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From its very name, American-owned SG Sustainable Oils Cameroon, Ltd. (SGSOC) 

presents a pro-environment, pro-resources image. This is supported by an impressive-

sounding partnership with an NGO by the name of All for Africa and as a package typifies 

the kind of convoluted modern-day foreign investment going on in Africa. It is sadly 

all too familiar to communities on the ground. They are unimpressed with promises 

of infrastructure and jobs, and angry about their loss of land and livelihoods. It is also 

part of a strategy to deceive the public into believing that there is logic to cutting down 

rainforests to make room for palm oil plantations. 
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Overview
In 2009, SG Sustainable Oils Cameroon, Ltd. (SGSOC) 
signed a convention with the Cameroonian government to 
develop a large industrial palm oil plantation and refinery.1 
The project involves 73,086 hectares (ha) of land (180,599 
acres) in the Ndian and Kupe-Manenguba Divisions of the 
Southwest Region of Cameroon through a 99-year land lease.2 

SGSOC is 100 percent owned by the American company 
Herakles Farms,3 an affiliate of Herakles Capital,4 which is 
an Africa-focused private investment firm involved in the 
telecommunications, energy, infrastructure, mining and 
agro-industrial sectors.5 The Chairman and CEO of Herakles 
Farms, Bruce Wrobel, is also the Chairman and Executive 
Director of All for Africa, a “development” Non-Governmental 
Organization (NGO). Although ownership of SGSOC was 
transferred from Sithe Global (a Blackstone Group company) 
to Herakles Capital in 2009, Sithe Global – whose CEO is 
also Bruce Wrobel – remains closely tied to the companies 
undertaking the project.6

Herakles Farms claims that the project will contribute to 
socioeconomic development and environmental protection 
in Cameroon.7 It also promises that the partnership with 
All for Africa will bring additional sustainable development 
outcomes for the plantations, through the use of palm oil 
revenues for the funding of development projects.8

The company began operations with tree nurseries in 2010 
despite legal flaws in the convention signed in 2009 and the 
lack of a Presidential Decree granting the land lease, which 
is required for such a project.9 Herakles Farms also ignored 
two decisions by a local court ordering the company to 
cease work,10 making recent activities of the US company in 
violation of national laws.11

Beyond the legal aspects, the company claims that local 
communities living in the areas it is targeting approve and 
support the project.12 Yet, investigation conducted on the 
ground by the Oakland Institute and Greenpeace International 
in May and June 2012, has shown that this is simply not true. 
As confirmed by dozens of interviews conducted among 
communities concerned by the project,13 it appears that a large 
and vocal group of people are against this massive project. 
In addition to local communities, conservation groups and 
NGOs are opposed to SGSOC’s plans and operations. The 
expected negative social and environmental impacts of the 
plantation are numerous, including loss of livelihoods, small 
returns for local communities, and massive deforestation.14 
The involvement of All for Africa, ostensibly a “development” 
NGO, is deceptive. While partnering in the development of 
a plantation that will destroy existing and valuable tropical 

rainforest, All For Africa’s main stated goal, to plant one 
million trees for sustainability, does not match up with 
sustainable development goals.

Despite the opposition of people living in the investment 
area and the illegality of the project, this investigation has 
found that the company has already started deforestation 
to establish several nurseries. With the loss of livelihoods 
by thousands of Cameroonians on the line and critical and 
unique ecosystems in peril, this project must be stopped.

The Destruction of Livelihoods for 
Thousands of Cameroonians
The Environmental and Social Impact Assessment (ESIA)15 
conducted by the company indicates that subsistence 
agriculture is the primary activity conducted in the proposed 
lease area, inhabited by over 14,000 people. Several NGOs 
put forward much higher estimates of who will be impacted 
which could reach up to 45,000 people.16 

The most common crops found in the area include millet, 
cocoa, cassava, oil palm, beans, rice and fruits. Hunting, 
fishing and collecting forest products, including wild food, and 
medicinal plants as well as fuel wood are common activities 
in the area. The ESIA conducted on behalf of the company 
itself indicates that the negative impact of the plantation 
on livelihoods will be “major” and “long-term.”17 Although 
SGSOC claims its project will not displace communities, 
the convention gives SGSOC the exclusive right to farm 
within the concession.18 This is likely to displace locals, who 
will be forced to search for alternative farmland. While the 
ESIA recognizes that “losses of some traditional livelihood 
opportunities, particularly those related to Non-Timber 
Forest Products and hunting” are to be expected, it states 
that “this loss will be offset by the employment opportunities 
provided by the Project.”19 However, it fails to explain how it 
has reached that conclusion and how and what employment 
will compensate such losses. 

