always

wanted low foreign material, damage and moisture, as well as

high protein and oil content. Soymeal buyers required high

protein content and low fibre, while soybean oil buyers valued

good colour and low levels of free fatty acids. That made global

trade in those commodities relatively simple even if there were

frequent disputes among buyers and sellers. 

This all changed with the release of herbicide-tolerant soybean

for production in 1996. Soon after, environmental and consumer

groups in Europe began to stir public concern about the

supposed risks to human health and the environment from

biotech crops. The characterisation of these crops as

‘Frankenfoods’ and other such derisive terms scared EU

politicians into establishing complex regulations for their

cultivation and the labelling of foods containing such ingredients. 

Food retailers also began catering to consumer fears by

promoting the sale of chicken meat, pork and other animal

proteins as having not been produced using biotech feed

ingredients. Thus, biotech content became a new factor in the

global trade of soybean and related products that continues to

this day in Europe and elsewhere. 

Over time, many food manufacturers, retailers and some

governments began to realise they had made a mistake in

capitulating to the fear-mongering of biotech critics. As the price

premiums for non-biotech soybean meal increased, animal

producers began to also demand premiums for their products

from food manufacturers and retailers. In many cases, retailers

that had promoted the sales of pork and poultry meat raised on

non-biotech feeds began searching for something else to

promote that was less costly. 

The issue that many companies chose to promote their

products with was sustainability. Environmental groups have

been increasing pressure on companies to make their products

more sustainable by using less energy and water while emitting

fewer pollutants into the atmosphere. 

Of prime importance to the oilseed sector, the environmental

groups as well as governments demanded that companies

reduce incentives to clear rainforests, grassland and other critical

habitats for the production of oilseeds, animal protein and

various foods. 

Highest on the list of concerns was the clearing of rainforests to

plant oil palm in Southeast Asia and Africa and to produce

soybean in Brazil as well as elsewhere in the Amazon Basin.

Critics charged that by promoting habitat destruction, the

companies were accelerating climate change through increased

carbon dioxide emissions. 

Realising there is no feasible way to continue producing the palm

oil and soybean the world will need in the future without

expanding the area planted to those crops, major international

companies developed organisations to reduce the negative

environmental effects of such growth. 

Together with trade associations in concert with a few moderate

environmental groups such as the World Wildlife Fund and the

Nature Conservancy, they created the Roundtable on

Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) and the Roundtable on

Responsible Soy (RTRS). 

The two organisations established a set of rules that palm oil and

soybean producers had to follow in order to be certified as

sustainably responsible. The rules cover issues like protection of

rainforests, labour and land rights, and community relations. Those
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wanting to be certified producers have

to adhere to the rules, as well as be

subject to third-party inspections to

assure compliance. 

Ups and downs

There is no question that some of the

founders of the RSPO and RTRS were

genuinely concerned about the negative

impacts their companies have imposed on the

environment and wanted to address these issues. 

However, the objective for many others was to do what was

necessary to allay the concerns of environment groups and

governments and be able to promote their businesses as

stewards of the environment and human rights. 

Their top commercial priority was to continue sourcing palm oil

from Southeast Asia and soybean from Brazil while avoiding

backlash from consumers, mostly in Europe where the

sustainability pressures are the most intense. The overall effort

clearly was and is positive for the environment, although it would

seem that protection of their brand names was perhaps most

important to some supporters of the RSPO and RTRS. 

The US soybean industry has largely been a bystander on the

sustainability effort that has been led by Europe and carried out

by the RTRS. This is due to the fact that there have been no

European allegations that US soybean farmers, processors,

traders and exporters are producing and supplying soybean and

related products in an unsustainable manner. That is because US

soybean farmers must comply with strict federal and state

regulations relative to the environment, labour, land rights and

other factors that are stricter than those required by the RTRS. 

Almost as a second thought, the RTRS did invite the US soybean

industry to join and participate in its process, but farmers’

organisations declined to do so because they believed they were

already adhering to more rigid standards and were unwilling to

subject themselves to third-party inspections that they would

have to fund.

As it turns out, the RTRS effort has not been very successful in

certifying a substantial volume of soybean as meeting its

sustainability requirements against

a set goal of 10 million tonnes. It

indicates only 1.3 million tonnes

were RTRS-certified in 2014.

That is far less than the quantity

needed to supply Europe or even

the main companies that started

the RTRS. 

It seems that most South American farmers also

do not want to be subjected to outside inspections at their own

cost in order to supply certified soybean to buyers at little or no

premium. Who can blame them? 

Separately, US soybean producers have chosen to promote the

sustainability of their crop. The US Soybean Export Council has

established the US Soybean Assurance Protocol to assure

foreign buyers that the beans, meal and oil they source from the

US have been produced in a sustainable way. 

Based on farmers’ compliance with federal regulations, the

organisation is able to provide importers and users with

documentation certifying the soybean purchased is sustainable.

Some buyers already are requesting the certificates, and this is

expected to increase in the future as European importers have

begun to accept the US Soybean Assurance Protocol

certifications as equivalent to those of the RTRS. 

Producing soybean and other crops in a sustainable manner

is a good thing not only for the planet but also for producers

and consumers. By finding ways to produce higher yields

while using less energy, fer tilisers and crop protectants,

farmers can decrease their cost of production. At the same

time, they can protect the soil as well as reduce water and air

pollution. 

In doing so, they also can provide consumers with the assurance

that what they are eating is not harming the planet, which is a

win-win proposition for all. It is a trend that will likely continue

and intensify in the future.

John Baize, 

World Perspectives Inc, Ag Review, July 2015
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es To millions, Nutella is a delicious hazelnut and chocolate-flavoured spread, but to France’s Ecology, Sustainable

Development and Energy Minister, it’s a driver of global warming and environmental destruction.

“We have to replant a lot of trees because there is massive deforestation that also leads to global warming. We should

stop eating Nutella, for example, because it’s made with palm oil,” Segolene Royal said on French television last week.

“Oil palms have replaced trees, and therefore caused considerable damage to the environment,” she said, adding that

Nutella should use “other ingredients”.

Royal’s comments unleashed a media firestorm. But in just days, her attempts to label Nutella as environmentally

unfriendly had chalked up an epic fail.

Ferrero, the Italian company that makes Nutella, quickly issued a

statement claiming its palm oil is “100% certified as sustainable

according to the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil”.

“Ferrero sources approximately 170,000 tonnes of palm oil out of a

worldwide production of 60 million tonnes, meaning that Ferrero’s

impact on the palm oil supply chain represents less than 0.3%,” the

company said in its statement.

“The company has made efforts to produce palm oil sustainably. For instance, it launched a Palm Oil Charter in 2013

in order to address the causes of deforestation. The charter committed the company to sourcing palm oil responsibly,

while protecting animals, the environment and the rights of workers.”

