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Message from our Chairman

I would like to welcome you to Feronia’s inaugural Sustainability 
Report.

A visit to one of our three plantations in the DRC quickly makes clear 
the enormous challenges our company faces – but also the positive 
impact that it is already having on people’s lives. It brings you to a 
part of Africa where the remoteness is overwhelming, with the Congo 
River the only link to the nearest cities; where poverty is rampant and 
access to basic education and crucial healthcare is scarce. We are here 
to try and rebuild a business that was once one of the most important 
contributors to the country’s economy – and in doing so, we believe 
that we can transform prospects for one of the poorest places on 
earth. 

When Feronia acquired its palm oil business, Plantations et Huilleries 
du Congo (PHC), in 2009, it was fully aware of the challenges and 
responsibilities rebuilding its operations entailed. PHC had been 
isolated and deprived of finance for many years and was on the verge 
of extinction. Its plantations were at risk and, if they had disappeared, 
with them would have gone the jobs, social infrastructure, hope and 
opportunities that this business once represented.

We believed in the commercial and financial logic of these plantations. 
Their legacy included many challenges but also many strengths, and 
with over half of the palm oil consumed in the DRC now imported, the 
commercial opportunity was obvious. Moreover, we recognised from 
the start the positive impact that rehabilitating them could have on the 
lives and livelihoods of many thousands of people in our surrounding 
communities. Our resolve has always been to rebuild PHC into a 
sustainable business that creates jobs and opportunities. We have a 
unique opportunity to operate profitably and achieve our objectives 
while following a policy of zero deforestation, and avoiding the 
environmental damage associated with the palm oil business in other 
countries. This is exactly what we are doing.

Rebuilding PHC has not been an easy journey so far. The remoteness 
of our operations and poor infrastructure in the DRC mean that the 
cost and effort of rebuilding the business have been significantly 
higher than anticipated. However, we are succeeding. We now have 
a strong management team in place, our business is rapidly moving 
towards profitability, and we are delivering on our environmental and 
sustainability obligations and commitments. We have also secured the 
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support of European government Development Finance Institutions, in 
recognition of our broad social development role. 

For me, one statistic brings home the importance of this role. 
Our company’s hospitals undertook more than 95,000 medical 
consultations and more than 2,100 births in 2016, and a large 
proportion of these consultations and births involved people with 
no connection to our company. If our plantations were not here, that 
vital medical support would not have been available since the nearest 
government hospitals are a considerable distance away and more 
expensive than the service that we provide. 

That said, we acknowledge that salaries, working conditions and 
social infrastructure are currently adequate at best, but they are 
improving and will continue to improve as the Company’s finances 
and operational capabilities strengthen. This improvement cannot 
come quickly enough for the communities living on and around 
our operations, but social sustainability is equally critical for our 
commercial success. It is a sentiment we and our Development 
Finance Institution  stakeholders very much share.

The centrality of sustainability to our vision is the reason we are 
producing our first Sustainability Report at this early stage in our 
evolution. We have a strong desire for greater understanding of our 
operations, including the challenges that we face. This report is the 
start of a process that will chart our progress towards our corporate, 
social and environmental objectives transparently.

This report also underscores that we do not ask for a free pass from 
those who doubt our intentions or our achievements. We want, and 
expect, to be held to a very high standard. However, we ask for a 
willingness to engage directly with us, offer us a fair hearing that 
recognises the complexity of the issues we face, and work with 
us as we continue rebuilding something which is already having a 
considerable positive impact on the lives of many tens of thousands of 
people. 

Frank Braeken 
Chairman, Feronia Inc.

We have a strong 

desire for greater 

understanding of our 

operations, including 

the challenges that 

we face. This report is 

the start of a process 

that will chart our 

progress towards 

our corporate, social 

and environmental 

objectives 

transparently.
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Stakeholder commentary

When CDC invested in Feronia in 2013, we saw the potential for a 
highly developmental investment. This is a business that provides 
the only economic activity and social infrastructure in a region of 
the Democratic Republic of Congo that is one of the most remote 
and least developed parts of the world. It is precisely the sort of 
investment that CDC should make. 

We recognised, as did the management, the significant challenges 
facing the company. When we invested, Feronia was in the early 
stages of trying to rebuild a business that had undergone decades 
of underinvestment and the collapse of social and environmental 
infrastructure during the Mobutu era and the Congolese civil war. The 
company continues to face a difficult business climate in the DRC and 
significant logistical and operational challenges as a consequence of 
its remote location and the lack of local infrastructure. 

Feronia’s efforts to rebuild the business and resume production 
have been matched by their commitment to delivering international 
standards and performance in relation to labour, land, agricultural 
practices and biodiversity in plantations that were established many 
decades ago (and in the case of Boteka over 100 years ago).  One of 
the first crucial steps the company took was the publication of a social 
and economic baseline study which CDC funded and is one of the 
most comprehensive of its kind undertaken for an African agribusiness. 
Since the publication of this report, significant resources have been 
devoted to using its findings to develop a stronger “social licence to 
operate”. This has meant working with international experts and local 
communities to define detailed and specific development needs and 
priorities.  This will need to remain the focus of current environmental 
and social activities and we look forward to seeing progress over the 
coming year.

Feronia’s efforts to 

rebuild the business 

and resume production 

have been matched by 

their commitment to 

delivering international 

standards and 

performance
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With CDC’s hands-on support since investment, and a ring-
fenced US$3.6m investment for Environmental and Social (E& S) 
improvements, the company has improved the way it operates and the 
conditions for employees and local communities. In practical terms this 
has meant that Feronia has, for example, rehabilitated and re-equipped 
three full hospital campuses, three clinics and 18 dispensaries and is 
the primary healthcare provider for an estimated 150,000 people. The 
company has also built or re-built 33 bore-wells and rehabilitated more 
than 520 worker houses. It aims to rehabilitate a total of 5,932 local 
houses by 2020.

Feronia has reflected on how they demonstrate the positive impact 
they have delivered, and also the value in engaging directly and openly 
with others on the challenges they face.   There is always room for 
improvement and the company is working with investors, lenders, 
workers and their families, and listening closely to local communities 
and NGOs, to agree priority actions and targets.  Key to success will 
be increased capacity within the company to manage E&S issues, and 
we are supporting the company in strengthening those skills. We’re 
encouraged that the company’s E&S team has grown strongly in the 
last year.  

We know that Feronia is committed to transparency and to working 
with those who want to play a constructive role in helping improve 
the lives for the people who live in and around their plantations. This 
sustainability report is evidence of this commitment, and we look 
forward to next year’s report so that we and others can gauge the 
evidence and impact of the change the company is delivering.

 

Mark Eckstein 
Director, Environmental and Social Responsibility 
CDC Group
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Our impacts at a glance 

Economy: contributing to the DRC economy

$3.3m 
USD paid in taxes and fees to the 
DRC government in 2016

$16.9m 
estimated production replaced in 
imports (USD) 
 

 $18.2m 
direct operating costs (USD) 

 
 
 
 
 

People: taking care of our workforce 

8,337  
direct employment opportunities 
created

3,807 
permanent staff

4,260 
seasonal workers and day 
labourers 

270 
contractors

$10.2m 
USD paid in wages and salaries  
in 2016

1st 
company in the DRC to index 
wages to national inflation rate

3,812 
houses for employees

Free 
healthcare for employees

Zero 
fatalities in 2016

48 
accidents per million hours 
worked in 2016

Agreed 
an updated Collective Agreement 
with the six unions that represent 
our permanent workers
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Communities: improving the livelihoods and well-being of the 
communities within and around our concessions 

95 
schools supported within our 
concessions

33 
bore wells drilled or rehabilitated 
in last two years, providing access 
to potable water

17 
dispensaries, 6 health centres, 4 
hospitals, owned and maintained

139 
skilled medical staff at Feronia 
heath facilities provided care 

95,353 
medical consultations in our 
healthcare facilities 

11,584 
hospital treatments provided by 
our healthcare facilities

2,101 
births attended by trained 
medical personnel 

1,094 
major medical surgeries 
performed in our healthcare 
facilities

$765k  
USD spent on providing 
healthcare

181 
homes (including 108 worker 
homes) rehabilitated in 2016

1,139 
individuals benefitted from 
improved housing

2,126km 
of company and nationally owned 
roads maintained

 
Plantations: promoting environmental stewardship and good 
agricultural practices at our plantations 

Zero 
deforestation 

No burn 
approach to replanting land 
where oil palms are no longer 
productive

Commitment and targets in place 
to achieve RSPO certification

We adhere to the International 
Finance Corporation (IFC) 
Performance Standards on 
Environmental and Social 
Sustainability (2012)



10 FERONIA 2016 | SUSTAINABILITY REPORT

About Feronia

Feronia is an agribusiness operating in the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo (DRC), which is listed on the TSX Venture Exchange in 
Toronto, Canada. We operate principally through the palm oil business, 
Plantations et Huileries du Congo (PHC), which we acquired from 
Unilever in 2009. We own 83.37% of PHC, with the remaining 16.63% 
held by the DRC government through its Ministry of Portfolio.