The ESIA has identified a risk to surface water and 
groundwater quality through the use of chemicals as 
fertilizers and pesticides. It indicates the risks will be 
minimized by maximizing the use of organic fertilizers but 
with no clear indication of the balance between organic inputs 
and chemicals. It provides no figure about the amount of 
chemicals to be used. As recognized by the ESIA, the massive 
use of chemicals typically used in such a large plantation 
constitutes a major threat to water sources in the area, and 
to the fish population as well as to the supply of safe drinking 
water.20
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Economically displacing impacted populations is considered 
“involuntary resettlement” by widely used international 
standards such as the Equator Principles, and thus 
requires SGSOC to compensate individuals who lose their 
farmland and to promote alternative livelihoods activities. 
Unfortunately, SGSOC’s ESIA contains no compensation 
plans and weak alternative livelihoods programs.21

The SGSOC plantation will undoubtedly have a negative 
impact on the local population’s food security as they lose 
farmland and access to non-timber forest products and 
wildlife.

What Returns for the People of Cameroon?
SGSOC is touting its investment as a driver for employment, 
infrastructure development, and social services delivery. It 
claims the plantation will create 7,500 jobs, generate revenue 
for the government, and improve roads.22 However, the 
convention does not provide any guarantee this number of 
new jobs will be generated. Furthermore, the convention 
allows for the company to pay employees according to 
“minimum wage scales fixed on the basis of productivity and 
efficiency criteria” and freely negotiate terms of dismissal.23 
It also states that in the event of a conflict between the 
convention and any law of Cameroon, “the rights, obligations 
and duties of a Party shall be deemed to be those set forth 
in this Convention.” In other words, through the convention, 
SGSOC has obtained the right to pay employees less than 
Cameroon’s minimum wage and to be exempted to respect 
certain national laws.

The potential for economic returns for the country appears 
to be very limited. The rental rate set by the convention is 
only $1.00 [500 FCFA] per hectare per year for developed land 
and $0.50 [250 FCFA] per hectare for undeveloped land.24 
Such rates are incredibly low when compared to rates paid 
for farmland in other continents, which are around $7,000 
per hectare per year in Brazil and $16,000 per hectare per 

year in the US.25 Furthermore, the convention exempts the 
company from paying all taxes for a 10-year period, as well as 
all customs and certain social security payments for the 99 
years of the project. SGSOC will pay only an annual corporate 
tax of 15 percent or less instead of the regular 38.5 percent in 
use in Cameroon26 and enjoy favorable accounting provisions, 
allowing the company to substantially reduce its tax burden 
by carrying forward losses from previous years “indefinitely 
without any limitation.”27

Given that several large oil palm plantations such as PAMOL 
have been operating in the same area for decades without 
triggering economic development in the region, villagers 
and local officials ask what will be different with the SGSOC 
project.28 

“Our project, should it proceed, will be a big 
project with big impacts – environmentally and 
socially. The big question – and the real story – is 
whether it ends up strongly positive or strongly 
negative. I couldn’t be more convinced that this 
will be an amazingly positive story for the people 
within our impact area.”

–Bruce Wrobel, CEO of Herakles Farms, 
correspondence with the Oakland Institute, July 2011

“The low level of fiscal imposition on agricultural 
and forestry concessions [in Cameroon] is striking.”

