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Ketupat or rice cakes wrapped in coconut leaves is a traditional food eaten especially during Eid-Al Fitr in Indonesia.
Eid is a week-long celebration for millions of people in Southeast Asian countries. 



Chocolate biscuits, bread, ice cream, potato chips, and even instant noodles. Name your favourite food product and it

will contain palm oil. Without realising it, we consume 8 kilograms of palm oil annually. But, the last few years have seen

a lot of bad press against palm oil. It has been held responsible for the deforestation of many biodiverse forests. 

And in this, sunflower oil, oftentimes, has been used as an alternative to palm oil. Now, with the Russia-Ukraine war

coming in the way of the export of sunflower oil, palm oil is having a ‘Dark Knight Rises’ moment. It is filling in the gaps in

the edible oil market.

Every year, close to 20 million metric tonnes of sunflower oil is produced, with Ukraine and Russia being the two largest

producers. 2022 was an aberration. The Russia-Ukraine war led to the sowing season being impacted by the attacks. 

With the two countries, that account for 60% of the world’s sunflower oil production, being involved in prolonged conflict,

prices shot up in March. Existing produce could also not be exported due to supply chain issues amidst the war. So,

every country started looking for an alternative that was cheaper and suitable for use in food and cosmetics. Palm oil

could slide in comfortably. 

The glossy oil fits perfectly with all kinds of mass-produced food due to its high temperature and neutral taste. And its

prices have also stabilised. 

PALM OIL’S MOMENT OF SHINING
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The Russia-Ukraine war has impacted sunflower oil sowing season. Now palm oil could come to the rescue.

https://www.businessinsider.in/international/news/why-palm-oil-is-so-cheap/articleshow/72042283.cms
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4834613/#:~:text=Liquid%20oils%20as%20alternatives%20to,palm%20fractions%20in%20every%20application.
https://www.statista.com/statistics/613490/sunflowerseed-oil-production-volume-worldwide/


Currently, sunflower oil from Russia is selling at a record-high price of $2,150 a tonne compared to its pre-war price of

$1,630. Palm oil prices, on the other hand, are hovering around $1,450 per tonne falling from the earlier $1,900 levels. 

The sunflower oil crisis is only expected to worsen considering that the sowing season of the crop concludes by June.

With the war intensifying, seed sowing has also been suspended across Ukraine. If seeds are not planted on time, the

autumn harvesting is also impacted. 

The time is ripe to swap sunflower oil for palm oil. In fact, supermarket chains such as Iceland have announced their

decision to adopt palm oil as an alternative in order to mitigate the shortage. 

Palm oil to the rescue 

Often considered the most versatile oil in the market, palm oil has been a popular ingredient in food products and

cosmetics across the globe. Malaysia and Indonesia are the world’s top producers of the edible oil extracted from palm

plants. 

The cooking oil handles deep-frying without spoilage and can also be blended with other oils. Palm oil’s consistency also

makes it an essential ingredient for baked and packaged goods such as biscuits, bread, and fried snacks. The oil’s

natural preservation properties and viscosity also make it ideal for making ice creams, enabling the dessert to melt

slower. 

In addition, palm oil is a source of carotenoids and tocopherols, which confer natural stability against oxidative

deterioration. So this makes it the top choice for any product that requires deep frying.

Palm oil isn’t just restricted to edibles. The oil is the foaming agent in soaps, shampoos, and liquid detergents. Cosmetics

contain the oil for ease of application. That’s not all. The palm trunks are also made into plywood. 

