
Editorial 
Autonomía y unidad gremial del sector palmero 

El debate actual sobre la competitividad y el crecimiento del cultivo 

Los g r e m i o s p u e d e n j u g a r u n p a p e l m u y 
i m p o r t a n t e e n e l d e s a r r o l l o d e los s e c t o r e s 
económicos . E s t a s en t i dades s o n c o n f o r m a d a s 
por un g r u p o de p e r s o n a s o e m p r e s a s u n i d o s 
p o r i n t e r e s e s c o m u n e s y c u y o p r i n c i p a l 
p ropós i to es servir las n e c e s i d a d e s , p romover 
b e n e f i c i o s c o l e c t i v o s p a r a s u s a f i l i a d o s y 
propic iar el desarrol lo compet i t ivo de la i n d u s ­
tr ia o sector q u e ellos r e p r e s e n t a n . En los p a í s e s 
en desarro l lo , d o n d e los gobiernos cas i s i empre 
ca recen de la capac idad p a r a proveer servicios 
a d e c u a d o s p a r a los s ec to r e s e c o n ó m i c o s , los 
g r e m i o s o s e c t o r e s e c o n ó m i c o s o r g a n i z a d o s 
proveen servicios complementa r ios y ofrecen, por 
lo menos, instituciones alternativas o suple­
mentarias a las entidades oficiales, generalmente 
débiles en los países en desarrollo (Doner y 
Scne ide r , 2000 ) . 

Pa ra real izar su propósi to , los g remios o los 
sectores económicos organizados es tab lecen u n a 
a g e n d a q u e s i rva como m a r c o de referencia p a r a 
i m p l e m e n t a r s u s o b j e t i v o s y e s t r a t e g i a s 
d i s e ñ a d a s p o r s u s r e spec t i vos s e c t o r e s . S in 
embargo , e s t a a g e n d a debe se r i m p l e m e n t a d a 
e n u n e n t o r n o d o n d e las pol í t icas e c o n ó m i c a s , 
socia les y o t r a s del gobierno t i enen un pape l 
m u y i m p o r t a n t e . 

Al igual q u e los gremios , el Gob ie rno por su 
p a r t e t a m b i é n d i s p o n e d e u n a a g e n d a d e 
política, p l a s m a d a , por lo genera l , en el p l a n de 
d e s a r r o l l o q u e p r o p o n e p a r a s u p e r í o d o 
pres idenc ia l c a d a m a n d a t a r i o . E s u s u a l q u e l a 
a g e n d a g u b e r n a m e n t a l s e or iente h a c i a t e m a s 
de c a r á c t e r g e n e r a l q u e s o n t r a n s v e r s a l e s a 
m u c h a s a c t i v i d a d e s p r o d u c t i v a s . A l g u n a s 
p o l í t i c a s e s p e c í f i c a s s o b r e c i e r t o s s e c t o r e s 
p u e d e n se r expl íc i tamente inc lu idas en e l p l a n 
de desar ro l lo del Gobierno . Sin embargo , é s to 
no n e c e s a r i a m e n t e implica q u e e l enfoque sobre 
un d e t e r m i n a d o t e m a en l a a g e n d a del Gobierno 
esté a l ineado con el enfoque q u e sobre el m i s m o 
t e m a t enga l a a g e n d a de un sec tor p roduc t ivo 
en pa r t i cu la r . En vis ta de es to , y p a r a a s e g u r a r 
que las polít icas especificas s e a n i m p l e m e n t a d a s 
en beneficio del sec tor p roduc t ivo y del pa í s , 

s u r g e l a n e c e s i d a d p a r a a m b a s p a r t e s , e l 
Gob ie rno y los g remios en r ep re sen t ac ión del 
sec to r p r ivado , de dia logar y conce r t a r p a r a q u e 
l a s p r i o r i d a d e s de l s e c t o r p r o d u c t i v o s e a n 
a t e n d i d a s de l a m a n e r a m á s eficiente. 

Es i m p o r t a n t e q u e e l Gobierno a d e l a n t e e s a 
conce r t ac ión con los gremios q u e r e p r e s e n t a n 
el sec tor p roduc t ivo y no ind iv idua lmen te con 
los empresa r ios p a r a garant izar q u e los in te reses 
c o m u n e s y no los pa r t i cu l a re s s e a n a r t i cu l ados 
en l a s pol í t icas nac iona l e s . E s p e c i a l m e n t e en 
las a c t u a l e s c i r c u n s t a n c i a s de n u e s t r o pa í s , q u e 
t i e n e u n a l t o n ive l d e i n f o r m a l i d a d y u n a 
ins t i tuc iona l idad m u y frágil, e l Gobierno debe 
se r e l p r ime r i n t e r e s a d o en la b ú s q u e d a del bien 
c o m ú n , en reduc i r la informalidad y en fortalecer 
la ins t i tuc iona l idad . 

