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INTRODUCTION 

here is a drastic weakness in our 
plantation management system. 
When I say plantation, I mean mill 

management as well. It is about time for the 
plantation management team to review the 
system in vogue for the past six decades or 
so. The existing system was suitable when 
Malaysian plantation industry started from 
coconut and moved on to rubber. At that 
time, engineers were non-existent in the 
plantation industry. The estate manager 
managed to operate the water pumps or 
generator using his engine driver who acted 
as his engineer for the minor engineering 
activities prevailing in the estates.

The engineers came into the scene after 
the transition to oil palm as the mills needed 
engineers to operate the plants mainly due 
to the need for steam engineers to operate 
boilers. As the planters were mainly British, 
they had some fundamental knowledge 
about boilers as during the early days the 
ships plying between Britain and Malaya 
had steam boilers and turbines which later 
gave way to diesel engines. British boilers 
were world famous during those days.

HISTORY

Although the engineers had some basic 
qualifications followed by board of trade 
(BOD) or similar Malayan machinery 
department certificates for operating boilers 
as steam engineers they were always 
placed below the level of planters who only 
could rise to the level of directors. Planters 
after passing the examination conducted 
by the Incorporated Society of Planters 
could expect to elevate to the highest level 
in plantation management with all mill 
managers under his control. 

The loudest voice was that of the planter, 
the directors will only listen to him with 
the engineers having no voice at all even 
on engineering matters. When the oil 
extraction rate (OER) of the mill dipped, 
the entire blame was channelled to the mill 
management. Anyone would think that 
the planter’s erratic belief was due to his 
arrogance. No it was due to his ignorance 
as they had no genuine intention to mislead 
anyone. Shall we call it planter’s culture?

This brings to my memory a few decades 
ago what my uncle told me as soon as I 
graduated from the university with a degree 
in mechanical engineering. He was an 
estate dresser (also called hospital assistant 
by some. I still do not know  the difference 
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between the two). He told me that his 
estate manager (expatriate from United 
Kingdom, who he admired very much) 
without any engineering qualification 
used to make roller bearings for his estate 
vehicle by replacing the old ones. I was a 
little amused with this remarkable feat by 
the estate manager and when asked how 
he accomplished it since bearings need 
precision work, he told me that he just cut 
pieces of mild steel rods and replaced the 
rollers with these! I was speechless!

Now coming back to our topic the 
original sin was allowing the planters to 
write down the industry’s 10 (or more?) 
commandments, one of which was that 
thou shalt not blame the estates for low 
OER. If the OER dipped at any one time the 
blame shall always be channelled to the mill 
despite the fact that other glaring facts also 
can lower mill OER like unripe, under-ripe 
and over-ripe crop. Another commandment 
still going steady and faithfully supported 
by the plantation is that the stones, sand 
and other trash sent by the estates to the 
mill along with the fresh fruit bunch (FFB) 
consignments are capable of improving the 
mill OER by exerting additional pressing 
grip on the digested mash in the presses. 

Now the question is whether it is 
possible to change the commandments. 
The answer is a big NO. The estates will 
maintain that the commandments are more 
powerful than the constitution and as such 
cannot be altered  and besides they are too 
good to be thrown away. We agree. We 
cannot do anything here. So where do we 
go from here?

There is something that can still be done 
without a fight. What happens if the estate 
and mill managers exchange places for a 
year. The rest of the management team can 
remain unchanged as they will be needed 
to support the new immigrant during the 
initial trial. After a term of one year the 
actors can choose to extend their  stay in the 
new territories if they wish to. 

The proposed system has the following 
advantages: 
•	 greater understanding of each other’s  

problems;
•	 reduction of contamination in crop;
•	 elimination of conflict between estate 

and the mill;
•	 added exposure of the whole industry 

for both managers; and 
•	 total co-ordination for enhanced 

productivity.

It is indeed  GREAT! (at least in theory).

MeTHOD Of IMPleMeNTATION

The following is only one suggestion among 
others. There may be better alternatives that 
could serve the purpose better than the one 
suggested below. Choose a system that is 
suitable for the site based on logistics.

