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Abstract 
 

The oil palm tree initially came from West African tropical forest. Oil 

palm fruit was firstly discovered before 14th century, and Nigeria was 

among few areas of its discovery. Palm oil became one of the major 

global vegetable oils. Nigeria was the major global palm oil producer 

and exporter in 1960, but it failed in both production and export due to 

government failure to formulate good policies. However, the local 

consumption increases. The question here is that how these palm oil 

policies failed in Nigeria? This paper objective is to highlight 

unsustainable palm oil policies in Nigeria. It is qualitative research and 

used documents such as books, journals, newspapers and conference 

paper; it used open-ended interview to collect the data, and it employed 

inductive thematic analysis to analyse data from interview by using 

Atlas.ti software. This paper finding shows unsustainable palm oil 

policies in Nigeria which include plantations, innovations and 

settlements policies; 1950s to mid-1960s, military/civilian rule policies; 

1967-1999, civil government policies; 1999. Nigeria needs to formulate 

and implement sustainable economic policies on palm oil to attract 

foreign investment. Moreover, Nigeria needs to emphasize on best global 

agricultural practices in line with Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Oil palm is an African fruit. History of oil palm in Nigeria can be dated to hundred years ago. 

It is available in southern Nigeria as well as other parts of northern states. It is found mainly in 

coastline and riverine areas of south and north. These areas were good in oil palm production 

during the colonial era. After independence was achieved in 1960s, the present Cross River 

State was occupied with oil palm production, and now is the major oil palm plantations centre 

(White & Oates, 1999). The emergence of the palm oil trade started when the Industrial 

Revolution was led by Britain, whereby palm oil has been applied for machine lubrication. 

Nigerian palm oil trade expanded in the 19th century after the abolition of slave trade. Palm oil 

is used to produce food and non-food products such as chocolate, margarine, soaps, candles, 

explosives and others. The main target of colonial government policy was to develop palm oil 

production, and this resulted to colonialism (Korieh, 2010). During the colonialism, the 

European palm oil demands for their markets, forced the farmers that owned small-scale 

production, to grow oil palm instead of basic food crops for the farmers daily life. This was 

rated as British indirect rule classical exploitation. It protected native people traditional 

practices on one hand, and on other hand, it imposed peasant-based production for export on 

them as well as taxing them simultaneously (Schoneveld, 2014). 

 

Oil palm production in Nigeria started with two types of cultivations, which included wild grove 

and planted farms. The wild grove covered eighty percent of production, while the planted farms 

covered twenty percent of production only. This production faced many challenges ranging from 

long-time production of palm oil industry with outdated materials and techniques (PIND, 2011). In 

the early 20th century, Nigeria became the major global producer and exporter of palm oil, and later 

it declined due to unsustainable policies on palm oil during the military rule in 1970s, up to the 

civilian government in 2006 (Anthony, 2014). This paper explores the unsustainable Nigerian 

policies on palm oil. The different governments adopted different policies on palm oil to 

improve this sector, but the policies failed due to the improper implementation. 

 

1.1. Oil Palm  

 

The oil palm came from the tropical forest of West Africa; it has been taken to Southeast Asian 

tropical forest. In Africa, the oil palm is used for food hundreds of years ago. Palm oil trade 

started during the British industrial revolution, whereby palm oil was applied to lubricate 

machines. In 1917, the oil palm tree was firstly implanted hundred years ago for commercial 

usage. Nevertheless, oil palm trees massive plantations started when there was advanced 

technology for extracting adequate palm oil (Green Palm, 2016). The oil palm tree requires 

certain conditions to grow such as heavy raining, warm temperature, and sunshine. The equator 

brings a frequent supply of sunshine and a warm climate. Harmoniously, in Southeast Asia, a 

sufficient quantity of raining is available especially in Malaysia and Indonesia, and tropical 

forest of West Africa especially Nigeria (Green Palm, 2016). 