En e l ca so de la Agro indus t r i a de la Pa lma de 
Aceite, la Federac ión Nacional de Cul t ivadores 
de P a l m a de Aceite, Fedepa lma , es e l gremio que 
r e p r e s e n t a e l sec tor p a l m e r o del pa í s . Por m á s 
d e 4 0 a ñ o s e s t a en t i dad , h a venido de l ineando 
u n a r u t a de desar ro l lo p a r a e l sec tor y t iene un 
n o r t e c laro p a r a dirigir su acción gremial en e l 
largo plazo. Así m i s m o , los ú l t imos gobie rnos , y 
en p a r t i c u l a r la a d m i n i s t r a c i ó n del p re s iden te 
Á l v a r o U r i b e Vélez h a n v e n i d o m o s t r a n d o 
c rec ien te i n t e r é s por la act ividad p roduc t iva de 
la p a l m a de acei te y h a n fo rmulado pol í t icas 
específ icas p a r a s u crec imiento . 

I n f o r t u n a d a m e n t e , el enfoque del Gobierno, 
con r e spec to de las p r io r idades del sec tor y de 
s u desar ro l lo , n o e s t á c o m p l e t a m e n t e a l ineado 
con el del gremio. La a d m i n i s t r a c i ó n del pres i ­
d e n t e Álvaro Ur ibe e s t á focal izada p r inc ipa l ­
m e n t e e n l a p r o m o c i ó n m a s i v a del cu l t i vo , 
m i e n t r a s q u e l a a t enc ión de F e d e p a l m a se cen­
t r a en e l me jo ramien to de la compet i t iv idad. 

Hay diferentes op in iones sobre la polí t ica de 
p romoc ión m a s i v a del cultivo de la p a l m a de 
acei te . Por u n a p a r t e , é s t a p u e d e se r v is ta como 
u n a es t ra teg ia empresa r i a l posit iva p a r a reduc i r 
c o s t o s , en l a m e d i d a en q u e se t r a d u z c a en 
m a y o r a p r o v e c h a m i e n t o d e las e c o n o m í a s d e 

PALMAS - Vol. 25 No. 2, 2004 5 



e s c a l a de l a a c t i v idad p r o d u c t i v a . Por o t r a , 
p u e d e se r v is ta con p reocupac ión , po r c u a n t o 
en l a s a c t u a l e s c o n d i c i o n e s de d e s a r r o l l o y 
c o m p e t i t i v i d a d d e l c u l t i v o , e l c r e c i m i e n t o 
m a s i v o t i e n d e a t r a d u c i r s e e n m e n o r e s 
m á r g e n e s o en e v e n t u a l e s p é r d i d a s p a r a los 
p roduc to r e s , c u y a s invers iones e s t á n a t a d a s e n 
la act ividad y no p u e d e n moverse fáci lmente , 
debido a q u e se t r a t a de un cultivo de ta rd ío 
r e n d i m i e n t o . 

De l a m i s m a m a n e r a , no debe olvidarse q u e 
la p roducc ión de aceite de p a l m a en Colombia 
e s m a r g i n a l m e n t e compet i t iva , no n e c e s a r i a ­
m e n t e p o r q u e s e a ineficiente a nivel de finca o 
en los p l a n t a s ex t r ac to ras , s ino p o r q u e exis ten 
o t ros factores q u e inciden en la compet i t iv idad 
g e n e r a l d e l s e c t o r . D e h e c h o e n a l g u n o s 
ind icadores de produc t iv idad Colombia s u p e r a 
a varios de los pr inc ipa les pa í se s p r o d u c t o r e s 
c o m o M a l a s i a . En efecto, e l s e c t o r p a l m e r o 
co lombiano es competi t ivo en el m e r c a d o local, 
pe ro en m u c h a s o c a s i o n e s no lo es en e l de 
expor tac ión, debido a q u e exis ten compe t ido res 
in te rnac iona les q u e t ienen cos tos de p roducc ión 
m á s bajos q u e Colombia y t a m b i é n a q u e se 
t i enen ot ros p roduc to re s con cos tos m á s a l tos 
q u e reciben subs id ios de s u s gobie rnos , lo q u e 
les pe rmi te compet i r i n t e r n a c i o n a l m e n t e . 

A h o r a b i e n , C o l o m b i a e s u n t o m a d o r d e 
precios en el m e r c a d o de semi l las o leag inosas , 
acei tes y g r a s a s . Su p roducc ión d o m é s t i c a de 
aceite de p a l m a ya es excedenta r ia en el me rcado 
local, por lo q u e los vo lúmenes adicionales deben 
dirigirse al m e r c a d o in te rnac iona l . Los prec ios 
d o m é s t i c o s , p r o t e g i d o s p o r a r a n c e l e s , p a r a 
c o r r e g i r l a s d i s t o r s i o n e s e n e l m e r c a d o 
in t e rnac iona l y p a r a pro teger los p r o d u c t o r e s 
nac iona le s , s o n m á s a l tos q u e los p rec ios n e t o s 
q u e e l p r o d u c t o r recibe c u a n d o decide vende r 
a l m e r c a d o i n t e r n a c i o n a l y , e n a l g u n a s 
o c a s i o n e s , e s t o s p r e c i o s e n e l m e r c a d o d e 
e x p o r t a c i ó n p o d r í a n no l l ega r a c u b r i r los 
c o s t o s a c t u a l e s d e p r o d u c c i ó n , a f e c t a n d o 
a d v e r s a m e n t e e l ingreso med io de los pa lmi -
cu l to res . Es en e s t a d i syunt iva , q u e e l d e b a t e 
sobre la p romoc ión m a s i v a del cult ivo d e n t r o 
del gremio del sec tor pa lmero , así como en t r e 
es te con el Gobierno, debe se r ana l i zado . 

