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Cover Story

The Hon. Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad, the Prime Minister of Malaysia, opened the month-long ‘Hutan Kita’ (Our
Forest) exhibition at the Kuala Lumpur Tower on Aug 23, 2019.

In his address, he drew attention to Malaysia’s commitment to maintain at least half of the total land area under forest.
New measures, he said, will be implemented post-2020 to mainstream biodiversity in the socio-economic development
agenda. He also rebutted criticism of the Malaysian palm oil industry in relation to alleged deforestation.

Cover Story
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I would like to thank the Ministry of Water, Land and

Natural Resources and [the Hon.] Dr Xavier Jayakumar for

inviting me to address and officiate the first of its kind ‘Hutan

Kita’ exhibition. 

When translated, it would be ‘Our Forest’, a powerful affirmation

that the forest belongs to us. We could take the irresponsible

contention that, since it belongs to us, we can very well do what

we like with it. But I would like to believe that our interpretation

of the tagline is positive in that, since the forest is ours, it is our

responsibility to protect and conserve its longevity, sustainability

and beauty.

Further to that, it is also a declaration that it is something shared,

meaning that protecting and conserving the forest is not only for

ourselves and the present generation, but for future generations.

It is therefore a pleasure to be here today to witness this

exhibition displaying our natural treasure, filled with its richness

in biodiversity of flora and fauna.

Malaysia’s rainforests are among the most diverse on the planet.

Pristine forests of all kinds occur across Malaysia, with complex

structures from the mangrove forest to the highland forest. Even

small areas of forest are richer in tree and wildlife species than

most similar-sized areas in tropical Africa or America.

Unlike many nations which rely on finite natural resources such

as fossil fuels or minerals, Malaysia has been blessed with a

renewable resource which, when managed carefully, will continue

to provide for our nation indefinitely. Not only do our abundant

forests provide us with renewable timber and other forest

products, but the tropical climate means our agro-commodities

yield harvests which do not occur in more temperate regions.

At the Rio Earth Summit in 1992, as the Prime Minister of

Malaysia then, I made a pledge that Malaysia is committed to

maintain at least 50% of our land mass under forest cover.  Today,

almost three decades later, I am proud to announce that we

have not reneged on that pledge.

“
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Malaysia’s forest cover is currently at 55.3% or 18.3 million ha of
our total land area, exceeding the initial commitment made at
the Rio Earth Summit. This represents the nation’s will and
commitment to conserve and sustainably manage our forest, its
flora and fauna.

It represents our ability not only to honour our promise to our
global partners, but to outdo even our own expectations. Our
forest cover today is far higher than that of most large European
countries including France, Germany, Italy and the UK.

Despite Malaysia’s economic growth and rapid urbanisation,
maintaining the forests and making existing agricultural land
more productive to meet increasing demand, could not have

been achieved without adopting pragmatic, progressive and
sustainable development policies.

The Land Conservation Act 1960, Wildlife Protection Act 1972
and National Forestry Act 1984 were instrumental in providing
the legal framework to cover every aspect, including land use,
wildlife protection, and the administration and conservation of
forests.

Balancing conservation and development
Malaysia has been taking comprehensive measures to ensure
that economic development did not come at undue sacrifice of
its natural resources. By implementing programmes for poverty
eradication, forestry management and protection of the

Cover StoryCover Story

Rainforests Malaysia Story:Layout 1  12/12/19  12:50 PM  Page 8



9GLOBAL OILS & FATS BUSINESS MAGAZINE •VOL.16 ISSUE 4, 2019

country’s rich biodiversity, Malaysia has worked hard to ensure
that economic development and environmental conservation
go hand in hand.

As we make the transition towards becoming a
developed nation, we put increasing pressure
on our natural habitats and the species
that they nurture. A key challenge
therefore is to make that transition
while ensuring that our forests are
safeguarded. While focusing on economic
growth and development, the government gives equal
emphasis to promoting conservation of natural resources.

When logging becomes absolutely necessary, we have in
place mechanisms that improve the sustainability of this
industry. Sustainable Forest Management is pursued through
various national strategies and programmes, such as the forest
certification initiative and the implementation of best agricultural
practices.

Malaysia has been implementing forest certification since 2001
through the Malaysian Timber Certification Scheme (MTCS), as
a voluntary scheme. The MTCS has become a leading timber
certification scheme for tropical forests in Southeast Asia. It has
also been accorded international recognition by becoming the
first tropical timber certification scheme in the region to be
endorsed by the Programme for the Endorsement of Forest
Certification, which is currently the largest forest certification
system in the world.

Having said that, although Malaysia has put in place various
effor ts to prevent forest loss, we still face challenges from
our growing socio-economic development needs. The
increasing population brings with it increased demand for
food, water and infrastructure, which places pressure on our
forests.

The impacts of climate change further add to this pressure.
Extreme changes in rainfall patterns, as well as extended dry spells,
affect our forests’ ability to store and produce fresh water. Extreme
storms uproot trees and damage forest habitats. Increasing
temperatures negatively impact biodiversity, especially of insect
populations, driving away or wiping out available pollinators.

Under the Eleventh
Malaysia Plan (2015-

20), substantial national
resources have been allocated

to enhance a wide range of actions
to address climate change. Among the

actions we have undertaken is to further enhance
conservation and restoration efforts – it is known that, even
though climate change can affect our forests, our forests can be
used to reduce the impacts of climate change and to stabilise the
changing climate.

Malaysia’s commitment
Notably, Malaysia has implemented two national initiatives,
namely the Central Forest Spine in Peninsular Malaysia and the
Heart of Borneo in Sabah and Sarawak, to protect ecosystems,
while building resilience of our forests to climate change and to
increase connectivity between forest reserves.

Moving forward, the government will outline eight key actions
that will be implemented to enhance efforts in sustainable
forest management and mainstreaming biodiversity in
Malaysia’s socio-economic development agenda in the era of
post-2020.

On the global front, as one of the world’s most biodiverse
nations, Malaysia takes its commitment to conservation
seriously and is proud to be a signatory to an extensive list of
global treaties on conservation, wildlife, forestry and the
environment.

Malaysia is par ty to various multilateral forest conservation-
related conventions and agreements, such as the Convention
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on Biological Diversity, United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change, Convention on Wetlands of
International Importance and Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Flora and Fauna. As
par ty to these conventions, Malaysia is obliged to develop
national strategies, plans and programmes by taking
measures for the conservation and sustainable use of natural
resources.

Malaysia sees these agreements as a key part of its formula for
balance in the sense of its responsibility to the planet and
responsibility to its people to ensure their right to food, clothing
and shelter – and balance in the right every nation enjoys to
employ its natural resources to raise its people out of poverty;
and to seek long-term, sustainable and shared prosperity for the
country.

The challenges
We have been accused of putting the need for development
before the needs of our forests. The issue of deforestation for
oil palm plantations has always been championed by our
detractors.

The claims linking palm oil to deforestation are baseless, unfair
and unjustified. These claims bring negative impact to Malaysia
which depends highly on the palm oil industry to raise the socio-
economic well-being of our people, in order to help us achieve
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

It has also significant detrimental effects on oil palm growers
who include 650,000 smallholders, as well as another 1.5 million
people employed throughout the palm oil supply chain.

The truth is, the palm oil industry in Malaysia has been
developed sustainably and responsibly. The government, in
adhering to the SDGs, has put in measures to ensure this
industry does not cause environmental degradation, as well as to
avoid unsustainable practices such as destruction of forests and
wildlife habitats.

