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1 Backgroun d 
Country context 
Samoa ha s a  populatio n o f aroun d 170,00 0 peopl e mostl y locate d o n th e 
two majo r islands , Upol u an d Savaii . Th e Samoa n economy , base d o n a 
narrow rang e o f activitie s linke d t o agriculture , tourism , small-scal e manu -
facturing an d fisheries , ha s achieve d significan t growt h recentl y compare d 
with mos t Pacifi c countrie s (Governmen t o f Samoa , 2001a) . It s GD P pe r 
capita o f US$1,42 0 i n 200 2 compare s wit h a n averag e o f US$95 0 fo r th e 
East Asia Pacifi c regio n World Bank , 2003) . 

Within this overall picture, however, the rural economy has fared les s well, 
with the share of GDP derived from agricultur e and fishing declinin g from 2 1 
per cen t i n 199 7 t o 1 4 pe r cen t i n 200 1 (Governmen t o f Samoa , 2001a) . 
While fishin g ha s remaine d stati c ove r th e perio d a t aroun d 8  pe r cen t o f 
GDP, agricultur e a s a percentage o f GD P has fallen significantly . 

Major factor s i n this declin e hav e bee n th e long-ter m damag e t o coconu t 
and coco a plantation s fro m th e 1990-9 1 cyclones , whic h destroye d 2 0 pe r 
cent o f the trees , the fal l i n international copr a an d coconu t oi l prices (price s 
more tha n halve d betwee n 199 8 an d 2001 ) an d th e tar o lea f bligh t whic h 
devastated a  stapl e Samoa n foo d suppl y i n 1993 . Th e Samoa n econom y i s 
therefore highl y vulnerable t o external factor s suc h as changes i n commodit y 
prices, crop diseas e and th e weather -  especiall y cyclones . 

Around two-third s o f Samoa n household s rel y o n a  mixtur e o f subsis -
tence agricultur e an d cas h income , with subsistenc e agricultur e contributin g 
about hal f Samoa' s tota l agricultura l output . 
Opposite: Pressing  dried coconut  to  extract  the  oil  on the  island  of  Upolu, Samoa . PICTURE : JOHN CRETNE Y 
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Most o f th e lan d (8 2 per cent ) i s held unde r customar y titl e in the collec -
tive ownership of the Samoan people and cannot be used as collateral to access 
financing (Japa n Internationa l Cooperatio n Agency , 2003). 

Rural communitie s i n Samo a hav e alway s experience d difficult y i n find -
ing opportunities t o generat e cas h income . Many rura l Samoa n familie s rel y 
solely on remittance s fro m famil y oversea s (especiall y fro m Ne w Zealan d o r 
the US) for al l their cas h needs . Over recen t years thi s income ha s amounte d 
to aroun d 1 8 per cen t o f GD P and therefor e ha s a  significan t positiv e finan -
cial impac t on the economy (Governmen t o f Samoa , 2001a) . 

Approximately 5 0 pe r cen t o f household s wer e foun d t o b e livin g belo w 
the foo d povert y lin e i n a  199 7 survey , wit h povert y focuse d i n rura l areas , 
especially o n Savai i bu t als o o n Upol u outsid e th e Api a urba n are a (Govern -
ment o f Samoa , 2001a) . However , a s there wer e som e methodologica l flaw s 
in this survey , i t was proposed tha t a  ne w governmen t surve y shoul d b e car -
ried ou t i n 2001-2002 bu t thi s has yet to be undertaken . 

Around 55  pe r cen t o f th e Samoa n populatio n i s in the 15-6 0 ag e grou p 
(1998 figures ) an d i n that yea r i t was estimated tha t onl y around 2 3 per cen t 
of this group were formally employed . The rest were involved on an informa l 
basis in various forms o f subsistence or semi-commercia l agriculture , fisherie s 
or self-employmen t (Governmen t o f Samoa , 2002a) . 

Census figure s fo r 200 1 indicate d a  significan t imbalanc e betwee n mal e 
and femal e employmen t wit h 36,72 2 male s (2 2 pe r cen t o f th e population ) 
and 16,22 6 female s (1 0 pe r cen t o f th e population ) ove r 1 5 year s o f ag e 
being economically activ e (Governmen t o f Samoa , 2000; 2001b) . 

Employment opportunitie s a t villag e leve l fo r bot h wome n an d me n ar e 
very limited, and becaus e of the lack of income-earning activities many village 
dwellers hav e migrate d t o th e urba n area s o f Samoa' s capita l Api a o r over -
seas to find work . This migration trend ha s increased th e burden on relative s 
who liv e i n town , leavin g familie s i n th e villag e wit h fe w worker s fo r eve n 
daily subsistenc e tasks . Man y o f thos e wh o hav e move d t o Api a hav e no t 
been able to find employment , placing further stres s on families . 

A UNDP Pacific Human Development  Report  (UNDP , 1999) observed tha t 
the 'encompassin g imag e o f povert y i n the Pacifi c i s poverty o f opportunity' . 
People's talents, skills and aspirations are frustrated an d wasted, denying them 
the opportunity t o lea d productiv e an d satisfyin g lives . 'Poverty o f incom e i s 
often th e result , poverty o f opportunity i s often th e cause. ' 

This lack of opportunity i s due, in part, to problems inheren t i n the situa -
tion i n Samoa : dependenc e o n ill-define d foreig n markets ; th e hig h cos t o f 
public utilities and infrastructure ; an d vulnerability t o natural disaster . Ther e 
is a  heav y dependenc e o n remittance s an d dono r assistance , leadin g t o a n 
economy vulnerabl e t o interna l an d externa l marke t fluctuations . 
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The governmen t o f Samo a ha s se t ou t nin e ke y strategi c outcome s i n it s 
long-term strategy . Thes e includ e enhancin g agricultura l opportunitie s an d 
strengthening th e socia l structure . Thi s strateg y i s relevan t t o th e them e o f 
this chapter ; i t refer s t o th e nee d t o diversif y commercia l agriculture , t o 
revitalize villag e agricultur e an d t o encourag e th e activ e participatio n o f 
women in economic and socia l development (Governmen t o f Samoa, 2002b). 

The commodity context 
Throughout th e Pacific , coconu t i s a long-established cro p providin g a  wid e 
variety o f product s whic h hel p sustai n th e villag e way o f life . The followin g 
are some of these products . 

Copra: Copr a i s th e drie d kerne l (meat ) o f th e coconu t an d i s produce d 
mostly b y sun-dryin g th e coconu t mea t whic h ofte n introduce s insect s o r 
moulds. However, i t can als o b e produced b y kiln or smoke-drying . It s mai n 
use is as a  source of coconu t oi l (se e below); the residue lef t afte r th e extrac -
tion o f oi l i s often use d a s grain feed . 

Coconut oil (or copra oil): Coconu t oi l is extracted fro m copr a b y heating or 
by solvent extraction processes. Unrefined oi l is not usually suitable for huma n 
consumption becaus e of the way in which copra i s produced. The oil is there-
fore generall y refined , bleache d an d deodorize d t o produce refined , bleache d 
and deodorize d (RDB ) coconu t oil . Th e oi l retain s som e coconu t tast e bu t 
often ha s a n unpleasan t flavour.  I t can als o be hydrogenated t o for m a  mor e 
saturated an d highe r meltin g product . 

Virgin coconut oil : Virgi n coconu t oi l i s extracted directl y fro m fres h coco -
nut mea t withou t th e us e of hig h heatin g o r chemicals . Eithe r minima l heat -
ing i s use d t o dr y th e mea t befor e th e oi l i s extracte d b y pressing , o r th e 
undried mea t i s presse d firs t an d th e mixtur e o f oi l an d wate r whic h i s 
obtained i s allowed t o separat e t o produce th e virgi n oil . This oi l retains th e 
characteristic scen t and tast e of coconut an d i s suitable fo r huma n consump -
tion without an y further processing . 