As the ratio of mill manager to estate 
manager is about 1:3, it will take three 
years for an estate manager to complete a 
one year practice in the mill out of which 
the first four months assignment, he will 
be fully in charge of the mill. During the 
second and third four months assignment  
as the mill manager will also  be in the mill 
the mill manager may  have to give way to 
the estate manager by assuming the role of 
an associate manager with less authority 
than the estate manager. In other words 
he may relax. The status of signatory to 
accounts, etc. need not be changed as the 
respective managers will not be working far 
away from one another. 

Let us take the case of an estate group 
comprising say three mills and nine 
estates. The mill managers and three estate 
managers can be exchanged. Each of the 
three estate managers can work in a mill for 
a period of one year. In three years estate 
managers would have completed their mill 
management  for a period of one year each.
Now coming to the mill managers, each 
will have to take over an estate for a period 
of four months, i.e. three estates in a group. 
This is given in Tables 1 and 2.
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TABLE 1.  OnE miLL And ThrEE EsTATEs

Estate  1 Estate 2 Estate 3 Estate 4 Estate 5 Estate 6 Estate 7 Estate 8 Estate 9

Estate
managers

E1 E2 E3 E4 E5 E6 E7 E8 E9

Mill 
managers
on the move

M1
(4 mths)

M1
(4 mths)

M1
(4 mths)

M2
(4 mths)

M2
(4 mths)

M2
(4 mths)

M3
(4 mths)

M3
(4 mths)

M3
(4 mths)

Mill 
managers

Mill 1 (M1) Mill 2 (M2) Mill 3 (M3)

Estate 
managers
on the move

E1
(4 mths)

E2
(4 mths)

E3
(4 mths)

E4
(4 mths)

E5
(4 mths)

E6
(4 mths)

E7
(4 mths)

E8
(4 mths)

E9
(4 mths)

E1
(4 mths)

E2
(4 mths)

E3
(4 mths)

E4
(4 mths)

E5
(4 mths)

E6
(4 mths)

E7
(4 mths)

E8
(4 mths)

E9
(4 mths)

E1
(4 mths)

E2
(4 mths)

E3
(4 mths)

E4
(4 mths)

E5
(4 mths)

E6
(4 mths)

E7
(4 mths)

E8
(4 mths)

E9
(4 mths)

Note:  M – mill manager.
 E – estate manager.
 mths – months.

TABLE  2. OnE miLL And ThrEE EsTATEs - sAmE dispLAyEd 
diffErEnT wAy

From To 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
MM EM MM (4 months in each estate)

EM 1 MM EM1
EM 2 MM EM2
EM 3 MM EM3
EM 1 MM EM2
EM 2 MM EM3
EM 3 MM EM1
EM 1 MM EM3
EM 2 MM EM1
EM 3 MM EM2

Note:  MM – mill manager.
 EM – estate manager.

A plantation manager or a mill manager 
when only confined to either plantation or a 
mill will not be able to see a holistic picture. 
He tends to be too narrow minded in his 
assessment of things. But once he moves 
to the other side of the fence the perception 
will change especially when he takes over 
the helm of management with authority. 

The system will work extremely well if the 
exchange is a recurring one. 

Another advantage of the system is that 
the seniority will be based on experience 
within the company rather than within a 
division like plantation, processing, quality 
control, etc.  which lacks fairness. The 
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managers are also exchangeable between 
the estate and the mill. If there is severe 
dispute between the estate and the mill in 
one complex just exchange them and the 
problem is unlikely to persist.

The system can be extended to Head 
Office level as well if such an arrangement 
is beneficial for the group. If all plantation 
managers are given one year attachment as 
trainee agronomists by exchanging  places 
with agronomists within the same group 
it will help both  in terms of gaining wider 
outlook. The system is partly practiced in 
the industry (extension services), the only 

difference being the agronomists do not 
exchange places with the planter.

CONClUSION

The proposed system may appear to be 
a little bizarre to planters and the millers 
alike but evaluate very carefully the great 
potential it has in completely addressing  
the frequent rivalries arising between 
the mills and the plantation  that has and 
will lead to loss of productivity for the 
plantation industry as a whole. Is it is a 
paradigm shift? Yes, indeed it is, a major 
one! 


