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THE FRUITS OF FORTUNE
Leading the industry with its social and environmental initiatives, New Britain Palm Oil Ltd
(NBPOL) has been an agricultural trendsetter. NBPOL’s Group Sustainability Director, Dr
Simon Lord, tells Nicholas Charity about the company’s admirable achievements, and about
some of the major challenges that must be faced to ensure the industry’s future. ‡
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New Britain Palm Oil Ltd (NBPOL)
exports crude palm oil (CPO) to the
European market for processing into vegetable cooking oils. It also processes and
distributes a small portion of production in
its domestic market in Papua New Guinea,
under the brand name "Gold N Sun".
Papua New Guinea may only produce
one per cent of the world’s CPO, but the
country’s industry is universally recognised
by NGOs, retailers and suppliers for its
work in building sustainable palm oil, and
NBPOL has played a significant part in that
development. The company – based at
Kimbe in West New Britain, with corporate
offices in Singapore – has 129,000 hectares
of directly managed estates in Papua New
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Guinea and the Solomon Islands, and
works with smallholder farmers on
over 15,600 out grower blocks.
Its work with the Roundtable on
Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) on industry
practices is gradually being recognised as
the norm, earning the company a place
among the World Economic Forum’s 16 New
Sustainability Champions, chosen from a
global pool of 1,000 companies. “This was
a huge achievement for Papua New Guinea,”
remarks Dr Simon Lord – NBPOL’s Group
Sustainability Director, Executive Board
Member for the RSPO and Director of
Global Sustainability Associates. Today,
NBPOL produces approximately 8 per
cent of the world’s sustainable palm oil.

Seeds of success
The dream of New Britain Palm Oil was
first conceived before the onset of World
War II by one man, Mr Frank Henderson,
who aimed to develop the lands along the
north coast of West New Britain, part of
Papua New Guinea, for agricultural purposes. But it was not until much later that
Mr Henderson could begin to realise the
potential of the land, when the Papua New
Guinean House of Assembly passed the
Palm Oil Industry (New Britain Agreement)
Ordinance in 1967. New Britain Palm Oil
Development Ltd initially came into being,
with land in the Mosa block made available under agricultural leases for a
term of 99 years. ‡

In 1968, New Britain Palm Oil planted
its first oil palms at two sites in Mosa,
with a projected area of just 300
hectares. Now, 44 years later, New
Britain Palm Oil is still headquartered in
the Mosa block, but has expanded its
operations to cover over 129,000
hectares of directly managed plantations
including oil palms, sugar and beef cattle
as well as 39,000 hectares of out grower
oil palm blocks. Having acquired its operational locations over time, the Group is
now based in six areas. NBPOL’s palm
oil now comes from five locations in
Papua New Guinea – including West
New Britain, the Ramu Valley, Milne Bay,
Poliamba, Higaturu and in the Solomon
Islands, Guadalcanal Province.
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Its operations are fully and vertically
integrated – producing its own seed,
planting, cultivating and harvesting its
own land and processing and refining oil
palm fruits into CPO and refined, bleached
and deodorised (RBD) oil and finished
packaged products. The company also runs
bulk terminals in Papua New Guinea and
the UK to arrange direct shipping to customers. Dr Lord outlines: “We built our
first refinery in West New Britain in
2003, and following that, our second
refinery was commissioned in 2011,
at Liverpool, in the UK. We now have a
direct supply chain from our bulk terminal
in Kimbe, on contracted ships, straight to
our port facilities and dedicated tanks
in Liverpool.”

Champions of sustainability
NBPOL had a significant part to play in
the reform of the industry’s norms, and has
worked very closely with RSPO since its
establishment in 2004. The organisationnow has over 700 members from the
global industry and nearly 100 supply chain
associates. “We have always been conscious as farmers that you can’t really
mess about with the land. We are stewards of the land and we have to look after
it. Oil palm has to be there for the long
term. It can’t just be a cycle, and it can’t
destroy the land. We have always been very
careful, and we started to find ways of formalising our methods a long time ago.”
The company began the journey of implementing a programme to certify all of its ‡
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assets with ISO 14001 accreditation for
environmental management in 2002, and
by 2004 all of its in-house plantations and
facilities had achieved full certification. The
company has since been moving to raise
awareness and educate all of its smallholders in the same way.
Dr Lord continues: “It was around that
time that a movement was emerging – one
that called for a standard for sustainability
which went further than just environmental
control, and converged aspects such as
profitability and social awareness; a triple
bottom line that incorporated people, planet
and profit. We were one of the architects
of the standard, and when it was produced
by RSPO, we were the second company
to be certified in the world, and the first
company to actually include smallholder
farmers in our certification.”
The standard – which is made up of
eight principles, with 39 supporting criteria and 150 measureable indicators –
has gone a long way to guide the industry.
“We never pretend that we’ve got it all
right,” Dr Lord remarks. “We are on a
journey, and we are raising benchmarks
all the time, but there is still a long way
to go. What’s really missing at the
moment is robust Greenhouse Gas
(GHG) accountability. The RSPO is
trying to put this into place but things
have been slow so we decided not to wait
for a standard, and have gone ahead with
our own programme.”
The company has been producing
two-year sustainability reports since
2008, offering a transparent explanation
of its targets and commitments. “This was
a real milestone and has now become a
global reporting initiative for setting commitments and holding investors and shareholders accountable within their companies,” ‡
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says Dr Lord. Now, NBPOL has decided
that even though it is not within standard
practice, it will move ahead with its first
carbon report.
At one with the environment
NBPOL is shaping its own commitments
by performing a life-cycle assessment of
its entire operations in West New Britain,
and aims to have a full projection of its
GHG emissions by 2013, accounting for
all of its operations and out grower blocks.
“When you are looking at what contributes to emissions, land use is number
one on the list,” says Dr Lord, whose company has never taken land with virgin forests
and always targets secondary, logged-over
forests. “In terms of carbon, there is quite
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a reduced value, and we don’t just assume
that all forests are the same. We do a highconservation value assessment, and ask
how a piece of land fits into a landscape
conservation scheme, a water-landscape
scheme, social landscape; has it got rare
and endangered or endemic species; is there
flora or fauna, and is it important in the
overall catchment of those areas.”
When approaching a new piece of land
at the request of local landowners, NBPOL
is 100 per cent attentive to the local community and ecosystem. The first thing
that the company does on a proposed site
is to engage with and secure the support of
the local community by obtaining free, prior
and informed consent and providing a
forum for local people to express and dis-