Even environmentalists would not back Royal’s calls to stop eating Nutella.  Activists said boycotts are not the answer

to stopping palm oil production and that Nutella is one of the more ecologically responsible companies on this issue.

“… simply boycotting products containing palm oil – or any other commodity linked to deforestation – will not stop

the destruction,” Greenpeace International said in a statement. 

“And as far as consumer companies go, Ferrero, the maker of Nutella, is actually one of the more progressive

consumer-facing companies when it comes to palm oil sourcing. Responding to the demands of their customers,

Ferrero was one of the first companies to announce a policy to end the use of deforestation palm oil.”

Italian politicians reacted by publicly showing support for Nutella. The New York Post reported that “Agnese Renzi, the wife

of Italy’s prime minister, was shown by Italian media ordering a pancake filled with the spread for her daughter, Ester”.

“Italian Environment Minister Gian Luca Galletti tweeted he would eat bread and Nutella for dinner,” it also reported.

Royal had no evidence to back her claim. She issued an apology just two days after her comments.

“A thousand apologies for the row over Nutella,” she tweeted. “Okay to showcase progress.”

Source: The Daily Caller, June 22, 2015

French Minister’s ‘thousand apologies’ for Nutella gaffe
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Vietnamese food firm Kinh Do, along with Indo-Trans Logistics Corporation (ITL) and Malaysia’s Felda Global

Ventures Holdings Bhd (FGV), have signed a memorandum of understanding to establish a joint-venture company

to bottle palm oil for the Vietnamese market.

Kinh Do will contribute 45% to capital, while ITL and the Malaysian investor will collectively own 55%. The company

is expected to be launched within the next six months.

With its experience of operating in the palm oil refining industry, FGV – the world’s largest producer of crude palm

oil – will assist the new company by guaranteeing high quality products, Kinh Do said in a statement.

ITL will provide integrated solutions for local logistics, and maritime and aviation transport management. 

“Based on combining the strengths of three corporations, the joint-venture company will become a strong, successful

bottled oil firm in the market,” said Tran Le Nguyen, chief executive of Kinh Do.

The new company will not build a new plant during its inception. Instead, it will capitalise on available infrastructure

to implement production with raw materials imported from Malaysia by FGV and ITL.

Kinh Do, headquartered in Ho Chi Minh City, entered the cooking oil business last year after acquiring some 24% of

the Vietnam Vegetable Oil Industry Corporation (Vocarimex) during its initial public offer in July.

It has plans to consolidate its presence in Vocarimex by investing another VND530 billion (US$24.5 million) in the

newly equitised state firm, increasing the holding to 51%.

Beyond the oil segment, Kinh Do has also formed a US$30 million instant food joint venture with Taiwan-invested

Saigon Ve Wong Co Ltd, in which it owns a 49% stake.

Source: Dealstreet Asia, June 22, 2015

Joint-venture company to bottle palm oil for Vietnam 

Legislation has been introduced in the US Congress to eliminate the Renewable Fuel Standard (RFS), but it has no

chance at enactment. However, more notable is the concession in Washington by some policy supporters of biofuels

that the RFS is a flawed approach. 

Conventional biofuel has hit a blend wall at the same time that advanced biofuel is constrained by a technology wall.

The alternative suggestion is a large enough production tax credit for advanced biofuel and a tax on gasoline. 

One expert warns that the public is less motivated on biofuels due to climate change than the fear of dependence

on foreign oil.

Source Ag Perspectives, June 17, 2015

US unlikely to ditch the Renewable Fuel Standard
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US Agency for International Development mission director Andrew Sisson has signed an agreement to award US$5

million to the Indonesia Climate Change Trust Fund (ICCTF). This will be used to fund Indonesian NGOs' climate

change programmes.

"From changing weather patterns that affect food production, to rising sea levels that increase the risk of coastal flooding,

Indonesia faces a wide range of climate change-related threats," Sisson said as he signed the agreement with National

Development Planning Deputy Minister Endah Murniningtyas, who is also chairs the ICCTF Board of Trustees.

“The US is proud to support the ICCTF and continue our history of partnering with the Indonesian government to

tackle important global challenges,” said Sisson.

He said climate change is a shared global priority that requires the action of governments, private companies, NGOs

and citizens. 

“It's impressive that this fund

involves all these stakeholders in

Indonesia,” Sisson said.

ICCTF pools and coordinates

funds from various sources to

support and finance climate

change programmes and policies.

It is one of only two nationally

managed trust funds in the world

dedicated to fighting climate

change, making it a model for

many middle-income and

developing countries.

“This contribution shows that international partners like the US are important in Indonesia’s efforts to transition to

a low-carbon economy and adapt to climate change,” said Murniningtyas.

Apart from being a greenhouse gas emitter, Indonesia is among the countries that are most vulnerable to the impacts

of climate change. The Asian Development Bank estimates that climate change could cause economic losses of

between 2% and 7% of annual gross domestic product by the end of the century.

Source: The Jakarta Post, June 22, 2015

Indonesia to get US$5mil for climate-change work
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WWF International has presented its prestigious ‘Leaders for a Living Planet’ award to the Sabah government in

recognition of its efforts to create Malaysia’s largest marine park by the end of the year. Chief Minister Datuk Seri

Musa Haji Aman accepted the award.

The proposed Tun Mustapha Park (TMP) represents almost 1 million ha of

marine protected area off the north coast of Sabah. The park will encompass

50 islands and protect one of the world’s most biodiverse marine ecosystems.

WWF has launched a major global effort to emphasise the value of coastal

marine resources to hundreds of millions of people around the world and to

strengthen marine conservation. As part of this initiative, WWF pledged full

support to Sabah for the designation of the park and to help secure the funding

required to ensure its effective management once created.

“The gazettement of the TMP is a globally significant action that will boost the

conservation and biodiversity of this uniquely rich natural environment. It will

also do much to ensure the sustainable management of the significant marine

resources in the area, for the long-term benefit of the more than 80,000 people

living on the coast and islands in the proposed park,” said Marco Lambertini,

Director-General of WWF International.

Fishing is a key economic driver of the northern coastal area of Sabah, with

approximately 100 tonnes of fish – valued at US$200,000 – caught each day.

The planned park holds four species of sea turtles, 550 fish species, 252 hard

coral species, and 243 invertebrate species with new species being discovered

continuously. Migratory marine mammals such as dolphins and whales also feed

in the area.

“Effective management of the TMP will help ensure the viability of the area’s fisheries resources – and high quality

ecotourism can provide hugely increased value, based on this natural treasure. The gazettement of this park should

act as a model and an inspiration for marine conservation worldwide,” said Lambertini.