While the oil was used by consumer goods companies for centuries, sunflower oil and allied products started joining its

ranks. However, many companies moved away from palm oil, citing unsustainable agricultural practices. Now, there is a

revival of sorts.    
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Highest yielding vegetable oil crop
Needs less than 50% land to produce an equal amount of oil
Handles high-temperature frying without spoilage
Glossy texture makes it ideal for baked goods and packaged snacks
Natural preservative so it’s the top ingredient for ice cream
Adds foam to soaps, shampoos, and detergents
Palm trunks can be turned into plywood 

The Palm Oil Magic 

https://www.tribuneindia.com/news/business/india-buys-sunflower-oil-from-russia-at-record-high-price-382004
https://www.thestar.com.my/business/business-news/2022/04/13/cpo-prices-to-remain-firm-this-year
https://about.iceland.co.uk/2022/03/28/the-unexpected-consequences-of-war/
http://www.mpoc.org.my/upload/Ice-Cream-Palm-OilA.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/B9780981893693500228#:~:text=Palm%20oil%20is%20a%20rich,%2C%20vitamin%20E%2C%20and%20emulsifiers.


The Council of Palm Oil Producing Countries said that while the Russia-Ukraine conflict has spun the world into more

turmoil, the solution for the edible oil sector may lie in a reverse to the old ways through the adoption of various palm oil

applications. This trade association comprises Malaysia and Indonesia, which together produce 85% of the world's palm oil.
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According to the predictions of the research portal Palm Oil Analytics, the current sunflower oil crisis will lead to Europe

becoming the second-largest buyer of palm oil from Malaysia after India. 

Since palm oil is also being used to make biodiesel, there is an ongoing debate in Europe about whether edible oil usage

in fuel could be temporarily suspended. There is legislation under the EU Renewable Energy Directive through which palm

oil as biofuel will be phased out to zero by 2030.

This is amidst a shortage situation in Indonesia. The Indonesian government has decided to restrict palm oil exports to

help mitigate the deficit and curb the surge in cooking oil prices. 

Experts believe that the supply side deficit will be plugged over the next few months. It is expected that crude palm oil

production is expected to show some recovery, especially in the second and third quarters of 2022 to narrow down the

demand-supply gap of palm oil. This will also help prices to stabilise.

Thanks to the dearth of sunflower oil and palm oil playing saviour, Indonesia’s exports hit record highs in March amid

commodity price rises. March exports from Indonesia were worth $26.5 billion, up 44.4% on a yearly basis on the back of

products such as palm oil being in high demand. 

With this rise in demand, the global market for palm oil which has been estimated at $74.9 billion in the year 2022 is

projected to reach $92.3 billion by 2026. 

Making a sustainable switch

While environmental groups have criticised palm oil production citing deforestation, producers are slowly switching to

sustainable harvesting. 

For instance, certification schemes such as the Malaysian Sustainable Palm Oil (MSPO) certification have regulations for

avoiding deforestation, protecting biodiversity, and promoting labour rights. 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/613471/palm-oil-production-volume-worldwide/
https://www.cpopc.org/the-russia-ukraine-war-will-edible-oils-fryers-spill-over-from-sunflower-oil-to-palm-olein/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/niallmccarthy/2020/10/02/which-countries-produce-the-most-palm-oil-infographic/
https://www.nst.com.my/business/2022/04/787699/global-shortage-sunflower-rapeseed-oils-lead-more-eu-demand-cpo-malaysia
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2022/apr/05/food-price-rises-ukraine-war-cooking-oil
https://www.argusmedia.com/en/news/2114306-indonesias-palm-oil-dispute-with-eu-set-to-continue
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/indonesia-tightens-palm-oil-export-curbs-new-hit-global-supplies-2022-03-09/
https://www.nst.com.my/business/2022/04/787699/global-shortage-sunflower-rapeseed-oils-lead-more-eu-demand-cpo-malaysia
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/indonesia-march-exports-imports-hit-record-highs-amid-commodity-boom-2022-04-18/
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/global-industry-analysts-predicts-the-world-palm-oil-market-to-reach-92-3-billion-by-2026--301508566.html
https://mpoc.org.my/new-technologies-innovations-important-for-malaysias-palm-oil-sustainability-mohd-khairuddin/


Similarly, schemes to improve the yield have also come in handy for the plantation farmers. The Malaysian Palm Oil

Board is now using a DNA-based screening technology to trace low-yielding non-tenera palms early before field

planting, especially at the oil palm seed or seedling stage.

Through this, plantation operators can selectively field-plant the higher-yielding palms, thus increasing fruit production

and oil yield without expanding the planted area, or increasing labour and fertiliser costs. 