Feronia’s two largest shareholders are CDC Group plc (67.37%), the UK 
government’s development finance company, and Golden Oil Holdings 
Ltd (26.04%), a subsidiary of the African Agriculture Fund, which is a 
leading Pan-African agriculture and food private equity fund.

Although PHC is incorporated under the laws of the DRC, Feronia’s 
Development Finance Institution (DFI) lenders and shareholders are 
located in different parts of the world. This underpins our ambition to 
operate to the highest standards of international practice, especially 
in regards to the environmental, economic and social impacts of our 
business.

We saw an opportunity 

to bring the plantations 

back to their full 

potential
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Palm oil and the DRC

The oil palm is indigenous to the DRC, and this rich natural resource helped the 
country to become the world’s second-largest producer of palm oil by 1960. The 
three plantations operated by Feronia through PHC were all established by Lever 
Brothers (which later became Unilever) during the growth of the industry in the first 
half of the 20th century; Yaligimba, Lokutu and Boteka. The oldest of these, Boteka, 
was established in 1911 and Lokutu and Yaligimba in the following two decades.

The palm oil industry in the DRC today makes only a fraction of the economic 
contribution that it once did. Nearly a decade of violent conflict, which began with 
the outbreak of the First Congo War in 1996, devastated both the country and 
its primary industry. Between 1996 and 2003, war in the DRC resulted in millions 
of deaths, widespread displacement of the population and extreme poverty. The 
impact of this national disaster is still felt over a decade later. 

The UN 2015 Human Development Report ranked the DRC 176 out of 188 countries 
on the Human Development Index, estimating average per capita income at $680 
and life expectancy at 58.7 years. Today, the United States Department of Agriculture 
estimates the DRC produces 215,000 tonnes of palm oil each year, ranking it the 
fifteenth largest global palm oil producers, compared to almost 60 million tonnes 
produced by the world’s five largest producers alone (Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, 
Colombia and Nigeria).  However, we believe that in reality, the DRC’s annual 
production is much lower than this estimate with the bulk of the DRC’s palm oil 
consumption being satisfied through imported refined oil from South East Asia.

With all of our production used domestically in the DRC, we believe that the 
rehabilitation of existing palm oil plantations has a vital role to play in restoring jobs, 
infrastructure and social and economic stability to the country. It’s also important 
to replace imported oil products and increase food security and quality. We also 
recognise that a reinvigorated palm oil industry in the DRC must be sustainable. 
Feronia is committed to zero deforestation and to a strategy focused solely on the 
rehabilitation of brownfield plantation land, which has previously been planted for 
commercial purposes. We believe that an organised palm oil industry is essential for 
managing social, economic and environmental impacts in a positive way.

Rehabilitating palm oil plantations involves addressing issues that are a legacy of 
the way these plantations were founded and managed in the past. In particular, we 
are addressing issues around fair pay, employee rights and community engagement 
that were exacerbated by the plantations falling into disuse during the war period. 
We are working to restore the infrastructure required for our plantations and mills to 
operate, and the healthcare, housing and schools that our communities depend on. 
We are also working to establish a more efficient system for paying our workers, and 
strategies for managing the social and environmental impacts of the communities 
that live on and around our concessions.

This report explains our strategy for rehabilitating the palm oil industry in the 
regions where we operate, and the progress we have made so far.



12 FERONIA 2016 | SUSTAINABILITY REPORT

Our History

1911:  Huileres du Congo Belge 
(HCB) founded by Lever 
Brothers; Boteka plantation 
established 
 

1920s:  Lokutu plantation 
established 
 
 
 

1930s:  Yaligimba plantation 
established 
 
 
 

1960:  Belgian Congo gains 
independence and becomes 
Zaire; HCB becomes 
Plantations Lever au  Zaire 
(PLZ) 

1968:  Yaligimba Research Station 
is established; a programme 
of oil palm seed breeding 
and innovation  
commences 

1996:  Outbreak of First Congo 
War, the start of a 
prolonged period of conflict 
for the country that results 
in plantations falling into 
disuse

1997:  Zaire becomes the 
Democratic Republic of the 
Congo (DRC); PLZ becomes 
Plantations et Huileries de 
Congo (PHC) 

2003:  DRC transitional 
government inaugurated 
 
 
 

2006:  First democratic elections 
held in DRC 
 
 
 

2009:  Feronia acquires PHC from 
Unilever 
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2009:  Feronia begins large scale 
and long term rehabilitation 
and restoration of PHC, 
its existing plantations, 
palm oil mills and social 
infrastructure

2012:  Feronia announces strategic 
investment from Phatisa’s 
African Agriculture Fund 
 
 

2013:  Feronia announces 
investment and ESG loan 
from CDC Group plc, the 
UK’s development Finance 
institution. 

2013:  Feronia and CDC develop 
Environmental and Social 
Action Plan (ESAP) and 
commence implementation 
 

2014:  Feronia commits to work 
towards Roundtable on 
Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) 
certification 
 

2014:  ESG Board Committee 
formed to oversee all ESG 
aspects of the business 
 
 
 

2014:  Feronia launches 
programme to repair and 
upgrade hospitals and 
worker housing on PHC 
plantations, using local PHC 
teams

2014:  Feronia and six unions –
over 3,600 employees sign 
new collective agreements 
detailing improvements to 
pay, benefits, and terms of 
employment

2014:  Feronia commissions and 
Environmental and Social 
Assessment (ESA) of 
PHC and its associated 
communities 

2015:  Feronia signs debt finance 
agreement to support 
investment in equipment, 
replanting of trees, fertilizer 
and continued implementation 
of ESAP
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Our Plantations

Mature Palms
6,927 ha

Mature Palms
4,788 ha

Replanted
12,258 ha

Replanted
8,722 ha

Infrastructure, villages, 
unlplantable areas and land 
subject to HCV assessment
48,707 ha

Infrastructure, villages, 
unlplantable areas and land 
subject to HCV assessment
18,562 ha

Immature Palms
5,331 ha

Immature Palms
3,934 ha

Current 
replantable area

2,595 ha

Current 
replantable area

2,915 ha

Lokutu

1,583 
permanent employees 

63,560 
hectare concession (as at 1 Jan 2015)

11,727 
hectares planted with oil palm

8,843 
tonnes of CPO produced in 2016

461 
tonnes of PKO produced in 2016

15 tonnes/hr 
The fresh fruit bunch capacity of the 
Lokutu mill. The mill produces CPO and 
PKO

Yaligimba

1,306 
permanent employees

30,199 
hectare concession (as at 1 Jan 2015)

9,076 
hectares planted with oil palm

8,635 
tonnes of CPO produced in 2016

586 
tonnes of PKO produced in 2016

23 tonnes/hr 
The fresh fruit bunch capacity of the 
Yaligimba mill. The mill produces CPO 
and PKO.
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Our Plantations

Mature Palms
2,556 ha

Replanted
3,668 ha

Infrastructure, villages, 
unlplantable areas and land 
subject to HCV assessment
9,223 ha

Immature Palms
1,112ha

Current 
replantable area

651 ha

Our Headquarters are located in 
Kinshasa and had 52 permanent 
employees as at 31 December 
2016. 

Research & 
Development

In 1968 the Yaligimba 
Research Station 
was established, 
initiating an ongoing 
programme of oil palm 
seed breeding and 
innovation

Seedling 

We have replanted 
16,707 hectares as at  
31 Dec 2016

Plantation & 
Harvesting 

We have a total  
planted area of 24,471 
ha, of which 14,271 
hectares is productive 
oil palm and 10,377 ha 
is immature (and so not 
producing) oil palm.

Milling 

We have one mill at 
each of our three 
plantations. 

In 2016 we produced 
20,726 tonnes of CPO 
and 1,047 PKO.

