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Abstract  This chapter introduces the coconut palm to the reader. The coconut, 
Cocos nucifera L. (family Arecaceae), has been the most useful plant to the humans 
since every part of it has been finding an active economic use. Its importance has 
been diminishing in the present era. Coconut palm is the hallmark of the tropical 
beaches with its often slanting trunks and symmetrical crown. The members of the 
family Arecaceae are unique among plants because they are the longest living 
plants, since stem cells of several kinds remain throughout the life of palms.

For about a century from the dawn of the Industrial Revolution, the coconut oil 
was the most traded among all the vegetable oils. Its importance began to diminish 
with end of the Second World War. When the FAO began to publish area-production 
figures in 1961, the rank of the coconut oil had come down to 4th out of 14 traded 
vegetable oils in the world, and in 2011, it ranked as low as 11th. The reasons for 
the downslide have been analyzed. There are certain unique aspects of the coconuts 
in the world in matters of production and consumption that have been recorded for 
general information.

1.1  �Introduction

The coconut palm (Cocos nucifera L., family Arecaceae) has been the most useful 
plant species to the humans (Nayar 2016). Every part of the palm was being put to 
active economic uses from very ancient times. The setting in of the Anthropocene 
Age has been marked in the coconut including those who habit the regions where 
the coconut is the “staff of life,” but the status of coconut palm has continued largely 
as before in most of the regions of the world where the coconut matters. The coco-
nut palm is the most ubiquitous plant species in the more than 30,000 islands that 
jot the tropical and subtropical seas of the Old World and in their littoral regions.  
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It has been an integral component of the legends, lores, ethnobotany, and lives of the 
people of these vast regions from prehistoric times (Nayar 2016).

The coconut oil was the most traded vegetable oil for about a century from the 
mid-1850s until the end of the Second World War (1950s). Some of the European 
imperial powers had then set up large coconut plantations in their overseas colonies. 
In the years following the Second World War, the preeminent position began to slip 
down steadily, and presently, it is in a pathetic 11th position among the 14 oil crops 
for which the FAO reports production figures. There are several reasons for this. 
This may find an analysis in some of the following chapters.

1.2  �The Uniqueness of the Palms

John Dransfield, the best known authority on palm taxonomy, has observed about 
the coconut palm that “the often slanting stems and graceful crowns of the coconut 
are largely responsible for the palms being considered the hallmark of the tropics” 
(Dransfield et al. 2008). Peter Tomilinson, the doyen of palm biology, has stated that 
“the palms are emblematic organisms of the tropics.” They are the world’s longest 
living trees, because stem cells of several kinds remain active in different tissues, 
throughout the life of the palms. Palms are distinctive from the other groups of 
organisms in that they can make tall and long-lived trees entirely by primary devel-
opmental processes, i.e., all the tissues are the direct result of continuously active 
root and shoot apical meristems. These explain why we are able to successfully 
transplant palms of any age at any new location. These are the attributes that make 
the palms in general and the coconut in particular unique and different from other 
plant species (Tomlinson 2006).

1.3  �Development Perspectives of the Coconut Sector

The present status and the outlook for the coconut do not present a rosy picture. In 
the early 1960s, the coconut accounted for nearly ¼ of the total oil crops production 
and ranked 4th during the year 1961 in nut production among all the 14 vegetable 
crops recognized by the FAO – the first year from which the FAO began to maintain 
production statistics. In 2011 AD, after 50 years, it had come down to less than 1/7th 
(Tables 1.1 and 1.2) of the total oil seeds production. Presently, in 2018 the coconut 
is grown – or it occurs naturally – in 94 out of 284 countries and territories of the 
world (FAO STAT 2018).
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1.4  �The Poor State of Affairs of the Coconut

This is obvious from the data given in Tables 1.1 and 1.2. During the 50-year period, 
1961–2011, the areas under coconut and total oil seeds increased by 2 1/2 times 
and of rice by about 2 times. During this period, while the production of rice and 
oilseeds increased by more than five time each, that of the coconut increased by 2 1/2 
times only.