Indonesia too has implemented similar rules to ensure sustainability. Under new regulations, it is not just plantation

companies but even small farmers who need to be certified under the Indonesian Sustainable Palm Oil scheme. This

mandates farmers to not encroach on forest land to build palm plantations. 

In addition, there is also a nationwide plan to replant all ageing trees (above 25 years) with higher-yield seedlings by

2025. 

Other studies have also shown that there is an opportunity for an upward shift in existing plantation productivity. This

can be done through better utilisation of technology and predictive analysis to map the yields in advance. 

Global initiatives have also followed. Conservation organisation WWF has set up the Asia Sustainable Palm Oil Links

programme. This aims to remove deforestation from palm oil supply chains and increase sustainable production and

consumption of certified sustainable palm oil in Asia. 

The programme is being implemented across the two largest palm oil-producing countries (Indonesia and Malaysia),

the two largest consuming countries (China and India), and the region’s main trading hub (Singapore). Through this

programme, WWF wants to drive sustainable production, trade with a commitment to zero deforestation, and

sustainable-certified oil consumption.
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Greener pastures are here 

With the world at the doorsteps of Indonesia and Malaysia seeking

respite from the oil shortage, production is set to rise further. 

The US Department of Agriculture has raised its global palm oil

output. It said that the global palm oil production forecast for the

October 2021-September 2022 year is hiked to 77.05 million tonnes.

This is compared to the 75.59 million tonnes prediction in its March

report.

The return of migrant workers to relieve Malaysia's plantation

labour shortage boosted the production projection for 2021-22 to

19 million tonnes, up from the 18.7 million tonnes forecast in March.

https://www.nst.com.my/opinion/columnists/2020/09/624814/ensuring-higher-income-through-oil-palm-innovations
https://news.mongabay.com/2020/04/indonesia-aims-for-sustainability-certification-for-oil-palm-smallholders/
https://phys.org/news/2021-05-climate-smart-pathways-tree-crop-yield.html
https://wwf.panda.org/discover/our_focus/food_practice/sustainable_production/palm_oil/asia_programme/#:~:text=Unsustainable%20agricultural%20practices%20related%20to,the%20world's%20palm%20oil%20supply.
https://www.theedgemarkets.com/article/usda-forecasts-higher-global-palm-oil-output-april


Simultaneously, Indonesian production for 2021-22 was revised up to 45.5 million tonnes from 44.5 million tonnes in

March, with milder climatic conditions forecast for the key palm oil growing regions of Kalimantan and South Sumatra.

With sustainable production and consumption at the core, it’s time to take a relook at making palm oil mainstream. 

For meaningful progress to take place, the European Union’s free trade policies will need to undergo tweaks to ensure

that no commodity is unduly discriminated against. Time and again, it has been the palm cultivation that has helped

households across the world access affordable cooking oil. 

Existing standards are now being strengthened to meet international requirements. Allowing regenerative agriculture to

enable oil palm plantation with other crops on the same land area could help bring a new era of transformation for the

industry. A glowing future awaits. 
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https://themalaysianreserve.com/2022/03/29/mspo-being-revised-to-meet-global-sustainability-standards/
https://chinadialogue.net/en/food/can-regenerative-agriculture-transform-palm-oil/


As the 2022 G20 approaches closer, President Jokowi has set global health architecture, digital transformation, and

sustainable energy transition as priority issues to be discussed in the event scheduled for November 2022 in Bali. In

sustainable energy transition priority, Indonesia is focusing on energy access, technology, and energy transition funding

as points of discussion. 2022 is set to be the year of re-evaluation and a chance to correct course for Country-

Governments and Businesses. The recent pandemic and the global events such as the Russia-Ukraine war has taught

us that energy as a sector must be looked at differently and by doing so a lot of future vulnerabilities can be avoided. 

In March 2022, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Indonesia hosted the Indonesia-Europe Business Forum that was studded

with important members of the Indonesian Government, business representatives and other thought leaders. A topic of

discussion was the way forward for Indonesia in achieving net-zero target by 2060 or before, a promise that the country

made during the COP 26 meeting in Glasgow in 2021. 