–Olivier de Schutter, the UN Special Rapporteur on 
the Right to Food, commenting on the SGSOC deal, 
July 2012. 29

Worker in a palm oil plantation, Cameroon. © Jan-Joseph Stok / Greenpeace
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A 2012 comprehensive study on the SGSOC deal by 
two Cameroonian  NGOs, the Centre for Environment 
and Development (CED) and Réseau de Lutte contre la 
Faim (RELUFA),30 found that “whereas the Cameroonian 
Government currently spends massive sums subsidizing 
imported food stuffs to slow inflation on the local market, this 
spending could be significantly reduced if the government 
supported local production for domestic consumption 
instead of agro-industrial plantations oriented towards 
the export market.” The report further explains that “if the 
Government of Cameroon were to require bread-makers to 
use 20% locally produced flour (derived from sweet potatoes, 
corn, or cassava), 96,000 farming jobs would be created 
using just 15,000 ha of land. This would generate 13 times 
more employment and significantly larger government 
revenue than the SGSOC project and would leave additional 
lands available for peasant agriculture, conservation, and use 
of non-timber forest products.”31

The Irreversible Environmental Impact on 
an Important Area for High Biodiversity 
Conservation 
SGSOC’s land concession is in the midst of a “biodiversity 
hotspot,”32 a critical area that connects five protected areas: 
Korup National Park, Bakossi National Park, Banyang Mbo 
Wildlife Sanctuary, Nta Ali Forest Reserve and Rumpi Hills 

Forest Reserve. Not only are these areas home to a high 
number of threatened species but the land between these 
protected areas serves as an essential corridor for their 
migration. SGSOC’s project would destroy a vast area of 
rainforest that serves as a vital corridor between the different 
protected areas.33

Herakles Capital is a member of the Roundtable on Sustainable 
Palm Oil (RSPO) which is meant to set best practices for such 
investments.34 Acknowledging the negative impact of palm 
oil on forest conservation, RSPO is supposed to prohibit 
its members from using High Conservation Value Forest 
(HCVF) to make way for palm plantations and also states that 
“plantation development should not put indirect pressure on 
forests through the use of all available agricultural land in an 
area.”35 

Yet, among numerous converging analyses, the German 
Agency for International Cooperation (GIZ) observes that 
“part of the concession area has to be considered as HCVF.”36 

When SGSOC approached a reputed British consulting firm 
to conduct a HCVF assessment in the plantation area, the 
consultancy refused stating the project clearly violates RSPO 
principles on HCVF among others.37 

SGSOC’s ESIA claims “HCVF including primary forests, 
vegetation on steep slopes (greater than about 30˚), 

Timber left next to the Herakles Farms palm oil nursery in Fabe Village.  © Jan-Joseph Stok / Greenpeace
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and sacred sites, as well as agricultural land used by the 
villages within the Concession, will remain.”38 However, the 
assessment provides no explanation of how this will be done 
and no map is provided to demarcate the lands that will 
remain.39 Furthermore, an independent assessment by the 
High Conservation Value Resource Network Technical Panel 
has shown the High Conservation Value (HCV) assessment 
SGSOC commissioned to be deeply flawed.40 

The assessment observes that “the description of the area 
as having “been logged at various times since 1972” and 
therefore constituting “fragmented and degraded landscape 
devoid of any large tracts of original moist evergreen lowland 
forest” cannot be supported by the evidence provided in 
the report.” The Technical Panel further suggests that what 
SGSOC has been calling “degraded land” includes large 
sections that have never been logged and constitute tropical 
rainforest.41 The Herakles Debacle42 provides, through aerial 
footage, evidence of the nature of the land concerned and 
shows without any doubt that the area being cleared by 
SGSOC contains large sections of fairly intact tropical 
rainforest. 

The African Conservation Foundation confirms that the land 
targeted by the plantation is “currently covered by a mosaic 
of mature, dense forest, agro-forest, farmland, and human 
settlements.[…]This will be an environmental disaster for 
the rainforests in Cameroon.”43 The oil palm plantation 
will further fragment this unique landscape, restricting the 
natural movements of many animal species.

The protected areas endangered by the plantation are a natural 

habitat for many threatened species. Habitat destruction as 
well as illegal hunting could push some species to the brink 
of extinction.44

SGSOC’s convention gives the company the right to use 
unlimited amounts of water within its land concession for 
free.45 SGSOC also has the exclusive right to other resources 
within its land concession including timber, clay, and gravel.