Copra an d coconu t oi l ar e th e traditiona l product s base d o n th e coconut . 
Their productio n ha s generall y require d large-scal e facilitie s wit h price s 
highly vulnerable t o internationa l suppl y an d deman d dictate d b y the outpu t 
from countrie s suc h a s th e Philippine s whic h produc e a  hig h proportio n o f 
world supply . A s th e followin g tabl e indicates , coconu t ha s bee n th e domi -
nant commodit y cro p fo r Samoa , althoug h othe r countrie s hav e a  highe r 
output. 
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Table 1 : Commodity Outputs, 2001 (Ό0 0 metric tonnes) 

Fiji 
Papua New Guinea 
Tonga 
Samoa 
Vanuatu 
Cook Islands 
Solomon Islands 
Philippines 
Indonesia 
Malaysia 

Cocoa 

0.1 
42.5 

0 
0.4 
1.6 

0 
3.0 
6.6 

340 
100 

Taro 

38 
172 

4 
15 
0 
0 

34 
97 
0 
0 

Coffee 

0.1 
84 

0 
0 

0.1 
0 
0 

130 
377 
12.5 

Coconut 

215 
1,032 

58 
140 
248 

5 
330 

13,200 
14,300 

713 

Bananas 

6.5 
710 
0.7 
20 
13 

0.2 
0.3 

5,060 
3,600 

560 

Mangos 

0.3 
0 
0 

2.5 
0 

2.7 
0 

884 
950 

19 

Table 1  provides an indication of the relative output (expresse d in 1000 metri c 
tonne unit s fo r 2001 ) o f conventiona l produc e fo r Pacifi c islan d an d nearb y 
Pacific rim countries (FAO , 2002). As these figures illustrate , the output fro m 
Pacific countrie s o f mos t commoditie s i s dwarfed b y the outpu t o f Indonesi a 
and th e Philippines . 

The overal l outpu t o f coconu t oi l i n term s o f productio n an d expor t o f 
the top ten countries i s set out i n Table 2 (U S Department o f Agriculture) . 

Table 2: Production and Export of Coconut Oil, 2002-200 3 

Production (Ό00 metri c tonnes) 

Country 

Philippines 
Indonesia 
India 
Vietnam 
Mexico 
Sri Lanka 
Thailand 
Papua New Guinea 
European Union 
Côte d'lvoire 
Japan 
Others 
Total 

Production 

1,295 
852 
440 
149 
106 
58 
46 
35 
30 
28 
25 

121 
3,185 

Export (Ό00 metri c tonnes) 

Country 

Philippines 
Indonesia 
Malaysia 
Papua New Guinea 
European Union 
Côte d'lvoire 
Singapore 
Western Samoa 
Vietnam 
United States 
India 
Others 
Total 

Export 

1,060 
552 
166 
35 
32 
15 
11 
8 
6 
5 
4 
3 

1,897 

The Philippines i s the major worl d produce r o f coconut oil . Production dou -
bled fro m 199 9 t o reac h a  pea k o f 1. 7 millio n tonne s i n 2000 , mostl y 
exported t o Europ e an d th e US . Since the n productio n ha s falle n a s show n 
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above, bu t a s th e sourc e o f th e majorit y o f th e world' s globa l suppl y o f 
coconut oil , the Philippines industry i s a powerful lobb y i n world term s wit h 
significant politica l clout. In contrast, small producers like the Pacific countrie s 
have littl e leverage . O n 2002/200 3 figures , Papu a Ne w Guine a an d Samo a 
are the majo r producer s i n the Pacifi c region . Eve n so , Samoa accounte d fo r 
just 0. 4 pe r cen t o f worl d export s i n 2002/200 3 an d sinc e the n productio n 
has falle n becaus e o f problem s relate d t o th e large-scal e mil l responsibl e fo r 
oil production . 

Coconut oi l extracte d fro m copr a require s large-scale , hig h pressure , 
expensive, energy-intensive equipment ; unhygieni c copra produce s oi l of lo w 
quality whic h the n require s refining , bleachin g an d deodorizin g t o creat e a 
commercially acceptabl e product . Th e refinin g proces s use s acid , solvent s 
and stea m t o stri p ou t th e contamination , wit h som e residua l solvent s 
remaining i n the oil . The process also removes the natura l volatile s and anti -
oxidants tha t giv e pur e coconu t oi l it s uniqu e flavou r an d aroma . I n addi -
tion, the tota l proces s from far m t o refined oi l can take many months . 

The coconut industry in Samoa and other Pacific island countries has never-
theless bee n a  majo r earne r o f foreig n exchange , contributin g toward s th e 
livelihoods o f man y people . Give n th e processe s describe d above , mecha -
nized coconu t oi l productio n an d sale s hav e mostl y benefite d large r enter -
prises. Th e benefit s o f copr a productio n hav e bee n mor e widespread , an d 
when price s hav e bee n good , th e incom e earne d b y villager s ha s mad e th e 
effort worthwhile . 

More recently , however , fluctuatin g worl d marke t price s fo r copra , com -
bined wit h th e labour-intensiv e natur e o f copr a production , hav e dissuade d 
Samoan villager s from considerin g eithe r copr a o r coconu t oi l production a s 
viable activities a t the village level . Prices are s o low that man y familie s hav e 
abandoned thei r plantation s excep t t o harves t coconut s fo r thei r ow n con -
sumption. 

Devastating cyclone s i n th e pas t fe w decade s hav e furthe r damage d th e 
coconut oi l industry , forcin g man y copr a producer s t o clos e down . A s a 
result, many villagers now hav e a surplus o f unused coconuts , and thi s abun -
dant an d availabl e resource i s often wasted . 

In 2000, for example , coconut-based product s (oil , cream, copra, dessicated 
coconut) provide d export s value d a t US$ 7 million -  1 5 pe r cen t o f Samoa' s 
total commodit y export s o f US$45 million . In 2002 thes e products provide d 
only US$4.7 million o f revenue ou t o f a  total o f $US4 7 million - 1 0 per cen t 
of commodit y revenue . In contrast , revenu e fro m fishin g ros e from $US24. 7 
million (55  per cen t o f commodity exports ) t o US$29 millio n (6 2 per cen t of 
exports) (Governmen t o f Samoa , 2003) . 

49 



CHAINS O F FORTUNE : LINKIN G WOME N PRODUCER S AN D WORKER S WIT H GLOBA L MARKET S 

The trade polic y context 
Global integratio n ha s intensifie d th e trad e link s betwee n high-incom e an d 
developing countries - ove r the past ten years, trade between these two group-
ings ha s increase d b y 1 1 pe r cen t becaus e o f lowe r transpor t costs , lowere d 
trade barriers , faste r communication s an d greate r mobilit y o f bot h peopl e 
and capital . Trad e ha s increased , particularl y wit h Eas t Asia , th e Pacific , 
Latin America , the Caribbea n an d sub-Sahara n Africa . However , th e volatil -
ity o f th e commodit y product s involve d ha s ha d a  significan t impac t o n 
developing countries , an d generall y commodit y an d agricultura l export s 
have bee n subjec t t o highe r tariff s tha n othe r product s a s high-income coun -
tries protect thei r ow n farmer s an d producers . 

The averag e tarif f leve l globally acros s al l agricultura l product s i s 62 pe r 
cent, bu t thi s varies considerably betwee n region s an d betwee n product s (U S 
Department o f Agriculture) . 

Vegetable oil s such a s coconut oi l attrac t a n averag e tarif f internationall y 
of 62 per cent compared wit h a  high for tobacc o o f 9 0 per cent and a  low fo r 
horticultural product s o f 5 0 pe r cent . Fo r vegetabl e oils , regional rate s var y 
from 13 4 per cent in South Asia to 1 7 per cent for Nort h Americ a an d 1 3 per 
cent fo r E U countries. For vegetabl e oil s and fo r agricultura l product s gener -
ally, th e highes t tariff s appl y fo r countrie s outsid e Nort h Americ a an d th e 
EU. However, thes e two region s als o dea l wit h th e highes t volume s o f prod -
ucts because of the size of their markets . Tariffs wer e reduced b y one-third a s 
a resul t o f th e GAT T Urugua y Roun d i n 1996 , an d th e lowerin g o f tariff s 
which especiall y disadvantag e developin g countrie s remain s a  ke y objectiv e 
of future multilatera l trad e negotiations . 

2 Th e Virgin Coconut Oil Project 
History 
The initiativ e t o develo p th e organi c virgi n coconu t oi l industr y i n Samo a 
was undertaken b y Women in Business Development Incorporated , a  Samoa n 
NGO establishe d i n 199 1 with the objective o f assisting Samoa n women an d 
youth t o develo p sustainabl e livelihoods . Unti l 200 2 WIBD I wa s th e onl y 
major NG O i n Samoa involve d in micro-financing activitie s directly linking a 
micro-finance facilit y t o micro-enterpris e development . I t wa s als o th e onl y 
one focusing o n the mobilization o f savings . 

WIBDI wa s establishe d b y a  grou p o f wome n wh o face d difficultie s i n 
securing loans for thei r economic activities . From modes t beginnings , WIBDI 
has grown significantl y an d i s now activ e in around 9 0 villages across Samo a 
supporting a  range of income-generating activitie s including organic farming , 
coconut oi l production , beekeeping , fin e ma t productio n an d handicrafts . 
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The organizatio n ha s a n offic e i n Api a an d employ s a n Executiv e Directo r 
and ten staf f (i n 2003) involve d i n training and i n monitoring projects . 