Edwin Nugraha Putra, the EVP of Electric Power System Planning for PLN (Indonesia’s state electricity company) was of

the view that solar energy and solar powered batteries will change the fossil fuel dependence of Indonesia to a large

extent. “Hope by 2025, will be 1.2 GW peak solar coming to the system and several batteries will be introduced to have 8-

12 hours or even 24 hours to save load over there,” says Edwin Nugraha Putra. PLN has vowed to stop building coal power

plants in the country by 2023.

INDONESIA’S SUSTAINABLE ENERGY TRANSITION PLAN
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The state’s electricity company hopes to achieve 23% renewable energy by 2028, 6% biomass and rest of the

dependence on fossil fuels. PLN wants to support this transition by accelerating hydropower and geothermal energy too.

It believes in advancing the battery technology to achieve this transition from fossil to green power plant.

PLN which has just opened tender process for the first phase of diesel power plant conversion, plans is to convert those

plants into solar power plants with battery energy storage or into hybrid plants. The first tender winner is scheduled to be

announced in October 2022.

To support the conversion, PLN is teaming up with Indonesia Battery Corporation to build a battery energy storage

system. Indonesia is a nickel-rich country, a key ingredient of battery manufacturing. Chris Gower, CEO of Altilium Group,

a power trading and renewable company, pointed out that the best technology must be sustainable technology – that

ticks both efficiency and sustainability Meanwhile, Pertamina (Indonesian state-owned oil & gas company) has

allocated US$11 billion in capital expenditure by 2026 to increase the renewables portion of energy mix to 17% by 2030.

Energy transition is complex, balancing cleanliness, reliability and affordability. Nikki Grady-Smith, SVP of City &

Corporate Integrated Solutions of BP, says that key to success in energy transition is supporting transitioning companies

as well as using multi-sectoral collaboration to share knowledge, fast track technology, and de-risking investment. The

Energy and Mineral Resources Ministry earlier this year estimated that the investment required to meet the net-zero

emission target by 2060 would be around US$1.3 trillion. The details are as follows:
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The Asian Development Bank (ADB) estimated that 40% of clean

energy infrastructure investment must come from the private sector to

support Indonesia’s vision. However, it is not easy to attract investment

in renewable since the 2021 figure is only US$1.51 billion or 74.01% of the

US$2.04 billion target.

To stimulate investment, Europe can assist Indonesia in formulating

attractive investment framework, mentioned Antonio Sieira, CEO of

IGNIS Group. According to Alper Kilic, Managing Director, Global Head of

Project and Export Finance of Standard Chartered, there is abundant

source of financing for conventional renewables (solar, wind,

geothermal). For new technology (batteries, CCUS), collaboration

between multi-lateral agencies and international financiers are sought

to improve its bankability.
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Indonesia is a key market for energy because of the quantum and quality of resources available in the country.

Renewable sources will also help Indonesia become more self-sufficient. Experts project that green energy will reduce

the demand for fossil fuels by approximately 10%. As a result, Indonesia would be able to reduce imports of fossil fuel

products.



Thailand’s Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha has asked corporate employees to work from resorts. This surprise

message from the PM offers employees a much-needed change of scene and some respite from everyday work stress.

 

The nature of work changed during the pandemic. According to the EY 2021 Work Reimagined Employee Survey, 29% of

people would prefer working remotely full time, and 23% would prefer hybrid work. The Prime Minister’s innovative solution

is catering to this large demographic. 

For corporates, the last two years almost went in a haze. Companies had to make arrangements for a new format of

working, while employees were getting adjusted to the pace of remote work. 

So when the covid case numbers began coming down, companies across Southeast Asia had a key message for their

employees: “We are hoping to see you back in the office in the new year”. 

But, the employees haven’t been too keen. After working from home for close to two years, the staff doesn’t want to give

up on flexibility. And human resources managers are in a fix.