Desde e l p u n t o de v is ta de los p r o d u c t o r e s , 
el c rec imiento s e r á bueno s i empre y c u a n d o sea 
competit ivo; es decir, si ese crecimiento se refleja 
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e n u n a d i s m i n u c i ó n d e l o s c o s t o s d e 
p r o d u c c i ó n s u p e r i o r a l a r e d u c c i ó n en e l 
ingreso medio q u e se ob t iene en vi r tud de las 
v e n t a s a l o s n u e v o s m e r c a d o s . S i e s t a 
c o n d i c i ó n n o s e d a , e l c r e c i m i e n t o s e 
conver t i r á en un factor a d v e r s o a l desar ro l lo 
del sec to r , p o r c u a n t o l a s v e n t a s a n u e v o s 
m e r c a d o s s e t r a d u c i r á n en l a m e r m a de los 
i n g r e s o s y l a e v e n t u a l p é r d i d a p a r a l o s 
p roduc tores . Todo ello, a d e m á s , afectará directa­
m e n t e las a c t u a l e s condic iones de re torno de la 
invers ión que , por cierto, no son m u y ho lgadas , 
debido a la a l ta volatilidad de los precios en el 
m e r c a d o i n t e r n a c i o n a l (los p r e c i o s i n t e r n a ­
c i o n a l e s del ace i t e de p a l m a f l uc túan e n t r e 
U S $ 2 0 0 y U S $ 7 0 0 por t o n e l a d a ) . Por cons i ­
gu ien te , c rec imiento y compet i t iv idad p u e d e n 
ser t e m a s compa t ib l e s e i nc luso c o m p l e m e n ­
ta r ios e n u n a s c i r c u n s t a n c i a s , pe ro perfecta­
m e n t e an t agón icos e n o t r a s s i tuac iones . 

Por l a s c o n s i d e r a c i o n e s a n t e r i o r e s , Fede -
p a l m a ha venido ins i s t i endo , t a n t o a l Gobierno 
como a los pa lmicu l to res , en q u e la es t ra teg ia 
de desa r ro l lo y c rec imien to del sec to r d e b e n 
l l e v a r s e a c a b o c o n m a y o r é n f a s i s e n l a 
compet i t iv idad, de m a n e r a q u e se e l iminen los 
r iesgos q u e implican las c i r cuns t anc ia s descr i tas 
y q u e podr í an llevar al f racaso potencia l de es ta 
ag ro indus t r i a . 

E s a posición es t ra tég ica de F e d e p a l m a e s t á 
reflejada en la Visión 2 0 2 0 , en la q u e se s i e n t a n 
las b a s e s p a r a un p lan de desarrol lo del sec tor 
p a l m e r o d e l a rgo p l a z o e n C o l o m b i a , c u y a 
imp lemen tac ión es tá cond ic ionada a la p u e s t a 
e n m a r c h a d e u n a e s t r a t e g i a i n t e g r a l d e 
desar ro l lo en la q u e par t ic ipen en forma activa 
el Gobierno, el gremio y los pa lmicu l to res . Infor­
t u n a d a m e n t e , a l g u n a s p e r s o n a s h a n eva luado 
ese d o c u m e n t o pa r c i a lmen te , c o n c e n t r á n d o s e 
en la es t ra teg ia de crecimiento y dejando de lado 
los a spec tos y factores necesar ios p a r a promover 
la compet i t iv idad del sector . 

En rea l idad , e l ún ico crec imiento sos tenib le 
p a r a el cult ivo de la p a l m a de acei te en el largo 
plazo e s aque l q u e se f u n d a m e n t a en u n a mayor 
c o m p e t i t i v i d a d , b i e n s e a p o r q u e e l p r o p i o 
c r e c i m i e n t o c o n t r i b u y e s i g n i f i c a t i v a m e n t e a 
r educ i r los cos tos de p r o d u c c i ó n o p o r q u e el 
G o b i e r n o , el g remio y los p a l m i c u l t o r e s s o n 
consc i en te s de los pape les q u e ellos t i enen q u e 
j u g a r p a r a q u e es te c rec imiento se t r a d u z c a en 



mayores eficiencias y en mejor compet i t iv idad 
del sector. 

Sin embargo , en m u c h o s ca sos , l a m a n e r a 
como viene c rec iendo en Colombia el cult ivo de 
p a l m a de acei te en los ú l t imos a ñ o s , no da los 
avales necesa r ios de q u e se e s t én l levando en 
f o r m a c o n s i s t e n t e p a r a l o g r a r m e j o r a s 
suf ic ientes en compet i t iv idad q u e g a r a n t i c e n la 
s o s t e n i b i l i d a d y e l b i e n e s t a r a t o d o s l o s 
pa lmicu l to res . 

