
PALM OIL ENGINEERING BULLETIN NO. 87 21

Feature  Article

T

Milling Ideas - Digesters
N Ravi Menon*

* Malaysian Palm Oil Board,
 P.O. Box 10620, 50720 Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.

milling technology could be improved. This 
may be a difficult exercise as there will be 
innumerable problems to attend to related  
processing issues, while stationed in the 
mill. While pondering on such topics, I 
was awakened by some new milling strat-
egies that invaded my mind and I felt that 
they could improve the way our processing 
plants are configured. 

In this issue, let us discuss the way our 
digesters are installed in the press station. 
Is there any particular advantage in having 
a dedicated digester/press configuration 
like the ones we have in most mills? I would 
give considerable weight to digester drain-
age as efficient digester drainage should en-
tail good pressing with the least nut break-
age. It is not uncommon to see nut breakage 
in press cake exceeding 35% against a target 
of less than 15%. The obvious reason is high 
press cone/plate pressure, which in some 
mills is set at even 80 bar or more. One mis-
take follows another and the mills end up 
fighting the consequences of a mistake; in 
this case poor drainage. If the digester drain-
age had been done efficiently, there would 
be no necessity to increase the pressure on 
pressing in the first place.

he mill engineers should spend 
some time sitting quietly on a 
chair visualizing how the present

Mills have no doubt spent a lot of energy 
to improve digester drainage but were of no 
avail as almost all of them were only able to 
perform for short spells. In some mills, the 
drainage pipe network could be likened to 
the tentacles of an octopus but despite its 
initial performance very soon the tentacles 
became cold and lifeless when the drainage 
pipes experienced blockages on all fronts. 
What did the mills do then? Just gave up 
and did nothing.

Let us now look at the configuration 
from a totally different perspective. Why 
should one  digester be dedicated to only 
one press and that too located so closely 
that even the regular digester liner renewal 
becomes a nightmare with the press stand-
ing in the way. When talking about digester 
liner renewal, the task is performed in the 
worst way imaginable in all mills. The liner 
by right should be a right concentric cylin-
der and when fitted should be concentric 
with the stirrer arm shaft axis so that the 
blade tip clearance is kept to a minimum. 
But with the conventional way of changing 
worn off liner plates, the centre lines of the 
cylinder and the stirrer shaft are no more co-
axial resulting in large blade tip clearances 
inevitably leading to poor digestion; the 
net result?- poor digestion and un-ruptured 
cells. All these can contribute towards high 
oil losses.
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Now coming back to our topic, the di-
gester must release most of the oil contained 
by the mash before it is admitted into the 
press so that it can be pressed comfortably 
with the least pressure to avoid high nut 
breakage. The easiest way appears to be to 
have separate digester station where all the 
digesters are stationed to receive sterilized 
fruit (Figure 1).  It is not necessary to have 
complicated digester drainage as the whole 
content can be discharged into a digested 
mash conveyor that can feed a number of 
presses. The oil can be drained from the di-
gested mash conveyor through a perforated 
bottom into an oil gutter that joins the press 

Figure 2. Configuration of a Stork screw press.

juice gutter. Hot water can be added to the 
digested mash conveyor so that most of the 
crude palm oil is separated in the conveyor 
itself. In this way, not only the problem of 
digester drainage is addressed but also the 
digester liner renewal is performed in a pro-
fessional way free from defects. In the Stork 
press arrangement, its built-in feed screw 
essentially does the same job as the digest-
ed mash conveyor but press overhaul was 
cumbersome compared to the more popu-
lar Devecker press (Figure 2). The relative-
ly easy maintenance that is possible in the 
Devecker presses made them the preferred 
choice in Malaysia and elsewhere.

Figure 1. Segregated digester station.
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