DR M: BRITAIN SHOULD BREAK
WITH EUROPE ON PALM OIL

The UK can expect better trade terms
with Southeast Asia if it asserts its
independence post-Brexit, writes
TUN DR MAHATHIR MOHAMAD

T-BREXIT, the United
ingdom will have a
historic opportunity to
strike a trade deal with
one of the world's fastest-grow-
ing regions and prove that it can
shed European red tape and pro-
tectionism. The key is to rethink
the European Union’s misguided
policy on palm oil.

In 2017, the European Parlia-
ment approved a resolution to
phase out and eventually ban
biofuels made from palm oil, a
major export for Malaysia and In-
donesia. Earlier this year, the Eu-
ropean Commission limited the
types of biofuels from palm oil
that can be counted towards Eu-
rope’s renewable-energy goals.
The restrictions could, despite
our best efforts, trigger a trade
war with producer nations.

EU officials justify the ban on
environmental grounds. In fact,
it’s designed to protect the agri-
cultural industries of a few EU
states. If Europe was so concerned
about the environmental impact

of palm-oil cultivation, why has it
just signed a trade deal with South
America? Beef production there
represents by far the world’s
biggest agricultural cause of de-
forestation, dwarfing the C02
emissions caused by palm oil.

Moreover, EU nations that pro-
duce competing oilseeds, such as
rapeseed, do so much less effi-
ciently, producing a quarter to
one-tenth as much oil per unit of
land while using more fertiliser
and pesticides. This is why the
International Union for the Con-
servation of Nature recently
warned that a ban on palm oil
would not stop deforestation, but
instead lead to greater consump-
tion of land-intensive rapeseed,
soy and sunflower to keep up
with rising demand.

The EU has also conveniently
ignored the progress that’s been
made in developing certification
mechanisms for sounder palm oil
production. The Malaysian Sus-
tainable Palm Oil standards, for
instance, have been adopted by

several countries. Sustainable
and responsible production is
crucial to the long-term health of
our industries, too.

Indeed, no one is saying ac-
tivists should not be concerned
about palm oil or deforestation;
Malaysia’s environmentalists
are, too. And we would not want
to overlook important issues,
such as environmental sustain-
ability and deforestation in trade
discussions with anyone,
whether the UK or the EU.

But the answer is not to single
out one commodity and ban it.
This would simply allow the EU
to avoid its own responsibility for
increasing deforestation through
meat consumption, while wrong-
ly pinning primary responsibility
on developing countries in Asia
and threatening the livelihoods
of 650,000 Asian smallholder
farmers.

This blatant hypocrisy is a form
of modern colonialism that has
no place in today's world. By us-
ing trade as a weapon, the EU is in
effect bullying poorer regions of
the world.

What’s more, pandering to agri-
cultural lobbies hurts hundreds
of millions of European con-
sumers, who must contend with
inflated prices. Such protection-
ism has raised the ire of devel-
oped nations as well. The United

States is threatening to impose
tariffs on European car imports if
the EU doesn’t open its markets
further to US farmers.

When it comes to palm oil,
what’s needed is dialogue and
engagement to achieve joint so-
lutions, including better regula-
tion and stronger certification
standards. This is why Malaysia
holds out the hand of friendship
to the EU in the hope that a fair,
honest and reciprocal trade re-
lationship can be salvaged. Mak-
ing this a reality depends on the
EU doing what several environ-
mental experts have already ad-
vised — incentivise sustainable
palm oil production rather than
pursuing boycotts and protec-
tionism.

A post-Brexit Britain would be
free to follow such a course even
if Europe doesn’t. Southeast
Asian nations account for more
than US$43 billion (RM179 bil-
lion) worth of trade per year with
the UK, a figure that’s steadily
growing. A fresh attitude towards
palm oil, unencumbered by in-
fluential special-interest groups,
could lead to even better trade
terms between the UK and the
region than it enjoys. We hope to
avoid a trade war with Europe.
But if one transpires, that doesn’t
mean the UK has to get caught in
the crossfire. Bloomberg