The Malaysian palm oil industry is now focusing on improving
productivity and yields rather than expanding land, in order to
avoid deforestation and direct or indirect land use change.
Apart from that, restrictions have been imposed on the
planting of oil palm on peatland as well as in Permanent
Reserved Forests.
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In line with the above, the government has set the maximum
arable land for oil palm cultivation at about 6.6 million ha by
2023. It is encouraging that the state of Sarawak has imposed a
moratorium on state land for oil palm plantation; it does not
allow new planting of oil palm on state land including on
peatland.

Malaysia stands proud to share some of our sustainable
practices with the world. We introduced the Malaysian
Sustainable Palm Oil (MSPO) Certification Scheme in 2013
and it will be made mandatory commencing Jan 1, 2020. This
cer tification wholly and clearly addresses global concerns on
the sustainable production of palm oil, including that of
biodiversity loss, greenhouse gas emissions and destruction
of wildlife habitats. Through the MSPO, every drop of palm
oil produced in Malaysia will subscribe to sustainability
practices.

Shared responsibility
The forest is our shared heritage. It is also our shared
responsibility. Conserving it will require our collective and
sustained efforts, be it individuals, governments, academicians, the
private sector, the media, indigenous and local communities and
international organisations.

Everyone has a part to play, and we all need to come together
for our forests and for the sake of future generations. To enable
greater implementation of forest conservation – as well as
overcome gaps and constraints faced – adequate and
substantial technical and financial resources are needed.
Malaysia will continue to explore opportunities in accessing
suppor t from developed countries and international
organisations.

In conjunction with this auspicious event, I would like to
announce that the Merbau tree (Malacca teak) has been
chosen as our National Tree. With its hardy nature, I believe
that all Malaysians, can take the Merbau as a symbol of national
pride.

I hereby reaffirm Malaysia’s commitment to maintain at least
50% of our land area under forest cover in accordance with
our commitment made at the Rio Ear th Summit in 1992. I
am indeed confident that the ‘Hutan Kita’ Exhibition will be
a catalyst in increasing awareness among us with regard to
our forest. It is our forest and therefore we are responsible
for it.”
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Sustaining Malaysia’s Mega-diversity for the World

Malaysia is one of 12 mega-diverse countries, being home to

more than 42,000 known plant and animal species with a high

level of endemism. A large part this biodiversity is hosted by vast

forests, covering about 33 million ha across Peninsular Malaysia,

Sabah and Sarawak.

The government recognises that our forests provide valuable

assets that contribute significantly towards national socio-

economic development. It has been established that Malaysians

derive countless ecosystem services, health and well-being

benefits from forests.

However, the size, complexity and diversity of our forests also

mean that they are of global importance. They provide the global

climate system with key functions such as carbon sequestration,

temperature regulation and continuous oxygen production. By

preserving our forests, we are also preserving habitats for flora

and fauna found nowhere else in the world.

This global importance comes with a heavy burden for

Malaysians. It is our responsibility to not only fully appreciate the

forests, but to also protect and conserve this natural resource for

humankind.

The forestry sector realises that current management efforts must

address emerging issues such as climate change impacts, food

security and sustaining livelihoods. To do so, we are currently

reviewing the National Forestry Policy 1992 and related laws to

incorporate new developments.

Malaysia is fully committed to the implementation of sustainable

forest management (SFM), in line with our commitment to

international conventions and treaties. SFM addresses forest

degradation while increasing direct benefits to people and the

environment. At the social level, SFM contributes to livelihoods,

income generation and employment.

There has also been a successful thrust for certifying forest areas

under the Malaysian Timber Certification Scheme. It provides for

independent assessment of forest management practices and

audit of timber product manufacturers or exporters, to ascertain

that such products are sourced from sustainably managed

forests.

This is to ensure the sustainable management of Malaysia’s

natural forest and forest plantations, as well as to meet the

demand for certified timber products. As at Feb 28, 2019, 4.6

million ha of natural forest and forest plantations have been

covered by the Programme for the Endorsement of Forest

Certification – these include 15 Forest Management Units; 7

Forest Plantation Management Units; and 362 Chain of Custody

companies.

All plantations, including timber latex clones, must follow the

Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) of the Forest Plantation

Development Programme (FPDP) and must be developed outside

environmentally sensitive areas and those with high conservation

value – such as the Central Forest Spine in the Peninsular

Malaysia and the Heart of Borneo in Sabah and Sarawak – except

for areas designated for forest plantations.

The SOP also ensures that all plantations meet the requirements

of the Forest Management Plan, Wildlife Management Plan and

Environment Management Plan, so that plantation activities are

compatible with long-term conservation of biodiversity and

minimise human-wildlife conflict. This will further support efforts

by the Department of Wildlife and National Parks of Peninsular

Malaysia, to enhance management of wildlife and their habitats.

The plantation area under the FPDP does not encroach into

gazetted areas for forest reserves except for areas designated for

forest plantation crops in the Peninsular Malaysia, Licensed for

Planted Forest area in Sarawak and areas that have been

approved to be zoned as Industrial Tree Plantation in Sabah. It

aims to preserve and ensure the sustainability of forest

ecosystems and biodiversity.

It is evident that Malaysia has shown leadership in SFM. But I do

recognise that our journey is long and there is much more to

accomplish together.

Dr Xavier Jayakumar 

Minister of Water, Land and Natural Resources 

Malaysia

This is an edited version of the speech delivered at the opening of the

‘Hutan Kita’ exhibition on Aug 23, 2019.
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Comment

The production and use of biofuels have received much
attention around the world, particularly in the US,
Brazil and across Europe. Developing countries in Asia

are similarly turning to biofuels to reduce dependence on costly

fossil fuel imports and to address climate change. The use of
palm oil biofuels could be a major consideration for policy
makers in search of alternatives.
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In the EU, however, a major obstacle lies

in the Delegated Act of the Renewable

Energy Directive II. It singles out palm oil

as ‘unsustainable’ due to its ‘high risk of

causing deforestation’ based on indirect

land use change. 

In effect, the EU has decided unilaterally

that biofuels produced from palm oil

cannot be counted towards meeting

green fuel targets. The Delegated Act was

passed on June 10, 2019, in the European

Parliament. It caps palm oil use for

biofuels at 2019 levels until 2023, and will

then phase out its use by 2030. This will

affect about 2.5 million tonnes of palm oil

biofuels, or 33% of the EU's annual palm

oil imports.

In addition to referring a complaint to the

World Trade Organisation, palm oil

producing countries will have to drive up

demand for the commodity. Leaders

Indonesia and Malaysia have stepped up

to the plate with plans to raise their

respective biofuel mandates – this will

see them become larger consumers of

palm oil in their own right. 

Higher domestic consumption would

also stabilise the price of palm oil, bolster

sustainable growth of the industry and

maintain jobs toward socio-economic

security within each country. 

The Malaysian Biofuel Industry Act 2007

came into force on Aug 1, 2008, to

ensure the orderly development of the

industry. The national biodiesel programme

started with the B5 blend in 2011,

increasing the bio-content to B7 by the

end of 2014. The B10 mix was made

mandatory for the transpor tation

sector from Feb 1, 2019, while the B7

blend was implemented in the industrial

sector with effect from July 1, 2019.

This will help increase domestic palm

oil consumption to 760,000 tonnes

annually.

In tabling the Federal Budget speech in

the Parliament on Oct 11, 2019, Finance

Minister, the Hon. Lim Guan Eng,

proposed implementing the B20

biodiesel programme in the transport

sector by end 2020. This is expected to

boost local palm oil demand by 500,000

tonnes per annum.