F e d e p a l m a l e h a i n d i c a d o a l G o b i e r n o 
Nacional q u e existe un d e s b a l a n c e de su énfas is 
en t r e las pol í t icas y los i n s t r u m e n t o s q u e se 
v ienen u t i l i zando p a r a p romover e l c rec imiento 
del cult ivo de la p a l m a de acei te , y las pol í t icas 
e i n s t r u m e n t o s necesa r io s p a r a lograr su m a y o r 
compet i t iv idad. N u m e r o s o s textos de economía 
m u e s t r a n q u e los gobiernos p u e d e n con t r ibu i r 
en promover la compet i t iv idad de los sec to res 
product ivos , c r e a n d o u n a m b i e n t e propicio p a r a 
los n e g o c i o s , c a r a c t e r i z a d o por u n e n t o r n o 
económico es table y u n a in f r aes t ruc tu ra púb l i ca 
competi t iva, en t re o t ros . No o b s t a n t e , el pr inc i ­
pal enfoque del Gobierno co lombiano ha sido e l 
de promover el c rec imiento ace le rado del cult ivo 
de la p a l m a de acei te , a i s l ando e s t a e s t r a t eg ia 
d e o t r o s fac tores n e c e s a r i o s p a r a l a c o m p e ­
tit ividad. E s t a e s u n a posición que no c o m p a r t e 
F e d e p a l m a e n r e p r e s e n t a c i ó n d e los p a l m i ­
cu l to res . 

El énfas is g u b e r n a m e n t a l en el c rec imien to 
mas ivo del cult ivo de la p a l m a de acei te t iene 
d o s m o t i v a c i o n e s p r i n c i p a l e s : u n a , l a 
generac ión de empleo en m u c h a s á r e a s r u r a l e s , 
p a r a con t r ibu i r a su b i enes t a r y a so lven ta r su 
s i t u a c i ó n de p o b r e z a y d e s e m p l e o ; y o t r a , a 
a l i v i a r l a p r e s i ó n e n e r g é t i c a d e l p a í s y a 
a s e g u r a r la d isponibi l idad de o t r a s fuen tes en 
e l f u t u r o . D e b i d o a q u e e l a c e i t e de p a l m a 
r e p r e s e n t a u n potenc ia l p a r a l a p roducc ión d e 
combus t i b l e s r enovab les a l te rna t ivos , como por 
ejemplo el biodiésel , e l Gobierno ha p u e s t o su 
a t enc ión en p romover el c rec imiento r áp ido del 
á r ea cu l t ivada en p a l m a de aceite. 

Ambas mot ivaciones son vál idas y de s u m a 
impor tanc ia . Pero p a r a s u p e r a r l a s , no sólo se 
requiere e s t i m u l a r e l c rec imiento del á r ea sem­
b r a d a en p a l m a de acei te ; s ino t a m b i é n , q u e 
las n u e v a s s i embras s ean compet i t ivas y cont r i ­
b u y a n a la sos tenibi l idad de todo el sector. De 

no se r as í , e l esfuerzo de c rec imien to q u e se 
haga , po r p a r t e del Gobierno , no se rá sos ten ib le 
y podr í a l legar a t r a d u c i r s e en f rus t rac iones y 
e n u n a n u e v a f u e n t e d e m a l e s t a r p a r a 
p e q u e ñ o s cu l t ivadores y m u c h o s e m p r e s a r i o s 
p a l m i c u l t o r e s c u y a s i n v e r s i o n e s , q u e 
c o n t r i b u y e n a la g e n e r a c i ó n de e m p l e o y al 
desar ro l lo de las á r e a s r u r a l e s , podr í an e s t a r 
en pel igro. 

En conc lus ión , s i b ien es i m p o r t a n t e q u e e l 
Gobierno tenga a l sec tor p a l m e r o en su agenda , 
t a m b i é n e s i m p e r a t i v o q u e p o r p a r t e de l 
Gobierno s e p u e d a a s e g u r a r q u e n o solo s u s 
i n t e r e se s s ino t a m b i é n los del sec to r pr ivado 
e s t én a r t i cu l ados en s u s pol í t icas . El Gobierno 
d e b e g a r a n t i z a r q u e e x i s t a u n a e s t r e c h a 
coord inac ión en t r e e s tos in t e re ses p a r a poder 
a v a n z a r en el desar ro l lo compet i t ivo del sec tor 
y a p r o v e c h a r e x p e r i e n c i a s v a l i o s a s de los 
e m p r e s a r i o s p a l m e r o s en Colombia . La mejor 
m a n e r a de lograrlo, es formulando y propic iando 
u n a pol í t ica in tegra l d e desa r ro l lo p a r a e s t a 
a g r o i n d u s t r i a q u e p e r m i t a es tab lecer c l a r a s y 
c o n s i s t e n t e s pol í t icas p a r a e l sec tor , a v a n z a r 
s igni f ica t ivamente en l a compet i t iv idad sec to­
rial, y c e r r a r la b r e c h a de cos tos q u e hoy se 
t i ene frente a los p r inc ipa les p a í s e s compet i ­
do res en e l ámb i to m u n d i a l . Eso s e n t a r á defini­
t i vamen te las b a s e s p a r a q u e e l sec tor crezca 
sin r e se rvas . Para ello, Fedepa lma segui rá ins is­
t iendo an t e el Gobierno Nacional en la neces idad 
d e f o r m a l i z a r u n p l a n i n d i c a t i v o p a r a e l 
desar ro l lo de la p a l m a de acei te , q u e or iente e l 
c rec imien to del sec tor h a c i a el largo plazo, de 
m a n e r a sos ten ib le y compet i t iva . 