Our Operations

Boteka

866 
permanent employees

13,542 
hectare concession (as at 1 Jan 2015)

4,104 
hectares planted with oil palm

3,248 
tonnes of CPO produced in 2016

10 tonnes/hr 
The fresh fruit bunch capacity of the 
Boteka mill. The mill produces CPO.
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Feronia directly 

supports the 

livelihoods of over 

17,000 people.

Adding value to the DRC 

Feronia is the largest agro-industrial employer in the DRC. We operate 
three plantations, with 8,337 permanent and temporary employees, 
all in regions of the country with no other significant source of formal 
employment and 52 employees in Kinshasa. When the families of 
these workers are taken into account, Feronia directly supports the 
livelihoods of an estimated 50,000-70,000 people.

We add value to the DRC economy directly through the employment 
we provide, the taxes that we pay, and the investment we are making 
in infrastructure in the regions where we operate. During 2016, Feronia 
paid USD 10.2 million in wages and salaries to our permanent and 
temporary employees, the vast majority of whom are workers on our 
plantations. Our direct operating costs were USD 18.2 million, including 
fuel costs, payment to local transport contractors who transport fruit 
to our mills which represents money injected in to the DRC economy 
and the import of fertiliser which is not domestically available.

Feronia operates, maintains and supports vital infrastructure in the 
form of roads, hospitals, schools and housing for workers. During 2016, 
we invested in rehabilitating 108 homes for workers, providing access 
to improved housing for 1,139 people. We also invested over USD 
765,000 providing healthcare.

PHC has not made an annual profit since being acquired by Feronia 
in 2009, with accumulated losses to the end of 2016 totalling over 
USD 48 million. These losses are partly the result of the extensive 
investment and rehabilitation required by the PHC plantations that 
we operate, partly a result of the pledge we made to honour labour 
and pension commitments made under previous ownership, partly a 
result of our investment in extensive social infrastructure (including 
healthcare and education facilities, roads, and water) and partly a 
result of the dramatic fall in palm oil prices since 2010. Despite this, our 
business has paid taxes and fees to the DRC government every year 
since we acquired the plantations including USD 3.3 million in 2016.  
As we become profitable, which is expected in the next few years, the 
taxes and fees we pay will rise accordingly. 

All of the oil produced by our mills is sold within the DRC, and 
the majority is sold to refiners who produce edible oils and fats. 
This ensures that the value created through the reinvigoration of 
our plantations remains within the country, making a significant 
contribution to the economy through multipliers in our value chain, 
and to food security for the DRC. Feronia is supporting important food 
security needs in the DRC with our production replacing an estimated 
USD 16.9 million of  imports during 2016.
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Our corporate structure

Ownership

Feronia Inc is a public company listed on the TSX Venture Exchange. The company operates through the 
following subsidiaries, all performing different roles in relation to palm oil production in the DRC:

Feronia Maia sprl, a wholly owned subsidiary of Feronia Inc, is a Belgian company providing group 
services. It was established in December 2015 as a requirement of the debt facility agreement that 
Feronia PHC entered with four European DFIs.

Feronia Incorporated Services (FISL) is a UK company which provides group services including human 
resources, procurement, logistics, group finance and corporate communications. Incorporated in March 
2010, it is 100% owned by Feronia Maia and serves as the Group’s operational headquarters.

Plantations et Huileries du Congo S.A (PHC) is a DRC company with three oil palm plantations in the 
DRC and is engaged in the production of crude palm oil, palm kernel oil and associated by products. It is 
majority owned by the Feronia Group, with the DRC government owning 16.63% through its Ministry of 
Portfolio.

Feronia PEK sarl (Feronia PEK) is a private agriculture company incorporated under the laws of the DRC 
on October 1, 2010 and is 80% owned by Feronia Maia with the remaining 20% owned by Congolese land 
owners.

Feronia Kimpese Agro Industrie sarl (KAI) is a DRC company, which dries, stores and processes crop 
from Feronia PEK and others farmers.

Feronia RDC sarl (Feronia RDC) is a DRC company providing services to group companies in the DRC. 
These include human resources, procurement, logistics, and finance.

Feronia Inc.
(British Columbia, Canada)

Feronia Maia sprl
(Brussels, Belgium)

Feronia Incorporated 
Services Ltd.
(London, UK)

Feronia RDC Sàrl
 

(DRC)

Kimpese Agro 
Industrie Sàrl

(DRC)

Feronia PEK Sàrl
 

(DRC)

Plantations et 
Huileries du Congo SA

(DRC)

100%

100%

100%100%38.19%

45.18%

Feronia group structure as at 31 December 2016
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Our corporate structure is largely a result of changing legislation in 
the DRC and a decision we made in 2015 to remove Cayman Islands 
companies from the group. 

The two Cayman Islands corporations, Feronia CI and Feronia JCA, 
were a legacy from the incorporation of Feronia in 2009. These holding 
companies did not eliminate or reduce any taxes paid to the DRC as there 
is no tax treaty between Cayman Islands and DRC, nor was there any 
mechanism for utilising these companies to reduce taxes in the DRC. 

Nonetheless, we recognised the negative perception of having 
Cayman Island holding companies in the Group. As part of our 
commitment to transparency and good corporate governance, we 
voluntarily liquidated the Cayman entities to remove them from 
our corporate structure. They were replaced with a Belgian Holding 
Company Feronia Maia, in December 2015. 

Mr. Frank Braeken, Non-executive 
Chairman
Mr. Braeken became a director on 
August 2014 and became Chairman 
of the Board in August 2016. 

Mr. Ravi Sood, Executive Director
Mr. Sood has been a member of 
the Board since September 2010.
 

Mr. Nigel Gourlay, Non-executive 
Director
Mr. Gourlay has been a member of 
the Board since September 2010.

Mr. Xavier de Carniere, Chief 
Executive Officer
Mr. de Carniere has been a 
member of the Board since 2015

 

Mr. David White, Non-executive 
Director
Mr. White has been a member of 
the Board since January 2013.

Mr. Peter van As, Non-executive 
Director
Mr. van As has been a member of 
the Board since October 2015. 

Mr. David Easton, Non-executive 
Director
Mr. Easton has been a member of 
the Board since August 2016.

Mr. Nicholas Thompson CBE, 
Non-executive Director
Mr. Thompson has been a member 
of the Board since  August 2016.

Mrs. Monique Gieskes, Non-
executive Director
Mrs. Gieskes has been a member 
of the Board since August 2016.

Mr. David Osborne, Non-
executive Director
Mr. Osborne has been a member 
of the Board since June 2016 

Board of Directors

Feronia’s Board is made up of one executive and eight non-executive directors. There are five Board sub-committees 

made up as follows:

Audit Committee
Monique Gieskes

Nigel Gourlay (Chair)

David Osborne

Nicholas Thompson

David White

Corporate Governance and Nominating 
Committee
Frank Braeken (Chair)

David Osborne

Ravi Sood

David White

Compensation Committee
Frank Braeken (Chair)

David Osborne

Ravi Sood

David White 

David Easton

Procurement Committee
Nicholas Thompson (Chair)

Peter van As

ESG Board Committee
Keith Alexander, CDC (Chair)

David Easton, CDC

Nicholas Thompson, Independent

Peter van As, Phatisa
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Management Team

Mr. Xavier de Carniere, Chief Executive Officer

Mr. de Carniere has been CEO of Feronia since 2015. Prior to joining 
Feronia, he served as CFO at Siat Group, where he gained extensive 
knowledge of the palm oil industry and demonstrated a track record 
of delivering results. Mr. de Carniere also has experience in the African 
FMCG sector, having previously been Sales & Marketing Director for 
Promasidor, a manufacturer and distributor of quality food products 
with responsibility for Ghana and Burkina Faso. 

Mr. David Steel, Chief Financial Officer

Mr. Steel is a Chartered Accountant with extensive international 
experience gained from senior finance roles in both multinational and 
SME organisations. Mr. Steel’s previous roles include Group Financial 
Controller for Fuller, Smith & Turner plc, a UK listed brewer and pub 
company and Inchcape plc, a leading global premium automotive 
group, where he was head of Financial Planning and Analysis and 
Financial Systems.

Mr. Raymond Batanga, Chief Operating Officer DRC

Mr. Batanga is a well-respected and highly experienced agriculturalist. 
He joined Unilever Plc in the DRC over 35 years ago as a management 
trainee. During his rise through the organisation, Raymond gained 
extensive experience across all operational and administrative 
functions. As Chief Operating Officer of Feronia, he is responsible for 
all operations in the DRC and represents the Company as Country lead 
and as a figure head in respect of all DRC matters. 