Indonesia is projected to become

the fifth-most populous nation by

2050 with 321 mill ion people ,

compared to 271 million currently. Oil

World estimates that Indonesian

consumption of palm oil stood at 12

million tonnes last year. It is estimated

that the volume will exceed 14 million

tonnes when palm oil is diverted to the

biofuels sector.

Indonesian President Joko Widodo

announced on Aug 12, 2019, that there

are plans to increase the palm oil biofuels

blend from B20 to B30 from January

2020, and to B50 by the end of that year.

Domestic palm oil consumption for

biofuels could then rise to 8.4 million

tonnes and 13.9 million tonnes in 2020

and 2021 respectively, according to a

CIMB analyst. 

Indonesia has had to act swiftly for

another reason. The EU has announced

that countervailing duties of between

8% and 18% will be imposed on

Indonesian palm oil biofuels. This is in

response to a complaint by the

European Biodiesel Board that the palm

oil biofuel producers benefit from ‘unfair’

subsidies. Indonesia is challenging the

decision.

Fur ther oppor tunities are expected

for the palm oil sector as and when

Brexit comes to pass. The UK is a net

impor ter of agricultural products.

The OECD-FAO Agricultural Outlook

2019 projects a substantial impact on

the UK due to Brexit, as more than

70% of its agricultural imports have

come from the EU and 62% of its

agricultural expor ts have been to the

EU.

With higher trade barriers anticipated

after Brexit, the UK will need new trade

partners. Malaysia’s palm oil producers

would do well to explore any openings

that arise.

‘Misguided policy’ 

Malaysia’s Prime Minister, the Hon. Tun Dr

Mahathir Mohamad, has referred to the

Delegated Act as a misguided policy
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designed to protect the agricultural

industries of a few EU member-states. In

an opinion piece for Bloomberg on Aug

19, 2019, he noted that beef production

– for example in Latin America –

represents the world’s biggest cause of

deforestation.

Fern, a Dutch NGO for forestr y

issues, had signaled this in a 2018

Policy Brief entitled ‘Agricultural

commodity consumption in the EU’. It

said beef production is the main driver of

deforestation. In seven countries with

high deforestation in 2011, conversion to

cattle pasture was responsible for nearly

60% of forest loss linked to agriculture in

terms of land area, mainly in Brazil. The

forest lost to ranching was double that of

the combined deforestation associated

with soybean, palm oil and timber.

According to The Economist, the Amazon

basin contains 40% of the world’s tropical

forests and accounts for 10-15% of global

biodiversity. Brazil alone had lost nearly a

billion trees due to deforestation

between August 2017 and July 2018

(7,900 sq km of Amazon forest). 

Brazil is also the world's biggest beef

exporter and largest soybean producer.

The USDA projects that Brazil will

harvest 124 million tonnes of soybean in

2019/20, while its soybean acreage is

expected to increase to 37 million ha.  It

is estimated that 80% of soybean meal is

used for animal feed worldwide. 
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The World Resources Report 2018

projects consumption of animal-based

foods to rise 68% between 2010 and

2050, with an 88% increase in

consumption of ruminant meat (from

cattle, sheep and goats). For every

food calorie generated, animal-based

foods – and ruminant meats in

par ticular – require many times more

feed and land inputs, and emit far more

greenhouse gases, than plant-based

foods.

What this should show critics of palm oil

is that they should remove the blinkers.

The current disasters linked to

deforestation and greenhouse gas

emissions lie in other quarters that

operate unhindered and untroubled by

the impact on the climate.

It is time that due recognition is given to

the palm oil industry, which has

progressed furthest in the agricultural

world in providing both affordable and

sustainably produced food and fuel. If this

is not a convincing argument for widening

the use of palm oil, then what is?

Belvinder Sron

Deputy CEO, MPOC

Comment
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The US decision to slap tariffs
on European aircraft and
agricultural products after

getting the go-ahead from the World
Trade Organisation (WTO) is set to spin
into a new trade war, on the heels of a
long-running dispute with China.

The WTO has ruled that the US can
impose tariffs on US$7.5 billion worth of
EU products. At the time of writing, the US
is scheduled to impose a 10% tariff on
airbus aircraft and 25% duty on agricultural
and industrial goods effective Oct 18.

Global growth outlook is now forecast at a
slower pace, with a weaker trade scenario,
as tensions escalate among the top economies.

Outgoing European Commission president
Jean-Claude Juncker touched a raw nerve
with his remarks on the transatlantic
relationship, which is threatened by the
WTO ruling.

“Trade wars are easy to star t, but
escalate quickly and end badly. Whoever
starts a trade war will end badly in his
own camp,” Juncker said. He added that
trade involves more than numbers, as it
affects livelihoods and jobs.

His remarks would have hit an ironic note
in Southeast Asia, which faces an EU ban
on palm oil biofuels from 2030, with the
phase-out to commence in 2024.
Malaysia and Indonesia plan to take the
issue to the WTO.

Only palm oil biofuels have been singled
out for the ban, on the grounds of ‘high
risk’ to indirect land use change, under
the EU’s Delegated Act of the revised
Renewable Energy Directive.

Major palm oil companies have already
embraced the RSPO, ISCC and MSPO or
ISPO certification schemes to meet the
demand of European buyers for certified
sustainable palm oil (CSPO). The EU ban
will crimp even the supply of, and
demand, for CSPO.

Trade wars ‘wasteful’
Malaysia’s Prime Minister, the Hon. Tun Dr
Mahathir Mohamad, defended palm oil at
the UN General Assembly in October,
saying that the EU Delegated Act “is a
classic case of the denial of free trade”.

Attributing this to Europe’s inability to
sustain the competitiveness of its edible
oils, he noted that campaigns to date

have highlighted allegations that palm oil
is “poisonous to health, destroys the
habitat of long-nosed monkeys and
reduces carbon dioxide absorption”,
among others.

Refuting claims about deforestation, Dr
Mahathir pointed out that Malaysia’s
forest cover stands at 55.3%, exceeding
the pledge made at the Rio Earth Summit
in 1992 to maintain at least 50% of the
land mass under forest. 

This is far higher than the situation in
most European countries. According to
Eurostat, forest cover within the EU-28 in
2015 was about 38% of the total land
area. While this was higher than the
global average of 30.7%, it was well below
Malaysia’s achievement.

The Malaysian government has also set
the maximum arable land for oil palm
cultivation at about 6.5 million ha by 2023.

Despite the talk about free trade, Dr
Mahathir said new regulations are being
introduced all the time to the detriment
of development in poorer countries, as
evident in the Trans Pacific Partnership
Agreement. 
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Trade wars are wasteful and stultify the
potential for everyone to prosper, he
said. The Delegated Act, for instance, will
affect the livelihood and standard of living
of small farmers, who depend on growing
oil palm as a source of income. 

“We appeal to the good sense of the rich
not to impoverish us, not to deprive
hundreds of thousands of our workers
from earning a living. You will be doing a
good deed by consuming palm oil," Dr
Mahathir said.

A new line-up in the European Parliament,
Commission and Council will mean new
policies and demands on the food and
agriculture sector. New policies may not
mean better outcomes if these hinder
free and fair trade. 

According to Ag Perspective, European
Health Commissioner-designate Stella
Kyriakides has been told by MEPs to
reduce the use of pesticides, get rid of
endocrine disruptors and glyphosate, say
‘no’ to GMOs and  ensure that imported

foods comply with the same standards as
in Europe. 

This means that the palm oil sector must
brace itself again to comply with
additional policies and standards relating
to the environment and health in the EU.

It would be useful to draw up a long-
term strategic plan that systematically
addresses fresh concerns and global
requirements.