Así como no es válido que el enfoque de u n a 
a g e n d a sec tor ia l o gremia l se i m p o n g a sobre 
la a g e n d a nac iona l de Gobierno, t ampoco lo es 
q u e el enfoque de la a g e n d a del Gobierno ig­
n o r e l a s p a r t i c u l a r i d a d e s y las pos ib i l i dades 
rea les de c a d a sector. Por ello, las dos pa r t e s , 
el Gobierno y el gremio, d e b e n conce r t a r p a r a 
i m p u l s a r e i m p l e m e n t a r po l í t i cas q u e s i rvan 
t a n t o a los in t e re ses de la nac ión como a los 
de los p r o p i o s p a l m i c u l t o r e s . P a r a p rop ic i a r 
s i n e r g i a s q u e b e n e f i c i e n t a n t o a l s e c t o r 
p roduc t ivo p a l m e r o como a l p a í s en genera l , 
e s i m p o r t a n t e q u e e l G o b i e r n o r e s p a l d e y 
r e c o n o z c a l a a u t o n o m í a , u n i d a d y 
r e p r e s e n t a c i ó n gremial de F e d e p a l m a . 
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Editorial 

Autonomy and Unity of the Oil Palm Business and Trade Organization in 
Colombia: The Current Debate on Competitiveness and Growth of the Oil Palm 

Crop 

B u s i n e s s a n d t r ade o rgan iza t ions c a n play a 
vital role in the development of indus t r i e s . These 
ent i t ies a re e s t ab l i shed by a g r o u p of people or 
f í rms b o u n d by a c o m m o n in teres t a n d t h e cen­
tral p u r p o s e of t h e s e o rgan iza t ions is to serve 
the n e e d s , pro tec t the in t e re s t s , p u r s u e collec-
tive benefits for the i r m e m b e r s , a n d p romote t h e 
competi t ive deve lopment of t h e i n d u s t r y or sec­
tor t hey r e p r e s e n t . In d e v e l o p i n g c o u n t r i e s , 
where G o v e r n m e n t s often lack the capac i ty to 
provide a d e q u a t e services to economic sec to r s , 
b u s i n e s s a n d t r ade assoc ia t ions provide comple-
m e n t a r y services a n d offer at least potentiaUy 
attractive alternate or supplemental institutions to 
the weak states so common in these countries 
(Doner a n d Schne ider , 2000) . 

To achieve the i r p u r p o s e , b u s i n e s s a n d t r a d e 
o rgan iza t ions es tab l i sh an a g e n d a to serve as a 
b luepr in t for imp lemen t ing the goals a n d s t r a t e -
gies set by the i r respect ive sec tors . This agenda , 
however, h a s to car r ied ou t in a b roade r f rame-
work , w h e r e t h e G o v e r n m e n t ' s poli t ical , eco­
nomic , socio-economic a n d o the r policies play 
a role. 

Like b u s i n e s s a n d t r ade organ iza t ions , t he 
Gove rnmen t a lso develops its a g e n d a a n d in the 
c a s e of Colombia , th i s is u s u a l l y ou t l i ned or 
expressed in the Deve lopment Plan, wh ich is 
e l abora ted every four yea r s for every p res iden-
tial period. The Gove rnmen t ' s a g e n d a normal ly 
inc ludes or is focused on topics of genera l n a -
t u r e , whose re levance c u t s ac ros s m a n y pro-
duct ive activit ies. Some specific policies on cer-
ta in sec tors m a y be explicitly inc luded in the 
Development Plan. This , however, does not nece-
ssari ly g u a r a n t e e t h a t the focus of the Govern­
m e n t ' s a g e n d a coincides with the deve lopment 
priori t ies of a pa r t i cu l a r p roduc t ive sector . In 
view of th i s a n d to e n s u r e t h a t the specific poli­
cies t h a t a re imp lemen ted will be beneficial for 
the product ive sector a n d the coun t ry , t he r e i s 
a need for bo th pa r t i e s , t he G o v e r n m e n t a n d 
the b u s i n e s s t r ade organizat ion rep resen t ing the 

prívate sector , to e m b a r k on a dialogue a n d to 
strive h a r d to arr ive a t an ag r eemen t so t h a t 
the development priorit ies of the product ive sec­
tor will be efficiently a d d r e s s e d . It is impor t an t 
for the Gove rnmen t to do th is concer ta t ion with 
the b u s i n e s s t r ade organizat ion represen t ing the 
prívate produc t ive sector a n d no t with specific 
compan ies or individuals to e n s u r e t h a t common 
a n d n o t pa r t i cu la r i n t e r e s t s a re a r t i cu la ted in 
na t iona l policies. Especial ly in the case of o u r 
coun t ry , which is charac te r ized with weak ins ­
t i t u t i o n s a n d a h igh level of informali ty , t he 
Gove rnmen t m u s t be the f i r s t one to be in te res -
ted in p rocu r ing t h e c o m m o n good, in r educ ing 
informality a n d in s t r e n g t h e n i n g ins t i tu t ions . 