Despite the potentially disastrous ecological impacts of 
the planned plantation, Bruce Wrobel, CEO of SGSOC’s 
parent company, stated that “we consider ourselves 
environmentalists” in a recent interview.46

An Illegal Project 
Though the company has formally denied it is the case,47 
there is ample evidence that the SGSOC project has been in 
violation of Cameroonian law since 2010.48 The company has 
been clearing forest and developing oil palm nurseries prior to 
submitting an Environmental and Social Impact Assessment 
or obtaining the Certificate of Environmental Conformity, as 
required by law.49 Furthermore, before commencing work, 
SGSOC should have awaited a Presidential Decree approving 
the concession, as required by a 1976 law governing the 
allocation of concessions on state lands in Cameroon.50 The 
convention does not exempt SGSOC from obtaining the 
necessary permits before exercising land rights.51 Herakles 
Farms also chose to ignore two decisions by a local court 
ordering the company to cease work. The last court decision, 
taken on February 27, 2012 by the High Court of Ndian Judicial 
Division,52 prohibited SGSOC to pursue its activities until:

1. A proper environmental impact assessment was 
conducted to evaluate the impact of the project on 
the natural and human environment and the company 
establish all measures to avert them;

2. The company compensates those directly affected 
(farms and village settlements);

3. The company compensates those whose ancestral 
rights to land are impacted;

4. The company reaches a clear understanding with 
the indigenous people by way of a Memorandum of 
Understanding for the project.

In April 2012, the Cameroonian Ministry of Forestry and 
Wildlife conducted an official assessment mission on the 
SGSOC project in the Nguti District. After observing various 
infractions and the lack of proper authorization for the 
clearing of 100 ha of forest, the mission seized fallen trees as 
well as two bulldozers that were used by SGSOC.53

Palm seeds after harvest.  © Jan-Joseph Stok / Greenpeace
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The US-owned company has therefore been operating in 
violation of Cameroonian law. This is true even though the 
SGSOC convention signed with the government54 grants 
SGSOC extremely generous exemptions from the application 
of national laws. It states that in the event of a conflict 
between the convention and any law of Cameroon, “the 
rights, obligations and duties of a Party shall be deemed to 
be those set forth in this Convention.” 

Article 9.3 of the convention goes even further, as the 
Government of Cameroon authorizes SGSOC to establish, 
manage, and maintain a private security force with what 
amounts to police powers. The force will have “the purpose 
of maintaining law, order and security” and enjoy “the power 
to search, apprehend, detain, exclude and evict unauthorized 
persons from the production area, and from such other areas 
as may be properly restricted for economic, operational or 
security reasons…”55 

Given the wide protections included in the convention, the 
villagers’ right to protest does not seem to be guaranteed. 
And when they did protest, in June 2012, they were arrested 
by the police.56

Opposition to the Project 
The investor has publicly stated that the project enjoys an 
“outpouring of support from communities.”57 Yet the local 
opposition to the project has been growing since the signing 
of the deal. Many locals feel there are already too many 
restrictions on their land use due to existing conservation 

zones in the area. Adding this massive plantation will further 
restrict their access to lands held by their ancestors for 
generations. Thousands of local people fear they will lose 
their land and their livelihoods to SGSOC. Many farmers in 
the area are concerned they will lose land for farming as well 
as access to critical natural resources and forest products. 

In a recent attempt to stop the project, on June 6, 2012, 
villagers from Fabe and Toko organized a protest against the 
plantation during the visit of the Governor of the South West 
Region to these villages. These protests have been met with 
severe intimidation and arrests. Protesters were summoned 
to Mundemba police station and several villagers were held 
for days.