Belvinder Sron
Deputy CEO, MPOC
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Multiple changes are fueling growth in Pakistan’s food
sector. Rapid urbanisation is leading to modernisation
and industrialisation. The United Nations has

predicted that, by 2050, the rate of urbanisation in developing
countries will be 64.1%. Pakistan, currently at 36.3%, is not far
behind.

Accounting firm PricewaterhouseCoopers has forecast a change
in the global economic order by 2050. Its analysis uses a robust
long-term economic growth model based on projected trends

in demographics, capital investment, education levels and
technological progress to estimate potential long-term growth
rates. It has predicted that Pakistan, which is currently ranked at
24, will stand at 16 in 2050. 

Growth is also occurring at micro levels, for example, in the
growth of average income. According to the Household
Integrated Economic Survey 2015-16, the average income of a
Pakistani is PKR 35,662 and rising. We see a similar increase in
household expenditure.
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With increasing urbanisation and
exposure to global trends, spending
patterns are changing across Pakistan. The
hotel and restaurant sector tops the list
of higher spending, having grown from
close to 4% in 2013-14 to 7.3% in 2015-
16.  This is the highest among sectors. 

Fast food and food-related businesses are
the second-largest industry in Pakistan
with 27% contribution in value-added
production and 16% employment. This is
also the world’s 8th largest market with
more than 180 million consumers. More
than 1,000 large-scale enterprises
operate in this market, while 75% of rural
food manufacturers are from the
informal sector.  

Agriculture, manufacturing, food
production and retailing are all included
in the food industry; thus it spans
everything from farming and livestock to
food processing, marketing and
distribution. The growing retail sector for
food includes supermarkets, food stores,
restaurants and food service. 

In terms of segments like food-related
education, R&D, financial services and
regulation, Pakistan has yet a long way to
go. The 14 research institutions and
laboratories of the Pakistan Council of
Scientific and Industrial Research employ
850 scientists, technologists and
engineers, but these could do a lot more
to improve innovation in practices.

Analysis by category
Packaged food

This sub-segment is in continual growth
due to the rise in population, middle class

demographics and number of women in
professional careers. Increased urbanisation
and awareness of the significance of
nutritious and hygienic food have
dramatically changed the business
landscape for the processed food industry.
There is a greater demand for convenience.

Local companies dominate the market
currently, with only two major multinational
food producers – Nestlé and Unilever – in
the fray. The remaining producers in the
top 10 comprise local companies like
Dalda Foods, Habib Oil Mills and Agro
Processors & Atmospheric Gases. 

Traditional grocery retailers remained
the leading distribution channel for
packaged food in 2018; this was
primarily due to independent small
grocers in urban, suburban and rural
areas throughout the country. However,
sales are shifting toward modern
grocery retailers in general, and to
supermarkets in particular. 

Consumer food service

Pakistan’s consumer food service
industry continued to develop strongly in
2018 with rapidly growing demand. The
average monthly spending on ready-to-
eat food – a sub-category of processed
food – rose from PKR 303 in 2004-05 to
PKR 1,009 in 2013-14.

Consumers are eating out as a lifestyle and
entertainment choice, with young urban
professionals at the forefront of this trend.
The convenience of eating on the go,
better accessibility and economical pricing
have contributed significantly to the
growth of fast food restaurants in Pakistan
especially for international chains like
McDonalds, KFC and Pizza Hut. Demand
for consumer food service is largely
confined to urban hubs like Lahore,
Karachi, Islamabad and Peshawar. 

Ready meals

Ready meals make up a niche category,
but strong growth is being projected. As
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more and more women enter the
workforce, household consumers begin
to value convenience, time saved and
affordability. Furthermore, several
dedicated food channels and the
popularity of cooking shows have a major
influence on consumer tastes and
demand for variety. However, there is also
rising awareness of conscious healthy
choices.

Savoury snacks

This category is led by PepsiCo with its
popular international brands Lay’s, Kurkure

and Cheetos enjoying strong brand equity,
extensive distribution coverage and a
significant marketing budget.

Many new players have entered this
segment, which has resulted in healthy
competition. Among domestic brands,
only Snackcity Kurleez, the flagship
crinkle chip brand from Ismail
Industries, has a prominent retail value
share. 

Salty snacks such as chips lead the
Pakistani market; however, consumption
of salty biscuits is low because biscuits are
usually paired with tea and need to be
sweet.

Unbranded nuts, seeds and trail mixes
have traditionally been popular in the
country. The penetration of packaged
nuts, seeds and trail mixes remains
limited, with distribution focused on
urban and semi-urban cities and marked
by the absence of significant mass media
promotions. Price-sensitive consumers,
who are also not particularly quality-
conscious, find packaged snacks more

expensive and less value for money, when
compared to unpackaged alternatives in
bakeries.

Frozen food

Frozen food is currently a PKR 489.51
million market, primarily driven by
convenience. The production landscape
is transforming from a focus on
traditional processed food items to

higher value-added products, such as
frozen ready-to-cook/fully cooked food,
healthier snacks, dressing and sauces,
processed meat and poultry. This trend
has gained further support from an
expanding network of retail stores
where consumers can find every item
under one roof. However, it’s still limited
to local modern trade.
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Baked goods

Baked food is a PKR 94 billion market
and is predicted to register PKR 122
billion in 2023. It is largely reliant on the
staple status of leavened bread. Growth is
being influenced by population growth
and urbanisation.

Minor categories that are not considered
staples, such as cakes and pastries, are
more sensitive to changes in the macro-
economic environment and factors such
as rising consumer health awareness.
Increased manufacturing activity

has a potentially stronger role to play in
driving growth in cakes, more so than in
bread.

Space for creativity
According to the Department of
Agriculture, 30% fruit and vegetables are
wasted due to negligence and lack of
processing facilities. This poses a major
challenge. Effective management of
logistics and the supply chain is critical for
the food industry. 

There is very limited use of technology
with almost no effort to learn and
incorporate new innovations. Unskilled,
illiterate labour and low wages bar the
industry from any value addition. A
shortfall in investment has led to limited
innovation in the agricultural sector, due
to which production is difficult and
inefficient in Pakistan.

A large informal segment is a major
threat – it discourages innovation and
stifles growth. A number of the new
entrants in the processed food industry
belong to the largely undocumented and
under-taxed informal sector. The food
items produced by these firms are
cheaper because of lower quality

standards. 

These manufacturers pose a major
challenge to larger firms in the formal
sector who invest heavily in product
development and media campaigns.
However, inadequate protection through
patents and trademarks allows small
manufacturers to easily copy the label
and packaging of branded products. Such
‘counterfeit’ products generally offer
higher margins to retailers especially in
small rural stores. 

Quality standard implementation is
required across the entire supply chain.
Food quality depends on several
factors, such as quality of raw
materials, state of logistic facilities
(transport, storage), and conditions at
the point of sale. It would require
investment of time and effor t on each
link in the supply chain, but will reap
great dividends. 
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Another challenge is that our product range is still too narrow,
lacks quality and has limited capacity; therefore, exports are
limited. Traditional farming and farm-produce purchasing
practices means that little income is left over for farmers to
invest in better farming resources and practices.

The last major challenge is high production costs. With
inflation on the rise, purchasing power is decreasing.
Companies are generally surviving with DE grammage to
maintain their profits. 

DE grammage refers to the practice of reducing the weight of a
packaged product, while retaining the price. As the majority of
consumers in Pakistan do not read product labels, they do not
notice this.

Possible solutions
Investment in technology is needed, alongside and R&D to
support the food industry. As much as 30% of agricultural
produce that goes to waste every year can be converted into
economic gain by investing in agribusiness
value chain industries. 