A Deloitte report said that while the potential for remote work varies across geographies, sectors, and occupations, an

estimated 50 million jobs could switch to remote work across ASEAN. 

The biggest challenge currently is that not all jobs can be done remotely. For example, a data analyst can work from

home but not the technical support staff. That’s where companies are now back to the drawing board

FLEXIBLE BECOMES CORE FOR TALENT RETENTION
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As companies resume regular offices, employees still prefer hybrid

https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/1574709/forget-working-from-home-work-from-resorts-says-thai-prime-minister
https://www.ey.com/en_id/news/2021/07/majority-of-surveyed-southeast-asia-sea-employees-prefer-not-to-return1
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/sg/Documents/human-capital/sg-hc-remote-work.pdf


Workplaces are changing

A one-size-fits-all approach will not work anymore. While job roles such as branch banking, medical services, and

manufacturing cannot be performed from home, the other roles are location agnostic. 

Prior to the pandemic, there was a clear reluctance from companies to offer flexible work settings. But with the lived

experiences of remote working right in front of them, there is data to prove that work didn’t suffer. 

In PwC Vietnam for instance, there is a combination of physical and non-physical workplaces. Here, employees are

presented with different options including working from the office, working from home, and a mix of office plus home

that can be chosen as per their convenience. 

Companies also save costs. Accenture research shows that employers typically save $11,000 for every person who works

50% remotely.

Employers can no longer afford to stay out of touch with employee needs. In the Philippines for example, call centres are

moving to an on-site+remote work ecosystem. This is solely a mechanism to retain employees. 

This is the pressing need of the hour. Microsoft’s Annual Work Trend Index report, ‘Great Expectations: Making Hybrid Work

Work’ showed that Gen X and Millennials don’t want to stick to the 9-6 office environment. And close to 50% of

employees are ready to quit jobs in favour of roles with flexibility. 

The best of both 

With all this in mind, companies are changing too.

United Overseas Bank, Thailand has implemented a policy to allow employees to work remotely up to two days per

week. In addition, non-customer-facing staff can also choose when to begin their workday in the 7:30-10 A.M. window. 

Similarly, mature economies such as Singapore have become conscious of the quality of life. 

Technology company SAP, for example, has removed the dedicated work desks at their Singapore offices to move to a

flexible setting. While employees can choose their work location during regular days, SAP has designed the office to

have in-person meetings.  

DBS Bank, too, has rolled out a policy to allow staff to work remotely for up to 40% of their required work hours. 

With six in ten Southeast Asian workers saying they would quit their jobs if they aren’t offered flexibility, organisations are

now being nudged to change. And this is just the beginning. 
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https://vietnamnews.vn/economy/1083536/will-work-from-home-continue-in-post-pandemic-viet-nam.html
https://www.accenture.com/sg-en/blogs/southeast-asia-blog/thriving-in-a-hybrid-work-environment
https://www.bloombergquint.com/onweb/philippine-call-centers-want-hybrid-work-model-amid-on-site-push#:~:text=Philippine%20Call%20Centers%20Want%20Hybrid%20Work%20Model%20Amid%20On%2DSite%20Push,-Andreo%20Calonzo&text=(Bloomberg)%20%2D%2D%20The%20Philippines',employees%20back%20to%20the%20office.
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/worklab/work-trend-index/great-expectations-making-hybrid-work-work
https://www.bangkokpost.com/life/social-and-lifestyle/2229795/the-best-of-both-worlds
https://www.thedrum.com/news/2021/11/30/sap-removes-dedicated-desks-singapore-office-move-toward-hybrid-working-culture
https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/jobs/spore-firms-confident-despite-omicron-wave-plan-to-make-hybrid-work-permanent
https://www.ey.com/en_id/news/2021/07/majority-of-surveyed-southeast-asia-sea-employees-prefer-not-to-return1


In 2022, Vietnam is embarking on a project to roll out digital identities for all its citizens above the age of 14 years.

Through this, multiple data points from driving licence details, to tax payments, to insurance will be captured on a single

chip-based card. 