Prior to these recent protests, several communities, including 
Fabe, Massaka-Bima, Mbile, and Mundemba, sent complaint 
letters and petitions opposing the project to the government.58

People say no to SGSOC; a protest in Toko village against SGSOC in June 2012.  
© Franck Bieleu / Oakland Institute
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Letters spelling out opposition to the project by local leaders and communities.  
More letters can be found at: http://www.oaklandinstitute.org/land-deals-africa-cameroon.
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Internationally, a number of environmental groups, experts 
and scientists have voiced their opposition to the project. In 
April 2012, eleven of the world’s top scientists issued an open 
letter urging the Cameroonian government to stop the project 
that they say will threaten some of Africa’s most important 
protected areas (see box below).

A Unique Sustainable Model? 
On the Herakles Farms’ website homepage, the company 
claims it is “committed to addressing the complex issues of 
food security through sustainable agriculture initiatives.”60

The main evidence of sustainability for the project comes 
from the participation of a US non-profit Non-Governmental 
Organization (NGO), All for Africa, which was founded and 
is chaired by the CEO of Herakles Farms, Bruce Wrobel. 
All for Africa defines itself an innovative NGO that “takes a 
collaborative approach to poverty reduction by working with 
the private sector to foster projects that generate economic 
and social benefits in the communities in which they are 
located.”61 

Bruce Wrobel has assembled a board for the NGO with a 
number of prominent personalities, including a famous 
actor, a renowned journalist, an international civil servant as 
well as bankers and fund managers tied to the Blackstone 

Group.62 High profile personalities, including Bill Clinton, 
have publically voiced their support of the NGO’s activities.63 

The vision developed with All for Africa may appeal to 
individuals who want to support lasting solutions to hunger, 
poverty and environmental degradation in Africa. All for 
Africa’s main goal is the planting of one million trees in 
Africa, which suggests that the NGO would address two of 
the major global problems of today’s world: deforestation 
and climate change. 

There is actually a big difference between planting forest and 
planting palm oil trees, the latter is what All for Africa is actually 
aiming at in Cameroon. This is happening with a backdrop 
of silence regarding the fact that massive deforestation 
of tropical rainforest will be required so that palm oil trees 
can be planted. In 2008, it launched its “Palm Out Poverty 
Campaign” at an event in New York,64 to initiate fundraising to 
finance the planting of one million palm trees on the Herakles 
Farms, as part of the 73,000 ha palm oil plantation. It claims 
that the one million trees will provide 750 million dollars of 
revenue that will in turn finance development projects on 
the continent.65 The plan is to divide up the one million trees 
into 1,500 “oil trusts” that would then be allocated to existing 
NGOs working in several African countries to provide them 
with funding for one of their projects.”66 Wrobel claims that 
this business model is sustainable because it will generate 
long-term revenue streams to fund these NGO programs,67 
an element “missing in many development projects.”68 

Abstract from the April 2012 OpenLetter 
of 11 Scientists on the Project59

The project would destroy a critical forested area that 
currently links five national parks or protected areas in 
Cameroon. 

These forests are vital for wildlife, including the African 
elephant, chimpanzee and drill, all threatened or 
endangered species. These animals rely on the forests 
that would be destroyed to survive and move among 
the parks.

This area is a biodiversity hotspot, some of the world’s 
most biologically important real estate. There’s no way 
a project like this would be allowed in most countries, 
because the price for biodiversity is just too high.

Those promoting this project are misleading 
everyone—especially the people and government of 
Cameroon. They claim the forests they want to clear 
are mostly logged and degraded, but we’ve shown 
clearly that they include lots of tall, dense forest that’s 
vital for wildlife and nature conservation.

The Fabe nursery, run illegally by SGSOC. © Jan-Joseph Stok / Greenpeace
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Deceit and Cynicism: the Development Label 
of the Project 

The sustainability argument used for the Herakles Farms/All 
for Africa scheme is weak. 

While All for Africa claims its goal is to plant trees, it does not 
say that the development of the 73,000 ha Herakles Farms’ 
plantation, including its All for Africa segment, will result 
in major deforestation, loss of very rich biodiversity and 
the transformation of natural land and forests into a single 
monoculture crop. 

By portraying its investment as a development project, 
Herakles Farms has received support from many prominent 
personalities who seem convinced of its pro-poor and pro-
development objectives.69 The promoters of the project 
are clearly misleading the general public, personalities and 

development-minded investors for a project that will deforest 
and damage the environment.