The Netherlands is a great role
model of a small country using
high-tech agricultural and
supply chain practices effectively.
Effective technology usage has
turned the Netherlands into the
world’s second-largest expor ter of
agricultural products.

Iran is also innovating and will be
converting all its vegetable farms to greenhouses
within 10 years. Greenhouse vegetable production is a
more efficient way of growing food compared to field
production. Not only does it conserve valuable water
resources, it uses fertilisers, pesticides and labour more
efficiently as well.

To counter the shortfall in capital required for innovation,
public-private partnerships must be encouraged. Venture

capitalists and other private groups could partner with public
institutors to work together. 

Pakistan is a rich country with an abundance of natural
resources. Its large population makes it an attractive market
for foreign investments as well. But it will need innovative
practices and solutions to truly harness its potential in food
production.

Majida Naveed

Managing Director

EnFuture Insights Pvt Ltd, Pakistan
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Policy initiatives around the world have begun to revolve
around the idea of the ‘circular economy’. This is largely
based on three principles: to design out waste and

pollution; to keep products and materials in use; and to
regenerate natural systems. 

Many industrial processes are still considered to be ‘linear’ –
meaning that raw materials are used, processed into a certain
product and then disposed of as waste. This process leads to the
depletion of finite reserves and creates products that are
disposed of in landfills or incinerators.

The notion of a circular economy reaches far back into history
and philosophy. In a 1976 report for the European Commission
(EC), the authors of a study offered their vision of an economy
in loops (signifying the circular economy) and its impact on job
creation, economic competitiveness, resource savings and waste
prevention.

Considering the global nature of the concept, implementation of
the circular economy model is poised to affect economic
activities across all sectors. It will require operators – large and
small businesses, organisations and individuals – to work
effectively together. 

The transition cannot be limited to actions and adjustments that
reduce the negative impacts of the linear economy. Rather, it
should result in a systemic shift that creates long-term
achievements and resilience; contributes business and economic
opportunities; and delivers benefits for the environment and
society as a whole. 

Since 2010, the idea of the circular economy has gained traction
in the EU as a political issue and economic objective. On Dec
17, 2012, the EC endorsed a document entitled ‘Manifesto for a
Resource Efficient Europe’ prepared by the European Resource
Efficiency Platform. 
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The objective was to provide high-level guidance to the EC, EU
member-states and private actors on the transition towards a
more resource-efficient economy. The manifesto states:  ‘In a world
with growing pressures on resources and the environment, the EU
has no choice but to go for the transition to a resource-efficient
and ultimately regenerative circular economy.’

The European Resource Efficiency Platform has called on
business, labour and civil society leaders to support resource
efficiency and the transformation to a circular economy and
society. It said this offers a path out of the current crisis towards
a reindustrialisation of the European economy on the basis of
resource-efficient growth that will last. A circular, resource-
efficient and resilient economy should be achieved in a socially
inclusive and responsible way. 

In 2015, the EC adopted the document entitled ‘Closing the
loop – An EU action plan for the circular economy’. This outlines
both general and material-specific actions to address challenges
in product design; production processes; consumption; moving
from waste to resources; and innovation, investment and other
cross-cutting issues. 

The Action Plan identifies materials and sectors that face specific
challenges in the context of the circular economy and which
should be addressed in a targeted way:

- Plastics
- Food value chain
- Critical raw materials
- Construction and demolition
- Biomass and bio-based products
- Fertilisers 

In January 2018, in order to advance the Action Plan, the EC
adopted a revised set of measures in the context of the EU’s
‘2018 Circular Economy Package’. The measures include:

• A strategy for plastics in the circular economy and an annex
to transform the way in which plastics and plastic products
are designed, produced, used and recycled – specifically, by
2030, all plastic packaging is to be recyclable;

• A communication on options to address the interface between
chemical, product and waste legislation that assesses how the
rules on waste, products and chemicals relate to each other;

• A monitoring framework on progress towards a circular
economy at the EU and national levels; the framework
comprises 10 key indicators that cover each phase (i.e.
production, consumption, waste management and secondary
raw materials), as well as economic aspects such as investments,
jobs and innovation; and 
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• A report on critical raw materials that highlights potential to
make the use of 27 critical materials more circular in the
economy.

In November 2018, Jyrki Tapani Katainen, the EC Vice-President
for Jobs, Growth, Investment and Competitiveness – also in
charge of the EC’s circular economy policy dossier – identified
the circular economy as a current mega-trend that should also
be “a huge issue for the next Commission”. He was referring to
the next College of Commissioners who will take office for a
five-year term at the end of 2019.

He underlined that, in the forthcoming College, there should
again be a Vice-President in charge of the issue. In general terms,
it is evident that the EC is strongly committed to advancing the
idea of the circular economy and related policy objectives in line
with the 2015 Action Plan.

Link to sustainability 
Efforts to pursue the circular economy will transform the EU
economy into a more sustainable one. This is poised to affect a
wide variety of products, habits and actions, in order to make
production processes and products more sustainable in the EU
and beyond. This will inevitably affect palm oil and its use in the EU. 

Firstly, all palm oil imports will have to be sustainably-sourced.
The debate on what is sustainable palm oil, and which criteria
should apply, will be an important decision for palm oil
producing countries. They should not let the debate be
unilaterally steered by the EU, where oil palm cultivation and
palm oil production are being negatively framed by special
interests.

Secondly, one aspect of achieving a circular economy is the shift
towards the use of energy from renewable sources, which
should, over time, lead to the elimination of fossil fuels. This ought
to be an important opportunity for palm oil. However, in the EU,
palm oil biofuels are threatened by recently updated rules on
renewable energy sources.

The revised Renewable Energy Directive provides that the
contribution of biofuels, bioliquids and biomass fuels produced
from food or feed crops that have a high risk of indirect land use
change (ILUC) – and which record a significant expansion of the
production area into land with high carbon stock – are to be
limited to the 2019 consumption levels and then phased out by
2030. 

Implementing rules determining the ILUC risk of biofuel
feedstocks were adopted in May 2019. Palm oil was the only
biofuel feedstock considered to have an ILUC risk and, must
therefore be phased out by 2030. 

Thirdly, the trend towards a circular economy may provide
additional opportunities for oil palm growers and palm oil
producers. These could relate to reducing the production and
use of plastic. For instance, palm oil mill effluent (POME), a
wastewater generated from milling activities, now requires
effective treatment before discharge into water-courses due to
its polluting properties. Research indicates that POME could
become a source of degradable organic material that could be
converted into value-added products and fine chemicals.
Developments like this would advance the objectives of the
circular economy.

The side-effects of the linear economy are increasingly becoming
clear in terms of air pollution and the production of waste, in
particular plastic waste that pollutes oceans and endangers
marine life. While the move towards a circular economy will
result in the phase-out of certain products – like fossil fuels and
derived products like plastics – as well as the abolition of certain
processes, it also provides opportunities for economic
operators. 

Oil palm cultivators and palm oil producers should embrace the
concept and contribute towards the inevitable global economic
revolution. This would greatly improve the image of palm oil
within the EU, to counter the influence of negative assumptions
and campaigns. 

MPOC Brussels
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Demand for vegetable oils in
North America is expected to
rise significantly, according to a

recent report by Fortune Business Insights.
Consumption amounted to 22.9 million
tonnes in 2018 and is projected to reach
32.9 million tonnes by the end of 2026
(Figure 1), registering a compound annual
growth rate (CAGR) of 4.7%. 

