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Misuse of Edible Oils 
ON the bigger issues facing the nation today there has been a set-back 

all along the front during the week. The Chief Ministers of the States, 
who met in Delhi to consider the problem of food, official language and 
students' indiscipline, dispersed without taking any decisions or arriving at 
any conclusions. The dictat of a member of the Congress High Command 
that the Central Bureau of Investigation shall have no right to investigate on 
its own suspected cases of corruption involving any Minister unless a prima 
facie case has been made out to the satisfaction of the Central Parliamentary 
Board has not been refuted or contradicted by the Government t i l l the time 
of going to press. This hits at the very basis of administration and in
vests the party in power with a superiority which is altogether inconsistent 
with the spirit of a democratic government. 

As against these momentous issues, the move for augmenting ever so 
slightly the availability of cooking oils and fats by banning their use in 
soap-making is a matter of little importance. Even so, the idea behind the 
move is laudable and its application has considerable significance because of 
the attention it draws to an important aspect of economic development in 
the country. As a diagnostic case study, it deserves wide notice. 

A non-spectacular but nevertheless important aspect of economic deve
lopment is continuing improvement in the pattern of utilisation of raw 
materials. The process includes also bringing into commercial use materials 
which had remained unutilised hitherto or been utilised only very partially. 
For several years past, in fact ever since June 1957, the vegetable oil econo
my of the country has been running a deficit, and the net import of such 
oils has been increasing. The limited exports of vegetable oils which used 
to be allowed in the past had been dwindling and have been now completely 
stopped. Even when these exports were allowed, they were exchanged for 
substantial quantities of oils of other varieties—such as coconut or palm 
oil for exports of groundnut oil. 

In a continuing situation of shortage of edible oils, it was indefensible 
to allow such oils to be used for industrial purposes, e g, soap-making. True 
enough, there is a fairly large soap industry in the country both organised 
and in the cottage sector and a sudden stoppage of supply of raw materials 
used by the industry would not be a feasible proposition. What should be 
done is to put gentle pressure on this industry to look for and turn to alter
nate sources of raw materials. Among the natural resources which largely 
go to waste in this country are various kinds of oil producing seeds—from 
forest, tress—which are not commercially exploited. Another substitute 
material for soap making is tallow but under the conditions in which slau-
ghter houses are run, not much tallow of a suitable quality is commercially 
obtainable, There are other sources which have not been tapped or explored 
at all, viz, marine products such as oil from non-edible varieties of fish, 
sharks and whales. There is enough evidence to suggest that substantial 
quantities of such oils and fats, perhaps more than adequate for the soap 
and other industries, could be made available if the marine resources of 
India's 2,500 mile coastline are developed even partially. 

It was a forward and most welcome step, therefore, when the first 
move in the direction of diverting the soap industry to non-edible oils was 
taken by the Ministry of Food and Agriculture some three months ago, A 
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notification Issued by the Directorate 
of Sugar and Vanaspati on September 
30, 1964 stated, inter alia: 

"With a view to minimising the 
diversion of edible groundnut and 
other oils (i e, obtained by expres
sion) for non-edible purposes, such 
oils w i l l not, in future, be permitted 
to be used in the manufacture of 
special quality vegetable oi l pro
ducts meant for industrial purposes, 
i e, for the manufacture of in
dustrial hard oil. In accordance with 
this decision, the manufacture of 
such products wi l l be permitted only 
from solvent-extracted groundnut or 
cottonseed oils, or from oils like 
linseed or castor ordinarily deemed 
to be inedible ... In order to enable 
the factories to make necessary re
adjustments in their installations in 
terms of these requirements, and 
also to equip themselves with the 
required stocks of edible and/or 
solvent extracted oils in terms of 
their production programmes for 
vanaspati and industrial hard oil, it 
has been decided to enforce the de
cision referred to (above) from 1-1-
65 after which date permits for the 
manufacture of industrial hard oil 
wi l l only be issued in terms of the 
decision." 