Table 1.1  Area and production of coconut, oil seeds, and rice 1961–2011

Commodity particulars
Year
1961 2011 Increase (%)

Coconut Area M ha 5.3 12.0 251.2
Production Mt 22.9 57.2 249.8

Oil seeds Area M ha 113.6 280.1 246.6
Production Mt 104.8 550.9 525.7

Ricea Area M ha 115.3 215.7 187.1
Production Mt 162.3 738.2 455.5

Source: Calculated from data downloaded from FAOSTAT, 11 July 2014
aRice data given for comparison

Table 1.2  Production of vegetable oils in the worlda

Crops
Production 106 t and ranking
1961 2011

Coconut oil 1.6 (4): 8.6% 3.1 (9): 1.95%
Cotton seed oil 2.2 (3) 5.2 (7)
Groundnut oil 2.5 (2) 5.7 (6)
Maize germ oil 1.5 (6) 2.3 (10)
Olive oil 1.3 (7) 3.6 (8)
Palm kernel oil 1.1 (8) 6.0 (5)
Rape and mustard 0.1 (12) 22.9 (3)
Rice bran oil 0.4 (10) 1.1 (11)
Sesame oil 0.4 (10) 1.1 (11)
Soybean oil 3.0 (1) 41.9 (2)
Sunflower oil 1.0 (5) 13.4 (4)
Other oil crops 2.2 (Not applicable) 16.1 (Not applicable)
Palm oil 0.4 (9) 48.5
Vegetable oil, total 18.6 159.2

aCalculated from data downloaded from FAOSTAT, 11 July 2014
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The total production of oil has remained stagnant in 4/14 oil crops, coconut, 
cotton seed, groundnut, and maize germ; the production has increased 2–6 times in 
another four oil crops – olive, palm kernel, rice bran, and sunflower – those of oil 
palm, rape and mustard, and sunflower have increased phenomenally.

Each success story has been a different one: in a nutshell, in oil palm through low 
pricing and deft marketing, in cotton seed and rape and mustard through the removal 
of anti-nutritional factors, and, in sunflower, by improving its adaptability and 
expanding cultivation. In the coconut, no effort whatsoever has been done to either 
remove the stigma, about its consumption, or expand its uses. Hybrid coconuts give 
enhanced yields, but its impact on overall yield may be still insignificant.

1.5  �Causes for Decline of Coconut

Let us now analyze the reasons for the decline of coconut from the 1950s. From this 
time, the soybean lobby in the USA mounted a strong lobbying against the palm-
based vegetable oils (meaning coconut and oil palm oils highlighting the presence 
of anti-nutritional factors in them). There was then a prevailing suspicion that the 
polysaturated fatty acids present in the palm oils can cause cardiac problems. They 
managed even to get the American Medical Association to promote their stand. The 
palm oil industry undertook massive R&D efforts, to overcome the problem. They 
soon managed to develop a technique to fractionate the polysaturated fatty acid and 
market a liquid form of palm oil (palm olein) and market it at highly lower prices. 
No similar efforts were done in the case of coconut oil, even though it had the 
advantage that most of the saturated fatty acids contained in the coconut oil consist 
of medium- and short-chain fatty acids (Nayar 2016). For this reason, coconut oil 
continues to carry the stigma of having high levels of saturated fatty acids, while the 
case of palm oil is hardly ever raised because of its great price advantage also. This 
situation has had an adverse effect on the use and consumption of coconut and its oil 
(Tables 1.3 and 1.4).

Notwithstanding the above, the local populations of the countries of the world 
continue to use significantly high quantities of the coconut, its oil, and/or both 

Table 1.3  Changes in production and the use of coconut and coconut oil, 1961 and 2011

Crops

1961 2011
Production  
106 t

Food 
%

Processing 
%

Production 
106 t

Food 
%

Processing 
%

Coconut 22.9 31.0 62.8 57.2 35.8 40.1
Oil seeds total 104.8 14.4 70.6 550.9 8.7 76.7
Coconut oil 16.0 88.8 0.12 3.1 67.8 0.42
Vegetable oil 
total

18.6 77.1 0.35 159.2 50.6 0.28

Source: Data from FAOSTAT, 11 July 2014
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(Table 1.5). Incidentally, there are no reports of any higher incidence of any coro-
nary health problems in these countries.

1.6  �Major Coconut-Growing/Coconut-Using Countries

The major coconut-growing countries of the world are listed in Table 1.6. Generally, 
such lists give advantage to the larger countries. To provide a better perspective, the 
countries are ranked with four criteria. They provide revealing insights. For instance, 
the Philippines, which ranks first or second in 3/4 criteria, is ranked last in the terms 
of yield ha−1.

Further, there are some countries that have more area under coconut than the 
reported net cropped area of the respective country (Table 1.7). This appears to 
happen because coconut occurs naturally in such countries.