This is being driven by the growing
processed food and food service sectors,
as well as expansion of the oil processing
industry in Mexico and Canada. At the
same time, there is greater awareness of
the adverse health effects of consuming
saturated and unrefined fats from animal
sources. Resilient marketing strategies are
being adopted to promote the sale of
healthy vegetable oils. In 2018, food
applications utilised 70% – the biggest
market-share – of vegetable oils in North
America. 

Vegetable oils are also used for the
production of biofuels and bio-based and
natural products. Non-food applications
are set to grow at a CAGR of 7.6% by
2026. 
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Palm oil, soybean oil and canola oil are
popular in the bakery, food service and
food processing sectors (Figure 2).  In
2018, soybean oil held the biggest
market-share in North America, being
the most widely consumed oil across the
USA and Canada. This was due to
domestic production of soybean and
easy availability of the oil across the
region. The corn oil segment is expected
to see significant growth of 6.1% CAGR
by 2026.  

Largest consumer
The USA is the largest consumer of
vegetable oils, accounting for about 80%
of the volumetric share of the regional

market in 2018.
This is

attributed to increasing use of vegetable
oils for biofuels production and in the
manufacture of food products for export.

The country sustained net imports of 17
oils and fats, according to the latest US
Census Bureau data. The cumulative
total stood at 0.7 million tonnes for the
quarter up to April/June 2019, or up
45% year-on-year. Exports, however,
plunged by 23%, primarily because of
soybean oil. 

Malaysian Palm Oil Board
statistics show that the USA

is the top importer of
Malaysian palm oil in

Nor th America, recording 347,393
tonnes for the first half of 2019 (Table
1). This represented an increase of
77,335 tonnes (29.6%) compared to
the 270,058 tonnes imported over the
same period in 2018. 

Favourable prices contributed to the
growth of palm oil imports. Higher
demand for edible oils, including palm
oil, during the summer months was
another major contributor to the
expansion of demand and consumption
in the USA.

MPOC USA
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Planter’s Diary

By 1957, most of the cocoa on the world’s export market was
being grown by smallholders in Ghana and Cote d’Ivoire.
Cadburys, Bournville and Birmingham were high on the list of
buyers.  However post-colonial political activity in Ghana began
to interrupt supplies.

As soon as Nigeria gained Independence, its eastern region
launched a breakaway state, maybe contributing to the totally
unexpected Declaration of Independence by Zaire, the former
Belgian Congo.

Cadbury’s chocolate factory ran short of raw material, just when
its Ikiliwindi, plantation in Cameroon had pioneered cocoa grown
under ‘thinned out jungle shade’. Philip Wilson, one of the Ikiliwindi
staff, was the son of a surgeon at Rabaul New Britain’s copper
mine. He had followed his father there to learn the cocoa trade.
Philip’s aunt was married to the Cadburys chairman.

Alarmed by rumours of West African politics, Cadburys sought
advice. Southeast Asia’s plantations might kick-start cocoa
production – illustrated by success at the Cocoa Research
Station at Tawau, Sabah. 

A domino effect in African politics threatened British food
producers. By August 1960, the weekly BOAC London-
Singapore service had carried Datuk Leslie Davidson,
pioneer Project Manager of Pamol’s Tungud Estate in
Labuk; John Garner, formerly of Lever’s Pacific Plantations;
myself; and Philip Wilson, Project Manager of Rumidi
Estate, where Cadburys had selected 800 ha of latosols
under jungle.

Leslie employed a Filipino cook; John employed an Indonesian
Bugis amah; and Philip found an Indonesian widow, Habeera, also
known as ‘Bethlehem Steel’ – a cheerful, well-built lady with two
sets of gleaming, stainless steel teeth. 

Philip joined a Sandakan bachelors’ mess, and took up playing
bridge and sailing at weekends. None of us visited Rumidi, near
Tungud Estate. But when Philip’s 1961 planting of 20 ha of
Amelonado cocoa was four years old, Cadburys declared it
mature for the sake of public relations. 

Leslie and I – then at Sabahpalm, adjoining Tungud – were invited
to Rumidi for a Sunday bridge party and lunch. We knew Philip
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was still being looked after by ‘Bethlehem Steel’. Habeera early
on had told Philip that she lived alone with her cats. 

After lunch, Philip showed Leslie and me a new cocoa drier
which he had just finished. Then, he drove us round the oldest
Amelonado cocoa which was producing a light crop on each
carefully pruned tall single cocoa stem. 

The scandal
When I got a chance, I asked Habeera: “How come a fine big
lady like you has no husband?”

“Oh,” she said with a giggle. “I had to run way from Sulawesi
because of the scandal. I killed my husband. Great big lazy,
womanising good-for nothing. I killed him one night with his
own parang. By Bugis custom, he would have had the right to
kill me the same way if I had been leading him a dance with
other men.

“But they took me to the jail. They broke my nose, which is
why I can’t speak properly now. They broke all my teeth
when I admitted to the murder. I threatened to tell the jail
governor unless they replaced all my teeth – I forced them
to pay for it.

“Steel teeth were all they could get. At least, I never suffer from
toothache. But I was in jail for seven years and they threatened
to kill me the moment I was let out. I had to make friends with
the first Bugis ship captain I met, who smuggled me into Cabah.
I bought a new passport and have been here with Tuan Philip
ever since.”

“Does Tuan Philip know all this?” I asked.

“No,” she replied, “I never have told him because he has never
asked. You are the only one who knows.”

Philip called at Sabahpalm a couple of years later, saying that he
had decided to leave Cadburys on expiry of his 15-year service
contract.

“I’m bored with cocoa,” he said. “It doesn’t grow here any better
than in West Africa. I will be leaving soon. Rumidi’s new Project
Manager, Peter Stone and his family will move in from
somewhere near Penang.”
.
“What about Habeera?” I asked.

“Oh, she’ll be all right,” Philip replied. “She will look after the
company’s rest house. I never ask her about herself. She’s been
a faithful and very careful servant all these seven years. Her cats
are her friends. She seldom leaves the house. The Stones are
bringing their servants from Penang. Habeera sometimes asks
after you. What did you say to her when you came to play bridge
at Rumidi that day?”

“Oh, nothing,” I said. “I only spoke the once to ‘Bethlehem Steel’
at the lunch you gave us. A strong character.”

“Yes,” he said. “Peter Stone told me the other day that Habeera
was a convicted murderer from Sulawesi; she had chopped up
her husband, and had her stainless steel teeth fitted afterwards
by warders at the Ujung Pandang jail. I’m sure you never knew
that. I certainly didn’t – and wasn’t it lucky the Bournville
Cadburys never found out!” 

Moray K Graham
Retired Planter
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If the year 1963 was the pivotal year for the project, it was an even
more important year for North Borneo. To quote Dr Mahathir
Mohamad, the Prime Minister a decade or two later, it marked ‘the
transformation of Sabah from a colonial backwater to a dynamic state
within Malaysia’.

In June, Governor Sir William and his wife came up to the estate for
their farewell visit. He had an informal chat with me before the
farewell party which the workers had prepared for him. He said that
Datu Mustapha, who had emerged as the leader of North Borneo’s
Muslim minority, was something of an enigma to the expatriate
community in Jesselton. He knew that Datu Mustapha had visited
our project and had stayed with us on a couple of occasions. He
asked my candid opinion of him as a future head of state. 

I told him that, when Datu Mustapha stayed with us in the
interior and when I had been with him on his home ground in
Kudat, he was a very different man to what he was when he was
in Jesselton in the company of expatriate officials. With us, he
had been friendly and completely relaxed. 