He also paid tribute to Dato’ Seri Tengku Zainal Adlin, Chairman of Sabah Parks, for the outstanding contribution his

organisation has made as lead agency in the long journey toward gazettement of the TMP.

Dato’ Dr Dionysius Sharma, Executive Director/CEO of WWF-Malaysia, said the intention to gazette the TMP has

national, regional and global significance, as it is a significant marine area in the Coral Triangle – an area gravely

threatened by overfishing and pollution.

WWF-Malaysia has been supporting the gazettement process and working with state government agencies and

partners since 2003 through implementation of a number of strategies. These include community consultations,

demonstrating benefits of marine protected areas, alternative livelihood programmes, and education and public

awareness.

Source: http://wwf.panda.org/wwf_news, April 29, 2015

Sabah government receives WWF leadership award 
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hydrogenated oils in June, in an effort to rid the US food supply of artificial trans fats. 

Made by adding hydrogen to vegetable oils, partial hydrogenation makes liquid oils solid at room temperature, and

improves their shelf life and stability in processing. However, it also creates trans fats, which have been shown to

increase the risk of heart disease.

The European Cardiology Society (ECS), which represents more than 85,000 specialists, said it welcomes the FDA’s

decision and called on European policy makers “to urgently bring forward EU-wide regulation to address this

important health issue”.

Health concerns about trans fats have led to voluntary reductions among food manufacturers in western Europe,

virtually eliminating artificial trans fats. However, high levels are still common in products available in many eastern

European countries, as well as in ethnic shops in western European countries.

“Based on the effects on cardiovascular health of [trans fats] intake; the positive experiences from different

interventions to limit [trans fats] intake and the accumulated knowledge on differential consumption of [trans fats]

across Europe, the ECS believes that a regulatory intervention is necessary to ensure that all EU citizens can

effectively reduce their [trans fats] intake,” a statement said.

The FDA has given manufacturers three years to phase out trans fats in processed foods, a move the ECS says would

prevent thousands of fatal heart attacks every year in the US and reduce cardiovascular disease.

According to its figures, cardiovascular disease is the

leading cause of death in Europe, responsible for 40%

of deaths in the EU. To date, only three member-states

– Austria, Denmark and Hungary – have adopted

legislation to restrict industrially produced trans fats in

the food chain.

There have been repeated recommendations for a

European trans fats ban since 2008, when the

European Parliament published a study urging a ban on

artificial trans fats in the EU.

In 2009, the World Health Organisation had concluded that available information was sufficient to recommend

virtually eliminating industrially produced trans fats from food supply. Last year, it called for a complete ban

throughout Europe as part of the European Food and Nutrition Action Plan 2015-2020 on diet and health.

The European Commission had been expected to publish a report on trans fats and their effects on health last

December.

Source: Food Navigator, July 9, 2015

European Cardiology Society seeks EU ban on trans fats
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Shipping

The year 2015 is not so old but already two of the

major influences in the chemical and vegetable oils

shipping business have, sadly, passed away – Jacob

Stolt-Nielsen in February and Abraham Odfjell in March. I

worked for both of them and admired them greatly although

they were very different personalities. 

Jacob Stolt-Nielsen was the visionary who started the chemical

tanker business on a worldwide track and developed it into a

major industry, so much so that it now occupies its own, very

dominant segment of the tanker industry. He grew Stolt-Nielsen

into the largest company of its kind and handed it over to his son

Niels G Stolt-Nielsen in excellent shape.

Abraham Odfjell led a split from the Odfjell family group and,

together with Johnson Line of Sweden, started and grew Jo

Tankers into a leading operator in the chemical tanker business.

Always conscious of the dramatic ups-and-downs in the industry,

he maintained a strong, and privately owned company through

bad times as well as good.  

When looking at the fleet of chemical tankers today, I notice

that 1986 was almost the end of the era of the initial series

of parcel tankers built with centre tanks of stainless steel and

wing tanks with zinc silicate coatings. This configuration

allowed a full cargo of phosphoric acid or sulphuric acid to be

carried in the centre tanks. The zinc-coated wing tanks
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allowed cargoes of methanol or

vegetable oils to be carried as back-

hauls.

1986 saw Stolt-Nielsen take delivery of a

series of five 38,700 dwt ships of this type

built in the Daewoo yard in Korea, all with

stainless steel centre tanks and zinc silicate

wing tanks; and all are still sailing. With the

new, more stringent regulations, they are

mainly only using the centre tanks. I am

proud to have been involved in the initial

stages of their design process, trying to

assess the ideal number and size of tanks to

cover all aspects of the business. They were

delivered five years after I left Stolt-Nielsen.

The year also saw the last of the initial

series of ships built to join the Jo Tankers

fleet. She was the Jo Brevik of 33,500 dwt,

built in Norway’s Ankerlokken shipyard

for a company called Borgestad,

specifically for Jo Tankers and to a Jo

Tankers design with two sister ships

preceding her. Also with stainless steel

centre tanks and zinc silicate wing tanks,

she has since been converted to a fully

double hull ship and is sailing for Odfjell

Tankers as the Bow Viking. She is currently

on the market for sale.

Jo Tankers

It was the announcement that the Bow

Viking was for sale that prompted me to

look at the development of Jo Tankers up

to the time she was built. All of the ships

I refer to here have stainless steel centre

tanks and zinc silicate wing tanks.

Following the split from the Odfjell group,

Abraham Odfjell under the company

name JO Odfjell, made an agreement

with the large Swedish Shipping Group

‘Johnson Line’ to build two large parcel

tankers of about 38,000 dwt and to run

them together as a joint venture. Johnson

Line ordered their two ships from the

Kockums shipyard in Malmo, Sweden.

These were named Johnson Chemstar and

Johnson Chemsun of 37,500 dwt each and

were delivered in 1980.

Odfjell ordered their two ships from the

BMV yard in Bergen, named Jo Lonn and

Jo Birk, 39,000 dwt each, and both were

delivered in 1982. Subsequently JO

Odfjell received an offer from the yard

to build a third sister ship there and she

was delivered in 1983 as Jo Oak. Both

the Kockums yard and the BMV yard

closed their doors after building these

ships, having lost a lot of money in the

process.

In the meantime, JO Odfjell had noticed

another ship of similar construction being

built in the Ankerlokken yard on the west

coast of Norway. At that time the yard

was in two locations and built ships in

two halves, the bow in Forde and the

stern in Floro, these being welded

together in Floro. There was also a large

rock between the slipway and the fitting-

out berth that limited the beam of the

ships to 29.5 metres instead of the

customary 32 metres.

The ship under construction was the

Pollux. After being acquired by JO Odfjell,

she was renamed Jo Clipper on delivery in

early 1982. At the same time Johnson

Line decided to order one sister to the Jo

Clipper. This was the Johnson Chemspan

delivered in 1982. 

