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The palm oil industry generates a huge amount of biomass, which the large portions are from the oil palm trunk (OPT), oil palm fronds (OPF) and the empty fruit bunches (EFB). The total fresh fruit bunch (FFB) processed by the Malaysian palm oil mills in 2012 was 101.97 million tonnes, which generates about 22.43 million tonnes of EFB. Other types of biomass from the mill are; palm kernel shells (5.5% of FFB) and mesocarp fibers (13.5% of FFB). The vast majority of the oil palm biomass being generated today is returned to the plantation to replenish and condition the soil. However there is also the potential to utilize this biomass in several sectors such as in bio-energy, bio-compost, bio-composite and the recent one is on the fine chemicals extraction. The oil palm EFB for example, contains about 75-80% holocellulose; which consists of about 40-45% and 30-35% of cellulose and hemicellulose, respectively; and about 18-22% lignin. These lignocellullosic chemicals can be exploited for the production of fine chemicals. Studies have showed that glucose can be extracted from EFB via several processes, and the multistage extractions have shown some prospects in terms of the economics, in which the hemicelluloses and lignin can be extracted as the by-products. The cellulose also can be extracted, and used as the precursor for the production of the derivatives such as the carboxy-methyl cellulose (CMC) and micro-crystalline cellulose (MCC). Meanwhile, the fractionation of biomass for the production of fine-chemicals is still in a very early stage of R&D. The different uses have very different risk-return profiles, given different technological maturities, global demand potential and competitive dynamics. And definitely the production of high value added fine chemicals carries higher technology uncertainty and competitive risk. The biggest challenge is on the supply chain of the biomass, from various cost of mobilizing the oil palm biomass (harvesting, collection, pre-processing, substitution and transportation to a downstream hub). Malaysian’s government has outlined some strategies to achieve the vision, which include the importance of strong collaboration amongst stakeholders.  