In t h e c a s e of t h e Oil Pa lm Agroindus t ry in 
Colombia, t he Nat ional Federa t ion of Oil Palm 
Growers in Colombia, Fedepa lma , is t he sector 's 
b u s i n e s s a n d t r ade organiza t ion . For more t h a n 
four decades now, Fedepa lma h a s del ineated the 
deve lopment p a t h for the sector a n d h a s a clear 
vision of whe re th i s sec tor shou ld h e a d in the 
fu ture . Pas t g o v e r n m e n t s in Colombia a n d in-
c luding the p r e s e n t admin i s t r a t i on of Pres ident 
Alvaro Uribe have s h o w n in te res t in the oil pa lm 
sector a n d have formula ted specific policies to 
p romote its growth. 

Unfor tunate ly , t he focus of the Governmen t 
with respec t to t h e deve lopment priori t ies of the 
sec tor is n o t totally in line wi th t h a t of Fede­
pa lma . The c u r r e n t a d m i n i s t r a t i o n of Pres ident 
Alvaro Uribe is focusing more its a t t en t ion on 
the mass ive p romot ion of the oil pa lm crop while 
F e d e p a l m a is t a rge t ing more i ts in te res t on im-
proving the compet i t iveness of t h e sector. 

Several divergent views exist wi th respec t to 
the policy of p romot ing massively the growth of 
to ta l a r ea p l a n t e d with oil pa lm. On the one 
h a n d , growth in oil pa lm crop cult ivat ion can 
be regarded as a b u s i n e s s s t ra tegy to r educe 
cos t s t h r o u g h the ach ievemen t of economies of 
scale. On the o ther h a n d , growth c a n ra ise some 
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conce rns , cons ider ing t h a t in t h e a c t u a l condi -
t ions of deve lopment a n d compe t i t iveness of t h e 
oil pa lm crop in Colombia, g rowth c a n t r a n s í a t e 
to lower m a r g i n s or c a n eventual ly lead to losses 
for oil pa lm p r o d u c e r s , w h o s e i n v e s t m e n t s a re 
s o m e h o w locked to t h e activity a n d c a n n o t be 
pulled ou t easily given the n a t u r e of the oil pa lm, 
which is a p e r m a n e n t c rop . Also, i t s h o u l d no t 
be forgotten t h a t the p roduc t ion of p a l m oil in 
Colombia i s marginal ly compet i t ive , n o t nece -
ssar i ly b e c a u s e i t is no t efficient on t h e farm or 
pa lm oil mi l l s ' level b u t b e c a u s e t h e r e a re o the r 
factors t h a t affect t h e overall compe t i t iveness 
of the sector (in fact in s o m e product iv i ty indi-
ca to r s like oil ex t rac t ion r a t e , Colombia even 
ou tper fo rms o the r major pa lm oil p r o d u c e r s like 
Malaysia). As a r e su l t , it is compet i t ive in the 
local m a r k e t b u t in m a n y i n s t a n c e s i t i s no t in 
the export m a r k e t d u e a l so to t h e ex i s tence of 
in te rna t iona l compe t i to r s wi th cos t s of p r o d u c ­
tion far lower t h a n t h a t of Colombia or o the r 
compet i tors which receive government subs id ies 
enab l ing t h e m to compe te in te rna t iona l ly . 

Since Colombia is a price t ake r in the oil-
s e e d s , o i l s a n d fa ts g loba l m a r k e t a n d t h e 
c o u n t r y ' s domes t i c p roduc t i on of pa lm oil al-
ready exceeds the r e q u i r e m e n t s of the in te rna l 
marke t , therefore the addi t ional vo lume t h a t will 
be p r o d u c e d will have to be directed to t h e in­
t e rna t iona l m a r k e t . The domes t i c pr ices in Co­
lombia, wh ich is p ro tec ted by tariffs to correc t 
for the dis tor t ions in the in te rna t iona l pr ices a n d 
to protect domes t ic p r o d u c e r s as well, a re h igher 
t h a n t h e ne t pr ices t h a t a p r o d u c e r will receive 
if it sells in the i n t e rna t iona l m a r k e t . In some 
c i r c u m s t a n c e s , t h e s e pr ices in the expor t m a r ­
ke t m a y n o t even cover t h e a c t u a l cos t s of p ro ­
duc t ion a n d therefore the p h e n o m e n o n of h a -
ving to export more the s u r p l u s p roduc t i o n m a y 
adversely affect t h e average income of oil pa lm 
growers in Colombia . I t is a g a i n s t th i s b a c k -
g round , t h a t t h e d e b a t e on the mass ive p romo-
tion of growth of the oil pa lm sector in Colom­
bia, bo th wi th in the oil p a l m b u s i n e s s a n d t r a d e 
o rgan iza t ion a s well a s wi th t h e G o v e r n m e n t 
shou ld be given a d e q u a t e t h o u g h t a n d cons i -
de ra t ion . 