Finally two smaller ships of 17,500 dwt

were ordered from the Nakskov yard in

Denmark, these were the Jo Cypress,

delivered in April 1983 and later sold to

Ultragas of Chile and renamed Vicuna;

and the Johnson Chemstream, delivered in

August 1983 and later sold to SPIC of

India.

The company

The initial ordering was done under the

names of Johnson Line and JO Odfjell.

While this was Johnson Line’s first

venture into the tankers business, JO

Odfjell had already inherited a fleet of

smaller tankers from the split with the

original Odfjell Group. All the ships were

initially being commercially operated by a

shipbroker, 50% owned by Abraham

Odfjell and called Crown Hill Chartering.

The ships sailed under the name Odfjell-

Johnson Chemical Tankers and bore the

flag and funnel markings of the individual

owners.

With the development of a larger fleet

with larger ships, it was decided to make

some structural changes. A new company

owned 50/50 between JO Odfjell and

Johnson Line was formed and named Jo

Tankers. All the ships above 17,000 dwt

were to be operated by the new

company and fly the Jo Tankers flag and

funnel markings with effect from Jan 1,

1982. The smaller ships were to be

operated by a company located in

Rotterdam and owned by JO Odfjell with

the name Winterport Tankers.
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Thus when the Jo Tankers doors opened on Jan 1, 1982, there

were three ships sailing, another three due within the year

and a fur ther three due the year after. There were no

Contracts of Affreightment and the ships were trading on the

spot market, mainly with the support of trading companies

who were looking for alternatives to Stolt Tankers and Odfjell

Tankers.

The further development of Jo Tankers is another story.

After Borgestad agreed to build a sister ship to the Jo Clipper

and Jo Lind, they asked Jo Tankers for some assistance. The

captain and chief engineer appointed to supervise the

construction in the shipyard were seconded from the JO

Odfjell company. Borgestad had owned a very early chemical

tanker that had been operated by Stolt Nielsen. Built in 1952

she was 13,300 dwt of a very simple design, named Stolt

Brattland.

I was asked by Mr Knut Knudsen, Chairman of Borgestad

A/S, if I would be willing to organise the naming ceremony

and par ty. As the delivery of the ship and naming should

be in Floro in February when the weather is guaranteed to

be cold and miserable, I said I would agree, but only if they

agreed to hold the ceremony in Rotterdam, the first por t

of loading. Mr Knudsen readily agreed but asked that I

attend the launching of the stern par t in Floro in

November 1985.

I duly arrived in Floro in November only to be told that the

launching had to take place at 5.30am, which is the coldest part

of the day. We duly woke up at 4.30am, drank hot coffee and

proceeded into the cold dockyard with an outside temperature

around 0 degrees Centigrade. 

Unfor tunately it was too dark to get any good photos or

film but the launching was rather dramatic. As it was only

the stern half of the ship, there was no sharp bow to par t

the water as she entered the fjord. There was an

enormous bow wave that obscured the other side of the

fjord and when it receded, we noticed that the boat-

houses that had been on the other side had completely

disappeared!

The shipyard manager, who had been making a lot of last-

minute calculations just prior to the launching, relaxed

and told us that they factored the cost of rebuilding the

boat-houses into the price of every ship they built. His

calculations prior to launching were to ensure the ship

did not hit the rocks on which the boat-houses were

built.

Shipping
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Photo 1 shows Mr Knudsen on the right, myself second from the

left, Mr Sverre Stavseth, Managing Director of Borgestad and his

wife; the photo gives an idea of the temperature. 

Photo 2 shows Mr Knudsen; the stern of the ship is being

manoeuvred into position alongside the fitting out berth.

Photo 3 shows how high out of the water the stern was.

Photo 4 shows the two halves being brought together.

Photo 5 shows the stern almost ballasted down to meet up with

the bow section. The adjustment of the two sections had to be

very precise and took too long for us to watch its completion.

Photo 6 shows the ship alongside the berth after the ceremony.

What cannot be seen is that the deck had not been painted. It

was deemed too cold in Floro and there was too little time in

Rotterdam, so it was painted by the crew when they reached

warmer waters.

Photo 1

Photo 2

Photo 3

Photo 4

Photo 5

Photo 6



Shipping

GLOBAL OILS & FATS BUSINESS MAGAZINE • VOL.12 ISSUE 2, 201532

The naming ceremony

I had secured the use of a berth at the

Verolme yard in Rotterdam as they also

had some work to do on the ship before

she loaded her first cargo. The day before

the ceremony, I visited the berth to

ensure everything was in place and found

the weather very cold and that there

were some lumps of ice floating around

the ship.

The next day dawned sunny and bright

and we were able to assemble all our

guests, over 200 of them, on the bank of

the river Rhine in the centre of the city of

Rotterdam. We then boarded one of the

tourist boats that normally make day

tours on the river and headed

downstream towards the shipyard. As it

was scheduled to take about an hour we

had arranged a buffet lunch to be served

on board.

The weather continued to be clear and

sunny all day, so everything was perfect

for the ceremony to be held in the

open. This was just as well, as I had

made no contingency plans for rain or

snow. We had also managed to delay

the departure of the sister ship Jo Lind

which had just completed loading cargo

for the US, so that the two sisters could

be together on the younger sister’s big

day.

The ceremony went off without any

problems and the Jo Lind sounded her

horn as the bottle was broken on the

bow. Several other ships joined in with

their horns so it was very noisy for

several minutes. 

All the guests were then given a tour of

the ship before boarding buses to be

taken back to their hotels to prepare for

the celebratory dinner in the evening.

There were guides on the buses to

explain the areas we were passing

through but after a few minutes they

realised that all the guests were asleep,

and gave up!

The dinner was held in an historic

building on the south bank of the river

Rhine in the centre of the city and with

good food and many speeches, the day

concluded with everyone happy. The

ship then made her first voyage to the

US, discharging chemicals and

reloading in the US Gulf for

Rotterdam.

The captain was the old captain of the

Stolt Brattland who had come from bulk

carriers back to tankers. However,

technology had moved on so much that

he asked to be replaced in New York, as

he did not understand the computer

systems on board.

Later, Mr Knudsen asked what he could

do to say thank you for handling the

arrangements and after a little thought, I

asked if my young son, then approaching

15 years of age, could make a short trip

on the ship. In fact he made more than

a short trip; he sailed from Rotterdam to

New York, then down the East Coast of

the US calling at three more ports on

the way. Then he went into New

Orleans and up the Mississippi River,

calling at three more ber ths there

before leaving the ship in Houston and

flying home.