cuss their views – working with them to
draw boundaries in areas that had not
previously been mapped. It also conducts
soil studies to ensure that the plot of land
will be likely to have adequate yields and
be a commercially viable enterprise
for the owner in the long run.
The second major factor for reducing
GHG emissions in palm oil production
is in the control of methane from the
effluent. “What we are starting to do
is methane capturing, using biogas to
generate electricity at our mills,” says Dr
Lord. While processing oil palm fruit, the
effluent organic matter has always traditionally been treated in lagoons, where it
is digested naturally through microbial
activity. “This process gives off a lot of ‡
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methane, which is much more aggressive
to climate change than CO2,” he adds, going
on to outline that the company has already
commissioned co-generation plants at two
of its site facilities, and continues to spread
the format at other locations.
Positive social impact
The programme is recognised by the UN
Clean Development Mechanism and is
under review by the WWF Gold Standard
Foundation. “We not only aim to reduce our
emissions, but we are actually set to become
a net exporter of electricity, and will be able
to supply cheap power to the national grid,”
Dr Lord states. “In the next few years we
will be able to think about supporting a
rural electrification programme, which is
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going to mean a significant difference to
people in the provinces.” NBPOL is committed to assisting its smallholder
farmers, which provide 30 per cent of
the fruit that goes to its mills.
Its landowners are offered planting
advice, interest-free financing and access
to world-class seed – the company produces
15 million seeds per year, of a variety that
is highly sought after around the world for
its early maturity and high yields. Its team
for sustainability visits every mini estate to
bring them up to international standards;
training workers, raising awareness and
performing quality audits. The thousands
of people working on its estates also enjoy
free power, water, sanitation and medical
care. But its corporate responsibilities also

extend to the wider community, with the
NBPOL Foundation working at a provincial level to help achieve higher levels of
health and education.
Traceable and segregated
With changes in common practices finding
good traction in the industry, palm oil producers around the world are quickly
becoming more attentive to consumer
demands, and many are working to meet
targets for social and environmental control.
However, a new challenge has arisen in
supply chain management, as Dr Lord
explains: “While moving along a consolidated supply chain, certified CPO is
mixed with other sources of untraceable
palm oil at every stage – at the bulk ter- ‡
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Dr Simon Lord
Group Sustainability Director

minal, during shipping and in production.
All of this decreases your mass balance
and the exact percentage of sustainable
palm oil being used in consumer products
is very low. This is not the case with
NBPOL, where our oil is kept segregated
along the entire supply chain. This differentiates us from other supply chains
and allows complete traceability.
“We understand that the European
market is acutely aware of the damage
caused by some oil palm operations
elsewhere in the world,” he continues.
“Consumers want to know where the oil
is coming from and they don’t want to be
responsible for driving deforestation. So,
something the RSPO has attempted to do
to transform this is a system for ‘Book and
Claim’, similar to renewable energy tariffs
in Europe. Producers are certified for every
tonne of sustainable oil they produce and
the end-user buys the certificate.”
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But with this system the customer cant
know what has happened in-between production and delivery. He adds: “They can say
they bought sustainable palm oil, but the
oil they use in their cooking may have
come from one of the most dreadful operators in the world. This is a big problem,
and it doesn’t lower the value of unsustainable palm oil sufficiently. Another option –
and we are seeing a major trend for this in
the future – is the completely segregated
supply chain that we have implemented,
where all of the oil is certified, and there
you have an RSPO trademark which
offers absolute security.”
NBPOL has become vertically integrated,
with mills in-land and in Europe, with selfcontained bulk terminals and contracted
shipping. “Each end of the supply chain
provides an anchor, and all through it there
is traceability and accountability. With transparent recording and reporting procedures,
we are able to trace our segregated oil all
the way along the supply chain. When you
buy New Britain Oil, you buy with it a provenance and an assurance. This is the highest
possible achievement, and we are unique
in this respect,” Dr Lord concludes.
o
New Britain Palm Oil Ltd would like
to dedicate this article to the memory of
Euroasia Industry’s Sector Manager, John
Best, who died on 28th February at the age
of 32. Incredibly ambitious, competitive,
intelligent and talented, he was viewed by
many of his colleagues as a ‘true leader’, who
would ‘never crumble under pressure’. John
will be remembered for his warmth, his
charm, his humour, his talent, and his
joie de vivre. He will be dearly missed.

