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A CURSORY REVIEW OF THE MALAYAN COCONUT INDUSTRY

In recent years, it is regrettable but nevertheless true that the Malayan coconut industry

has been received little official attention, altheugh non-governmental groups have made some
efforts in this direction. In other words, it was completely in a state of self-subsistence and
self-deterioration. Until 24th April this year, when the diversification of agriculture and industry
has been announced in Parliament, a betterment for the economic position of coconut industry
would then become one of the most important working programmes in the Second Five Year
Plan of Malaya.
) Everyone knows that coconut possesses a great economic value; nearly every part of it can
be used for something. For instance, coconut oil can usually be used for cooking and the
making of soap. The copra cake, which is obtained from the copra, is widely used as a food
for pigs and other domestic animals. And, the husk of the coconut, usually called ‘coir’, can
be used for making ropes, brushes and mats. Finally, the shells are also useful for the making
of many valuable kitchen utensils and, for burning purposes.

Coconut palm is the most popular plant in the tropical regions. In Malaya, the main
concentrations of coconut are the west coastal areas of Johore, the Bagan Datoh Peninsula in
Perak, the coastal areas both to the north and south of Klang in Selangor, and Province Wellesley.
Besides, coconuts are also grown extensively along the east coast, especially in the State of
Kelantan.

Before the outbreak of the Pacific War (1940), the total estimated area under coconut pro-
duction was approximately 600,000 acres. But, since the end of this war, there has been 100,000
acres less than immediate pre-war area. Table 1 shows a considerable decline on the coconut
area in the post-war times.

Table 1. Malaya: Post-war area under Coconut Production

Deriod Area (Acres)

1947 512, 086
48 510, 824
49 : 499, 610
50 509, 286
51 509, 306
52 485, 260
53 485, 046
55 519, 000
56 517, 000
59 518, 000

Sources: @ H M T E (K & X ¥ ).
ho# A #(2741962)-

In the past, the coconut came next in importance to rice and rubber, but it is not
likewise at the present day. It follows that, with the decline in production area, there is
apparently a steady fall in yield (including the production of copra, coconut oil and coconut
cake), as shown in Table 2 and Table 3.
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Table 2. Coconut FCopra.. Fed. of M‘ala}"a

Coconut harvested on Copra (tons) (1)

M Estates (Milion) Estate Prod. 1]:i:stalte Smallholding __T_o_tgl__

. . rod.

1952 195. . . 39,538 . 114,842 154,364
53 906 40,130 111,666 151,796
54 194 39,864 124,295 164,159
55 199 40,464 103,524 143,988
56 196 39,009 115,045 154,054
57 192 35,843 94,435 130,278
58 176 34,820 73,303 108,123
99 167 33,079 92,386 125,465
60 161 32,309 140,357 173,207
61 173 34,628 127.644 162,272

Table 3. Coconnt Oil and.Coconut Cake 3. Malaya

Peqiod Coconut Oil (2) Coconut Cake
1952 81,183 (tons) . 51,581 (tons)

53 79,459 50,422

o4 96.800 61,568

55 94,956 59,740

o6 108,373 — 67,808

57 96,508 60,688

58 78.552 50,674

59 67,273 43,488

60 73,613 - 45,680

61 - 87,367 52,564

Source: Monthly Statistical Bulletin of the Fed. of Malaya (May 1962).
(1) Includes both refined and crude oil.
(2) Includes only commercial production of copra, and not for the purpose of domestic
milling in kampengs.
(3) Production by Oil Mills.

It is believed that this decline in yield is mainly due to old age of palms and a lack of any
organised replanting. In addition, the poor existing drainage and insufficient attention both from
the government and the public are also part of the causes which lead to this decline. This fact
has been pointed out on April last year, by the Minister of Agriculture and Co-operatives,
Inche Abdul Aziz bin Ishak, and stated, “The problem which faces the coconut to-day is its
declining production, resuiting from the following two factors: one is the poor maintenance and
management, particularly in the case of smallholdings; the other factor is the inadequate drainage”.
However, these are merely superficial causes for the decline of coconut production. In fact, there
is an important basic problem which has been neglected by most of the people. At a nutshell,
this is the problem of rural indebtedness which are prevailing among the coconut smallholders.
T. H. Silcock says, “In Malaya, in 1934, an inquiry among coconut smallholders showed that they
were practically all in debt, at levels of from $100-to $1,500 per holding of 10 acres or less in
the largest coconut area. The debts were mainly from Chinese and chettiar money-lenders,
contracted in times of high prices, and there was little prospect of their being repaid”. Indebted-
ness prevents the smallholders from: undertaking the activities of replanting and new pianting;
consequently, the output of the coconut is fast declining.

! ‘Without replanting, the Malayan coconut industry will certainly come io a deadlock’. This
was emphasized by one of the executives of the Malayan Edible Oils Manufacturers’ Association.
He further declared that, with the shortage of copra and difficulties on export of coconut oil, there
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would be a gloomy future prospect for the Malayan coconut industry. Being a responsible
government, there is no reason for her to underestimate this appeal. On the contrary, the govern-
ment should adopt a vigorous measure to promote the development of coconut industry. This can
be done, for instance, by subsidizing the smallholders for carrying out a large-scale of replanting
— aiming at an increase in production.

A recent investigation shows that there are more than 50% of coconut palms in Malaya which
belong to aging trees. These should be replanted immediately, otherwise there will be a drastic
fall in production within the next ten years. As we know, there are more than 700,000 Malays
drawing their living directly or indirectly on coconut smallholdings; under the threat of declin-
ing production it is quite obvious that their standard of living will be adversely affected. In the
Second Five Year Plan, there is to be a scheme to rehabilitate and replant coconut smallholdings,
with a total subsidy of $15,000. This, however, is inadequate as compared with the 500,000
acres of production area. We are, therefore, doubtful whether this replanting scheme can bring
any great achievement in raising the living standard of the coconut smallholders as a whole.

Moreover, the wide fluctuation in price of coconut after the Korean boom has become a great
hamper and retardation on the development of coconut industry in this country. (This can be
depicted in Fig. 1 & Fig. 2). It is advisable for the government to take the immediate right
course. by the regulation of the coconut price. Recently, the government of Phillippines has
proposed to set up an International Copra Trading Committee with the purpose of abolishing the
unnecessary competition between the producing countries. From the economic point of view,
this is indeed a far-sighted proposal, although many difficulties are expected to be encountered, and
will be tackled by the genuine co-operation of the participating countries. Nevertheless, the
government at this stage has to assist the smallholders, such as organising the purchase and sale
co-operatives among the various kampongs. And only in this manner, the exploitation of the
smallholders will thus be eliminated or lessened. In some degree this can also help to improve
the living condition of the kampong people. '

Figure 1. Prices of Coprd (1956-1961)
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Figure 2. Prices of Coconut oil (1956-1961)
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Source:

Monthly Statistical Bulletin of thc I'ed. of Malaya ( June 1962).

Coconut industry plays an important role in the Malayan economy. With the export of
coconut (including copra, coconut oil etc), Malato rehabilitate the economic position of the coco

in the international trade throughout the past, and it will continue to do so in the future.

Since

our economy will continue to be bound up with the prosperity of the export industries, it is
desirable that measures should be taken not only to promote the productivity of rubber, but also
to rehabilitate the economic position of the coconut industry as soon as possible.
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