The event that prompted me to

include the Jo Brevik under the ‘End of

an Era’ title of this ar ticle was a

message I received recently asking for

potential buyers for the Bow Victor, an

Odfjell ship that used to be the Jo

Brevik. In the period of change in IMO

regulations, she was converted to an

IMO 2, fully double hulled ship with the

loss of about 300 tons of deadweight

capacity due to the steel needed to

convert her.

The five Stolt Tankers ‘Jewel’ class ships

were built in the same year and still

with single sides, so maybe they will be

the real end of the era – unless

someone buys the old Jo Brevik and

keeps her sailing!

Charles Barton

Maritime Consultant
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Nutrition

A high level of low density lipoproteins (LDL) could lead to

cardiovascular disease, especially in the absence of balanced

nutrition and general neglect of health. Fatty plaques accumulate

around vessels and arteries, and aggravate the condition to the

point of no return. However, disaster can be averted by following

simple precautions for a healthy lifestyle. 

Calculating the body mass index (BMI) has become a well-

known tool in measuring the impact of dietary changes and

determining the risk of heart disease. However, the waist

circumference is a more effective indicator of cardiovascular

risks. Knowing the BMI, measuring the waist, and regularly

checking the weight will help in warning of a high cholesterol

level.

Normal weight is between 19 and 25. It is natural for the

BMI to increase with age even though the person is following

the same dietary pattern. When the BMI is less than 18, it is

in the underweight category and the risk of anorexia is

increased. When the BMI is more than 25, it is in the

overweight category and may lead to obesity. The waist

circumference should not exceed 80cm for women and

102cm for men.

We often notice high cholesterol levels in those over 50 years

old, but this may affect younger persons as well. Some people

suffer from obesity or hypercholesterolemia due to heredity. It

is necessary to inform the doctor about the family health

history, to help determine what precautionary measures to

take. Often, patients are advised to decrease consumption of

products with a high glycaemic index. Vegetables, fruit and

whole grains have a low glycaemic index, compared to bread,

rice, fries and sweets.
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Keeping a check on cholesterol

Periodic blood test

There is no need to apply this

evaluation during adolescence, but it is

necessary after the age of 40. Based

on the test results, the cholesterol

level should be monitored every two

to three years at least. Patients often

refuse to consult their doctor

regarding a high cholesterol level, with

their main excuse being ‘no time’.

However, from the age of 50, it is

better for the patient to monitor the

basic indicators related to high

cholesterol level, as prevention is

better than treatment.

Limit intake of saturated fats

The first step is to be able to differentiate

between saturated and unsaturated fats –

we tend to name these as ‘bad’ fats or

‘good’ fats. The descriptions are not

accurate because extra fats are bad for

the body, whether saturated or not.

Nevertheless, this doesn’t stop some

media outlets and dietitians from

encouraging the consumption of ‘good’

fats, meaning unsaturated fats found in oily

nuts and fatty fish specifically. Unsaturated

fats remain in a liquid state when cooked

at a low temperature. Monounsaturated

fats lower the LDL (bad) cholesterol level

in blood, while polyunsaturated fats work

on the total cholesterol level.

Consume omega-3

Omega fatty acids help in the functioning

of the vascular and cardiac systems, as

well as protect them. As the body cannot

make omega fatty acids, these must come

from food sources. The fatty acids include

not only omega-3, but also omega-6 and

omega-9 found in some oils such as

sunflower oil and soybean oil. One

problem today is that the nutritional

pattern lacks essential fatty acids. The

consumption of sardines, walnuts and

almonds has decreased, while fresh fish

has become quite expensive.

Eat fruit and vegetables 

Those who have a high cholesterol level

are advised to maintain a balanced diet.

This should include fruit and vegetables as

these are rich in vitamins, minerals and

antioxidants, and therefore have a role in

preventing the formation of fatty plaques

on the walls of vessels. Studies have

showed that the lack of certain substances

enhances LDL oxidation – for example, a

deficit in Vitamins C and E, polyphenols

found in fruits and vegetables, dietary plant

fibres and calcium.
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Get regular exercise

To boost the effect of the new

nutritional pattern, add physical activity.

This will help decrease the LDL level

and increase the level of high density

lipoprotein (HDL) or ‘good’ cholesterol.

Create an exercise programme that

takes into consideration your age and

general health status, and which keeps

you motivated to work out. If you have

not been active, begin slowly and

increase the intensity gradually.

Drink sufficient water 

Hydrating the body will revitalise it and

help in maintaining a perfect weight.

Doctors recommend drinking 1.5-2 litres

of water per day. You can substitute part

of the intake with healthy liquids like

green tea or fresh juices.

Control blood pressure

Hypertension increases the risk of

myocardial infarction. Visiting the doctor

is a way to have peace of mind. Beverages

that act as stimulants (coffee, tea or

energy drinks) can increase blood

pressure, as does salt. So, reduce intake.

Stop smoking

Smoking is bad for health in general, and

also increases the LDL cholesterol level.

Smokers should stop this habit early.

Often, cessation will make the body gain

weight. A suitable diet and routine

exercise will help.

Boost vitamins after menopause

The dietary pattern usually provides all

the nutrients needed by the body.

However, the body may not get enough

of some essential nutrients in some

situations. In women, this becomes

obvious after menopause. Without the

protective effect of hormones, it is

common for women to experience a

lack of iron and Vitamin D, for instance.

This is not dangerous but we

recommend a general check-up after

the first blood analysis following

menopause.

Maintain the diet

Some will find it easy to commit to a

particular diet or weight maintenance

programme, while others find it an

ordeal. Ask for help where necessary.

Note that emotional trauma can be

translated in the body by an increase or a

decrease in weight. Those with

hypercholesterolemia will have to keep

to a steady and balanced nutritional

pattern for life.

It is normal to experience overeating at

some point. Carefully control intake,

especially during festive occasions when

food is abundant. Losing weight becomes

very hard especially after a certain age.

Eat what you like from time to time but

try to lose the extra weight quickly, either

through exercise or by avoiding certain

kinds of food or decreasing the amount

consumed.

Source: Health & Nutrition Magazine,

Issue 170 – October 2014

This is an edited version of the article.
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Branding

Oftentimes, branding is about knowing

when to change direction. Sometimes

that change of direction needs to be a

complete 180 degree about-face or as it is more

commonly known: a U-turn.

The decision to do a U-turn or not is one of the

tougher decisions in life in general; it is no easier

with branding. The reasons for or against a U-turn

can often be complicated.

Reasons not for turning

“The lady’s not for turning” is one of the more

memorable phrases in politics. It was said

by Margaret Thatcher on Oct 10, 1980,

which meant it was during the quite

early days of her term as the UK’s first

female prime minister. 

