
REVIEW: THE COCONUT 
By R. C H I L D 

Penguin Books—New Biology Series, No. i j 

IN this m o n o g r a p h , the a u t h o r gives a s o m e w h a t unusua l accoun t of t he c o c o n u t p a l m in con ­
d e n s e d fo rm. H e first discusses the confl ict ing theor ies r e g a r d i n g tbe m e t h o d of dispersal 

of t he c rop i n t he equator ia l bel t a n d conc ludes tha t " b y far t he m o s t act ive agent i n spread ing 
the c o c o n u t p a l m m u s t h a v e been m a n . I n l a n d every t ree o w es its existence t o m a n ; o n the coast 
m o s t of t h e m . " H e t hus dismisses t he t i m e - h o n o u i e d fallacy t h a t ocean cur ren ts were the p r i n ­
cipal means of dispersal of coconu t s t h r o u g h o u t t he t ropics . 

W i t h r ega rd t o the or ig ina l h o m e of t he c o c o n u t a n d after r ev i ewing the available evidence 
h e concludes tha t the c o c o n u t p a l m is p r o b a b l y of Malayo-Po lynes i an o r ig in a n d that the fruit 
was carr ied f rom there by m a n to the Pacific coast of P a n a m a l o n g before the d iscovery of Amer ica 
by C o l u m b u s , after w h i c h its dispersal a b o u t the A t l a n t i c coasts w a s d u e t o E u r o p e a n seamen 
a n d merchan t explorers . 

H e assesses t he to ta l w o r l d acreage u n d e r coconu t s as b e i n g n o t less t h a n 10 mi l l ion acres, 
•carrying 500 mi l l ion pa lms w i t h a n annua l p r o d u c t i o n of a b o u t t h r ee mi l l ion tons of coconu t oil . 
T h i s he calculates is sufficient t o p r o v i d e a fat r a t i o n of 40 lbs . p e r h e a d p e r a n n u m to 7 pe r cent , 

•of the w o r l d ' s popu l a t i on . 

O f t he to ta l w o r l d p r o d u c t i o n of c o c o n u t oil , h e cons iders tha t r o u g h l y ha l f is consumed , 
most ly domest ical ly , i n count r ies of o r ig in and the o the r hal f ,—the expor tab le surplus enters w o r l d 
t rade. I t seems p r o b a b l e tha t this assessment of the p o s i t i o n is n o w o u t of d a t e ; actual ly in 1951, 
only a l i t t le m o r e t h a n a t h i r d of t he es t imated to ta l w o r l d p r o d u c t i o n w a s expor ted f rom coconu t -
p r o d u c i n g count r ies . T h e p o s i t i o n is de te r io ra t ing because of t he increase i n p o p u l a t i o n in these 
count r ies . Ind ia , former ly the l ead ing c o c o n u t - p r o d u c i n g c o u n t r y , n o w consumes all i ts o w n 
p r o d u c t i o n a n d has ins tead b e c o m e a cons iderab le ne t t i m p o r t e r of c o c o n u t s a n d coconu t p roduc t s 
as the total p r o d u c t i o n is equ iva len t n o w to o n l y 10 n u t s p e r h e a d p e r a n n u m whereas the cor res ­
p o n d i n g figure for Ceylon is 300 nu t s p e r head p e r a n n u m . 

H e conc ludes tha t " t he impor t ance o f t he c o c o n u t p a l m b o t h i n t he external and internal 
e c o n o m y of p r o d u c i n g count r ies h a s been^ increas ingly real ised a n d research o n agricul tural a n d 
technologica l i m p r o v e m e n t is be ing actively p u r s u e d i n Ind ia , Ceylon, Indones ia , t he Phi l ippines 
a n d e l sewhere . " By the appl ica t ion i n all c o c o n u t g r o w i n g count r ies o f exis t ing technical in­
fo rma t ion a n d b y research o n local p r o b l e m s , h e cons iders tha t t he w o r l d ' s fat supplies could b e 
increased by several h u n d r e d t h o u s a n d tons . 

T h i s , h o w e v e r , is n o t e n o u g h ; h u m a n r e p r o d u c t i o n is o u t s t r i p p i n g p r o d u c t i o n . I n Ceylon 
i f t h e present l a t e of p o p u l a t i o n increase is main ta ined , t he p o p u l a t i o n will d o u b l e itself i n t he 
next 30 years . • T h i s means tha t if t he expor t s of -€oconuts a n d c o c o n u t p r o d u c t s are t o b e m a i n ­
ta ined, if t he domes t i c c o n s u m p t i o n o f c o c o n u t s is t o be m a i n t a i n e d a t its p resen t level and if in 
•other w o r d s , t he s t anda rd of l iv ing is t o b e ma in ta ined , it wi l l b e also necessary t o d o u b l e the 
present c r o p of coconu t s a n d p r o d u c e t w o nu t s w h e r e on ly o n e is ob t a ined today . 

T h e Ceylon G o v e r n m e n t is fully alive t o t h e ser iousness of t he s i tua t ion . T h e C o c o n u t 
Rehabi l i ta t ion Pro jec t a n d the es tab l i shment of t h e I so la ted Seed G a r d e n for t he p r o d u c t i o n of 
pedigree seed nu t s will p r o v i d e the,' answer . T o g e t h e r they will ' p r o b a b l y represen t tl ie m a i n 

•cont r ibut ion of this c o u n t r y to w o r l d stabil i ty i n r e t u r n fo r a id rece ived u n d e r the C o l o m b o P l a n 
.Scheme for Technica l Co-opera t ion . 
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