Dr. Zephyrin Luyindula, Director of Research

Dr. Luyindula joined PHC in 1990 and was responsible for research 
programmes covering palm oil, cocoa and rubber, as well as overseeing 
the Company’s seed breeding programme at the Company’s Yaligimba 
Research Station. He has held a number of senior roles within PHC 
and became Director of Research in 2015. Dr. Luyindula has a degree 
in Agronomical Engineering from the Institut Facultaire des Sciences 
Agronomiques in the DRC and a PhD from the Univesité Libre de 
Bruxelles, Belgium, majoring in mineral nutrition of plants.

Mr. Pierre-Antoine Couvreur, Managing Director, PHC

Mr. Couvreur joined Feronia in 2015. He has spent his entire career 
working in the agricultural sector. Prior to joining PHC, Mr. Couvreur 
joined Siat Gabon as Chief Operating Officer in 2012. At Siat Gabon, 
he was responsible for seven worksites, identifying and implementing 
operational improvements that resulted in higher yields and lower 
costs. 
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LOKUTUBOTEKA YALIGIMBA

Mr. Gregory Limpens, Industrial Director, PHC

Mr. Limpens graduated from the International University College 
Leuven with Bachelors and Master’s degrees in Electromechanical 
Engineering. He spent seven years working for Siat Group in Nigeria 
where he rose to the position of Chief Technical Officer. Whilst at Siat, 
he had overall responsibility for all industrial operations in the country, 
including the building and modernising of palm oil mills.

ESG Governance

We have built a social and environmental governance structure that 
embeds our commitment to building a sustainable palm oil business 
throughout our organisation. 

We established an Environmental, Social and Governance “ESG” Board 
Committee in April 2014 which reports directly to the Board. The 
remit of the committee is to guide and oversee our commitments to 
environmental and social performance. 

 

Environmental, social and health and safety managers oversee day-
to-day management of our sustainability activities from corporate to 
plantation level. At the top of this structure sits our Environmental, 
Social and Governance Director, who reports directly to the Board. 

FERONIA BOARD

ESG Board Committee

Area Env ManagerArea Env ManagerArea Env Manager

Area Social ManagerArea Social ManagerArea Social Manager

Area HSE ManagerArea HSE ManagerArea HSE Manager

H&S Coordinator

ESG Board committee

ESG Director

Social Coordinator

We established 

an Environmental, 

Social and 

Governance “ESG” 

Board Committee 

in April 2014 which 

reports directly to 

the Board.



22 FERONIA 2016 | SUSTAINABILITY REPORT

Our journey so far 

The global palm oil industry has been guilty of irresponsible practices 
that have led to damaging and unacceptable social and environmental 
consequences. In some countries, oil palm cultivation has resulted in 
widespread deforestation, displacing indigenous communities, and 
leading to the loss of critical habitat, with severe consequences for 
biodiversity and endangered species. The clearance of land through 
burning, often uncontrolled, also threatens the health of populations 
across large areas. By destroying carbon sinks, the palm oil industry 
can make a damaging contribution to climate change. At the same 
time, labour practices in some parts of the industry fail to meet the 
standards of international best practice.

Many of these negative impacts associated with the global palm oil 
industry do not currently apply to the DRC. However, some of them 
do, and all of them represent sustainability risks that our business must 
manage as it seeks to reinvigorate its plantations. 

We recognise the need to conduct our operations to the highest 
environmental and social standards and are absolutely committed to 
zero deforestation. Our business strategy is to rehabilitate only existing 
plantations and infrastructure within our concessions. 

We are working to align our practices to the principles of the 
Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) and to secure RSPO 
certification for our plantations and mills. However, in many respects 
Feronia’s operations already go beyond the RSPO principles. In 
particular, we only develop brownfield land, and only replant areas 
that have previously been planted for commercial purposes. This 
strategy means that we do not and will not plant in high conservation 
value (HCV) areas or in ares occupied by communities and local 
infrastructure.

Our challenges 

Our three plantations – Lokutu, Yaligimba and Boteka – lie in remote 
locations in the DRC, a vast country about two-thirds the size of 
Western Europe. The nearest large towns or cities are between 60km 
and 200km away. 

Access to the plantations is severely restricted by road. Consequently, 
there is a heavy reliance on the River Congo to transport produce, 
materials, people and equipment to and from the plantations; including 
food, fertiliser, fuel, building materials and spare parts. This hinders the 
pace of our redevelopment programmes.

Our business faces significant issues concerning workers’ rights and 
fair pay that are a legacy of disruption and serious under-investment 
during the war years. We are working to address these legacy issues 
through new union agreements and more efficient payroll practices, at 
the same time as securing permanent employment for our workers.
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The process of implementing essential improvements and changes 
on the ground has been challenging, exacerbated by a halving of the 
global price of palm oil since 2009. Strong population growth and 
poor social infrastructure put additional pressure on Feronia to provide 
social and community services at a time of reduced income. 

A lack of economic opportunity results in other sustainability 
pressures as well. Disruption to agriculture has led communities on our 
concessions to rely on subsistence farming and exploiting the natural 
environment as a source of timber, fuel and bush meat. Rapid rises in 
population mean that this lifestyle is not sustainable, with increasing 
pressure on natural resources in the area. 

Our progress so far 

Despite our challenges, the process of rehabilitating Feronia’s 
plantations and mills is already resulting in significant benefits for our 
operating regions. 

Feronia is the main, and sometimes only, provider of healthcare and 
medical resources in these areas, improving health, life expectancy 
and prospects for our employees, their families and local communities. 
Since 2009, our business has rehabilitated three hospitals, four health 
centres and 16 dispensaries and has its own testing laboratories which 
undertook more than 66,000 tests in 2016 for diseases and illnesses 
including malaria and HIV. 

Providing access to safe drinking water is one of the most significant 
contributions that our business can make to community life. We 
operate a programme for rehabilitating existing borehole wells 
that have fallen into disrepair – and drilling new ones where they 
are required. Access to these boreholes reduces the risk of water-
borne diseases and prevents the need for women and children to 
spend several hours a day collecting water from often dirty creeks 
and rivers. As such, it has key role to play in enabling education and 
broader economic activity. Over the past two years, we have drilled or 
rehabilitated 33 borehole wells and improved 20 water sources. Our 
target is to drill or rehabilitate a further 25 wells.

We also invest in maintaining essential infrastructure to support 
healthy communities and economic opportunity. Across our three 
plantations, we maintain 2,126 km of roads, provide 3,812 houses, and 
support 95 schools.

The potential of our plantations and mills to make a positive impact on 
the development of the DRC is fundamental to our business strategy. 
The support of European DFIs as equity and debt investors in Feronia 
is recognition of this potential. We are committed to rebuilding the 
business we have inherited in a way that complies with all of the 
principles and laws that these stakeholders expect. In many instances, 
this involves introducing new sustainability principles and standards to 
the DRC.

Across our three 

plantations, we 

maintain 2,126 km of 

roads, provide 3,812 

houses, and operate 

95 schools.



24 FERONIA 2016 | SUSTAINABILITY REPORT

Our stakeholders

Effective stakeholder engagement is crucial to our business 
success. We are strengthening our approach and building 
successful, long-term relationships.

We have a variety of stakeholders with different priorities, concerns 
and expectations. Effective stakeholder engagement is critical to 
understanding these concerns, responding appropriately and building 
trust.

Improving our engagement with our workers and local communities 
has been a priority issue for Feronia. During 2016, we recruited Area 
Social Managers for all three plantations to provide a direct and 
effective line of communication between the company and local 
stakeholders. We continue to work on developing our capacity for 
proactive stakeholder engagement and are currently in the process of 
expanding the team.

We have also invested in a new, cloud-based, real-time Information 
Management System to improve stakeholder engagement, grievance 
management, Health & Safety and monitoring of our environmental 
impact. Implemented in 2016, this system has already given us a better 
understanding of community issues and we plan to expand it as part 
of our stakeholder engagement plan.

We have identified the priorities of our different stakeholders, and developed 
an engagement plan for each group. These different stakeholders are: 

Lenders and Investors (DFIs)

Our lenders and investors, including development finance institutions 
(DFIs), want to support a sustainable and well-governed business; 
one that provides employment and delivers long-term value to all our 
stakeholders.

Lenders and investors participate at our ESG Board Committee, and we 
maintain a constant dialogue with them through one-to-one meetings 
and regular reporting. This helps us to maintain high standards across our 
business that meet international best practice.

Employees

Our employees prioritise job security, safety at work, and accompanying 
benefits, such as access to healthcare, housing and social infrastructure.