It was one of those phrases that simply

caught on. There is a good chance that one

element which made it catch on was that it

tapped into a universal cross-cultural value:

consistency. As human beings, we value

consistency very highly. We generally like

individuals who have it and we aspire to

have it in ourselves. Equally, we dislike those

individuals who seem to be forever

dithering and changing their minds. 

We like people who are reliable

and keep on in the same direction.

A standard archetype for this

would be of the athlete who trains

and trains, and enters for a

competition year after year. Yet,

despite valiant attempt after valiant

attempt, individuals like this find

themselves never winning a medal.

But they win something else which

is quite a bit less tangible:

admiration. People love a trier –

those men and women who keep

getting knocked down, but keep

picking themselves up to try again.

So when Thatcher was asked by



37GLOBAL OILS & FATS BUSINESS MAGAZINE • VOL.12 ISSUE 2, 2015

the rest of the UK government (including

prominent members of her own party)

to change her economic policy – as

things were getting difficult with

increasing economic hardships – she

stubbornly refused. Many people liked

her all the more for it. 

This is because a good general rule in the

art of persuasion and motivation is: if

people have a choice of agreeing with

something they are familiar with but

might not be relevant, or with something

they are unfamiliar with but might be

relevant, they will generally go with the

thing they are familiar with. That’s due to

comfort factors as much as anything else.

Let’s face it, most people find economics

conceptually complex and hard to

understand; by contrast ‘she is sticking to

her guns, in the face of difficulties and

criticism’ is easy to understand. 

Thatcher had the added bonus of

another international cultural

phenomenon on her side – the one that

goes: ‘times are tough, so collectively

we’ve got to tighten our belts, do

without, and tough it out’. It was an

approach that had worked a few times

for Mao Zedong only a decade or two

earlier in his rise to power in a totally

different situation in China with his “great

leap forward” for the country.

Another example of the power of not

turning comes from Napoleon Hill’s

classic book on career success,  Think and

Grow Rich. Even though the book is

almost a century old and its examples are

old, the principles are timeless. One of

the key principles is on decision making.

One of Hill’s favourite observations is:

In other words, a tendency not to U-turn,

even if it goes to the point of

stubbornness or obsessive tenacity, is a

better bet for success than the U-turn. A

key point of the quote has to do with

what it does not say. It does not say

‘never change your mind’ or ‘never make

a U-turn’. It more addresses the general

human tendency to give up when things

get difficult. 

Reasons for turning

As the reasons for doing a U-turn are

more complex than the reasons for not

doing one, I’ll use three cases by way of

illustration.

New Coke

If you were to ask ‘What was the greatest

branding disaster ever?’ you’d really find it

hard to beat the New Coke story. We’re

not just talking about any brand here, but

the strongest brand in the world at the

time, not to mention the fact that the

Coca Cola Corporation was, and still is,

one of the biggest and best known

corporations in the world. 

On April 23, 1985, the company under

the generally impressive leadership of

CEO Roberto Goizueta changed the

formula of its flagship brand. It was not a

decision that was taken lightly. There was

a great deal of market research involved,

not to mention numerous focus groups

and taste-testing sessions. As far as

standard marketing analysis was

concerned, the new formula was a

winner. Not only that, the Coca Cola

Corporation was feeling the pressure

because, by 1983, Coke’s market share

had fallen to 24%. In the late 1940s that

figure had been 60%.

But there was one factor that Coca Cola

missed: the degree of the emotional

outrage from conservative Coke drinkers

who didn’t want change. The interesting

thing was that these conservative

drinkers were a minority. Overall, the

market share of New Coke grew by 8%

because of the new formula. But as ever,

a good marketing and branding rule is:

when there is a battle between emotion

and logic, emotion generally wins. 

To a very large degree, numbers

(whether from market share, prices or

anything else) drive marketing. But angry

scenes of people shouting on the evening

news do have habit of making the biggest

impression of all. Consequently, after

much internal debating and soul-

searching, Coca Cola did a U-turn and

withdrew New Coke. They then

Successful people make up their minds

quickly, and change them slowly. 

Unsuccessful people make up their

minds slowly, and change them quickly.
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reinstalled the original Coke formula on July 11. In other words,

the whole episode lasted less than three months.

The interesting part was that the Coke brand went on to new

strengths very soon after things settled down. Part of this had to

do with the old adage that ‘there’s no such thing as bad publicity’.

Coca Cola’s mess-up was in the news almost every day. On top

of that was the fact that Coke responded to its customers. The

Coca Cola Corporation, as a brand in itself, become stronger

because it was perceived as more ‘caring and responsive’ and

listening to its customers, which people generally like more than

a corporation that is perceived as arrogant.

ICI Ltd

The former ICI Chairman, Sir John Harvey-Jones, wrote a few

good books on business but I particularly liked his first one,

Making it Happen. He talked quite a bit about the judgments

required in running a business. ICI had on many occasions to

make the tough strategic decision of when to make a change

versus when to carry on as before. 

The way Sir John described it was the “stick with it” brigade

versus the “cut your losses” folks. His general advice was to side

with the “cut your losses” folks – namely do a U-turn and get out

of the business. His reasoning was neatly summed up with the

phrase that one of the hardest things in life is to: “admit you

made a mistake in the first place”.

Psychologists call this ‘consistency bias’ and it is a very important

principle in life in general as well as branding. It looks at the fact

that we, as humans, are very quick to adopt an idea or a position,

but once we are hooked in to that idea or position, we are very

reluctant to change. This remains true even when the logical

evidence to change one’s mind would otherwise be regarded as

overwhelming.

Failed invasion of Cuba

In 1961, the US in general and President John F Kennedy in

particular were worried about the rise of communism in Cuba

under Fidel Castro. In fact, they were so worried that the US

backed an invasion attempt on April 17 by Cuban exiles, with

some considerable help from the US military and the CIA.

It turned out to be a disaster, with most of the invasion force

being captured or killed. Worse was to come in terms of political

fallout

– public

image was such

that Castro gained in

popularity from it in

Cuba, and worldwide, the

US came across as being

both nasty and incompetent.

All in all it was the kind of

mess that would normally

end a presidency. But the

opposite happened to JFK

himself. Why? Because he did a

U-turn, and more to the point

he expressed it very frankly;

about as frankly as going from

‘invading Cuba is a good idea’ to

‘invading Cuba is a terrible idea’.

Actually, U-turns are not much

more extreme than that!

Some useful background was

offered by David Greenberg in a

New York Times article on Jan 14,

2007, in which he talks about the

art of admitting a failure, but

without looking a failure yourself.

JFK did what media commentators

refer to as a ‘mea culpa manoeuvre’ (mea culpa being Latin for

‘through my fault’). The key point is that a mea culpa admission

makes someone seem more human, less boastful, and all in all

more appealing. 