WIBDI ha s bee n involve d i n developing community-base d project s a t th e 
village level aimed at alleviating poverty and creating sustainable local village 
economies. I t ha s attracted fundin g suppor t fo r thi s from a  number o f agen -
cies, includin g NZAID , AUSAID , Oxfa m Ne w Zealand , th e Foo d an d 
Agriculture Organizatio n (FAO) , UNDP and th e Canad a Fund . 

The move to produce organic virgin coconut oil in Samoa was prompted b y 
the decline in the price for copra , the traditional majo r produc t fro m coconut . 
Farmers were getting little income from thi s established resource , with man y 
villages havin g n o sustainabl e income . Man y villages , therefore , ha d a  sur -
plus o f unuse d coconuts , an d WIBD I fel t tha t somethin g neede d t o b e don e 
to help villagers utilize and profi t fro m thi s abundant an d availabl e resource . 

Investigations reveale d tha t a s far bac k a s the 1800s , coconut oi l produc -
tion fo r expor t ha d traditionall y bee n th e economi c activit y o f villag e 
women. Penelop e Schoeffe l states : 'Unti l Theodor e Webe r introduce d th e 
innovation o f exportin g drie d copr a i n th e 1870s , a  prime sourc e o f incom e 
for the Samoans was the manufacture o f coconut oi l for export . This was tra -
ditionally a  woman' s economi c activity , thoug h me n too k par t i n i t when i t 
became a  majo r commercia l product ' (Carr , 2001) . Thi s revelatio n encour -
aged WIBDI to loo k fo r way s o f reviving the practice o f coconu t oi l produc -
tion b y women a s a source of incom e through exports . 

Finding an appropriate technology 
After man y frustratin g month s o f searchin g fo r viabl e income-generatin g 
ideas, includin g th e reviva l o f coconu t oi l production b y village women an d 
youth, WIBDI learnt by chance about the direct micro expelling (DME) techno-
logy fo r th e productio n o f coconu t oil . I t wa s th e subjec t o f th e monthl y 
satellite meetin g ru n b y th e Universit y o f th e Sout h Pacifi c regiona l satellit e 
network fo r ECOWOMAN ) i n Apri l 1995 . ECOWOMA N i s a  NG O net -
work o f Pacific women promoting women's involvement in science and techno-
logy, and WIBDI i s the Samoan foca l point . 

While th e copr a proces s yield s a  lo w qualit y oi l product , investigation s 
indicated tha t wit h the new DME technology, coconut could yield high qual -
ity virgin oi l with potentia l use s in cooking, cosmetics an d healt h products . 

Direct micr o expellin g i s a  ne w small-scal e technolog y develope d b y D r 
Dan Etheringto n a t th e Australia n Nationa l Universit y whic h enable s rura l 
families o n tropica l coast s t o produce virgi n cold-presse d coconu t oi l withi n 
an hou r o f opening thei r coconuts . 

The technology ha s it s roots i n Tuvalu, where oi l i s extracted fro m drie d 
grated coconut . A  freshly grate d coconu t i s mixed wit h eac h batc h o f drie d 
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The DME system involves four basic steps: 

• collectin g and husking the coconuts; 

• finel y grating the fresh mature coconut kernel with small motorized 
(usually electric) graters. It is important to note that diesel powered 
generators to run these graters can be fuelled by the virgin oil produced 
by the DME process; 

• dryin g the grated coconut to a specific moisture content in about one 
hour on an innovative, all-weather, solar-thermal dryer fuelled by the 
discarded coconut husks and shells; 

• pressin g out the oil with a specially designed robust hand-operated 
press, known as a SAM press, that uses interchangeable cylinders. 

coconut immediatel y befor e pressin g using the press. This 'moisture-assisted ' 
expelling principle ha s been adapted an d develope d i n DME . 

At the family far m level , using one DME press , the DME syste m i s gener-
ally abl e t o proces s 30 0 t o 50 0 coconut s pe r day , producing 25-4 5 litre s o f 
oil wit h a n extractio n efficienc y (OEE ) o f ove r 8 5 pe r cen t o f th e availabl e 
oil. The DME technology i s simple and easy to use, and bypasse s the arduou s 
process o f makin g copra . The technology enable s village families t o enhanc e 
traditional Pacifi c oil-makin g practic e withou t havin g t o tak e coconut s t o a 
mill elsewhere for pressing . The DME process i s an appropriately small-scal e 
technology whic h enable s poo r rura l familie s t o us e existing village coconu t 
resources t o produc e pur e virgi n coconu t oil , a t th e sam e tim e recyclin g 
materials in a sustainable process . 

WIBDI saw the DME technology a s being perfect fo r us e in rural villages . 
It wa s simpl e an d require d ver y littl e trainin g i n it s use . Copr a productio n 
had alway s bee n see n as a  man's job , and DM E technolog y wa s see n as pro-
viding a  pathwa y t o involv e wome n an d yout h i n th e viabl e productio n o f 
coconut oil . The DME technology seemed idea l in that the final produc t -  th e 
coconut oi l - woul d b e produced i n the rura l area s and th e technology coul d 
encourage rura l peopl e t o remai n i n th e village s wher e the y live d becaus e i t 
provided the m wit h much-neede d work . I t would b e as i f the process o f vil -
lage oil production i n Samoa could com e ful l circle , to again b e produced b y 
women i n the village setting and exporte d t o ear n them a n income . 
In 199 5 WIBD I contacte d D r Etheringto n i n Australi a an d sough t hi s per -
mission t o us e th e technolog y fo r a  rura l villag e project . Th e WIBD I 
Executive Director , Adimaimalag a Tafuna'i , the n travelle d t o Fij i an d 
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Figure 1: Direct Micro Expelling of Coconut Oil 
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participated i n a  Unite d Nation s Industria l Developmen t Organisatio n 
(UNIDO) training programme on the use of the technology which had alread y 
been introduced int o a few villages in Fiji where the projects were being man-
aged b y village communities . 

The Fijia n project s wer e no t see n t o b e successful , becaus e o f reluctanc e 
by village leaders to take responsibility fo r th e activities at community leve l -
especially th e financial aspec t o f the operations . 

Finding an appropriate organizational structure 
From thi s experience , the WIBDI Executive Directo r envisione d a n opportu -
nity fo r Samoa n famil y group s t o benefi t fro m th e DM E technology , give n 
that man y rura l familie s hav e acces s to th e coconu t plantation s o f tradition -
ally owned lands , with acre s of coconu t tree s no t full y utilized . 

A sub-secto r analysi s o f th e coconu t industr y i n Samo a wa s the n con -
ducted t o se e i f producing virgi n coconu t oi l would b e viable . The result s o f 
the stud y wer e mad e eve n more encouragin g b y the fac t tha t copr a price s a t 
the time were very much in decline. The analysis indicated tha t a  ton of copr a 
from approximatel y 5,00 0 nuts , would brin g in about ST$113 5 (US$454) . If 
the 5,000 nuts were instead processed with the DME technology int o coconu t 
oil, th e return s woul d b e approximatel y ST$440 0 (US$1,760) , usin g th e 
price of the locally produced coconu t oi l as the price base . 

Based on th e Fij i experience , and fro m thei r ow n earl y projec t experienc e 
in Samoa , WIBD I decide d tha t rathe r tha n wor k wit h whol e villag e com -
munities, they would offe r th e coconut oi l project t o village extended families . 
Extended families in Samoa comprise a community in themselves, with familie s 
having anythin g fro m a  fe w member s t o ver y larg e group s o f a  hundre d o r 
more people i n very larg e families . A n average extende d famil y livin g in on e 
village could b e made u p of around 4 0 people . 

Previous projects had proved to be most successful whe n there was a strong 
leader t o tak e responsibility . Workin g wit h familie s woul d allo w WIBD I t o 
work throug h on e hea d o f family , rathe r tha n th e man y villag e elder s i n a 
communally base d project . I n a  villag e o r communit y setting , WIBD I ha d 
found tha t people were always willing to take part, but were reluctant to take 
responsibility whe n paymen t wa s neede d fo r maintenanc e bills . Afte r th e 
beginning of the project, a t the first sign of a problem, they would lose interest . 
By contrast, whe n a  famil y wa s earnin g cas h fo r themselve s fro m a  project , 
they tende d t o stic k t o i t longe r an d t o pu t mone y bac k int o th e projec t 
because of the direc t benefit s gained . 

WIBDI base d selectio n fo r th e projec t o n a  numbe r o f ke y criteria . 
Families neede d t o hav e acces s t o a  substantia l suppl y o f coconuts , th e vil -
lages chose n neede d t o b e geographicall y representativ e an d th e familie s 
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needed t o have th e numbe r o f peo-
ple neede d t o work o n the project . 
Many familie s hav e sinc e show n an 
interest i n the technology an d th e 
project, bu t hav e bee n turne d dow n 
because o f lack o f sufficient famil y 
members to make the project viable . 