In fact, it is part of the country’s digital transformation mission of 2022-25 through which an electronic population

registry is being created. This will enable easier access to not just government services, but also aid in other processes

such as procuring SIM cards. 

Social security number equivalents in Southeast Asia are now being expanded beyond welfare schemes. The idea is to

boost digitisation, keep electronic records of citizens, and consolidate the existing system into a single ID regime. 

This not only benefits the individual residents of the country but also service providers. For instance, the Philippines has

launched an authentication system for the national ID where government entities and private companies can verify the

details of the card. This could be relevant while paying fines for traffic offences, buying property, or even making large

financial transactions.  

Bringing the ecosystem together 

In a globalised world, national IDs don’t access social security schemes offered by the government but also help keep

track of migration.

SOCIAL IDS MOVE BEYOND WELFARE
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ASEAN nations are revamping their national identity system to ensure better access to services internationally. 

https://vietnamnet.vn/en/vietnam-to-open-digital-ecosystem-for-public-services-818628.html
https://vietnamnet.vn/en/vietnam-to-open-digital-ecosystem-for-public-services-818628.html
https://www.manilatimes.net/2022/04/08/news/authentication-platform-launched-for-philippine-natl-id/1839339


Thailand’s digital identity platform NDID is partnering with payments major Mastercard for building an international ID

network. Through this, Thai citizens can use their ID cards globally for payments and even for routine services like

opening bank accounts. 

As the demand for social security number look-alikes increases, technology companies such as Infineon, NEC, TECH5,

and Verisec involved in storing biometric data are also seeing an uptick. 

The Global Digital Identity Market estimated at $16.6 billion in 2021 is expected to reach $40.44 billion by 2027, with a

16% annual growth. 

Advanced economies such as Singapore have completed the digital ID project for all citizens. In Singapore, citizens

can use their Singpass digital identification for accessing government services in person. In fact, the country offers

more than 300 services, government and private, through Singpass. Moving to the electronic mode also helps cut the

risk of card theft and identity fraud. 

The initiative can be economically beneficial too. A 2019 McKinsey report found that meticulously designed digital ID

programmes can add economic value equivalent to 3-13% of a country’s GDP by 2030. 

Change is inevitable

With the region taking rapid strides towards the mission of ASEAN Digital Masterplan 2025, the national social security

IDs can no longer be left behind. This plan involves building a digitally inclusive society, backed by e-governance and

technology where no citizen has to face accessibility challenges. 

Countries such as Indonesia are now taking steps to digitise their existing national social security identity schemes

through which card-based identification can be completely done away with. 

This is only the beginning. With public-private partnerships to achieve the goal of a digital social security number

system, SEA countries are learning from the world’s best practices. Minimising bureaucratic bottlenecks and

maximising digitisation to make daily lives easier for its citizens is the endeavour driving this change. 

As Southeast Asia studies the possibility of social security scheme portability within the region for migrant workers, it

will be the electronic IDs that will form the backbone of this proposal. 
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https://www.biometricupdate.com/202203/thailands-ndid-partners-with-mastercard-to-connect-digital-ids-internationally
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/digital-identity-solutions-market-to-hit-usd-60-88-billion-in-2027--says-brandessence-market-research-301506478.html
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20211209005432/en/Global-Digital-Identity-Market-by-Component-Authentication-Type-Deployment-Organization-Size-Industry-Vertical-and-Region---Forecast-to-2027---ResearchAndMarkets.com
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20211209005432/en/Global-Digital-Identity-Market-by-Component-Authentication-Type-Deployment-Organization-Size-Industry-Vertical-and-Region---Forecast-to-2027---ResearchAndMarkets.com
https://findbiometrics.com/singapore-authorities-accept-digital-id-in-person-services-7112101/
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/mckinsey-digital/our-insights/digital-identification-a-key-to-inclusive-growth
http://news.unair.ac.id/en/2022/01/25/unair-technology-expert-responds-to-digital-e-ktp-trial/
https://asean.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/EPUB-Study-Report-on-the-Portability-of-Social-Security-Rights-between-ASEAN-Member-States-Final-Sep2021.pdf
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