We all make mistakes. And the general view of the public is that

they are okay with people who are so smart that on the rare

occasions that they do make mistakes, they cover them up

rather well. A messed up cover-up, like Watergate, can

antagonise a public. But a frank admission of failure can win them

over. That’s just what JFK did, and it made him one of the most

popular presidents the US ever had.

There are few general rules with marketing, but one good one

is to be consistent. Consistency builds brands more than most



things do, ranging from logo design to use of colours in

marketing materials, keeping the name the same, and which

celebrities to use for endorsements. People like consistency. It

gives them a sense of comfort and reassurance in a world full of

uncertainty and change.

But there is another side to this: people get bored really easily.

So, if you don’t keep doing things to keep your brand interesting

(anything from a new TV ad to a major product launch), you will

fade fast. 

So the trick is to get the balance right: enough ‘old’ to reassure

folks that the brand is still there, and enough ‘new’ to keep the

brand fresh.

What should the edible oils industry do?

Firstly, recognise that the industry still has a long way to go in

terms of building a brand. After all, there is no corporation in the

oils and fats industry that ranks up there with Apple or Sony for

public awareness, and there is no bottle of cooking oil that ranks

with an iPhone or iPad for public enthusiasm. 

Admittedly, part of this that oils and fats are not very interesting

products. I’d have said the same about a cup of coffee, but look

at Starbucks. And, at the end of the day, what is Coke or Pepsi

but a fizzy drink with sugar in it?

Secondly, know what your ‘don’t change’ and ‘maybe change’

zones are. JFK never altered in his position that he was the right

guy to be president, but he did do a U-turn in another area.

For oils and fats, I would suggest:

• Don’t change on

- Land use and yield for palm oil

- Corporate social responsibility, particularly providing an

income for the rural poor

• Maybe change on

- Posture of being defensive or aggressive (when to be pushy,

when to back off, or even when to say ‘we’re sorry’)

- Media (change the mix of use of TV, radio, press, blogs and

social media)

The evidence is that U-turns aren’t all bad. For sure you don’t

want to do them too often, but get them right and they can

invigorate a brand quite dramatically. A good example of this is

Sergio Zyman, who was one of the senior marketers at Coca

Cola on the New Coke fiasco. He used the admission of failure

to take his personal brand as a marketing consultant to a new

high.

A lovely historical insight into the failings of a mindlessly

repetitive, macho ‘push, push, push’ approach came from one of

Europe’s biggest winners of military campaigns – the Duke of

Wellington. 

In a newspaper interview during the Duke’s retirement, the

reporter asked: “What makes a great general?”

The Duke replied: “To know when to retreat … and to dare to

do it.”

Dr Ian L Halsall

Researcher & Author
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It was pitch dark and I was in bed on the estate. A screeching noise came from

somewhere above my head – something between the high-frequency atmospherics

from an old-fashioned valve-radio and the opening of a very rusty cemetery gate

in a horror movie. 

The noise stopped for a second or two, then restarted. It was coming from inside

the room almost directly over my head but outside my mosquito net. It was an

unearthly, unnatural noise. The hair on my neck started to prickle. Fighting down

the urge to pull the sheet over my head, I lifted the mosquito net, hitched up my

sarong and slid out of bed in a crouch. 

In the beam of my torch, I saw a huge snake coiled round the rafters a few feet

above my head. In its mouth it held fast a keluang, a flying fox.  It was the bat

that was making the screeching noise. 

It looked like a stand-off. The snake obviously had not got the bat by any of

its vital organs; it was still able to flutter one of its wings and I could see part

of the other wing inside the snake's throat, wriggling convulsively. The high

frequency screams continued unabated. Two things were clear. Firstly, neither

of the combatants was going anywhere in a hurry. Secondly, I would get no

more sleep unless I intervened.

My well-thumbed copy of Tweedie’s Snakes of Malaya was in the bookcase in the sitting room. I collected it and, sitting on

the bed reading by the light of my torch with one wary eye on the combatants above my head, I identified the snake as a

keeled-rat snake. The description read: ‘Zaocys carinatus – the largest of the Asiatic Colubines – not uncommon. Slate grey,

or black in the belly. Does good service in killing rats. They overcome their prey by holding it down with a loop of their coils.’ 

It wasn't poisonous then. That was a relief. Not that it could do anything in its present embarrassing position with a

mouthful of bat of course, but it might have some brothers or sisters running around. Generally on oil palm estates we

discourage the killing of snakes since they provide biological control of rats which do great damage to the fruit. However,

once a snake trespasses into the house, the ban is lifted.

In my wardrobe I had an old tennis racquet. It looked like the ideal weapon for the occasion. With the torch in my left

hand, I swung the racquet with an overhead serving action. I hit the head of the snake a satisfactory thump but as I did
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so I tripped, stumbled forward and dropped the torch. It

went out.  

In the inky darkness the snake swung back like a

pendulum. The furry squirming body of the bat hit me full

in the face. Snakes, I can generally deal with; but since I was

a small boy. I have had an unreasoning fear of bats. I flung

it off me, leaped back with a shout, and fell into the

mosquito net. 

The bat had stopped its eerie screeching, but, as I

groped around on the floor for the torch, I was very

conscious that both bat and snake were hanging silently

above me somewhere. My hand encountered the torch.

I switched it on. The snake was clinging to the rafter by

its tail and the bat, still wedged in its mouth, was

swinging around at about the level of my navel. It was

flapping weakly. 

I put both of them out of their misery with a strong

forehand drive, this time keeping a tight grip on my torch.

Using the racquet with a sort of frying-pan action, I

shovelled the two corpses out of the window. It took me

quite some time to get back to sleep.

When James Lloreno brought in my morning tea by the

dawn's early light, he inspected my ripped mosquito net

with some surprise. When I explained about my nocturnal

encounter he was unimpressed and completely lacking in

sympathy. Looking from the window at the two corpses

down below, he said: “Not very big snake, Boss. We get

plenty big snakes in Philippines. You like I make a Snake and

Bat Pie today, Boss?”

James was not quite so philosophical when he had his

own encounter with a snake a few weeks later. I had been

playing badminton with our Bugis workers in Kampong

Ulu. I walked back to the house in the gathering darkness

through a tropical downpour, umbrella in one hand and

torch in the other. 

At the top of our front steps James Lloreno was awaiting

me. He was deathly pale and obviously worried. He had,

he said, been bitten on the ankle by a large snake about

10 minutes before, at around 7pm, on the path just

outside the kitchen. He had stepped on it in the darkness.

It had wrapped itself round his leg and sunk its fangs into

his ankle.  He had fought it off and fled. Sure enough, he

had a puncture mark on his leg, which confirmed that this

was not one of his usual flights of imagination. 