While aggressively fundraising and marketing the project as 
a pro-development, sustainable initiative, the investor and its 
NGO make no mention in their communication literature or 
website of widespread local opposition to the project, as well 
as opposition from a number of environmental and wildlife 
conservation groups. However, many experts and locals reject 
this sustainable development label and have documented 
the massive threat to livelihoods and environment that come 
with this project. 

While it is beneficial for Africa to reduce its import bill of 
vegetal oil, the critical question is whether the development 
of large-scale plantations is the best solution to achieve this 
goal.

FIGURE 1: SGSOC / HERAKLES FARMS / ALL FOR AFRICA CONNECTIONS

Bruce Wrobel, CEO of Herakles Farms, sits at the centre of a complex web of relationships that connect SGSOC, All for Africa and New York-based private equity 
giant, Blackstone Group.”
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Large-scale Plantations or Small Farms?
Beyond the sustainability argument, the investor puts forward 
an economic rationale for the project: Africa imports four 
million tons of (palm) oil a year. Therefore, it makes sense to 
develop palm oil production on the continent to reduce the 
import bill of African countries. Moreover, the CEO, Bruce 
Wrobel claims that “the native trees produce less than one 
ton per ha [whereas] we will be producing 5.5 tons per ha. […]  
Therefore, the land required with modern commercial farming 
techniques would be more than 5 times as productive leaving 
significantly less land pressure.” 70 However, the facts show a 
different reality. 

The high yields that Herakles Farms is promising for its 
plantations could be achieved with the use of a more 
productive variety of oil palm that is being produced by a 
Cameroonian public research institution, the Institut de 
Recherche Agricole pour le Développement (IRAD).71 A 
comprehensive analysis of the palm oil sector conducted 
jointly by the Ministry of Employment and Vocational Training 
and the International Labour Organization (ILO) in 2009 has 
shown that the lack of access to improved varieties of seeds 
was one of the main constraints affecting the productivity of 
small palm oil producers in Cameroon.72 Small family farms 
have generally less access to improved seeds and are likely to 
cultivate less productive trees. Recent research in Cameroon 
by the National Research Program on Oil Palm (Programme 
National de Recherche sur le Palmier a Huile – PNRPH) 
has allowed the development of varieties that can yield as 
high as 4.5 tons of oil per hectare per year.73 It is therefore 
misleading to say that the 73,000 ha plantation will be much 
more productive given that higher yields could be achieved 
by smaller plantations and small farmers with access to 
improved varieties produced by IRAD.74  

The argument that industrial plantations are more productive 
is not without flaws. It is accurate that in Cameroon, with 50 
percent of the surfaces used, industrial plantations produce 
about 60 percent of the domestic production.75 However, 
when comparing the two models, three important elements 
must be considered:

1. Family farms are not, in general, managed as 
monocultures and instead use palm trees in 
combination with other crops. The calculation of 
productivity as ton of oil per hectare can thus be 
misleading. 

2. Family farms make much more extensive use of the 
trees than large farms. Traditional uses of palm trees, 
which are very much part of the Cameroonian culture, 
include not just palm oil but also sauces, soap, wine, 
fertilizer (ashes), roofing (leaves), building material 
(trunks), and medicines (roots). An objective analysis 
of farm productivity must take into account these 
numerous benefits and sources of income for local 
communities.76

3. Based on diverse and sustainable agro-systems, 
family farms use relatively more organic materials 
to maintain soil fertility and require relatively less 
chemical fertilizers.

Also, the aforementioned study found that small family 
farms and village plantations have actually the lowest cost of 
production for palm oil (respectively FCFA 22,000 [$42] and 
FCFA 30,000 [$57] per ton). Agro-industries have the higher 
production cost at about FCFA 40,000 [$76] per ton.77

Furthermore, beyond economic returns, small-scale 
plantations play an important social role as an element of 
land management, as palm trees are traditionally planted 
at the borders of parcels and thus mark farms through this 
vegetal boundary.78 More generally, agro-forestry systems use 
the interactive benefits from combining trees and shrubs with 
crops and/or livestock to create more diverse, productive, 
profitable, healthy, and sustainable land-use systems.