 

1.2. Palm Oil 
 

Palm oil is a vegetable oil, which is very economic, profitable and more valuable than other 

vegetable oils. Per hectare of land, palm trees ranging from 145 to 160 are implanted. Palm 

kernel 0.5 tonnes and crude palm oil 3.9 is yielded by one hectare of oil palm tree each year. It 

is totalled up to palm oil products aggregate of 4.4 tonnes for each hectare in each year in terms 

of industrial average. In terms of comparative analysis, the rapeseed is one-hectare yields 1.33 
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tonnes, sunflower one hectare yields 0.86 tonnes and soyabean one hectare yields 0.52 tonnes 

each year (Palm Oil Research, 2014). The global demand of palm oil for consumption in food 

has increased. The palm oil is applied in making of food stuffs, while palm kernel oil is applied 

in making of non-food stuffs as raw material, which includes cosmetics, toiletries and soaps 

(Malaysian-German Chamber of Commerce and Industry, 2017). 

 

3. Literature review 

 

The present Cross River before, it was the area with available land for plantation, but most of 

the oil palm areas were densely overpopulated. The formations of 36 oil palm plantations in 

1952 to 1962 were located in Cross River state, and in 1955 became the estate of the Eastern 

Nigerian Development Corporation (Kilby, 1967). The ENDC and Eastern Regional 

Development Board (ERDB) supported the enhancing of oil palm industry, which comprised 

small farmers. This came at the time that; the board decided not to accept any low-quality oil 

from the farmers. The farmers were given seedlings, subsidy and fertilizer to improve palm 

grove. Later, this subsidy was given to them late, this caused problem to the farmers and the 

target was not achieved (Kilby, 1967). In 1976, the ENDC was dissolved, and the control of 

the estates was handed over to Cross River estates. In 1982, the activities of ENDC were shifted 

to the Agricultural Development Corporation, after it was dissolved. Later, the plantations were 

abandoned due to mismanagement. The government regained its control due to this 

mismanagement (Schoneveld, 2014). Unfortunately, in 1970s the agriculture declined to 26% 

due to petroleum boom and government negligence of the sector. From 1974 to 1976, the palm 

kernels and palm oil trading died speedily (World Bank, 1978).  

 

In Nigeria, the Structural Adjustment Program was forcibly implemented, which reduced the 

government participation in economic affairs. This programme encouraged partnership 

between public and private sectors. The oil palm estates were privatized to private individuals 

in order to make investment. While the privatization was very slow at the state level, and it was 

already begun in Cross River (Schoneveld, 2014). Nigerian governmental policy in 

collaboration with Vegetable Oil Development Programme (VODEP) was on agriculture. It 

was formulated to partner with private and public sectors to improve agriculture. The program 

faced challenges of inadequate funding, lack of frequent power supply, local and outdated 

processing machines, and the roads are very poor (Anyanwu et al., 2011). In 2010, the small 

holders utilized only 452 HA from 4120 HA of oil palm. The program failed due to corruption, 

mismanagement and lack of technical skills from the smallholders (Schoneveld, 2014). The 

study tries to bridge the gap and add to the body of knowledge, how the palm oil policies were 

unsustainable in Nigeria due to improper implementation of palm oil policies.  

 

4. Research methodology 
 

Research methodology is used in collecting data and analysing the data. Research is conducted 

generally to explain a particular phenomenon. According to Cress, research is generally 

conducted to develop appropriate and accurate assertions that can aid to explain the situation 

(Cress, 2012). This paper is a qualitative design applied to understand this research problem. 