Finding appropriate markets 
WIBDI provided th e familie s selecte d 
with a  DM E pres s an d assisted in 
providing technica l plans to model a 
dryer and oven for the production o f 
pure virgi n coconu t oil . The projec t 
produces organic , virgin, cold-pressed 
coconut oil - an extremely high grade 
product that is exportable to a grow-
ing niche marke t overseas . The fam -
ilies concerne d ar e able t o produc e 
value-added product s fo r local and 
overseas markets . 

When th e idea o f producin g virgi n coconu t oi l for expor t wa s first 
mooted, ther e wer e tw o mai n problem s t o overcome i n marketing th e oil 
overseas a s a desirable alternativ e t o othe r cookin g oils . 

Firstly, the oi l would hav e to compete o n oversea s market s wit h cookin g 
oils produced in other areas from vegetabl e extracts - soy , peanuts, etc. These 
oils ar e familia r t o the consumer , ar e produce d i n great volume s an d ca n be 
sold quit e cheaply . WIB F realize d the y woul d b e unabl e to compete on vol-
ume or price, s o it was importan t tha t th e produc t b e markete d i n a 'value-
added' manne r to attract buyer s an d organi c certificatio n whic h woul d pro -
vide an avenue fo r greate r value . 

The secon d proble m wa s tha t coconu t oi l has bee n considere d unhealth y 
because o f its saturated fa t content. However , i t is now know n tha t the 
unique for m o f saturated fa t in coconut oi l actuall y help s to prevent hear t 
disease and hardenin g o f the arteries . 

It is identical to a special group o f fats foun d i n human breas t milk , and it 
has no w bee n clinicall y prove n tha t thes e fat s improv e digestion , strengthe n 
the immune syste m and protec t agains t bacterial , viral an d funga l infections . 
The fat s derive d fro m coconu t oi l are now routinel y use d i n hospital IV 
formulations an d commercia l bab y formulas . The y ar e als o use d i n sports 
drinks to boos t energ y an d enhanc e athleti c performance . 
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The virgi n coconu t oi l projec t bega n i n 1996 . Wit h fundin g fro m th e 
Canada Fund , fiv e set s o f equipmen t wer e purchase d an d project s wer e 
started o n famil y farm s i n fiv e village s o n Upol u an d Savaii . Canad a Fun d 
funded a  further fou r set s of equipmen t i n 1998 . The projec t ha s introduce d 
13 sets of equipmen t t o family farm s aroun d Samoa , with al l the productio n 
sites being organically certifie d o r i n conversion status . 

Feasibility studie s o n cost s an d likel y virgi n coconu t oi l price s indicate d 
that virgi n oi l production offere d a n opportunit y fo r a  profitable farm-base d 
production process . Armed wit h thi s information , WIBD I staf f visite d farm -
ers o n Upol u an d Savai i t o asses s interes t b y farmer s i n seekin g certifie d 
organic statu s fo r thei r farm s an d supplyin g oi l to WIBDI to b e marketed . 

Obtaining organic certification 
A ke y facto r i n th e projec t ha s bee n obtainin g organi c certificatio n fo r 
organic virgin coconut oil . This access has been managed b y WIBDI on behal f 
of the grower group . 

To provid e th e trainin g necessar y fo r farmers , WIBD I firs t contracte d a 
certified BIO-GR O traine r an d a  loca l consultan t t o trai n thei r ow n staf f i n 
the requirement s relate d t o certificatio n suc h a s far m mappin g an d records . 
Assistance wit h trainin g wa s als o provide d b y a  loca l organi c farme r wh o 
provided acces s to hi s property . 

Having assesse d th e differen t certificatio n processe s available , WIBD I 
opted fo r th e Nationa l Associatio n fo r Sustainabl e Agricultur e Australi a 
(NASAA) certification system . The traine d WIBD I staf f the n traine d farmer s 
about bot h organic farming practice s and the certification requirements , such 
as mappin g th e farm s i n preparatio n fo r th e annua l inspectio n visit s o f th e 
NASAA certifying officers . 

When familie s wer e read y t o produc e coconu t oil , WIBD I staf f assiste d 
with buildin g th e dryers , installin g equipmen t an d trainin g th e productio n 
staff. A  monitoring proces s involvin g weekl y visit s b y WIBDI staf f wa s als o 
set up to ensure tha t certificatio n requirement s woul d b e met . 

The Pure Coconut Oi l Company (PCOC ) was then se t up as the vehicle t o 
market the virgin oil product and familie s were encouraged t o sell 70 per cen t 
of thei r oi l to the PCOC fo r expor t an d retai n 3 0 per cen t fo r loca l sale . 

Full certificatio n fo r fiv e famil y farm s wa s achieve d throug h NASA A i n 
2001 an d NASA A undertakes annua l audi t inspection s as part o f the proces s 
of maintainin g accreditation . I n 2001 , followin g certification , export s t o 
Australia ros e significantl y fro m on e t o thre e ton s pe r mont h an d furthe r 
markets opene d i n Germany an d Ne w Zealand . 
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Involvement of local community, national government and international 
agencies 
This project ha s been driven primarily b y a community-based Samoa n NGO , 
WIBDI, whic h i s no w workin g wit h th e Samoa n Organi c Farmer s Assoc -
iation, a n organizatio n se t u p b y WIBDI an d Malaefon o Organi c Plantatio n 
in 2001. 

At a  nationa l leve l within Samoa , littl e suppor t wa s initiall y receive d fo r 
the project . However , mor e recentl y suppor t fo r organi c farmin g initiative s 
has bee n forthcomin g fro m th e Ministr y o f Agricultur e whic h i s currentl y 
developing a  strategy fo r th e development o f organi c farming i n Samoa . 

At a n internationa l level , suppor t ha s com e fro m severa l sources . Th e 
Canada Fun d ha s provide d fundin g fo r capita l purchase s -  initiall y fo r th e 
purchase o f equipmen t fo r farmer s an d subsequentl y fo r th e purchas e o f 
three vehicles over a  five-year period . These vehicles are used by WIBDI staf f 
to visi t grower s regularl y t o monito r tha t organi c certificatio n requirement s 
are being met and to advise on production an d financial aspect s of the project . 

Volunteer suppor t ha s bee n secure d throug h th e US Peace Corp s an d th e 
United Nation s UN V programm e fo r tw o peopl e t o assis t wit h helpin g 
farmers t o mee t thei r certificatio n requirements . NZAID , th e PUD S (Pacifi c 
Islands Industrial Developmen t Scheme ) and th e South Pacifi c Projec t Facilit y 
have provide d fundin g suppor t fo r improvin g marketing , an d AUSAI D ha s 
provided fundin g suppor t fo r th e organic certification process . 

Oxfam Ne w Zealan d ha s als o provide d fundin g ove r th e 1999-200 3 
period t o WIBD I t o suppor t th e expansio n o f th e micro-financ e project , 
which involve s a  range of rura l initiatives ; part o f thi s funding ha s been use d 
to suppor t th e costs of fiel d visit s and training . 

Current status 
The projec t combine s thre e concept s a t th e hear t o f al l Wome n i n Busines s 
endeavours: tradition, trad e an d technology . 

• Tradition  i s protected a s famil y group s wh o remai n withi n th e villag e d o 
the work. The product i s a pure version o f an ancien t product . 

• Trade  i s encouraged b y the local and internationa l sal e of the oil and value-
added products , such as scented oil s and soaps . Furthermore, participant s 
are give n th e opportunit y t o lear n smal l busines s managemen t an d t o 
partake i n a  micro-financ e schem e whic h teache s the m credi t disciplin e 
and savin g methods . 

• Technology  come s in the form o f applying the DME technology . 
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Currently, family farm s i n 1 2 villages across Upolu and Savai i are involved i n 
coconut farmin g operation s whic h hav e secure d organi c certificatio n unde r 
the umbrell a o f WIBDI . WIBDI manage s th e qualit y control , administrativ e 
and marketin g aspect s o f th e operation . No t al l the farm s produc e regularl y 
and som e ar e involve d i n wor k t o upgrad e thei r facilities , fo r exampl e fo r 
drying. At present si x farms ar e able to produce when produc t i s required 

WIBF currently provide s ongoin g suppor t t o th e familie s involve d i n th e 
form o f weekl y visit s b y fiel d staf f t o th e site s t o chec k o n eac h farm . Th e 
quality o f oi l i s monitored , a  chec k i s mad e tha t certificatio n requirement s 
such a s record-keepin g ar e bein g attende d t o an d trainin g i s provide d i n 
small busines s management , productio n an d packin g o f value-adde d prod -
ucts. Staf f als o introduc e th e familie s t o a  micro-financ e programm e whic h 
enables the them to b e part o f a  banking system where they live . 