From t h e point of view of oil pa lm growers , 
growth will be good if a n d only if th is is com­
petitive, m e a n i n g to say, th i s g rowth is reflected 
in a r educ t ion of cost g rea te r t h a n t h e p robab le 

r educ t ion in t h e average income ob ta ined as a 
c o n s e q u e n c e of s a l e s to new m a r k e t s . If t h i s 
condi t ion i s n o t satisfied, t h e growth p h e n o m e ­
n o n will be conver ted to an adver se factor t h a t 
will be d e t r i m e n t a l to t h e deve lopmen t of the 
sec tor , s ince sa les to new m a r k e t s will be t r a n s -
la ted to leakage of i ncome a n d even tua l loss for 
p r o d u c e r s . Bes ides , all of t h e s e will affect di-
rectly t h e r e t u r n on i nves tmen t , wh ich , in fact, 
on average, is not so wide given the high volatility 
of pa lm oil pr ices in t h e in t e rna t iona l m a r k e t 
( in terna t ional p r ices of pa lm oil fluctuate from 
U S $ 2 0 0 to U S $ 7 0 0 per ton). As a c o n s e q u e n c e , 
g rowth a n d compet i t iveness a re topics t h a t m a y 
be compat ib le a n d even c o m p l e m e n t a r y in some 
c i r c u m s t a n c e s , b u t perfectly con t ra ry in o the r 
s i t u a t i o n s . 

In light of t h e above cons ide ra t ions , Fede-
p a l m a h a s p e r m a n e n t l y ins i s ted t o i ts m e m b e r s 
a n d t o t h e G o v e r n m e n t , t h a t t h e s t r a t egy o f 
growth a n d deve lopment of t h e sector s hou ld 
be car r ied ou t wi th major e m p h a s i s on compet i ­
t iveness , in o rde r to r educe t h e a s soc i a t ed r i sks 
desc r ibed previously , which have t h e potent ia l 
to br ing d a m a g e to th i s ag ro indus t ry . 

This s t ra teg ic pos i t ion of F e d e p a l m a is re­
flected in i ts Vision 2020, wh ich se t s the b a s i s 
for the long t e rm deve lopment p l a n of the oil 
pa lm sector in Colombia a n d w h o s e fulfillment 
is condi t ioned on the imp lemen ta t i on of an in-
tegra ted s t ra tegy of deve lopment involving th ree 
pr inc ipa l ac to r s : t h e Gove rnmen t , t h e b u s i n e s s 
a n d t r ade organiza t ion (Fedepalma) a n d the oil 
pa lm growers . Unfor tunate ly , s o m e people have 
eva lua ted t h e Vision 2 0 2 0 d o c u m e n t for the oil 
p a l m sec tor n o t in i ts ent i re ty , t h u s giving em­
p h a s i s only on the growth s t ra tegy a n d se t t ing 
as ide the o t h e r i m p o r t a n t a s p e c t s a n d factors 
t h a t a re n e c e s s a r y to p romote t h e compet i t ive­
n e s s of t h e sector . 

The c rux of t h e m a t t e r is , t he only growth 
t h a t is s u s t a i n a b l e in the long r u n for the oil 
pa lm crop cul t ivat ion in Colombia is one t h a t is 
b a s e d on major compet i t iveness , e i ther b e c a u s e 
i t c o n t r i b u t e s significantly to r educ ing the cos t s 
o f p r o d u c t i o n o r b e c a u s e t h e G o v e r n m e n t , 
F e d e p a l m a a n d oil pa lm growers a r e consc ious 
of t h e respect ive roles t h a t t hey shou ld play so 
t h a t th i s g rowth t r a n s l a t e s to g rea te r efficiency 
a n d compe t i t iveness of the sector . 
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Unfor tunate ly , in mos t c a se s in t h e r ecen t 
pas t , t he way t h e growth of t h e oil pa lm crop 
h a s been car r ied ou t does no t g u a r a n t e e t h a t i t 
is being done in a cons i s t en t m a n n e r to e n s u r e 
i m p r o v e m e n t s in compet i t iveness a n d to s e c u r e 
the sus ta inab i l i ty a n d wel lbeing of all t h e oil 
pa lm growers in the coun t ry . 

F e d e p a l m a h a s indica ted to the National Go­
v e r n m e n t t h a t t h e r e i s a n i m b a l a n c e i n t h e 
la t ter ' s e m p h a s i s on the policies a n d m e a s u r e s 
t h a t a r e b e i n g i m p l e m e n t e d t o p r o m o t e t h e 
growth of t h e oil pa lm crop a n d on t h e policies 
a n d i n s t r u m e n t s tha t a re n e c e s s a r y to achieve 
major compet i t iveness . N u m e r o u s economic li-
t e r a t u r e s show t h a t G o v e r n m e n t s c a n con t r i ­
b u t e in p romot ing t h e compet i t iveness of p ro -
duc t ive s e c t o r s by provid ing an e n v i r o n m e n t 
conducive to b u s i n e s s , charac te r ized by a s tab le 
economic e n v i r o n m e n t a n d a compet i t ive p u -
blic in f ra s t ruc tu re , a m o n g o t h e r s . B u t the m a i n 
focus of t h e G o v e r n m e n t to p romote the m a s s i -
ve growth of the oil pa lm crop, isolat ing it from 
o ther factors n e c e s s a r y for compet i t iveness , is 
a posi t ion t h a t is not s h a r e d by Fedepa lma , t h e 
b u s i n e s s a n d t r ade organiza t ion of the oil pa lm 
sector in Colombia . 