Management grades represent 5% of our employee base. The 
remaining 95% are represented by six workers’ unions. We seek to 
foster a positive climate of employee relations through proactive 
union relationships, and believe that this is vital if we are to meet the 
challenges of our business in a constructive manner.
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Each plantation has an Area General Manager and an Area Personnel 
Manager, who engage with plantation heads and line managers. 
Engagement is conducted through a variety of channels, including 
group meetings, and more informal “toolbox” meetings. See the ‘Our 
People’ section for more details.

Local communities

Building trust and engagement with the communities on our 
concessions is vital for Feronia’s success in the remote and isolated 
areas where we operate. Our engagement with local communities 
addresses requests for work, clarification on land rights and land use, 
requests for boreholes and repairs to medical facilities, schools and 
other social infrastructure. We also work together to ensure security 
for our plantations and our employees.

Our Area Social Managers lead engagement with the community and 
make every effort to be accessible. Community members can make 
appointments to meet with the Area Social Manager or even call their 
mobile number to discuss their concerns. 

Managers visit local community leaders and attend village meetings in 
order to discuss issues as they emerge. They document and input com-
munity issues into our company-wide information management system. 
Additionally there is a formal grievance mechanism that is open to all.

DRC Government

The DRC government is a 16.63%  shareholder in PHC and has three 
directors on the company’s board. They are engaged through regular 
board meetings and shareholder meetings and  receive regular 
information on company activities. Despite currently being loss 
making, PHC also pays taxes and fees to the DRC government totalling 
$3.3m in 2016.   

DRC Local Government and Authorities also receive taxes and charges 
from PHC which are an important source of income.

NGOs and civil society

Some International NGOs have shown an active interest in Feronia’s 
operations, and have raised concerns about land tenure, human 
rights and corruption. We strongly disagree with the allegations of 
misconduct but are open to dialogue with NGOs with regards to any 
concerns they may have.

We have extended invitations to meet with our critics with the aim 
of fostering a constructive, ongoing dialogue. Our approach is set 
out in our NGO Engagement policy and will be expanded on in our 
stakeholder engagement plan, which is currently under development.
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Our approach to sustainability 

Feronia has inherited a 106-year-old palm oil business that 
represents vast unfulfilled potential for the  regions in which we 
operate and the DRC as a whole. 

This involves significant responsibilities: to our employees, our 
wider communities, and the environment and forests that fall within 
our concession boundaries. We are committed to improving the 
living and working conditions of our people and their communities, 
while embedding sustainable agricultural practices and principles 
of environmental protection and community inclusion and socio-
economic development.

Three elements of our company that have a material impact on 
achieving our sustainable development goals: 
1) People: taking care of our workforce 
2) Plantations: promoting environmental stewardship and good 

agricultural practices at our plantations; and
3) Communities: continuing to improve the livelihoods and well-being 

of the communities within and around our concessions 

Understanding our impacts

It is imperative that we understand the socio-economic conditions 
and conservation value of our plantations, to ensure that our ongoing 
rehabilitation and development efforts have a positive impact. 

In December 2014, we commissioned an independent consultant, 
to conduct an Environmental and Social Assessment (ESA) of our 
plantations. The ESA forms an important part of our commitment to 
delivering sustainable development through our business activities. 

The ESA was based on two internationally accredited frameworks – 
RSPO Principles and Criteria and the IFC Performance Standards on 
Environmental and Social Sustainability (2012).

The consultant based its social assessments on extensive stakeholder 
engagement comprising 33 focus group discussions, 23 face-to-face 
interviews and 1,126 household surveys which covered 8,481 people. It 
also conducted biodiversity assessments of High Conservation Value 
areas and specialist surveys for flora, mammals, reptiles, fish and birds.

The findings from the ESA have given us a strong understanding of 
our operating environment and helps to evaluate our existing activities. 
The ESA will also inform our evolving sustainability strategy. 

Developing a plan of action

In 2013, we launched a comprehensive Environmental and Social 
Action Plan (ESAP), with financial and technical support from our 
largest shareholder, CDC. Through our ESAP we aim to address 
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environmental and social compliance as well as identify opportunities 
to add value to local communities. We intend to continue evolving and 
developing the ESAP as we identify areas for improvement, and align 
our operations with internationally recognised standards.

Establishing good governance

In April 2014, we established an Environmental, Social and Governance 
(ESG) Board Committee to guide our progress towards RSPO 
certification, including overseeing our commitments to environmental 
and social performance.

Reporting directly to the Company Board, the ESG Board Committee 
provides guidance and strategic advice to Company executives on E&S 
practices and needs.  The Committee has regular quarterly meetings 
and additional meetings on specific issues as and when they arise. 
It consists of three Feronia board directors, supported by technical 
specialist observers and advisers from our DFI investors and lenders, 
who are asked to provide advice and guidance on technical issues. 

Enhancing transparency through reporting

We believe that transparency is essential to build trust and maintain 
a healthy public dialogue. Disclosure promotes effective stakeholder 
engagement and provides a platform for open discussion about the 
challenges we face and how we will tackle them.

We seek to be transparent about our challenges and our progress 
during our sustainability journey. We have published the findings and 
recommendations of several independent studies on www.feronia.com, 
including: biodiversity studies of HCV areas across all three of our 
plantations; the Environmental and Social Assessment conducted by 
Digby Wells Environmental; and a study of our Noise, Air and Palm Oil 
Mill Effluent (POME), to investigate whether the rehabilitation of our 
plantations will create significant impacts in terms of noise or impacts 
on air quality. 

We take seriously the recommendations that have been made to 
us and have already started to implement many of them, including 
strengthening community liaison, improving stakeholder engagement 
and improving housing and infrastructure for our employees.

This report is yet another step in enhancing communication with 
our stakeholders. In preparing our first sustainability report, we have 
referred to Global Reporting (GRI) guidelines, the most widely used 
international standard.

As we evolve in our reporting journey we will seek independent 
assurance in future years.
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Managing our concessions sustainably

When Feronia acquired PHC’s three plantations, we saw a unique opportunity to 
rebuild a successful palm oil business in a way that ensures positive social and 
environmental impact.

Central to this is our strategy of zero deforestation – focusing solely on 
rehabilitating previously cultivated plantations. Our business objective is to achieve 
optimal production levels at our existing operations, and we can achieve this 
without any need to convert further natural habitat to oil palm cultivation. 

We are taking a phased, “no burn” approach to replanting land where oil palms 
are no longer productive. This reduces environmental impacts and maximises 
the nutrient value of the palms we cut down through composting and natural 
degradation. 

In total we expect to replant a total of 30,809 hectares across the three Feronia 
plantations, less than a third of our total concessions of 107,000 hectares. A large 
amount of the land within our concessions contains wildlife buffer zones, roads, 
villages and areas of high conservation value. These areas have not been planted, 
and will not be planted under our strategy.

We are working with environmental and social advisers to map the plantations and 
establish our future replanting and land title strategy. This includes developing a 
Land Management Plan for HCV areas. It also includes developing an appropriate 
approach to the rights of communities as we consider options for the land that we 
do not use, and develop and implement a community forest plan. This will help to 
promote sustainable use of the land and livelihoods for local communities. It is our 
intention to protect the interests of both the environment and communities where 
future ownership of this land is concerned, and not to dispose of any land in a way 
that compromises RSPO principles.

Many of the communities associated with our plantations are dependent for their 
livelihood on the forests that form part of our concession lands. As a result of 
plantations being disused for many years, concession boundaries have become 
unclear and land titles have not been consistently enforced. The framework of Free 
Prior Informed Consent (FPIC) does not apply to these communities, since they 
developed in response to our concessions and plantations and do not pre-date 
them. However, we are working with our majority shareholder, CDC, and our DFI 
lenders to embed informed consultation and participation principles within our 
approach to legacy land. We will look to protect the interests of all communities 
associated with our plantations, as we navigate this complex and emotive matter.
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Our ethical business practices

Our ethical approach to doing business is an integral driver of 
our sustainability strategy

Overview

The history of the DRC and its challenging business environment 
means the application of ethical business practices across all our 
operations is essential. A core aspect of our Business Code of Conduct 
is to act honestly, ethically and with integrity.

We have developed and communicated detailed business policies 
and procedures to raise our operations to internationally recognised 
standards (including those relating to business integrity). 

Ensuring that all of our employees act in an ethical manner is an 
essential part of our development strategy for the business, especially 
given the imperative of achieving sustainable growth and attracting 
capital from our lenders, investors and stakeholders.