I said that, in my opinion, Datu Mustapha was a remarkable man on
several counts. He had two qualities in great measure. Firstly, he had the air of effortless authority that marks
a natural leader. Tasman and his friends in the Bayok, and Mandore Dick and his Cocos Islanders had all
joined USNO, the local political party, as a result of meeting him. They all respected him greatly.

Secondly, Datu Mustapha was reputed locally to be a man of great courage. Ibrahim had known him years
ago on visits to Kudat. He had once been with Datu Mustapha on a kumpit in a particularly fierce storm in
the Sulu Sea. Datu Mustapha had been completely fearless even when they were in danger of sinking.
Ibrahim said he had been very impressed – and it took a lot to impress Ibrahim!

Mandore Dick and I took the opportunity to raise with Sir William the problems that the Cocos Island
community was facing. They had, since arriving in North Borneo, become full citizens. However, unlike most
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other local races, they had no kampong of their
own outside the estate. We asked if the
government could grant leases to plots of land up
the Tungud River, adjacent to our northern
boundary. 

What we had in mind was that each family would
get a strip of perhaps seven acres of land running
down to the river. We would provide them with a
house. I suggested that perhaps the government
Agricultural Department could provide them with
four acres of oil palm, a few coconut trees and
some fruit trees. When the oil palm matured, they
could sell the fruit to our mill and this would
provide them with a useful source of additional
income. 

Sir William, when he was the Chief Secretary of
Singapore, had been involved with Clunies Ross
and the evacuation of the surplus Cocos Island
community. He had taken an interest in their
welfare ever since. He promised that he would do
something swiftly. He was as good as his word. In a
very short time, the area was surveyed and each
Cocos family received an official lease for a plot of
land, amidst great rejoicing. 

We then encountered a problem. I wrote to the
Chairman in London asking permission to provide
about $80,000 for the building materials. I said that
I thought this would be, on our part, a wise
investment. The Cocos Islanders had become the
backbone of our workforce. We owed them a great
deal. They were particularly skilled as tradesmen.
They were already providing the bulk of our
carpenters, drivers, tractor drivers and bulldozer
operators; and, when the palm oil mill came to be
built, they would provide the artisans to man it. 

Not only that, but some of the young Cocos girls
had married immigrant workers and encouraged
them to settle down on the estate. If we had a
Cocos village on our boundary, it would be a
stabilising factor and a source of local labour in
years to come. It would also be a source of
goodwill with the new state government. 

My appeal unfor tunately fell on deaf ears. In his
reply, David Martin wondered if I had taken
leave of my senses. At a time, he wrote, when
we were desperately trying to keep expenditure
within our budget and had almost been wiped
out by the floods, I was proposing to spend
money to build houses on land which did not
belong to us, and over which we had no control.
The answer was absolutely no! I should forget
the whole idea and concentrate on our own
building projects! 

This was a serious snag. Without houses, our
cherished scheme would not get off the ground.
Roland Smith, the Director of Agriculture, had
already been authorised to provide the necessary
fruit trees and oil palm. However, like us, he was not
authorised to hand over money to settlers to build
houses. 

After fur ther discussions with Roland, we found
a way out of the impasse. With the excellent
growth in our nurseries following the flood,
only 10% of the oil palm had to be culled,
instead of the 40% we had allowed for. We
therefore had a surplus of planting material
towards the year-end. We sold the surplus
palms at a very high price to the Agricultural
Depar tment, which then passed them on to
the Cocos Islanders.
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The money we received was then divided between
the Cocos families, and all the houses were
eventually completed. Needless to say, I did not feel
it was necessary to inform London about this
transaction. They had already told me they had
doubts about my sanity.  When Tun Mustapha (as he
was by then) was Chief Minister, he visited
Kampong Cocos. He was very interested in the
project. He presented them with a community
centre and a mosque. This was the final step in
making it a viable kampong. 

Historic events
In the Labuk, busy as we were throughout 1963, we
were rather on the periphery of the momentous
events leading up to the day when the state of
Sabah became part of the Federation of Malaysia.
However, all three of the future leaders of the state
made electioneering visits to the Labuk region and
we were kept in touch with the political
developments. 

Stephen Holley, who worked in senior government
positions in North Borneo before and after
Independence, in his interesting book A White

Hunter in Borneo, made a perceptive comment:
‘Some have Independence thrust upon them. Sabah
certainly falls into the last category. There was no
local demand for it.’

This reminded me of my discussions with Lord
Cobbold the previous year. The Cobbold
Commission had been set up by the British
government to ascertain the wishes of the peoples
of North Borneo after Tunku Abdul Rahman’s
“Mighty Malaysia” speech.

Lord Cobbold was my guest for a night during his
visit to the Labuk. When he asked my opinion, I
resolutely refused to comment. It was a matter for
the local people rather than the expatriate
community. However, he persisted and pressed me
for my opinion off the record. 

I told him that it was my firm opinion that Malaysia was
the only possible route. Colonialism was clearly in its
death throes and for me, that was a matter for
rejoicing. The idea that Sabah should become
independent on its own, as was being mooted in some
circles particularly in Sandakan, was surely ludicrous. If
Sabah did not join Malaysia, it would become part of
Indonesia or of the Philippines within a year or two. 

Although there was no local demand for
Independence to start with, political awareness
mushroomed with astonishing rapidity after the
Cobbold Commission’s report. By August 1963,
when a UN Delegation visited the state to
ascertain the locals’ views, yet again there was
overwhelming support for joining the Federation. A
Sabahan’s account of this period – My Sabah,

Reminiscences of a Former State Secretary – was
written by Tan Sri Richard Lind. 

Richard can be fairly described as one of the
founding fathers of Greater Malaysia. In the colonial
era, he worked as a District Officer, ending up as
Resident in Sandakan, before moving on to higher
things in Jesselton. During the turbulent political
events which followed Independence, Richard played
an immensely important role, working behind the
scenes as State Secretary, quietly easing the tensions
which often arose between the politicians.
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Richard was responsible for the efficient hand-over
of the senior positions in the state civil service from
expatriates to Malaysians. He was himself absolutely
straight and incorruptible, and he set a good
example to his officials down the line. 

Having spent his early boyhood on a rubber estate,
Richard retained a close interest in plantation
matters. During his tenure at the head of the civil
service, the plantation industry received every help
and encouragement. Years later when he retired, I
was delighted to be able to persuade him to
become an external director of our Malaysian
business, where his knowledge of the country was
a great asset. 

In his foreword to Richard’s book, Dr Mahathir said:
‘Tan Sri Lind provides us with personal insights into
so many important events … The book reflects the
deeper thoughts of a man who subscribes to the
ideals of Malaysia … His adherence to the power-
sharing concept … demonstrates his concern for
the well-being of his beloved State and country.’

On Aug 12, 1963, Sabah formally received
Independence from the British Crown; just over a
month later, on Sept 16, the proclamation of
Sabah’s incorporation into the Federation of
Malaysia was read out at a ceremony on the
Jesselton Town Padang. Tun Mustapha was sworn in
as Yang Di-Pertua Negeri (Head of State) and
Donald Stephens as Chief Minister. There were big
celebrations throughout the state. On Tungud, we
took a day off work to organise a Sports Day. In the
evening, we held a great feast accompanied by the
first fireworks display in the history of the Labuk. 

Having worked in the British colonies of Kenya,
Malaya, Cameroons, Nigeria and North Borneo
prior to their gaining Independence, I had many
friends among the colonial officers who worked
with integrity and dedication on the front line.
However, I cannot count myself as an admirer of
the colonial system itself. There are some who
look back with nostalgia on the colonial days,
particularly in some of the war-torn African
states. 