In terms of direct employment, the industrial model employs 
relatively few workers in its plantations and processing units 
compared to the traditional system, which provides products 
and incomes to millions of people, particularly women, 
involved in harvesting, processing and trading the different 
palm products.79 Industrial plantations, which occupy 
about 50 percent of the land used for palm oil production 
in Cameroon, employed some 19,000 people in 2009 while 
family plantations employed some 46,000 people.80 

Old growth tree in the tropical rainforest Herakles Farms is planning to clear. 
© Jan-Joseph Stok / Greenpeace
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CONCLUSION
This assessment of SGSOC’s plans and activities in Cameroon 
raises questions on how such a project has been able to go 
forward given that: (a) its very existence raises important 
questions under Cameroon’s laws; (b) it is expected to have 
a massive detrimental impact on the environment; (c) it is 
expected to take away land and livelihoods from thousands of 
people; and (d) it is expected to bring little economic return 
for the people and the country. The project is opposed by 
local communities as well as chiefs, members of parliament 
and even the Ministry of Forestry and Wildlife of Cameroon.82 

The SGSOC project must be stopped. If it continues it will 
bring long-lasting and irreversible negative impacts to the 
people living within and near the area and on the environment 
and endangered animals in Cameroon. From their own ESIA 
documentation, Herakles has admitted that the negative 
impacts will be “major” and “long-term.” Moreover, this 
massive development inhibits alternative paths for the social 
and economic development of South West Cameroon. 

To make investment in palm oil production a positive and 
productive area of development for Cameroon,  it will require 
the following elements:

1. Focus on supporting the production of palm oil by 
smallholders, which has many socioeconomic and 
environmental advantages; 

2. Prioritize transformation and improved access to 
markets for production outputs;

3. Involve farmers’ training, research and adequate 
extension services;

4. Ensure that palm trees are combined with other 
crops and trees in order to support sustainability and 
resilience through agricultural diversification;

5. Protect natural forests and avoid the conversion of 
forested land into plantations. 

Comparison Between the Traditional and Industrial Systems of Palm Oil Production81

THE TRADITIONAL SYSTEM

In the traditional system, palm trees are part of the productive landscape. In many cases, natural palm groves are the 
result of long-term resource management, where forest areas have been cleared for agricultural production, but leave 
a number of well-spaced palm trees that allow both types of production. In other cases, palm trees have been planted 
as community or family palm stands as part of agro-forestry systems.

The palms are collected from the trees and are later processed locally into red palm oil. In some cases the process 
is totally manual, while others include the use of mechanical pressing units. The palm kernels are converted 
manually into soap or other products, while the tree’s sap is collected, both from standing or cut down trees, for the 
production of palm wine.

THE INDUSTRIAL SYSTEM

The industrial system is based on monoculture plantations, where the land only produces palm fruits for industry. 
Processing of the fruit into palm oil and other secondary products is centralized in large-scale mechanized industrial 
plants. 

Although there are some differences between the colonial and post-colonial model, the system remains basically the 
same. In most if not all cases, land is taken away from local communities with little or no compensation; biodiverse 
ecosystems (mostly forests) are destroyed and substituted with large areas of palm monocultures. Compared to 
colonial times, the modern system has a higher impact on the environment because of the extensive drainage of the 
land and of the widespread use of agro-chemicals, both impacting local water resources.
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A moratorium should be placed on the allocation of new 
agro-industrial concessions until the country has developed 
a new mechanism for granting of land concessions for agro-
industry, that recognizes existing land rights and customary 
land rights and lays down guidelines for adequate land-use 
planning.  

There is little evidence that large-scale plantations will 
effectively bring economic development in Cameroon. Past 
experiences in the country illustrate promises of development 

by promoters of such plantations to be false.83 Instead, 
large plantations have resulted in massive environmental 
degradation, the destruction of livelihoods, and the 
transformation of small farmers and indigenous populations 
into low-paid plantation workers. It is no surprise that the 
local community, NGOs and conservationists are opposed to 
Herakles Farms project. 
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