Management approach

We have developed a comprehensive Code of Business Conduct (a full 
version can be found on our website www.feronia.com), which includes 
important guidelines on our public grievance procedure, corruption, 
whistleblowing, transparency, political lobbying, conflicts of interest 
and guidance on appropriate gift-giving. 

Compliance with the Code of Business Conduct is a condition of 
our employment contracts, and monitored by a non- operational 
manager, who is the point of contact for anyone wishing to use our 
whistleblowing facility. Annual reports on compliance are provided to 
our key investors and our lenders.

Taking action on

Public grievances 

We have established a Public Grievance Procedure, which provides 
a mechanism for receiving complaints from those affected by our 
operations – and facilitating resolution. The key objectives of the 
procedure are:  
• To acknowledge and address concerns and complaints promptly 

(including an assessment of the legitimacy of the grievance). 

• To communicate and apply an understandable and transparent process. 

• To ensure the process is readily accessible to all affected individuals 
and communities. 

• To ensure the grievance procedure is provided at no cost. 

• To ensure the grievances will be managed with no fear of retribution. 
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• To apply a process which will not impede or preclude access to 
judicial and administrative remedies. 

• To safeguard personal information and the identities of individuals at 
all stages of the process. 

• To meet the requirements under IFC Performance Standard 1 and 
RSPO Principles and Criteria to establish an appropriate mechanism 
to receive and facilitate the resolution of grievances and concerns. 

The Area Social Manager in each company location records local 
grievances, takes responsibility for addressing them, and forwards 
them to the ESG Director for central recording and monitoring. Our 
Environment and Social Governance (ESG) Management Committee 
reviews all grievances on a quarterly basis and reports them at least 
annually to the ESG Board Committee.

It is also the responsibility of the ESG Management Committee to 
review the Company Grievance Procedure each year, and ensure that it 
is being implemented effectively.

Whistleblowing 

We have developed our public grievance procedure in order to protect 
the anonymity for any employee alerting Feronia to wrongdoing 
within our organisation. The DRC currently has no legal recognition or 
protection for whistleblowers, and we believe that it is important to 
embed these protections within our other procedures.

Outside of the DRC, we have an established whistleblowing procedure 
for employees in Canada and the UK, which follows established 
international guidelines

If an employee knows, or suspects, that some wrongdoing is occurring 
within the company, he or she should raise the matter immediately 
with their line manager.  If the employee is not able to approach their 
line manager, for example if it is believed that they are involved in any 
wrongdoing, the employee should contact their local Compliance 
Officer or state their concerns in writing.

We will inform the employee of the actions that are taking place in 
response to the situation. We will also take reasonable steps to protect 
an employee in relation to any allegations that are made. We make 
it clear to employees that those who are aware but don’t report the 
wrongdoing are complicit.

Anti-corruption policy

We are committed to complying with all applicable laws in the UK, 
Canada and the DRC to meet our obligations to detect, prevent and 
eliminate, as well as reduce opportunities for bribery and corruption. 
We have adopted international best practices where these can help 
drive forward this commitment.
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It is a core aspect of our Code of Conduct to act honestly, ethically 
and with integrity in all our operations. The Board of Directors of 
Feronia expects all employees to comply with both the letter and the 
spirit of the law.

We have a zero-tolerance approach to acts of bribery and corruption 
by our employees or by business partners working on our behalf, 
including advisors, agents or contractors. 

The Board of Directors maintains regular oversight of the 
implementation and effectiveness of our business integrity policies.

Transparency policy

We believe that transparency is essential for building and maintaining 
trust with our stakeholders.

Our commitment to transparency includes sharing information openly, 
and engaging with local communities on matters that directly affect 
them. We have made the land titles that relate to all of our plantation 
concessions available to view in our London and Kinshasa offices, 
which is a level of transparency that is not required by law..

Our Transparency & Disclosure Policy sets out how Feronia discloses 
information to promote better awareness and understanding of our 
business strategy and operations. It also establishes information that 
we are not able to disclose on grounds of confidentiality.

This policy is based on the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) 
Principle 1: Commitment to Transparency, which we have adjusted 
to reflect the circumstances of the DRC. It provides principles and 
criteria that we will refine and implement via our standard operating 
procedures. 
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Driving ethical business standards in the DRC

We have developed and communicated detailed business policies and procedures 
to ensure that all employees act in a way that reflects our commitment to business 
integrity and legal compliance. 

We provide global anti-corruption training once every two years, for managers 
in the UK and DRC whom we identify as at risk of being exposed to bribery or 
corruption. In the DRC, 60% of our managers participated in this training by the end 
of 2016. Relevant UK and international employees undertook training in 2015 and will 
undergo training again in 2017. We conduct an internal audit and bring in external 
experts periodically, to investigate potential problem areas. 

http://www.feronia.com/pages/view/transparency_policy
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Lobbying and political donations

We are an apolitical organisation. Our policy is that nobody should 
make any political contribution on our behalf, or use our name, funds, 
property, equipment or services for the support of political parties, 
initiatives, committees or candidates. Any lobbying activities or pursuit 
of contacts in government must be approved and coordinated with 
Feronia’s management.

Conflicts of interest

We believe that relationships with prospective or existing suppliers, 
contractors, customers, competitors or regulators must not affect the 
independent and sound judgment made on our behalf. All employees 
must disclose to management any situation that may be, or appear to 
be, a conflict of interest. 

Guidelines for appropriate giving of gifts

We expect our employees to adhere to internationally recognised 
legislation governing the appropriate giving of gifts. According to 
foreign corrupt practices legislation in the UK, USA and Canada, it is 
illegal for a person to directly or indirectly give a gift or a benefit of 
any kind to a foreign official, to obtain an advantage.

Looking ahead

We will continue to embed ethical business practices at all levels of our 
business, through the training programmes, guidelines and frameworks 
outlined in this section.
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Our people

We take our responsibility towards our employees seriously, 
ensuring decent pay and benefits through properly negotiated 
collective agreements and carefully devised human resources 
policies. 

Overview

As the only significant source of formal employment in the areas around 
each plantation, we recognise the importance of our impact, and the 
responsibilities that come with it.  In addition to job security, we place great 
importance on the health and wellbeing of our workforce. We want our 
employees to feel engaged with their work and motivated to achieve their 
full potential.

As part of our commitment to our employees, we pledged to not 
undertake any retrenchment of our workforce for the six years following 
our acquisition of PHC, despite evidence of over-staffing relative to 
production levels. The damage caused to our communities by any 
retrenchment would have far outweighed any cost savings from reducing 
the headcount. We are planning a programme of phased retirement  of 
workers that have reached retirement age and focus on reducing our use 
of day laborers by moving more of them into permanent employment.

Management Approach

Feronia’s Statement of Human Resources Policy (‘HR Policy’) 
outlines our guiding principles for managing direct, indirect and 
supplier labour. It sets out our policies, processes and procedures on 
working conditions, non-discrimination and equality of opportunity, 
retrenchment, grievance mechanisms, child labour, forced labour, 
occupational health and safety, and expectations of our suppliers. 

We inform all workers of their rights under national labour and 
employment law and ensure our policies are clear and understandable 
to all workers. We comply with, and in many cases exceed, DRC 
employment law. Six unions between them represent 95% of our 
permanent workforce. We provide our management-level employees, 
which make up 5% of our workforce, with terms and conditions as 
established by DRC law. 

In order to provide support and maintain open communication with 
our employees, each plantation has an Area General Manager and 
Area Personnel Manager, who engage with plantation Heads and line 
managers. Engagement is conducted through a variety of channels, 
including group meetings, and more informal “toolbox” meetings, 
which take place at the start of each shift and cover safe working 
practices and other operational matters.

Employee Breakdown
During the year ending 31 December 

Feronia Inc had a total number of 8,337 
employees, including:

3,807 permanent staff

4,260 seasonal workers and day 

labourers

270 contractors

Of the permanent staff 187 are women, 

representing 4.9% of the full time labour 

force. 

The proportion of management positions 

held by women is 16% at Feronia.

http://www.feronia.com/pages/view/hr_policy
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Taking Action

Providing Fair Wages

In November 2014 we successfully negotiated an updated collective 
bargaining agreement with the six unions which represent our 
employees, the first update to the agreement in almost twenty years.

The updated collective agreement, which resulted in substantially higher 
wages being paid from January 2015, also guarantees our employees 
agreed hours of work, sick pay, overtime, enhanced maternity pay, 
holiday pay, end-of-service pay, bonuses and assistance with paying 
school fees. 