The nee d fo r maintenanc e o f th e equipmen t i s als o identifie d o n thes e 
weekly visits. This is done by the WIBF technical person who also gives train-
ing to famil y member s o n simpl e maintenance o f th e machines . Familie s ar e 
encouraged t o save money t o cover maintenanc e costs . 

Once pressed , th e extracted oi l product i s stored o n eac h farm . Th e oi l i s 
then collecte d fro m th e production site s and store d a t th e Pur e Coconu t Oi l 
Company site . Some value-added product s ar e also produced a t thi s site , fo r 
example soap, insect repellent, scented oils and cooking oil. Bulk volumes are 
sold o n to oversea s buyer s through contact s mad e directl y o r on th e Interne t 

Families wer e initiall y encourage d t o sel l 7 0 pe r cen t o f thei r oi l t o th e 
PCOC fo r expor t an d t o retai n 3 0 pe r cen t fo r loca l sale . However , th e 
majority o f curren t producer s sel l al l th e produc t t o th e PCO C wit h eac h 
producer als o paying 5  litres o f oi l bac k t o WIBDI per productio n wee k fo r 
process expenses . 

The PCOC i s responsible fo r exportin g the virgin coconut oil , but i t hire s 
a customs agen t to prepare documentation . Th e PCOC itsel f operate s as cost 
effectively a s possible. It commenced operation s wit h two employees and th e 
staffing remain s a t thi s level . Proposed expansio n o f oi l productio n i s likel y 
to require a n increas e i n staffing resource s i n the future . 

At present, virgi n coconu t oi l i s produced primaril y fo r export . Th e oi l i s 
used oversea s mainl y a s edibl e oil , bu t als o fo r soa p makin g an d othe r 
cosmetic purposes . Locall y i t i s used a s a skin and hai r product . Som e edibl e 
oils ar e als o sol d t o smal l loca l cottag e industrie s fo r productio n o f biscuit s 
and doughnuts . 

Local market s hav e bee n secure d b y th e PCO C fo r supplyin g loca l busi -
nesses wit h a  gourme t cookin g oil , moisturizin g oils , insec t repellen t an d 
coconut soap . However , thes e market s ar e smal l (fo r exampl e 3- 4 doze n o f 
each ite m a  month) . Becaus e o f financin g problems , a  su n ta n oi l an d ski n 
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balm hav e no t yet been package d o r marketed. Th e residu e o f the DM E 
process makes good foo d fo r huma n consumptio n a s well a s stock-feed . 

Along wit h nonu  juic e an d bananas , virgi n coconu t oi l is currently the 
major organi c produc t exporte d b y Samoa. I n 2001, 1 4 tonnes o f virgin 
coconut oi l was exporte d t o Australia , Ne w Zealan d an d Germany , bu t out -
put ha s since droppe d becaus e o f difficultie s relate d t o management and 
marketing arrangements . Thes e difficultie s ar e bein g addresse d throug h 
greater resource s whic h ar e no w availabl e to develop an d marke t th e prod -
uct. This has arisen from expertis e sough t from German y o n technical aspect s 
of processing an d marketing , togethe r wit h th e sal e of the Pur e Coconu t Oi l 
Company, in late 2003, to a private New Zealan d buye r with Samoa n famil y 
connections. 

3 Th e Virgin Coconu t Oi l Commodity Chai n 

Who does and gets what? 
There are three major step s in the production o f virgin coconut , commencin g 
with the collection of raw materia l (coconuts ) b y families throug h t o the mar -
keting and distributio n of the oil . These ar e se t ou t belo w wit h detail s of the 
economic benefit s whic h accru e at each stage . 
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Plantation owners 
This ste p take s plac e a t th e famil y far m level . Coconut s collecte d fro m 
nearby lan d area s ar e sol d t o th e famil y producer . Th e pric e pe r nu t range s 
between ST$0.06-0.1 0 an d the truck transpor t cost s ST$20 (US$8 ) per load . 
The collector s ar e member s o f th e extende d famil y an d ar e pai d b y th e sit e 
manager. A family ca n typically harves t aroun d 50 0 nut s per da y bringing a n 
income of ST$3 0 (US$12 ) pe r da y o r ST$15 0 (US$60 ) pe r week . 

The way in which families harves t nuts from thei r own plantations ensure s 
that transportatio n i s no t a  majo r problem . Famil y member s wh o ha d n o 
previous employmen t ca n no w b e gainfull y employe d pickin g u p th e nut s 
and transportin g the m t o th e productio n sit e i f i t i s close enough . Problem s 
are encountere d o n th e large r plantation s wher e appropriat e transportatio n 
is no t available . Som e familie s d o no t hav e th e workforc e t o gathe r th e 
coconuts, as family member s hav e moved awa y to find work . 

At present, there i s no competition fo r coconuts , as they are not normall y 
being harvested excep t fo r famil y us e fo r food . Copr a price s ar e s o low tha t 
small farmers ar e not intereste d i n copra production . 

Oil producers 
This ste p take s plac e wit h familie s wh o hav e obtaine d th e equipmen t 
required t o undertak e th e oi l extraction process . 

Workers, includin g men , wome n an d children , hus k th e coconuts , an d 
grate an d weig h th e coconu t meal . They ar e als o involve d i n the dryin g an d 
oil pressin g process . The y ar e pai d ST$1 2 (US$4.80 ) pe r da y o r ST$6 0 
(US$24) per week . 

One proble m encountere d a t th e beginnin g o f th e projec t concerne d th e 
time spen t o n th e productio n process . Familie s complaine d tha t onc e th e 
dryer was lit , they had to produce continuously durin g the day and could no t 
stop and start . They were not accustome d t o spending a  whole day working . 
Their frustration s recede d a s they becam e familia r wit h th e process an d sa w 
how beneficia l th e cash earned wa s to thei r families . 

Once the oil has been extracted a t farm level , producers can either sel l the 
oil locall y o r sel l to th e PCOC . Locally , the oi l can fetc h betwee n ST$12-1 5 
(US$4.80-6) pe r litre . Althoug h thi s optio n i s more lucrative , Samoa n pro -
ducers prefer t o sell all the oil in bulk through the PCOC. Currently only tw o 
producers ar e taking regular advantag e o f the loca l market , which i s encour -
aged b y WIBDI. 

Table 3  illustrates monthly production b y oil producers i n October 2001, 
and th e volumes sol d locall y or to the PCOC . 
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Table 3: Oil Production and Sales, October 2001 

Village 

Saoluafata 
Siumu 
Saleimoa 
Patamea 
Foailalo 
Lano and 
Tafua ta i 
Taga 

Oil 
Produced 

(litres) 

250 
450 

1,400 
1,200 

120 
1,300 

200 

*For personal use 

Local 
Sales 

(litres) 

74 
50 
50 

200 
120 
20* 

100 

Local 
Sales 
(ST$) 

740 
280 
250 

1,000 
1,200 

1,000 

Sales to 
PCOC 

(litres) 

176 
400 

1,340 
1,000 

1,280 

100 

Sales to 
PCOC 
(ST$) 

526 
1,200 
4,020 
3,000 
1,200 
3,840 

300 

Total Sales 
for Month 

(ST$) 

1,266 
1,480 
4,270 
4,000 
1,200 
3,840 

1,300 

There i s a reluctanc e t o produc e othe r value-adde d product s lik e scented oi l 
and soaps , perhaps becaus e of the time spen t o n the additiona l processing . 

The PCO C initiall y se t th e wholesal e pric e a t ST$ 3 (US$1.20 ) pe r litr e 
while market s wer e stil l bein g established . A s the marke t ha s developed , th e 
price ha s increase d an d th e curren t pric e fo r organicall y certifie d oi l i s 
ST$4.65 (US$1.85) per litre or ST$5 (US$2) per kilo to the producer. Providing 
a marke t fo r th e oi l i s available , a  typica l produce r wit h a n outpu t o f u p t o 
200 kilo s (21 5 litres ) pe r wee k ca n ear n u p t o ST$1,00 0 (US$400 ) pe r wee k 
selling throug h th e PCOC . I f the y tak e advantag e o f th e loca l market , thi s 
can b e much higher . 

As a n example , on e produce r responsibl e fo r a  famil y far m sell s al l he r 
coconut oi l on the local market an d he r family i s totally dependen t o n the oi l 
as wel l a s th e fe w piece s o f handicraf t tha t sh e produces fro m tim e t o time . 
She ha s th e capacit y t o produc e u p t o 20 0 litre s a  week , bu t usuall y work s 
only tw o o r thre e day s an d productio n i s around 6 0 litre s o r thre e buckets . 
By sellin g th e oi l i n 500m l bottle s fo r ST$ 5 a  bottle , sh e earn s ST$60 0 
(US$240) per week . 

