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As a managing director of 

Neil A. Burns LLC and CEO 

of P2 Science, what is your 

role in the palm oil industry?

For almost my entire career, I have 
been using products from palm oil 
industry, primarily oleochemicals 
which are used as feedstocks for 
surfactants. Generally, palm kernel oil 
forms the back bone of a large part of 
the surfactant industry. It is used to 
produce fatty alcohols, which are used 
in a variety of nonionic and anionic 
surfactants which are then applied in 
everyday products such as laundry 
detergent, shampoos, liquid soaps 
and so on. Basically my career has 
been largely involved in the surfactant 
industry, where palm kernel oil in 
particular has been the key feedstock 
for this industry. 

Kindly share with us your 

rich experience of more 

than 20 years spent in the 

chemical industry which 

revolves around balancing the 

commercial, financial and general 

management aspects in a company?

I got into the surfactant and 
oleochemicals industry in 1991, which 
is 24 years ago. In the early 90’s, the 
price of palm kernel oil and crude 
oil was fairly stable, the surfactant 
producers and users did not worry too 
much about the fluctuations in raw 
material pricing. However since the 
mid 2000’s, let’s say 2005 particularly, 
there has been a lot more volatility 
rippling through the whole supply 
chain. Thus, we have to be more aware 
of the market conditions and be able 
to react quickly to the changes in raw 
material costs. Pricing is a lot more 

volatile today and it is impossible 
to secure a confirmed raw material 
price for the next year or even the 
next quarter. It is probably the biggest 
single change that I have seen in this 
business.

The other change is the downstream 
market, where there is a lot more 
product variation and applications, eg. 
cosmetics, personal care, industry areas 
like lubricant additives, agrochemical 
and so on. This has driven products 
complexity in the market which could 
be a challenge for the manufacturers, 
where they have to decide how far to 
go, and at the same time balancing the 
cost and returns over the complexity 
of the products. I still fervently 
believe there’s still a lot of room in the 
emerging markets to grow including 
the middle class market in Malaysia.
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What do you see of the 

future of oleochemicals in 

the coming years?

I see a lot of healthy growth in the market. 
I see a trend of oleochemical producers 
moving further downstream. One great 
example is KLK company, they have 
been in oil palm plantation for over 100 
years, but in the last 10 years they have 
started to move further downstream 
into producing fatty acids, fatty alcohols 
and alcohol derivatives which are the 
surfactants for cleaning products. Wilmar 
and Musim Mas are having a similar 
strategy as well. These big groups seem 
today to be more diversified rather than 
just operating the core palm plantations 
or palm oil business. It is a pretty well 
established trend but there’s still a long 
journey to go. 

Meanwhile, the trend has started 
to reduce the number of players 
in the downstream market, as the 
big groups are making acquisitions 
which are causing a lot of formerly 
small independent companies getting 
“lifted” globally by the big guys. 
This may results in a less competitive 
scenario in the downstream market.

What do you feel about the 

Malaysia palm oil industry?

Today, the Malaysia palm oil 
industry has developed and became 
more globally diversified, as I can 
frequently meet some of the familiar 
faces around during the meetings and 
conferences held in Northern America 

and Europe and of course some other 
countries as well. Besides, Malaysia has 
been putting more effort into Research 
& Development (R&D). I have been 
very impressed by the Malaysian Palm 
Oil Board (MPOB) genome work, where 
they are able to identify the genes 
responsible for certain properties. 
Their work is incredible and I can see 
there’s a lot of potential there.

On the other hand, currently the industry 
has been receiving some criticism 
especially from Europe and North 
America regarding the environmental 
issues, where a lot of that is actually 
not justified. Unfortunately there are 
public perceptions that see some issues 
are related with palm oil. I think the 
Malaysian palm oil industry has begun 
to address the problems. They will have 
to react promptly on it and counter these 
perceptions with facts and figures when 
they see problems are being addressed 
to them openly. Palm oil industry has 
actually created a lot of wealth to the 
country and generating a lot of valuable 
products, foods, fuels, chemical 
knowledge area and so on. I believe 
things just need to be communicated 
correctly while maintaining a somewhat 
defensive posture and at the same time 
be more proactively engaged with the 
NGOs or other related groups whose 
concerns must be addressed.

Any notable challenges in 

your career so far?

For everyone, it is important to 
look out for new ideas or opportunities 

from time to time, although doing new 
things might turn out to be far more 
difficult than what we have thought. It 
might take longer and more effort, but 
I believe the results are worth it. For 
instance, there are always challenges 
to market new application technology 
and products. It requires time, effort 
and some costs as well in order to get 
customers to try the new products. 
However, do not shy away from trying 
new things when facing difficulties 
because you could find the one that 
will generate great value in the long 
term. To conclude, I would say, do not 
underestimate or overlook any chance 
or opportunity that comes your way.

Success takes hard work, 

perseverance, tolerance 

and sheer determination 

by all concerned to make 

it. What do you think is your major 

achievement in your career until 

today?

I won’t really point to a single major 
achievement, as I build up my business 
step by step and it will continue to grow 
as well as continue to do new things 
for new pinnacles. I like to teach in 
my class that, in our oleochemical and 
surfactants business, we should not 
just look for the “huge overwhelming 
breakthrough”. We should not use 
the baseball analogy, which is to “hit 
the ball out of the park” every time. A 
successful business is built by doing 
thousands of things right in every 
single time. For us, every single task 
counts.
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The 4th

ICIS Asian 

Oleochemicals  

Conference
Creating strategic business advantage in an increasingly 
competitive and higher capacity market 
13-14 January 2016  |  Renaissance Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia 

Special offer! Save 5% off the standard rate with the promo code YJA72401
 www.icisconference.com/asianoleochemicals   +44 (0) 20 8652 4659   events.registration@icis.com

Topic highlights include:

Oleochemicals in Asia – supply and demand 
dynamics in a competitive market 

Capacity vs. demand – is oversupply a challenge?

Feedstock availability and pricing – do trends 
in the feedstock market shape dynamics of the 
oleochemical sector?

Designing a new business model for 
sustainable oleochemicals 

Biodiesel in Asia – a commercially viable 
commodity in present market conditions?

Peter A. Smith, Sales Director, Oleochemicals, 
UNILEVER

Ranveer Chauhan, Managing Director Palm & Natural 

Rubber, OLAM INTERNATIONAL

Martin Rudolph, Vice Chairman, EVYAP SABUN

U.R. Unnithan, Executive Director, CAROTINO 

Philippe Provost, Raw Materials Category Manager, 

L’OREAL 

Madhav C Menon, Director Marketing & Sales, 
SINARMAS

Chris de Lavigne, Global Vice-President of Consulting for 

the Industrial Practice, FROST & SULLIVAN

Darmono Taniwiryono, Chairman,  

INDONESIAN OIL PALM SOCIETY (IOPS)

Dr Caroline Midgley, Director of Bio-based  

Chemicals Research, LMC INTERNATIONAL

Stefano Savi, Global Outreach & 

Engagement Director, RSPO

Confirmed speakers include:
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