In addition to this agreement, we will become, as far as we are aware, 
the first company in the DRC to index wages to the national inflation 
rate resulting in a review of wages twice each year, from January 2017 
onwards. This will have the effect of raising pay above the national 
minimum wage despite the loss-making nature of the business, 
following the phased increase in wages after our acquisition of PHC.

We strive to maintain a positive relationship with our workers’ unions, 
including adherence to all terms and benefits that are legally required 
or agreed during union consultations. This includes pay rises for all 
employees by at least 3% annually for each full year of continuous 
service in the company, and continuing to pay a traditional 13th and 
14th month salary in a lump sum cash bonus to all employees, in 
additional to the basic minimum wage. 

Linking pay to performance

We pay approximately 80% of employees on our plantations according 
to a daily task rate system. This correlates pay with performance, 
including the payment of premiums for over-performance. The task 
rate system is used broadly in agriculture worldwide, and is considered 
an industry standard. 

The daily tasks set for workers on our plantations are aligned to, 
and in most instances lower than, standard industry levels for palm 
plantations worldwide. We review them annually using industry 
standard methodology and submit them for review by external experts 
every two years.

Our plantations currently rely on day labourers because some of the 
more physical work required at this stage of the rehabilitation and 
replanting is not appropriate for older employees in our permanent 
workforce. Our day labourers are paid at the same rate as an 
equivalent permanent employee with 11 years’ experience but do not 
qualify for additional benefits. As our older employees retire over the 
next few years and receive their contractual lump sum retirement 
benefits, we will seek to move day labourers onto our permanent 
workforce, and aim to only have permanent workers by 2020.

Under our collective 

bargaining agreement 

with our six unions, we 

will become, as far as 

we are aware, the first 

company in the DRC 

to index wages to the 

national inflation rate.
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Addressing the challenges of timely payment 

We have encountered significant challenges in ensuring that all our 
employees are paid within the first week of each month. This is a 
common challenge amongst businesses in remote parts of the country. 
There are seventeen steps in the payroll process that we have inherited, 
from the manual recording of the work done in the field, calculating 
each person’s wages based on the number of days they chose to work 
in a month, to physically transporting cash to remote places. Not all 
of these steps are within our full control. The arduous payroll process 
means that, while we pay our employees consistently, every month, it is 
difficult to complete payment within the first week of the month. 

We are in dialogue with the unions about these challenges. We are also 
making significant progress in improving the arcane payroll process 
and cutting the processing time. This includes the implementation of 
an Enterprise Resource Planning system to automate the gathering and 
calculation of wages, and substantially reduce the length of the payroll 
process. 

The consistency of monthly payments encourages local shops to 
provide company credit and we are also working with retail partners to 
establish shops in the local communities. Both of these actions ensure 
that money is recycled through the local economy. We are exploring 
mobile banking options and negotiating with local banks to encourage 
them to establish branches at our operations, so that wages can be 
paid directly into employees’ bank accounts or mobile wallets.

We are committed to finding solutions to the challenge of timely 
payment and our senior management and Board of Directors are 
directly monitoring this issue.

Improving the lives and well-being of our employees

Improving the long-term livelihoods and wellbeing of employees and 
their families is a priority for Feronia. Our employees, their dependents, 
and the wider community benefit from our investment in housing, 
water and sanitation, medical and educational facilities.

Providing housing

In 2014, we began a worker housing rehabilitation programme using local 
construction teams who are making steady progress in assessing housing 
needs and reconstructing them as needed. To date, we have rehabilitated 
around 520 worker houses (managers and employees) and aim to 
rehabilitate a total of 5,932 houses by 2020 under our Housing Action Plan. 

No. Company houses 
restored (2016)

Est. No. individuals benefitting from  
improved housing (2016)

Lokutu 61 383

Yaligimba 69 434

Boteka 115 724

Total 245 1,541 (+)
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Assuming an average family size of 6.3 Feronia is working towards impro-
ving the housing conditions for approximately 37,000 individuals by 2020.

Providing free healthcare

We are investing in healthcare facilities by providing equipment, training 
and high-quality medical care for workers and their dependents. We spent 
USD 765,000 providing free healthcare for workers at our company’s 
hospitals in 2016, and local communities are able to access the same 
facilities for a small fee. Our healthcare facilities are both more affordable 
for the community, and more accessible, than the nearest government 
health facilities. This is reflected in the fact that 59% of the hospital 
treatment that we provide is for people not connected with the Company.

We also provide free vaccinations for the children of Feronia workers, 
working with external health providers such as the local religious convent 
and UNICEF.

Across our three plantations, we provided the following healthcare 
services during 2016:
• 95,353 medical consultations (79% of which were for workers and 

their families) 
• 11,584 hospital treatments (41% of which were for workers and their 

families) 
• 2,101 assisted births (14% of which were for workers and their 

families)

Supporting education

In 2010, the Congolese Government decreed a gradual transition towards 
free and compulsory primary education for all children. However, it has 
found implementing this policy challenging, especially in remote parts 
of the country. We work to provide access to good-quality primary 
education for our employees’ children, and ensure that good-quality 
secondary education is also affordable. We pay school fees for the 
children of our management grade workers, for up to three children for 
primary and secondary school. We also grant financial assistance for 
schooling upon request, to workers whose children are registered in an 
officially recognised school. 

In addition, provide materials and workers to repair and maintain 
primary school buildings and provide educational materials through our 
community development programmes.

Diversity and equal opportunities

We have committed to hiring, promoting and compensating 
employees solely based on merit. We do not make employment 
decisions based on personal characteristics, which are unrelated to 
inherent job requirements. We seek to give all workers equal access to 
training, tools and opportunities for advancement. Our full policy on 
diversity and equality is set out in our Human Resources Policy, which 
is available on our website.

As the only significant 

source of employment 

in the areas around 

each plantation, 

we recognise the 

importance of our 

impact, and the 

responsibilities that 

come with it
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Occupational health and safety

In 2015, a number of Health and Safety and operational managers undertook 
National Examination Board in Occupational Safety and Health (NEBOSH) 
training. We believe we are the first organisation in the DRC to adopt this 
health and safety training standard. We have conducted risk assessments for 
all tasks involved in work on our plantations, and have established standard 
operating procedures that embed Health and Safety in our working practices. 

We aim to provide safe and healthy working conditions for all employees, 
contractors, customers and visitors, including the provision of safety 
briefings and personal protective equipment, where required. Our 
employees had 4,613.6 hours of Health and Safety training in 2016 covering 
topics such as Feronia’s Health and Safety policy, road safety and safe 
driving, security, prevention of accidents, emergency procedure, hazardous 
materials and others.

We had zero fatalities in 2016 and our accident rate was 48 accidents 
per million hours worked. 

Our zero tolerance 

of child labour and 

forced labour is 

extended to our 

suppliers, whom we 

monitor in this regard.

Investing in new talent

In 2011, Feronia re-introduced a Management Training Programmes which was first 
established by PHC since the early 1980s. The aim of the trainee programme is to 
bring new talent and modern thinking into the business and to create future leaders 
of the Company.

Trainees are recruited from reputable universities and institutes in the DRC and 
follow a structured two year programme of development and on-the-job training 
covering four key areas: Finance, Agronomy, Human Resources and Engineering. 
They are assessed throughout the programme at regular intervals to ensure they 
have the potential to reach a management position on completion and, if successful, 
they are appointed into a junior management position.

One such trainee is Jacques Amule. Originally from the east of the Congo, Jacques, 
28, attended the University of Kisangani and graduated with a degree in Agronomy. 
He applied for, and was admitted to, the Management Training Programme in 2014 
and today, after successfully completing the Management Training Programme is a 
Divisional Manager at Lokutu.

“Jobs in the DRC are scarce and everyone, including those with degrees and 
qualifications, struggle to find employment. PHC is playing an important role as it 
employs a lot of people and gives them a chance to make a living.

“I manage approximately 160 workers,  many of whom have worked for the 
Company for a long time. One of the big challenges is getting them to do things in 
a modern way, rather than the way they have for the last 20 year. It’s not easy but 
you have to help them understand that PHC is changing. It is becoming a modern 
business which is working hard to grow and improve.”
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Labour relations and fair labour practices

We respect the terms of any collective bargaining agreements in 
force and comply with national laws that recognise the rights of 
workers to form and join workers’ organisations. When we agreed a 
new Collective Agreement with six unions in 2014, negotiations were 
characterised by a strong sense of common purpose and willingness 
to work together on fair terms of pay, benefits and social infrastructure 
as the operational performance of our business improves.