Another famil y produce s u p t o tw o an d a  hal f t o thre e bucket s o f oi l a 
day, and sells all the oil to the PCOC. It earns around ST$750 (US$300) a week, 
but can increas e production i f i t needs money fo r a  specia l occasion . 

The Pure Coconut Oil Company - marketin g and distribution 
The PCOC eithe r sell s the virgin oi l in bulk t o overseas interest s o r produce s 
value-added product s fo r loca l o r oversea s distribution . A  number o f value -
added product s ca n b e derive d fro m th e virgi n oi l o r fro m othe r coconu t 
material. 

The PCO C take s responsibilit y fo r th e sal e o f bul k virgi n coconu t oi l t o 
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The PCOC also undertakes limited productio n locall y of value-added 
products. Current or potentia l product s are outlined below . 

Scented Oil 
Scented oil was the first value-added produc t developed for the virgin oi l 
in Samoa. It utilized the leaves of the lau  maile  plant and flowers from the 
moso'oi, frangipani an d wild ginger. Although this process ensured a price 
of up to ST$15 (US$6) pe r litre, producers did no t want to spend the extra 
time on the process . Local sales have been very promising, but families onl y 
produced enough when there was a great need for cash. There is much 
potential fo r this produc t a t the village level. 

Soap 
Soap-making workshops were conducted for soap producers and other 
interested women, but this resulted in only two people taking this furthe r 
with one exporting overseas . Soap is also produced by the PCOC , but the 
demand in the loca l marke t alone is high so that mor e women (includin g 
those not involved i n oil production ) coul d be involved in this activity . 
Originally loca l women produced the soap, but they could no t be relied on 
for regula r supplies and the PCO C needed to produc e soap to ensure tha t 
the marke t was supplied. It remains difficult to attrac t women to produc e 
soap, as often work ethics have not been established becaus e of the 
traditional relianc e on remittances for cash needs. 

There is huge potential i n the Pacifi c Islands for rura l and urban women to 
produce soap, especially in countries where tourism i s more established. In 
2003, with the assistance of a German consultant funded b y the Centre for 
Development of Enterprise (CDE) in the EU , the PCOC produced an 
organically certified soap . The soap will b e produced for sale in New 
Zealand and Europe in the nea r future. Some virgin oi l base d soap is also 
being produced i n both Fij i and Nuie. 

Insect Repellen t 
A natural insec t repellent was developed b y the PCOC , when i t needed to 
boost cash flow, while waiting for the export marke t to develop. The age-old 
practice of rubbing the body with coconu t oi l before going out in the 
evening was coupled with the benefit s of citronella a s an insect deterrent , 
to produc e this pleasan t smelling moisturizin g insec t repellent Sale s have 
been steady. In Fiji , there is the potentia l to combine the virgin oi l with oi l 
of the Neem tree for an effective insec t repellen t 
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Edible Oil 
It has always been the intention of the project to market the oil as an 
edible oil. This has been very difficult because of adverse publicity put out 
by the soybean oil industry since the 1980s. However, the dissemination of 
news of the benefits of coconut oil through books, video resources and the 
Internet is slowly changing attitudes. With appropriate advertising, the oil 
could also be sold in the villages for cooking, bringing health benefits for 
Samoan people. 

Charcoal 
A number of women produce charcoal from the coconut shell, which they 
sell either locally or at the produce market. 

Coconut Meal 
There is the potential to use the residue meal after oil pressing for baking 
and for animal feed. WIBDI has established youth groups to sell the meal 
for baking as a fund-raising project, and there are indications that meal as 
animal feed can improve milk yields - one dairy farmer noticed an increase 
of 10 per cent in the yield after feeding his cows on the meal for four days. 

overseas purchasers an d currently thi s has involved a  single major purchaser , 
Kokonut Pacific , base d i n Australia . Th e oi l sol d i s used primaril y a s edibl e 
oil an d fo r soa p an d cosmeti c production . Initiall y oi l wa s purchase d a t a 
price of ST$6.5 0 (US$2.60 ) pe r litr e or ST$ 7 (US$2.80 ) pe r kilo , which wit h 
organic certificatio n ha s no w rise n t o ST$11.5 0 (US$4.60 ) pe r litr e o r 
ST$12.50 (US$5 ) per kilo , a price stil l les s than th e price prevailing i n large r 
countries suc h as the Philippines . 

In contrast , recen t price s fo r commodit y coconu t oi l exporte d b y coun -
tries lik e th e Philippine s ha s fluctuate d fro m US$0.3 6 pe r litr e i n 2000 t o a 
15-year lo w of US$0.26 i n 2001 - aroun d a  tenth o f the price of virgin coco-
nut oil . 

4 Impac t of the Project on Women and Men 
The benefit s o f thi s project accru e a t a  number o f levels . 

Village leve l 
At th e villag e level , the projec t ha s provide d a  mean s o f extractin g a  value -
added nich e produc t fro m a  plentifu l renewabl e resourc e whic h wa s previ -
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ously eithe r bein g waste d o r which wa s providin g a  commodit y produc t 
(copra) highl y susceptibl e t o internationa l pric e fluctuations . Th e project 
provides a source of badly needed cash for families , as well as employment fo r 
family member s i n harvesting an d processing the coconut. Typically , a family 
farm ventur e ma y involv e up to 45-50 peopl e i f members o f the extende d 
family ar e include d throug h thei r involvemen t i n harvesting nuts . However , 
numbers fluctuate accordin g to production need s or to family members ' need 
for income . 

Women's Economic Empowerment 
Participation i n this projec t i s also injectin g ne w skill s int o th e communit y 
through the training needed bot h to manufacture th e virgin oi l and to manag e 
the financia l an d budgetin g aspect s of each operation . Eac h villag e or family 
involved need s to manage th e income , and th e capita l an d operatin g cost s of 
the operation . A s ca n b e seen in Table 4 , women ar e playin g a n especially 
important rol e in this aspec t of the project , wit h man y of the venture s man -
aged b y women . 

Through th e project , man y wome n hav e becom e responsibl e fo r bringin g 
income earning opportunities t o their families . As a result, they have achieve d 
changes i n their statu s in the family whic h would no t have happened t o suc h 
an exten t i n the past . Husbands , fo r example, ma y no w see k advic e fro m 
their partners an d discus s more decision s with them, while other member s o f 
the extended famil y als o seek advice on issues they would normall y hav e dis-
cussed onl y with the fathe r o f the family . 

This has bee n especiall y tru e of women wh o wer e no t bor n in the villag e 
but are there because of mar -
riage. Women manage al l bu t 
three of the coconu t oi l pro -
duction sites , an d throug h 
these women th e whole fam -
ily ha s been empowered . In 
all its projects, WIBD I seek s 
to focu s o n benefitin g th e 
whole family , no t only the 
women. 

However, while women in 
rural area s ar e becomin g 
increasingly acknowledge d 
as sol e incom e generator s 
within th e famil y uni t in the 
villages, thi s chang e ha s not 
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automatically mean t tha t the y hav e gaine d a n improvemen t i n socia l statu s 
within the family o r village community. Although women usuall y manage the 
finances withi n th e famil y an d thei r advic e o n som e issue s ma y b e sough t 
more ofte n tha n i n the past , thei r contro l o f mone y distributio n i s limited a s 
the mal e hea d o f th e famil y ha s th e ultimat e sa y a s t o ho w mone y i s spent . 
However, this does not seem to have affected th e way women fee l about thei r 
traditional status . 

Table 4: Virgi n Oil-producing Villages from Inception 

Village No . of Youth 
Working 

Siumu 

Fasitootai 

Fagaloa 

Tuanai 

Lefaga 

Saoluafata 

Saleimoa 

Foailalo 

Puapua 

Tafuatai 

Lano 

Patamea A 

Patamea Β 

Taga 

Malua 

2 

3 

1 

4 

6 

2 

4 

4 

3 

4 

4 

2 
4 

6 

No. of Women 
Working 

3 

3 

4 

2 
2 
2 
2 
3 
4 
2 

5 
3 
1 
2 

Year 
Installed 

1996 

1996 

1996 

1998 

1999 

1998 

2000 

1996 

1997 

1998 

1998 

1998 

2000 

2001 

2002 

Year 
Ended 

1998 

1998 

1998 

1999 

1998 

2001 

1998 

Status o f 
Operation 

Still i n 
operation 

Equipment 
returned 

Equipment 
returned 

Operating 

Operating 

Operating 

Transferred t o 
youth grou p 

On hold 

Operating 

Operating 

Operating 

No. of 
People 

Benefiting 

20 

12 

15 

8 

12 
47 

50+ 

16 

32 

9 

36 

50+ 
18 

<100 

It appears tha t Samoa n women stil l mostly fee l comfortable abou t thei r trad -
itional statu s and thei r acces s to the decision-making processe s i n the village. 
Within the existing traditional system , as daughters and sisters , they can have 
access t o th e villag e council . A s wives they hav e acces s to th e village counci l 
through thei r husbands . A s mother s the y hav e acces s t o thei r son s an d 
daughters wh o make u p the nuu  o  alii and nuu  o  tamaitai. 
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Nonetheless, th e wome n involve d i n th e coconu t oi l projec t an d othe r 
WIBDI programmes hav e been empowered b y the opportunity t o be involved 
in an income-generating activity where they do not have to leave their villages. 
Their familie s hav e bee n collectivel y empowere d b y the openin g u p o f alter -
native avenue s fo r incom e generatio n an d sel f relianc e i n th e villag e itself . 
This ha s eased th e pressure o f tota l relianc e on remittances fo r som e familie s 
in th e villag e an d provide d som e welcom e respit e fo r th e remittin g famil y 
members to concentrat e o n thei r ow n livelihood s where they live . 