Table 1.4  Changes in food supply of coconut and coconut oil, 1961, 2011a

Item

Food supply capita−1

(kg year−1) Kcal day−1

1961 2011 1961 2011

Coconut/copra 2.3 3.0 9.0 11.0
Oil seeds (total) 4.9 7.0 38.0 57.0
Coconut oil 0.5 0.3 11.0 7.0
Vegetable oils total 4.7 11.7 113.0 280.0

aDomestic supply, and not production, is used for calculation

Table 1.5  Countries of the world where the food supply of coconut and coconut oil is among the 
highest, 2011

Countries

Food supply
Coconut Coconut oil
(kg 
cap−1year−1) (Kcal cap−1day−1) (kg cap−1year−1) (Kcal cap−1day−1)

Fiji 62.9 190.0 3.2 77.0
Kiribati 123.2 62.1 5.0 120.0
Philippines 3.4 10.0 3.4 82.0
Samoa 173.8 530.0 3.7 91.0
Sao Tome and Principe 136.7 348.0 1.4 34.0
Solomon Island 143.0 226.0 0.8 22.0
Sri Lanka 66.3 272.0 2.2 55.0
Vanuatu 136.4 374.0 3.7 50.0
World 3.0 11.0 0.3 7.0

Source: FAOSTAT, downloaded 11 July 2014
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Table 1.6  Leading coconut-producing countries of the world, 2013a

Country Area (M ha)b Area (% net cropped area)b Production (Mt)b Yield (t/ha)b

Brazil 0.26 (6) 0.35 (11) 2.82 (4) 11.0 (1)
India 2.16 (3) 1.38 (9) 11.93 (3) 5.5 (5)
Indonesia 3.00 (2) 12.77 (3) 18.3 (1) 6.1 (4)
Malaysia 0.11 (11) 3.67 (7) 0.61 (10) 5.4 (7)
Mexico 0.17 (9) 8.50 (4) 1.10 (8) 6.5 (3)
Philippines 3.55 (1) 65.02 (2) 15.35 (2) 4.3 (10)
Sri Lanka 0.42 (5) 8.00 (5) 2.2 (5) 5.2 (8)
Thailand 0.20 (8) 1.26 (10) 1.01 (9) 4.8 (9)
Tanzania 0.68 (4) 4.69 (6) 0.58 (11) 0.9 (12)
Vietnam 0.14 (10) 2.14 (8) 1.31 (6) 9.6 (2)
Papua New Guinea 0.22 (7) 73.44 (1) 1.20 (7) N.A. (6)

aSource: FAOSTAT downloaded 21 October 2014
bFigures in parenthesis give relative ranking in the respective item

Table 1.7  Coconut-growing countries of the world having relatively large areas under coconut

Countries
Country area (000 
ha)

Arable area (000 
ha)

Coconut area (000 
ha)

% area under 
coconut

Fiji 1827.0 165.0 65.0 39.4
French Polynesia 400.0 2.5 22.0 880.0
Kiribati 81.0 2.0 30.0 1500.0
Maldives 30.0 3.0 1.1 36.7
Marshall Islands 18.0 2.0 6.5 325.0
Micronesia 70.0 2.0 17.0 850.0
Papua New 
Guinea

46,284.0 300.0 220.0 73.3

Samoa 284.0 8.0 27.0 337.5
Solomon Islands 2890.0 19.0 53.0 278.9
Sri Lanka 6561.0 1250.0 420.0 33.6
Tonga 75.0 16.0 9.3 38.1
Vanuatu 1219.0 20.0 98.0 490.0

Source: Calculated from data sourced from FAOSTAT, downloaded 21 October 2014
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1.7  �History of the Taxonomy of Coconut

The coconut is taxonomically Cocos nucifera L. (Sp. pl.1188 (1753)) (Dransfield 
et al. 2008). The classification of the species from the family downward is given 
below.

Family – Arecaceae/Palmae

Subfamily – Arecoideae (one of the five subfamilies)

Tribe – Cocoseae (1 of the 14 tribes)

Subtribe – Attaleinae (one of the three subtribes)

Genus – Cocos (1 of the 12 tribes)

Species – nucifera (monospecific)

Linnaeus used as type specimen the figure of the coconut palm and its parts given 
in the chapter on coconut – “Thengu” in the 10 volumes on the herbals of Malabar 
Coast, Hortus Malabaricus (1678–1693) written in Dutch language and published 
from Amsterdam. The figure of the type specimen and chapter on coconut are repro-
duced as annexure to the chapter.

1.8  �Brief History of Cocos Classification

The genus Cocos is now monospecific. But it has been so only since 1966. Prior to 
this, new species were being added to the coconut. Beccari (1916) transferred all the 
more than 90 Cocos species and then included Cocos to other genera (except 
nucifera), mostly to Butia and Syagrus, (refer also IPNI list 2015). This list has 180 
extant names of Cocos nucifera.

1  Introduction
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�Annexure I: Description of Coconut (Cocos nucifera) Given in 
Linnaeus C (1753)
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