Qualitative design is systematically used to explore a particular situation (Zhang & Wildemuth, 

2009). It used qualitative document analysis to clearly explain, analyse and conclude (Watson-

Manheim et al., 2002). This study used primary and secondary data. The secondary data were 

collected from documents such as journals, books, dissertations, articles, seminar papers, 

newspapers, and magazines. Primary data were collected from open-ended interview. The 
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participants were interviewed in line of this paper objective. The interview was based on the 

telephone due to Covid-19 lockdown and movement control order. Three participants have been 

selected from Nigeria and asked to provide their different understandings based on this study. This 

paper is a purposive sampling, which is non-probability (Cress, 2012). This study applied inductive 

thematic analysis to analyse interview data. The data were analysed based on the participants' 

information and were critically interpreted by this research (Cohen et al., 2007). These data were 

analysed through editing, coding, and entry of the data. This research employed Atlas. ti software to 

analyse the interview data. Computer program like “Atlas.ti” supports qualitative analysis to 

organize, manage and code qualitative data efficiently (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). 

 

5. Unsustainable Nigerian policies on Palm Oil: A discussion 

 

Federal and state governments adopted different palm oil policies to expand oil palm 

production in Nigeria. Most of these policies failed due to government lack of seriousness and 

dedication to implement the policies accordingly. The policies are as follows: 

 

5.1. Plantations, innovations and settlements policies; 1950s to mid-1960s 

 

Nigerian economic development in 1952 was decentralized to the Eastern, Northern and 

Western regional administration. Eastern region recovered and adopted the colonial anti-

plantation tactics. It occurred during the period of rapid development of plantation in particular 

oil palm, rubber, and cocoa. All these came as a result of competition in expansion of oil palm 

plantation in Malaysia and Sumatra. It has been discovered that, good mills could extract 95% 

of palm oil from the fruit, unlike 50% being extracted traditionally. The plantation used the 

good seeds that yielded more fruits than before (Udo, 1965). The innovation in agriculture 

started in 1960 after independence; this came up with agricultural revolution was said by first 

premier of eastern region, in person of Dr. Michael Okpara. In 1964, the five ENDC plantations 

were established to plant 47,000s ha (Kilby, 1967). In 1966, the same ENDC plantations to 

plant 60,000 ha (Schoneveld, 2014). Cross River state was the main centre, where the 80% of 

land for plantations existed. This attracted the European companies to establish oil palm 

plantation. Due to the low prices from marketing board, these companies relocated to other 

countries instead of investing in rubber (Udo, 1965). 
 

The government vision was to fund agriculture, improve farming and form farm settlements as 

African socialism. The Igboland and Cross River were chosen to be the location of the farm 

settlements. The farm settlements were given more consideration due to oil palm plantation, 

and its mixture with food crops and rubber (Korieh, 2010). The farm settlements fetched a 

system, which was unfamiliar to native traditions and restricted their way of life. The entire 

settlements grew crops for exporting and produced little for consumption. However, the cash 

crops production increased, and the governments have not given much emphasis on native 

people and farmers that were interested and motivated for the farming and development 

(Korieh, 2010). Some scholars complained on the farm settlements, which were adopted from 

Israel. It obtained similarities with FELDA from Malaysia. In the central area, with solid self-

control, the government planned the farm settlements. The government has collectively carried 

the farmers, trained and assisted them with new seedlings to plant so as to overwhelm the 

farmers scattering. The farmers from villages were wishing to process and mill oil palm fruits 

in their own traditional way instead of carrying their fruits to mills. The cost of transport and 

transaction to pass the fruits that were harvested to mills would be very high, if to be compared 

with the Malaysian smallholder settlements (Kajisa et al., 1997). 
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5.2. Military/civilian rule policies; 1967–1999                                                                                                                   

 

The discovery of oil in Nigeria triggered civil war from 1967 to 1970, this war interrupted the 

boom of oil palm in Southeast of the country. As a result of the civil war, the exports of palm 

kernel and palm oil declined. In Cross River, this problem caused an economic decline of the 

state, which has the largest plantation in the region. The private estates entirely collapsed and 

became out of control with the exception of UAC (Schoneveld, 2014). There was a decrease in 

agriculture in 1970 as a result of petroleum boom. From 1974 to 1976, the palm kernels and 

palm oil trading died speedily (World Bank, 1978). Nigeria became under military regimes 

since from 1970 up to 1999. This led to different military policies on agriculture. Attempts 

were periodically made to improve agricultural sector but failed and food imports continued 

rising (Kajisa et al., 1997). In Nigeria, from 1986 to 1993, there was an implementation of a 

program called the Structural Adjustment Programme. This SAP devaluated Nigerian Naira by 