Micro-finance and savings scheme 
In addition, women o n the project ar e empowered individuall y throug h thei r 
new ability , an d th e opportunit y tha t WIBD I provide s the m with , t o sav e 
money an d t o tak e ou t a  loan , eithe r collectivel y o r individually . Al l projec t 
participants ar e require d t o commi t t o a  micro-financ e schem e b y savin g a t 
least ST$ 5 (US$2 ) eac h tim e the y ar e paid . Th e familie s hav e a  saving s 
account whic h i s given the name tha t the y give to thei r projec t operations . 

Each famil y ha s acces s t o thi s accoun t fo r thei r famil y need s an d fo r th e 
maintenance o f th e DM E equipmen t an d drier . A t leas t tw o familie s o n th e 
coconut oi l project sav e up to ST$200 (US$80 ) a t times through th e scheme . 
Some wome n prefe r t o hav e a  secon d saving s accoun t i n thei r individua l 
name fo r cas h the y ear n themselves . Thi s give s the m a  sourc e o f cas h tha t 
they can spen d withou t discussio n with thei r husbands . 

The micro-finance schem e enables women an d thei r families t o make sav -
ings and eventuall y t o become eligible for a  loan of u p to 60 per cen t of thei r 
savings. Analysi s o f loa n application s show s tha t th e thre e mos t commo n 
reasons t o appl y fo r a  smal l loa n ar e t o pa y fo r schoo l fees , electricit y bill s 
and material s fo r cottag e industries , suc h a s pandanu s leave s fo r weaving . 
Samoan women take i t upon themselves to ensure that children are educated , 
clothed an d sta y healthy . 

Women ar e considered b y society to b e responsible fo r th e family's healt h 
and well-being . Th e self-estee m o f ou r projec t women , an d indee d o f whol e 
families, ha s improve d greatl y wit h th e opportunit y t o ear n cas h i n th e 
villages. With the family no w able to make cash donations themselves , rathe r 
than havin g t o rel y o n othe r relatives , th e socia l statu s o f th e famil y i n th e 
village has been elevated . 

Village me n involve d i n th e coconu t oi l projec t ar e happ y wit h th e 
improved situatio n i n thei r familie s and , althoug h the y ar e stil l 'i n charge' , 
they appreciate what the women have brought int o the families throug h thei r 
extra effort s i n ou r programmes . The y sho w thi s throug h thei r cooperatio n 
with WIBDI field staf f wh o visit . The husbands have been part of the training 

66 



VIRGIN COCONU T OI L I N SAMO A 

programme fro m th e outset . The y hav e gone through th e processes o f plan -
ning and budgetin g and kno w how important i t is that thei r partners are par t 
of the decision-making process . They are also mindful tha t th e projects wer e 
begun becaus e o f thei r partner s an d the y giv e them credi t fo r thi s b y alway s 
conferring wit h them abou t spendin g the money . 

Large amounts of cash are only used when there is a big family commitment, 
which the women understand as being made for cultural reasons and 
therefore must involve the whole family. For example, when the husband in 
one family was made mayor of his village, the family took out a loan of 
ST$2,000 (US$800) to pay for the presentations of fine mats and food to 
the village. Such presentations are accepted practice and without the 
coconut oil project, the family would have needed to ask their children 
living in Australia to provide this sum. It was a source of pride to them 
that the village knew that they could afford it , and that they were able 
to repay the total amount two weeks later when oil was sold. Income from 
the project has enabled the father of the family to care for his family 
financially and to make regular contributions to the village and the 
church. 

Another family is a good example of the technology benefiting a whole 
extended family. Forty-seven people depend on the project for their 
livelihoods. This number includes two nuclear families living near the 
plantation who receive payment for nuts gathered; family members who 
help with production; and school children whose school fees are covered by 
money generated by the project. Furthermore, the family's church donations 
are made with proceeds from the projec t 

A family member sums up: The projec t has enabled members of our family 
who didn't have jobs to make meaningful contributions to the family, and 
not just sit back waiting for those working overseas to send money. Also, we 
save money, by using the oil for cooking our food, and the coconut meal is 
used for feeding our pigs.' She feels that her self-esteem has improved. 
However, there are some negative aspects. Some villagers think that they 
are now wealthy and are always asking for oil without offering payment . 
Nevertheless, her husband, who the head of their extended family, is very 
happy about being able to provide for his family financially. 
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National leve l 
At a  nationa l level , the projec t ha s facilitate d th e developmen t o f ne w skill s 
by WIBDI. The projec t ha s led to a  skil l bas e within th e organization relate d 
to the management an d monitorin g o f projects , abou t ho w t o mee t certifica -
tion requirement s an d abou t ho w t o develo p an d administe r budgets . Thes e 
skills are transferable bot h to other projects manage d b y WIBDI and to othe r 
organizations seekin g to manage community-based projects . 

5 Lesson s Learned 

Main findings 
The virgin coconut oi l project illustrate s man y o f the issues faced b y a devel -
oping countr y i n identifyin g project s whic h ca n lea d t o a  sustainabl e an d 
marketable produc t throug h whic h peopl e a t differen t level s i n the commu -
nity ca n benefit . Th e ke y issue s face d i n developin g thi s organi c produc t 
based on a  local resource ar e se t out below . 

Identifying suitable products 
A first ste p is to obtain up-to-dat e market information abou t organic produc t 
demand an d price s an d targe t importin g countrie s throug h trad e organiza -
tions o r governmen t agencies . Possibl e organi c product s suite d t o loca l 
climatic conditions then need to be identified wit h the assistance of grower o r 
farm advisor y organizations . 

Identified product s the n nee d t o b e assesse d fo r sustainabl e sale s an d 
profitability base d on factor s suc h as: 

• a  combination o f hig h value and lo w volume to offset distributio n costs ; 

• a  'poin t o f difference ' compare d wit h othe r competin g countries ; 

• non - or lo w perishability ; 

• product s base d o n crops which hav e high pest an d diseas e resistance ; 

• abilit y to provide a  sustained an d reliabl e supply to expor t markets ; 

• availabilit y o f loca l markets t o suppor t exports ; 

• costing s which demonstrat e tha t production i s profitable i n the long term . 

Advice o n farmin g practice s o r growin g technique s need s t o b e availabl e 
through either grower associations or government advisory services , and prod -
uct certification need s to readily achieved an d sustaine d fo r expor t purposes . 

The productio n o f virgi n oi l meet s man y o f thes e criteri a fo r a  suitabl e 
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Pacific-based organi c product . I t i s based o n a  plentifu l Pacifi c resource , th e 
production proces s i s cost effectiv e an d ca n b e operate d a t a  loca l level , the 
product ha s lo w perishability , lo w volum e an d potentiall y hig h value , an d 
import regulation s ar e not difficult  t o meet . 

Training families to participate in the project 
A factor i n the success of the project i s that each venture is family, rather tha n 
village, based . Earlie r attempt s t o bas e project s a t villag e leve l were no t suc -
cessful becaus e i t was more difficult  t o engender projec t responsibilit y wit h a 
wider group . At family level , it i s possible to identif y particula r familie s wit h 
the aptitude and motivation to make the venture a success and to take respon-
sibility for th e financia l plannin g an d implication s o f bein g involved . 

A ke y elemen t ha s bee n th e trainin g provide d throug h WIBD I t o famil y 
members whic h ha s include d budge t an d financia l advic e an d trainin g i n 
administration an d record-keeping , a s wel l a s i n th e skill s require d fo r oi l 
production itself . These skill s have particularly benefite d women . One aspec t 
which has proved to be an ongoing challenge has been the need to train farm -
ers to meet ongoing certification requirement s (especiall y record-keeping an d 
quality contro l o f th e pressed oil ) and th e need fo r mor e effective marketing . 