Unfortunately, he had not killed the snake but he

described it as being about 50 feet long, as thick as his

waist and a yellowish green colour. Allowing for James’

usual exaggeration, there were only two snakes in our

area, which could grow to over 14 feet in length – the

reticulated python and the hamadryad, also known as the

king cobra. 

The python has a darkish pattern all over its body, whilst

the hamadryad has a yellow patch on its throat. Since a

hamadryad can rear up to one-third of its length, makes a

very loud hissing noise and expands its hood when

disturbed, a person would normally be left in very little

doubt if attacked by an angry hamadryad. I was fairly

certain therefore that James had been bitten by a python.

He was equally certain that it must have been a

hamadryad.

Performance of a lifetime

James was not interested in discussing the biological

differences between the two species. He was more keen

to learn about the relative effects of their bites. I got

Tweedie’s book out again. As regards the python it was

easy. A python kills its prey by constriction; it does not

inject venom. The only very slight danger lay in the wound

going septic. All that was needed was to clean up the cut

with some iodine and James would be as right as rain.

"And if it was a hamadryad?" James enquired rather

tremulously.
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“Let me read it to you,” I said. “Here we are. This is really

interesting stuff, James. ‘The hamadryad is by far the largest

venomous snake in the world and is known to exceed 18

feet in length. Its bite is likely to be rapidly fatal, within half

an hour or so, owing to the great volume of venom that

is injected.’ If you are right, and it was a hamadryad bite,

you will be dead in less than 30 minutes from now.”

“Is there nothing we can do?” asked James faintly. “A

tourniquet will do no good,” I replied. “If it was a

hamadryad, the poison by now will have spread through

your system.” 

We were presented with an interesting dilemma, I

suggested. There was no one in the house apart from

James and myself. Kong Miew was down in Klagan playing

mahjong with his friends. Mr Mathen, our new medical

orderly, (or ‘Dresser’ as he was usually called.) was up at

Ulu Village. It would take me over half an hour with the

track in its present muddy state to go there and to come

back with him. 

Even if Mathen had any suitable antidote, which I was fairly

sure he did not, James would, if the snake was a

hamadryad, be dead before our return. If it was a python

bite, there was no problem and the dresser would be of

little assistance. 

It seemed to me, I suggested, that if James was to die in

unspeakable agonies in the next 30 minutes or so, it might

be better if I stayed, so that he had a bit of company. James

rather thoughtfully agreed. He expressed some interest in

the symptoms which would indicate if he had been bitten

by a hamadryad. 

I consulted my copy of the Ship Captain's Guide to

Medicine. To my surprise, it actually had a section on snake

bites, although unfortunately they said nothing specific

about king cobras.

‘The most common symptom in snake bite is fright and

fear of sudden death,’ it said. This symptom was certainly

in evidence in the case of James. ‘Sucking the venom out

is not generally recommended,’ it went on. That was good

news. The idea of sucking vigorously on James Lloreno’s

ankle did not commend itself to me. ‘Seek Radio Medical

advice, giving if possible a description of the snake,’ it

continued. That advice was not much help in the middle

of the Borneo jungle. 

I resorted to Tweedie again: ‘Elapid venom acts mainly as

a neurotoxin, that is to say it attacks the nerve centres and

causes paralysis. When its action is fatal, this is due to

paralysis of the respiratory system, so that the victim dies

of asphyxia.’ 

From my experience in Johore, I seemed to remember

that the victim would first of all get a high temperature,

followed by palpitations and haemorrhaging.  James

listened to this description with horrified fascination.

In addition to his achievements in his previous career in

music and the culinary arts, James had also claimed some

past measure of success on stage and screen.  In the

course of the next 30 minutes, he produced what surely

must have been the greatest thespian performance of his

life. One by one, he discovered each of the symptoms I

had described to him, and one by one he milked them to

the limits of their dramatic possibilities.

His temperature was, he claimed, rising rapidly. “No,” I said

reassuringly, “It seems quite normal to me.” “Look Boss, I

am beginning to sweat.” He hung on to the side of the

kitchen door, hand to brow, like Hamlet in the death

scene. He half-fell across the dining-table. His eyes rolled

horribly in his skull.  

In a choking voice, he gave me explicit instructions

regarding the funeral service.  (Kong Miew was under no
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circumstances to be permitted to attend.) They say that

for a man who is dying, time slows down so that a

minute is an hour. James developed an obsessive interest

in the time. He kept reappearing from the kitchen at

intervals of little more than a minute to ask how long he

had to go.

This was getting out of hand, I thought. However the Ship

Captain’s Guide had said ‘Reassurance is most important’.

I got the big old-fashioned alarm clock from my bedroom

and set it to ring at exactly 7.40pm, i.e. 40 minutes after

the snake had bitten him. We then placed the clock on the

kitchen table.

“If you live long enough to hear this alarm ring,” I

explained soothingly, “then we can take it that it was

definitely not a hamadryad. Now there is no need to keep

asking the time.”  

Minutes later it seemed, James staggered back into the

lounge. The palpitations were starting he said, just as I had

described. His heart was pounding heavily. It might be

better, I thought, if he had something to occupy his mind. 

“Look James, what have you been making for my dinner

tonight?”

“Minnesota Fried Chicken, Boss.  It is in the oven.”

“Don't you think you should lay the table then, James?

I don't know where you keep everything out there. If

you die in 10 minutes or so, I will still have to eat,

won't I?”

James agreed that this seemed logical. He lurched to and

from the kitchen with a great crashing of dishes. Every

reappearance brought a new drama. His breathing was

laboured and he had started to make a horrid rattling

sound in his throat. 

When he staggered in with my chicken, there were still

a few minutes to go. This was obviously his deathbed

scene, where loyal servant serves chicken with last

rattling breath and expires! I could see him glancing

round to see where he should die. Should it be on the

sofa in the lounge or on the steps leading down to the

kitchen? I headed him off from the sofa and sat down at

the dining-table. “You have forgotten the HP sauce again,

James.”

He cut off in full flight and went back to the kitchen. As he

staggered back with it, still breathing heavily, the alarm

went off. For a minute James was in two minds, whether

to be happy or sad. His deathbed scene was obviously

ruined. But he was going to live. He shrugged resignedly

and went back to the kitchen. 

“I hope you have remembered to make a dessert,” I

bellowed after him! Actually, it had, after all, looked

remarkably like a python bite to me. I had a similar scar on

my left thumb, where a python had sunk his teeth into me

years ago when I handled it carelessly. 

Nor, to be truthful, had I ever heard of a hamadryad

wrapping itself around an intended victim. Still, to have

speculated along these lines earlier would have ruined

James' performance completely, and he would not have

forgiven me.

Datuk Leslie Davidson
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Former Chairman, Unilever Plantations International

The second part will be published in the next issue. This is an edited chapter
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