In the case of Sabah, however, its incorporation into
the Federation of Malaysia was like a breath of fresh
air. The achievements left behind by the colonial
period in North Borneo are certainly nothing to
boast about. Not even the most died-in-the-wool
colonialist revisiting Malaysia can deny that the
progress which has been achieved since
Independence, in almost every area including
health, education, communications, agricultural
development and industrialisation, has been quite
spectacular.

Datuk Leslie Davidson

Author, East of Kinabalu

Former Chairman, Unilever Plantations International

This is the second part of an edited chapter from the book

published in 2007. It can be purchased from the Incorporated

Society of Planters; email: isph@tm.net.my
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The story of food is the story of civilisation. Cogito, ergo

sum is a Latin philosophical proposition by Rene
Descartes. It is all well and good for the philosopher

to say ‘I think, therefore I am’; but from the perspective of our
survival as a species ‘I eat, therefore I am’ is more to the point,
which surely must be the unspoken and underlying premise of
Shen Ming Lee’s brave book, Hungry For Disruption. 

The author, a Malaysian from a family of oil palm planters and a
self-confessed lover of all things gastronomy, has qualified the
ambit of her work upfront, literally. On the book cover all neatly
boxed up is this qualifier : ‘How Tech Innovations Will Nourish 10
Billion By 2050’. The key word here is ‘nourish’, for malnutrition
is the ‘invisible’ hunger in many parts of the world. Billions must
be nourished, not merely fed. Also, the name of the publisher, the
New York-based New Degree Press, is a bit of a giveaway – the
young author is an undergraduate at Cornell University.

Now as to the contents, like a play written in acts, Shen Ming has
neatly sectioned it into four easy-to-read parts with their
accompanying chapters. She writes with unbridled enthusiasm

and infectious optimism. She is bereft of the bias that ‘old is gold’.
Or of the negativism that comes from endless hype and broken
hopes and promises. There are no tables or graphs or hard-to-
follow scientific premises. 

To borrow a food metaphor, her writing is highly digestible,
although you may not always agree with her tastes or views – or
with the people whose views she has expressed. Each chapter
can be read and, yes, digested on its own like a dish of a 10-
course dinner. And, by the way, whether intended or not, there
are indeed 10 chapters. Pick up the book and read any page and
you will be well informed!

All kudos to Shen Ming, for she has taken upon herself the rather
difficult task of providing an overview of the many changes taking
place here, there and everywhere – on the frontlines of how we
may produce and eat food in the decades ahead, while at the
same time keeping an eye on the herculean and ambitious effort
going on in labs and tech firms, in fields and farms, and in
factories making drones and farm robots that will help the world
to feed itself in the future. 
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Within the covers of this book she has marshaled a vast array
of ongoing evidence on the various work-in-progress
innovations and ideas that will disrupt the food industry. A
whole vocabulary comes along with it: big data, AI, block chain,
vertical farming, urban farming, smart agriculture, micro
gardens, democratisation of food production, CRISPR
(clustered regularly interspaced short palindromic repeats),
drones and robots to name some off the head. In the brave
new world of disruption, this is not jargon, it is for real! And of
course, there are nuggets of delectable information buried
within. Here is one: Did you know that tomato plants ‘are the
white mice of plant research’?  I leave readers to discover the
other delectables for themselves.

This book is important not because it has compiled a vast array
of information on disruption from the proverbial four corners of
the world, especially the leading western countries, farmed or
otherwise, but because it will help us join the dots in our
attitudes and responses to the foods of the future, in particular,
the new face of agricultural technology in general.

We must, by necessity, connect with pure research scientists,
innovators, venture capitalists and tech companies who will put

food on our tables going forward. Also, surely it cannot be
business as usual given the food inequities around us, and the
looming challenges of climate change. It may surprise the reader
that one-third of all food produced goes to waste even as
millions starve. 

Yet, the mainstream media feeds us information and images on
the impending food crisis precipitated by adverse weather and
climate change, which are disparate and disjointed and often full
of doom and gloom: an odd article on climate change; a
documentary on how cattle-farming fuels global warming; a
news clip of farmers rioting in the streets against the withdrawal
of subsidies; a warning on the perils of consuming a particular
food overdosed with pesticides; a sensational story of a test
robot picking fruits; a headline on livestock dying of distress and
drought in some parched country; a video on mobile phones on
the promising future of urban farming; a still photo of a drone
hovering over a field of soybean in Mato Grosso state in Brazil,
or a field of young palm plantings in Sandakan, Sabah; climate
refugees drowning by the boatloads; a gaunt-faced sub-Saharan
beseeching us from our TV screens … all reminders that do not
help us to understand that half the world is hungry and the rest
may be consuming unhealthy food poor in nutrition. 
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The rich and well-nourished will take little heed of all this. They are informed
but not engaged, with their senses dulled by full bellies. The warnings of an
impending disaster feel and sound like thunder echoing in the distance. We feel no
sense of immediacy or urgency. 

We remain oblivious that humankind may literally go for each other’s throats
in the not-too-distant future if there is not enough food on the table to
feed the family. A hungry man will turn angry. A right to food may soon
become an enshrined political right as demanded by the hungry
masses. They will take to the streets without vote when the belly is
empty! This is the stuff of revolutions.

Embracing innovation
Shen Ming Lee’s Hungry For Disruption is doing us
all, rich and poor, a big favour by pointing us in the
right direction. It gives us a coherent view of the food
industry going forward. As she sees it, it is a book written
with Hope, spelled with a capital H. The author has
attended hundreds of workshops and forums, met and
interviewed scientists, fund managers and others
working on the frontlines of, to quote her, ‘the
democratisation of food production'. 

We must share her Hope. Her list of
references and notes run into many pages,
evidence that she has done her homework.
Shen Ming, like others following the story of
disruption in the food industry, believes power is shifting from
large agri-food conglomerates to innovative startups. 

Perhaps here is a wake-up call for our
palm oil industry! As an old tropical
tree crop Planter, I note with much
sadness and alarm after perusing
this book that, as an industry, we are
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not engaging sufficiently with the tech companies making meat
in labs or the startups growing vegetables in a warehouse or the
other innovators in agriculture. 

We must get a toehold on these new innovations or
otherwise, when alternative foods become the norm, we will
be an ‘also-ran’. That is, we must position palm oil to be
compatible with the emerging foods of the future like
vegetable burgers or lab meat. Palm oil, like beef from cattle, is
a natural product but that does not mean we are safe and
sound forever.

Not to take anything away from this book, the author could
have strayed a little beyond its stated ambit and satisfied our
curiosity by giving us a glimpse of our future breakfasts,
lunches and dinners, and not forgetting our snacks as well in
2050.

Would we be eating food out of toothpaste-like tubes or will
a drink suffice? How about the vitamins? How safe will it be in
the long run? No risk of cancer or the occurrence of new
diseases and ailments? How different will societies be when
we can produce food by purpose and design as regards
quantity and quality for the first time in history, unaffected by

the vagaries of weather? What! No more trial and error in
food production? But many foods we love today – like
Guinness, yoghurt, cheese and pickles, or from an excess of
production like rice wine and beer – were the product of such
errors.  How will this affect human conduct, its ethics and its
ethos? Who will control the new knowledge and the new
technology of disrupted food?

For lack of a postscript, I was left with a flat taste in my mouth
and a hollow feeling in my belly fueled by apprehension. But
every Planter worth his salt should still read this book and stop
believing that the good old days will go on forever and ever, like
a fairy tale.

What this book makes clear is that disruption will come to
farming and food production. It is not a question of if, but when.
And disruption comes with some havoc. We cannot have one
without the other.  Well done, Shen Ming Lee!

M R Chandran

Advisor

Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil
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