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Celebrating the Role of Oil Palm in Health Care
I would like to take this opportunity to celebrate
a really ‘good news’ story about oil palm. We
all know that the oil palm industry has faced a
lot of criticism in recent years for its admittedly
patchy record on environmental stewardship.
There have even been calls to boycott foods
and other products that contain ingredients
derived from palm oil. However, it is far from
clear that any of the proposed substitutes will
have better environmental and sustainability
credentials than oil palm crops. Indeed, in the
case of soybean, recent evidence shows that
its role in deforestation is much worse than oil
palm. Interestingly, there are now calls for
boycotts of meat produced from cattle raised
on soybean rations. Rapeseed has also come
under attack in Europe due to its use as a
biofuel instead of a food crop. Clearly there
are many negative ‘bad news’ stories about
the major vegetable oil crops at the moment!

In contrast, we never seem to hear the
positive story about the unique role played by
palm oil and its derivatives  in global health care
and human wellbeing. As we come through
what might be a prolonged and difficult global
pandemic, it is perhaps now time to reflect on
and celebrate the value of the health-related
functions of the oil from the seeds or kernels
of palm fruits. This particular oil is generally
called palm kernel oil (PKO). Although PKO
only makes up about 10 per cent of the total
fruit oil, this still means that an impressive
9 million tonnes are produced annually. PKO
(or its derivatives) is used in every single country
in the world and is an essential product for
human health, as we will now see. As discussed
in the accompanying article in this issue
(Recognising the value of oil palm in the
post-covid-19 world), PKO was treated as a

strategic commodity during the recent global
lockdown and, in contrast to many other
products, its supply chains were barely
affected. So, what is so great about this
particular type of palm oil?

Almost uniquely in vegetable oils, PKO is
highly enriched by the C12 fatty acid called
lauric (or dodecanoic) acid. This medium-chain
fatty acid has a special property that has
profound implications for health care, namely
its powerful detergent effect. Detergents are
molecules that dissolve fatty and greasy
materials, such as stains on clothing and the
residues on plates, bowls and pots used in food
preparation and consumption. This makes them
great for washing and the main active
ingredient in most washing up liquids is a sodium
salt of lauric acid (just check the label!). This
versatile fatty acid also serves as the active
ingredient in most toothpastes, where it enables
stubborn food residues to be removed from
crevices between the teeth, hence promoting
dental hygiene. As natural products, lauric
detergents are quite safe to use even inside
our mouths, unlike some harsher chemical
detergents such as washing powders.

But, in terms of the current crisis with the
covid-19 pandemic, lauric products have an
even more vital function. And this function is
central to the public health response to what
could be a prolonged period of viral transmission
and infection affecting large populations in many
countries. One of the most important pieces of
medical advice for managing public health is
the need for frequent washing of exposed body
surfaces, especially the hands. There are two
main approaches to hand washing, firstly using
alcoholic or chemical sanitisers and secondly
using liquid soaps based on lauric salts.
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Both methods are effective in terms of
dissolving the lipid bilayer membrane that
surrounds coronavirus particles, thereby
destroying the viruses. However, lauric soaps
are generally cheaper and more readily available
and in terms of frequent use they are probably
better for the skin condition. For example, there
are downsides to the use of an 80 per cent
alcohol product for many people with sensitive
skin. And, unfortunately some of the alcohol
substitutes, such as triclosan, can affect the
human endocrine function and so are not
recommended for use on the skin. For this
reason, most doctors primarily recommend use
of liquid soaps for routine hand washing.

Liquid soaps are much easier to apply to
and wash off the skin than solid soaps. In
particular, children find them more convenient
and are therefore more likely to use them even
when not supervised, e.g. at school. In larger
health care settings, such as hospitals, clinics
and elderly care homes, lauric-based liquid soaps
are at the front line of infection management
for both staff and patients. Recent data from
Italy shows that during the height of the covid-
19 pandemic, the hygiene product with by far
the greatest increase in use was liquid soap.
The current UK (United Kingdom)
government covid-19 guidelines also
recommend use of liquid soap in hygiene
management, with other products only
recommended if liquid soap is not available.
The bottom line is that lauric-based liquid soaps
are already at the centre of how we are dealing

with covid-19 pandemic management and
control. Hopefully, one or more vaccines will
eventually be developed, but we will continue
to rely on basic measures such as hand hygiene
in order to maintain community health.

On a historical note, probably the first
commercial use of palm oil in Europe and the
USA (United States of America) was as a
replacement for animal fats to formulate
improved soaps for more effective washing.
In the 1880s, palm oil from Africa was imported
to the UK by Lever Brothers (later Unilever)
to make highly popular soap brands, such as
Sunlight. The success of this and other brands
led to the construction of a special workers’
garden village called Port Sunlight close to my
home city of Liverpool, which was the major
European hub for palm oil imports for much of
the twentieth century. For much of my
childhood I therefore associated palm oil with
cleanliness rather than nutrition. In conclusion,
detergents and other health and personal care
products based on PKO are now used
worldwide to keep people clean and healthy,
thereby acting as effective barriers against
infectious diseases such as covid-19. As we
already know, the oil palm is a truly versatile
and efficient crop but its particular role in human
health care deserves to be more widely
promoted and celebrated.
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