80% and destroyed salary level in urban areas. The prices of agricultural produces inflated, the 

marketing board of palm oil has been abandoned due to the program hidden policy and agenda 

which spoiled the economy and declined the palm grove plantation (World Bank, 1989).  

 

This programme has spoiled and deteriorated the Nigerian economy. Gradually, the prices of 

necessity goods such as food have increased and inflated to a level of decadence. Food prices 

became uncontrolled, it used to double time-to-time without any intervention from the 

government. The wives of retired officers owned and controlled big plantations of oil without 

following proper and legal way of ownership. The necessity goods prices increased in urban 

areas and became worst to control, this forced most of the people to engage in farming for 

survival. The earnings of the labour in the palm oil and rubber estates have augmented (Von 

Hellermann, 2007). SAP was introduced in Nigeria from 1986 to 1993, this program devaluated 

Nigerian Naira by 80%, it spoiled the salary levels in urban areas, and led to an increase in 

prices of agricultural products. In 1986, Palm Oil Marketing Board was abandoned due to the 

implementation of Structural Adjustment and reduced the government participation and 

subsidy in the oil palm production (Schoneveld, 2014). In fact, the civil war in Nigeria caused 

the decline of agricultural sector, in particular palm oil. 

 

5.3. Civil government policies; 1999 

 

In 1999, due to the military regime transition to civilian rule, privatization policy was 

introduced from 1999 to 2007 to privatize resources under federal government administration. 

The civil government attached the program of alleviating poverty with the program of 

revitalizing agriculture. The government was trying to re-establish the supremacy of agriculture 

in the past before oil exploration (Anyanwu et al., 2011). Government policies on agricultural 

sector have heavily relied on partnership with Vegetable Oil Development Program (VODEP). 

Even though in 2002 and 2007 vegetable oil, manufacture enlarged, but lower than the goal. 

However, the key estate investment was an intensification of thirty-thousand hectares and an 

improvement of sixty-five percent of the mills, which were abandoned. Another goal was to 

expand the plantation to one million hectares to yield fifteen million fresh fruit bunches. 

However, VODEP was mostly regarded as private with little funding and support from the 

government. The government had imposed sanctions on fats and oils import, offered subsidy 

on fertilizer, and assured free tax for ten years on agriculture. The program faced some 

challenges of insufficient finance, ineffectiveness, using an old machine to process, lack of 

frequent power supply, and the road network was very poor (Anyanwu et al., 2011). 
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Privatization policy among states has been temporarily rotated. In Cross River, the rubber 

plantation in 2003 has been sold (Schoneveld, 2014). In Cross River originally was agreed that 

the oil palm and cocoa plantations would not be sold and were provided for smallholders. This 

arrangement in 2010 was largely considered a failure to achieve the goals. Under the CARES 

program, smallholders with commercial orientation were offered 10-20 hectares by 

government for plantations. They were given good planting materials and free rent by the 

government. Due to mismanagement, they only planted 452 out of 4120 hectares. This program 

failed due to a lack of will and proper management, corruption, and inconsistency (Schoneveld, 

2014). The Agricultural Transformation Agenda (ATA) came into being during the President 

Jonathan. This program presently is doing well for the industry to revive with the involvement 

of the private sector. The commercially oriented estates in 2012 were given enhanced planting 

materials for yielding twenty-one fresh fruit bunches per hectare in a year. Planting materials 

and funds would be given to farmers to plant (All Africa, 2012).  