Achieving organic certification 
Obtaining organi c certificatio n fo r virgi n coconu t oi l a s an organi c produc t 
has assiste d i n overcoming buyers ' compariso n o f i t with copr a oil ; this wa s 
a ke y facto r i n th e improve d marketin g whic h le d t o increase d deman d fo r 
the oi l in 2001. 

An intensiv e trainin g an d monitorin g programm e i s require d an d map -
ping of farms take s up a considerable amount o f time and energy . The annua l 
costs o f maintainin g certificatio n ar e als o significant . Thes e demand s hav e 
imposed a  heav y commitmen t o n WIBDI , s o tha t i n 200 1 i t establishe d th e 
Samoa Organi c Farmer s Associatio n t o tak e ove r thi s rol e wit h th e hel p o f 
UN volunteers . The certification proces s i s an intensiv e process tha t require s 
significant resourcin g bot h initiall y an d o n an ongoing basis . 

Marketing and exporting organic products 
The expor t o f organi c product s fro m th e Pacifi c face s a  numbe r o f barriers . 
These includ e identificatio n o f sustainabl e markets , handlin g an d storag e o f 
export products , meeting quarantine an d biosecurit y requirements , transpor t 
costs, th e lac k o f a n organizatio n devote d t o produc t researc h o r coordina -
tion an d a  lac k o f certifie d suppliers . Progres s i n Samo a include s th e estab -
lishment o f a n organi c farmin g associatio n an d a n initiativ e b y the Ministr y 
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of Agricultur e an d Fisherie s t o stimulat e researc h o n organi c product s an d 
develop a strategic plan fo r organi c production . 

In the case of virgi n coconut oil , a number o f these barrier s d o no t apply . 
Certified virgi n coconut oi l is a processed niche product with a relatively hig h 
cost-to-volume ratio , so that transpor t cost s are manageabl e an d quarantin e 
issues are no t significant . 

However, distribution an d marketin g o f the virgin oi l has faced a  numbe r 
of problems . 

Marketing th e oi l ha s bee n a  ver y difficul t process . Potentia l buyer s 
tended t o compare the product wit h copra oi l and wer e concerned abou t th e 
price sough t despit e the proven hig h qualit y o f th e oi l (les s than 0. 1 pe r cen t 
free fatt y acids) . The Pure Coconut Oi l Compan y wa s then se t up to manag e 
the marke t aspect s o f th e projec t an d wa s abl e t o negotiat e arrangement s 
with a  major purchaser . 

However, intermitten t deman d b y thi s singl e purchase r fo r th e produc t 
led to production back-u p with bot h WIBDI and th e producers experiencin g 
cash flo w problem s an d inabilit y t o mee t cost s incurred . Obtainin g multipl e 
outlets fo r th e product t o avoid thi s dependency i s important . 

Achieving fair returns for stakeholders 
The familie s involved , whe n producin g regularly , enjo y a  bette r standar d o f 
living, as demonstrated b y their abilit y to improve thei r materia l standar d o f 
living an d t o mee t outsid e communit y an d churc h commitment s withou t 
resort t o income from source s suc h as remittances. With th e ne w partners i n 
the PCOC , an d vigorou s marketing , productio n wil l ste p u p an d return s t o 
the producers wil l be even better . 

The PCOC is in the process of signing contracts with producers which ar e 
in lin e wit h fai r trad e practices . WIBD I i s kee n t o se e th e fina l pric e o f th e 
product exporte d bette r reflecte d i n th e pric e t o th e producer . Th e long -
standing problem with the traditional cro p copra ha s been tha t th e produce r 
receives th e leas t benefi t whil e th e greates t benefit s hav e accrue d t o thos e 
milling the oil . 

The Future 
The Virgin Coconu t Oi l Projec t operatin g i n Samo a ha s bee n successfu l pri -
marily throug h it s evolutio n a s a  grassroots-base d operatio n base d aroun d 
the skill s and commitmen t o f women i n Samoa . 

It i s a n exampl e o f a  programm e i n whic h a  grassroot s organizatio n 
(WIBDI) ha s assiste d families , an d especiall y women , b y coordinatin g thei r 
use of improved an d appropriat e technologie s to produce a  valuable produc t 
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without resor t t o larg e enterprise s whic h absor b profits , an d whic h ha s als o 
facilitated acces s t o internationa l markets . Thi s mode l ha s bee n describe d 
elsewhere a s a successful model. 16 

There i s huge potential fo r th e expansion o f virgin coconut oi l productio n 
in Samoa. Currentl y ther e i s capacity t o expor t jus t three tons of oi l a mont h 
from th e fiv e farm s i n activ e production . A  furthe r fiv e farm s coul d b e 
brought int o production , i n whic h cas e a  tota l o f te n famil y farm s i n activ e 
production coul d se e outpu t lifte d t o a s muc h a s si x t o te n ton s a  month . 
Emerging technolog y coul d se e site s producin g u p t o on e to n o f oi l a  week . 
There ar e vas t area s o f coconut s acros s th e tw o large r island s o f Samo a 
which hav e no t bee n utilize d fo r man y years . Man y mor e peopl e i n Samo a 
could b e employed, no t only in the production o f virgin coconut oil , but als o 
in the production o f value-added products . 

While th e overal l numbe r o f tree s doe s no t matc h tha t i n larger countrie s 
such th e Philippines , o n a  pe r capit a basi s Samo a ha s th e secon d larges t 
number o f coconu t tree s i n the world . Samoa n coconut s ar e also large r tha n 
the coconut s o f man y othe r countrie s suc h a s Fiji . Fo r example , i n Fij i i t 
would tak e betwee n 1 2 an d 1 5 coconut s t o produc e on e litr e o f virgi n 
coconut oil , whereas i n Samoa th e number i s between 8  and 12 . 

Refined coconu t oi l extracted fro m copr a o n a n industria l scal e ha s bee n 
plagued b y exposur e t o pric e fluctuatio n an d dependenc e o n larger-scal e 
operators abl e t o undertak e th e processin g involved . Suc h processin g i n 
Samoa ha s been especially prone to problems o f stop-go mil l operations, lo w 
prices an d delaye d payment s t o growers . A s a  result , man y grower s hav e 
ceased making copra an d sel l unprocessed coconut s instead . 

Because virgi n coconu t oi l i s a  newl y emergin g product , ther e ar e fe w 
statistics availabl e o n countr y o r worl d output . However , compare d wit h 
coconut oi l extracte d fro m copra , worl d outpu t o f virgi n coconu t oi l i s lo w 
and the product i s in demand becaus e of its health properties and it s suitability 
for huma n consumptio n 

Virgin coconu t oi l productio n provide s a  grea t wa y fo r Pacifi c Islan d 
countries t o reviv e thei r coconu t industrie s i f the y ca n wor k togethe r t o 
supply markets . While large r countrie s suc h a s the Philippines , India an d Sr i 
Lanka ca n produc e hug e amount s o f commodit y refine d coconu t oi l com -
pared wit h smalle r Pacifi c Islan d countries , th e technolog y use d fo r virgi n 
coconut oi l production relie s on the production o f smal l quantitie s a t a  time. 
This means tha t large r countries hav e less of an advantage . 

The Pacifi c coul d als o us e marketin g technique s focuse d o n thei r clea n 
green image , especially i f they als o mad e a  commitment t o organi c certifica -
tion. Thi s marke t coul d b e mos t effectivel y exploite d b y Pacifi c countrie s 
sharing information an d markets . 
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An emerging potentia l marke t fo r virgi n coconut oi l i s use as a  substitut e 
for diese l fuel . Companie s ar e looking very seriously int o this prospect, espe -
cially i n Vanuatu an d America n Samoa . 

This project ha s also assisted in strengthening organizationa l capacity a t a 
national level . As WIBDI ha s evolve d a s a n organization , i t ha s buil t u p it s 
skill bas e throug h extensiv e networkin g wit h externa l agencie s whic h hav e 
provided suppor t a t ke y stage s t o buil d capacit y an d t o provid e th e capita l 
required fo r projec t development . Governmen t suppor t ha s bee n a  critica l 
factor i n this development . 

The ke y challenge s facin g th e projec t li e mainl y i n th e abilit y o f thos e 
managing th e projec t t o fin d an d sustai n multipl e oversea s outlet s fo r virgi n 
oil whic h wil l encourag e increase d production , an d t o ensur e tha t incom e 
from th e projec t meet s th e expectation s o f stakeholder s an d especiall y thos e 
operating a t famil y an d villag e level . 

The projec t demonstrate s th e economi c benefit s whic h NGO s ca n brin g 
to women an d me n i n developing countries through workin g alongsid e thei r 
communities, governments an d overseas agencies to supply a  product sough t 
in global markets. With government support , potential exist s to develop prod-
ucts such as virgin coconut oi l as a source of much-needed foreig n exchange . 
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