The G o v e r n m e n t ' s act ive p r o m o t i o n of t h e 
growth of t h e oil pa lm crop in Colombia is moti-
vated by two factors: first, t h e G o v e r n m e n t a i m s 
to genera te employment in m a n y r u r a l a reas to 
improve the wellbeing a n d to provide so lu t ions 
to poverty a n d u n e m p l o y m e n t p rob l ems preva-
lent in t h e s e regions . The o the r is , to alleviate 
t h e "energy" p r e s s u r e a n d to e n s u r e the fu ture 
avai labi l i ty of o t h e r s o u r c e s of energy in t h e 
count ry . Cons ider ing t h a t pa lm oil r e p r e s e n t s a 
potent ia l to p r o d u c e a l te rnat ive a n d renewable 
sou rces of fuel, like Biodiesel, t h e G o v e r n m e n t 
h a s se t its eyes on p romot ing t h e rap id growth 
of total a r ea p l an t ed wi th oil pa lm. 

Both mot iva t ions a re valid a n d highly impor-
t an t . However, to a d d r e s s t hese c o n c e r n s , r e -
qu i r e s no t only the growth in t h e tota l a r ea cu l -
t ivated with oil p a l m b u t a lso the g u a r a n t e e t h a t 
t h e s e new p lan t ings a re competi t ive e n o u g h a n d 
c a n therefore con t r i bu t e to t h e overall s u s t a i ­
nabil i ty of t h e whole sector . Otherwise , t h e s e 
efforts to p romote growth on the p a r t of t h e Go­
v e r n m e n t will no t be s u s t a i n a b l e a n d th i s could 
even t r a n s í a t e into f rus t ra t ions a n d u n e a s i n e s s 

on t h e pa r t of smal l oil pa lm growers a n d m a n y 
Colombian oil pa lm b u s i n e s s m e n , whose invest-
m e n t s , which con t r i bu t e to t h e employmen t ge-
ne ra t ion a n d deve lopment of ru ra l a r eas , may 
be p u t a t s t ake . 

In conclusion, i t is impor t an t t h a t the Govern­
m e n t inc ludes t h e oil pa lm sector in its agenda , 
however, i t is a lso impera t ive on the pa r t of the 
Governmen t to e n s u r e t h a t not only i ts in te res t s 
b u t a lso t hose of the pr ivate sec tor a re a r t i cu -
lated in i ts policies. The G o v e r n m e n t s h o u l d 
e n s u r e t h a t pub l i c a n d pr iva te c o n c e r n s a re 
closely coord ina ted in order to advance in the 
competi t ive deve lopment of th i s product ive sec­
tor a n d to t ake a d v a n t a g e of the efforts a n d to 
capitalize on t h e va luab le exper iences of the oil 
pa lm private sector in Colombia. The bes t way 
to achieve th is is , to formula te a n d p romote an 
in tegra ted policy of deve lopment for the Colom­
bian Oil Palm Agroindus t ry tha t would e s t a b -
lish clear a n d cons i s t en t policies for the sector , 
allow significant h e a d w a y s in sectorial compet i ­
t iveness a n d close t h e g a p in cos t s t h a t Colom­
bia h a s vis-á-vis i ts major compet i to rs in the 
world marke t . This will set t he founda t ions for 
the sector to grow wi thou t b o u n d a r i e s . For th i s 
reason , Fedepa lma will keep on ins i s t ing with 
the National Gove rnmen t on the need to formu­
late an In tegra ted Plan of Development for the 
Oil Palm Sector to orient the growth of the sec­
tor in the long r u n , in a s u s t a i n a b l e a n d com­
petitive m a n n e r . 

J u s t as i t is no t valid for a sec tor to impose 
its agenda on t h e Government , i t is also not r ight 
for the Gove rnmen t to p u r s u e policy m e a s u r e s 
t h a t ignore the pecul iar i t ies or real possibil i t ies 
of par t i cu la r product ive sec tors . It is for th is rea-
son t h a t bo th pa r t i e s , t he Governmen t a n d the 
b u s i n e s s t r a d e o r g a n i z a t i o n o r F e d e p a l m a , 
should arr ive a t an accord in order to p u s h a n d 
imp lemen t policies t h a t will a d d r e s s bo th the 
na t ion ' s a n d t h e oil pa lm growers i n t e r e s t s a n d 
conce rns . In order to e n g e n d e r synergies t h a t 
will be beneficial for the oil pa lm product ive sec­
tor a n d the coun t ry , i t is i m p o r t a n t for the Go­
v e r n m e n t to s u p p o r t a n d acknowledge the a u -
tonomy, un i ty a n d r ep re sen t a t i on of the Colom­
bian oil pa lm sector b u s i n e s s a n d t r ade organi ­
zat ion. 
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