 

The Land Use Act of 1978 assigned the governors with lands and authority to allocate. The 

scheme provided the equality of land throughout the country. However, it provided too much 

power to state governors which caused interruption and the power has been frequently abused 

(Ayodele & Eshalomi, 2010; El-Rufai, 2012). Now the government plans to make a new 

registration of lands and loans to farmers (The Citizen, 2013). The government tried to expand 

the production of oil palm to cater for the local consumption instead of importing palm oil from 

Malaysia, initially, its agriculturalists were trained in NIFOR (Osagie, 2013b). The food 

processing companies were importing palm oil; this became a threat to local production as well 

as the palm oil industry (POFON, 2013a). Other noodle companies were allowed to set up 

estates to overwhelm the palm oil scarcity. The Presco quickly enlarged and improved the 

production (Presco, 2013). In nutshell, the privatization policy failed to improve the palm oil 

production due to improper implementation. 

 

5.3. Findings from interviews  

 

In this study, open-ended interviews were used to uncover the unsustainable palm oil policies 

in Nigeria, due to improper implementation of the policies by different military and civilian 

government. Three participants were interviewed; they are professionally experts in economics 

and agriculture. The participants are all from Nigeria, they are educated by profession, and 

their ages are thirty to fifty-year oil. First participant holds a master’s degree, and his position 

is a Chief Superintendent in agriculture, the second participant holds a degree in agriculture, and 

his position is a Senior Technical Officer in the Production and Processing Sector, both are 

permanent staff of Nigeria Institute of Oil Palm Research (NIFOR). The third participant holds 

a PhD. in economics, and a lecturer from Northwest University, Kano. They were chosen and 

interviewed based on their knowledge and profession in this field of study, and their willing to 

participate in this study. 
 

Figure-1 shows the views of the three participants on unsustainable palm oil policies in Nigeria. 

The participant one said that palm oil policies in Nigeria became unsustainable due to politics; the 

majority of the farmers do not obtain government loans which is particularly provided for farmers. 

It is given to others that are not farmers and they know nothing about farming, and they do not 

even refund the loans given to them. The participant two explained that improper government 

palm oil policies as well as poor implantation led them became unsustainable, and the government 

do not pay much attention to the agriculture as a source of income. These problems led to the 

failure of most of palm oil policies in Nigeria. The participant three stated that palm oil policies 
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in Nigeria are based on paper not really on the ground. The real farmers are small-scale farmers, 

and they occupied about the seventy percent (70%) of agricultural sector. There are no actual 

policies, which encourage them, and transform them from substance farming to commercial 

farming. This is the reason why palm oil policies are unsustainable in Nigeria. All the three 

participants confirmed that palm oil policies in Nigeria are unsustainable and improperly 

implemented. These led to the failure of palm oil policies in Nigeria. 
 

Figure -1: The participants on unsustainable Nigerian policies on Palm Oil 

 
 

6. Conclusion 

 

This study briefly discoursed on palm oil historical background in Nigeria, facts about oil palm, 

facts about palm oil. It discussed on the unsustainable palm oil policies in Nigeria, starting 

from 1950s before independence up to present date. Different military and civilian 

governments adopted numerous palm oil policies in Nigeria. The policies were meant to 

diversify Nigerian economy especially agricultural sector, and particularly palm oil. 

Unfortunately, these policies became unsustainable and failed to improve palm oil sector as 

well as agricultural sector in general. There is a need for Nigeria to really learn from Malaysian 

palm oil policies transformation from primary based economy to industrialized economy. 

Nigeria has to increase its annual budget on agricultural sector at least ten percent (10%) instead 

two percent (2%) usually allocated by the government. This two percent is hardly to diversify 

Nigerian economy. Government and private sectors in Nigeria need to invest to improve 

agriculture particularly palm oil. The governments have to attract foreign investments through 

good policies due to the fertile land for oil palm plantation in Nigeria. 
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