On the face of i t , this looked fair 
enough. Indeed, the proposals to mini
mise the diversion of edible oils to in
dustrial uses is a highly laudable one 
in view of the acute shortage of this 
essential article of food and nutrition 
in the country and the manner in which 
the order was intended to be imple
mented appeared to be sensible in that 
three months' time was allowed to the 
industrial users to switch over to non-
edible oils. The declaration of solvent-
extraction oil as non-edible and the 
ban on its utilisation for the produc
tion of vanaspati appeared to open up 
and reserve an alternate source of sup
ply to the soap industry. Those who 
would have liked the measure to set in 
operation economic forces which could 
lead to the exploration and eventual 
development of hitherto untapped 
sources of supply, e g, from unexploded 
forest products or marine fishery may 
have been disappointed at the limited 
aim of this Order, but it looked un-
exceptionable in itself. The three 
months' time limit—the period of adjust
ment—is now nearing its end and does 
one really believe that the very desir
able objective of minimising the diver
sion of edible oils to industrial uses is 

going to be achieved even in a small 
measure? 

To begin with, soap industry, like 
every other industry in the country, 
expects the Government to find its raw 
materials and the U S being the last 
and only resort for everything, high 
level explorations began not for finding 
and developing untapped sources or 
raw materials within the country but 
for obtaining substitutes from the U S 
under PL 480, free of foreign exchange 
cost. A deal had already been arrang
ed some months earlier for the import 
of soya bean oil under PL 480; a team 
was said to be negotiating a deal for 
tallow on similar terms. Even the sub
stitution of imported tallow will be a 
progressive step in that the soap in
dustry may thereby be weaned from its 
dependence on edible oils which are 
needed as food and soap-users shaken 
out of their anti-social habit of only 
using those soaps which are guaranteed 
to be free from animal fat. Thus some 
day our domestic animal fat, which is 
today largely a waste product, may 
have some hope of finding economic 
use. This step in economic develop
ment is dependent on a social change 
in the matter of attitudes in regard to 
abattoirs and recovery of animal by
products. But there is a fly in the oint
ment. The negotiations for getting tal
low under PL 480 have struck an un
expected snag as a result of a procedur
al change so that now the imports may 
not be entirely free of foreign exchange 
cost 

The Order in question, it wi l l be 
noticed, has not been served on the 
soap manufacturers. It applies only to 
vegetable oil products factories in re
gard to hardening or hydrogenation of 
edible oils. This source being barred, 
soap makers can still use coconut oil 
which needs no hardening or some 
hard oil like mahua or palm oil. But 
mahua is very much in short supply 
and there is no import of palm oil. The 
only source left open for hardening is 
thus solvent extracted oil which under 
the Food Act is declared to be non-
edible. 

From this point onwards, however, 
the outlook begins to get more and 
more obscure. There are no means of 
determining which refined oil is of 
solvent extraction and which is not. 
Worse still, in view of the acute short
age of edible oils and high prices, 
solvent extracted oi l has been com
manding a high premium and is being 

freely sold as cooking o i l Soap manu-
facturers complain that they cannot get 
adequate supplies of this permitted 
variety. The Food Ministry may issue 
a circular but it has no means of pre
venting the sale of solvent extraction 
oil for cooking and thus reserving it for 
industrial use. As the date of the en
forcement of the order draws near, the 
industry has sent the expected delega
tion to New Delhi and in due course 
the directive wi l l be held in abeyance 
or modified and one more good idea 
allowed to go waste for lack of a well 
thought out programme for implemen
tation. 

But it need not happen that way. If 
it is merely a question of preventing 
solvent extraction oil being sold as 
cooking oil or as an ingredient for 
adulterating the latter, it could be easi
ly stopped by posting an excise man at 
each solvent extraction plant, not to 
collect duty, but to keep the same 
check on the disposal of the product 
that he does elsewhere. The trouble 
goes a little deeper. The public finds 
it difficult to accept that extraction oil 
is injurious to health and not edible, 
when by the same Order vanaspati pro-
ducers are permitted to mix up to 20 
per cent of American soya bean oil 
also drawn by solvent extraction pro
cess for vanaspati. From a long-term 
point of view also, the move may not 
go far, for sooner or later the oil ex-
pellers in this country wil l switch over 
to the same process of extraction as 
American producers have already done. 
But even so, there should be no go
ing back. The rate at which good 
ideas depreciate in this country is in
credible. They are toyed with and 
then given up, soiled by ineffective ap
plication. The utilisation of neem oil 
for soap making in the cottage sector 
has been one such. The prevention of 
the use of edible oils for industrial 
purposes should not be another. 
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