We continue to uphold this commitment and the principles of fair 
labour practices in accordance with International Labour Organisation 
(ILO) standards.

Child and forced labour

We do not employ either permanent workers or day labourers under 
the age of 18, a higher limit than the DRC’s national minimum age for 
employment of 16.

We hold meetings with workers and managers to reiterate and 
reinforce that it is unacceptable for mothers to bring their children to 
work.

We do not employ forced labour. Our zero tolerance of child labour 
and forced labour is extended to our suppliers, whom we monitor in 
this regard.

Security practices

Our activity and investment in our plantations and communities 
generates security risks and potential sources of conflict with local 
communities. Theft of fruit  bunches for use by local communities 
(including the local processing and sale of palm oil) is a consistent 
challenge. It is important for our business to manage the security of 
our employees, assets and local people in a responsible manner.

We believe we are the 

first organisation in 

the DRC to adopt the 

globally recognised 

National Examination 

Board in Occupational 

Safety and Health 

(NEBOSH) training 

standard for our 

employees.
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We base our approach on the IFC’s Performance Standards on 
Environmental and Social Sustainability (2012) and the Voluntary 
Principles on Security and Human Rights, adjusted to reflect the 
circumstances of our operations in the DRC. This commits us to 
identifying and assessing security-related risks, and mitigating 
potential risks and impacts by aligning our community engagement 
activities and security practices. We also commit to appointing 
security personnel, whether employed directly or provided by third-
party suppliers, who have appropriate skills and aptitudes and strictly 
reinforce a no firearms policy amongst our security personnel. We 
actively manage the behaviour of all security employees to ensure 
appropriate professional standards, and we use our stakeholder 
engagement and community grievance mechanisms to assess their 
performance. We also review and report on all security-related 
incidents.

Looking Ahead

We continue to monitor the use of day labourers on our plantations, 
which results from the physical demands of our rehabilitation work. 
We plan to establish a wholly permanent workforce by 2020 as we 
recognise the importance of security of employment.

We will continue to review and adjust plantation wages in accordance 
with the inflationary pay rise agreement we have made with the unions 
that represent our workers.
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Responsible plantation practices

We are growing our business without any clearance of natural 
forests. This sets us apart from most palm oil companies, and 
provides us with the opportunity to build a sustainable business 
that does not compromise our valuable natural resources.

Overview

Safeguarding our plantations and the surrounding environment is 
fundamental to the success of our business. This is underpinned by 
our long-term commitment to attain international accreditation via 
Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) Certification, across all 
three of our oil palm plantations.

We have a clear policy of zero deforestation, and only replant oil palm 
on land that has previously been used for oil palm plantations. Our 
approach means that our operations have minimal impact on native 
flora and fauna species. We have not expanded our plantations beyond 
previously planted areas and will not do so in the future.

Management Approach

We recognise our responsibility to protect natural resources, through 
optimising the productive potential of our existing plantations. In 
addition to our zero deforestation policy, we work to manage the 
natural resources within our concessions responsibly, and follow 
sustainable agricultural practices.

We have carried out extensive, independent HCV assessments to map 
ecosystems and biodiversity at all three of our plantations. We have 
integrated the findings of this work into our land management plans.

Our commitment to zero deforestation and plantation rehabilitation 
is in line with RSPO requirements, International Finance Corporation 
(IFC) Performance Standards on Environmental and Social 
Sustainability (2012), and our Environmental and Social Policy.

Taking Action

Working towards RSPO certification

The RSPO aims to transform the palm oil industry and put it on 
a sustainable path. RSPO certification is a leading indicator of 
sustainable and well-managed palm oil production, and a gold 
standard for our industry. Feronia has a long-term ambition to achieve 
RSPO certification for all of our operations.

We have established 

three management 

units to conserve 

remaining areas 

of natural forest 

located within our 

concessions, while 

developing a  policy 

that will guide our 

approach to proactive 

land management.
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As part of this journey, we have taken the following actions so far:

• Identifying specific management units (MUs) within our plantations

• Developing and implementing a management plan and associated 
maps for each of the MUs, which can easily be applied by staff 
working on the ground; 

• Developing and implementing a monitoring plan for each of the MUs 

• Not expanding into areas of little disturbed natural forest as per 
RSPO requirements. 

We have established three management units to conserve remaining 
areas of natural forest located within our concessions, while 
developing a policy that will guide our approach to proactive land 
management. We actively manage the areas of natural habitat within 
our management units to prevent deforestation by communities, and 
control our use of certain harmful pesticides. 

In 2016, 26 employees from across our three plantations underwent 
training on the requirements of RSPO Certification, to ensure 
consistent and appropriate decision-making across our operations. 

Generating Clean Energy

We are developing clean energy across all plantations, displacing expensive and 
polluting fossil fuels.

We are installing fibre boilers, powered by a by-product of the palm oil milling 
process, which drive steam turbines at our mills and are helping them to become 
energy self-sufficient. Using organic biomass as fuel alleviates the need to burn 
diesel and heavy oil, in generators, reducing carbon emissions and local pollution.

The fibre boiler at Lokutu is expected to be operational in April 2017, with a fibre 
boiler for Yaligimba coming on-line at the end of the third quarter 2017 and the fibre 
boiler for Boteka starting operation by the end of the fourth quarter 2017.

Together, these three fibre boilers will reduce our use of diesel and heavy oil fuel by 
2,000 tonnes each year.

In addition, at Yaligimba we have installed a bio-diesel processing plant enabling all 
of our generators and vehicles to be powered with bio-diesel. 
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Environmental management

We have developed environmental and waste management plans for 
our plantations that include longer-term plans for fertilizer production 
and capture of methane for biogas from our palm oil mill effluent 
ponds, and the provision of appropriate storage and treatment for 
different types of waste.

Our plantations use approximately 700 litres of water for each tonne 
of fresh fruit bunches that we process. At our Boteka and Lokutu 
plantations, we draw water directly from the river. At our Yaligimba 
plantation we have a dedicated borehole for our water supply. Due 
to the heavy rainfall of the area, we are confident that our water 
extraction does not impact the environment or our communities. We 
are developing a plan for the treatment and disposal of palm oil mill 
effluent (POME). 

We are working to establish an environmental monitoring plan, which 
will also cover air emissions, solid waste, energy use, indoor air quality 
and occupational noise. We are in the process of collating data on 
these different impacts with a view to monitoring them on an on-
going basis, and reporting our progress in managing them.

Promoting more sustainable agricultural practices

We train our workers in sustainable agricultural methods, including 
specialist environmental training and resources for our sustainability 
team. We promote plantation management practices that better 
manage soils and reduce erosion, more efficient use of fertilisers and 
other agricultural inputs, integrated pest management, and responsible 
use of water resources.

Looking ahead

During 2017, we will launch initiatives to improve the energy efficiency 
of our mills and protect and improve biodiversity both within our 
plantations and within our wider concession areas.

In 2018, we plan to build on this progress through implementing 
a detailed land management plan, including monitoring and 
management of HCV areas and detailed monitoring of the presence 
of key species. At the same time we will begin to measure and report 
greenhouse gas emissions from all palm oil operations.

In 2019, we intend to launch our proposed scheme for treating effluent 
from our mills and reducing any environmental impact resulting from 
our water use.
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Local communities

Rebuilding healthy, integrated and stable communities is an 
essential aspect of the DRC’s recovery from war and conflict.

Overview

It is estimated that roughly 100,000 people live on or within 5 km of 
a Feronia concession, and approximately 47% of these people are 
under the age of 161.  Many thousands  depend on the success of 
our business for their livelihoods and to support their families. It is 
therefore important that we align the interests of our business and 
those of the local communities to create a mutually beneficial way 
forward. 

By working with our employees, local communities and the 
government, we aim to be a significant contributor to sustainable 
economic growth in the DRC. This contribution takes the form of 
the employment that we provide, the broader social and economic 
benefits that we can bring to communities and the leadership that we 
are seeking to establish within the palm oil sector.

Management Approach

We aim to be a catalyst for, and participant in, broad-based 
community development.

We believe that a well-managed approach to engaging local 
communities is critical to our success, but it took us some time to get 
this right.

We noticed that grievances that were raised during stakeholder 
meetings appeared to be a result of, and exacerbated by, limited 
communications between our management, our workforce and 

1Digby Wells Social Impact Assessment Report 2015

Delivering Economic impact

In addition to job creation, we generate broader economic impact through the taxes 
we pay, the money we spend with suppliers, and wider multiplier effects that result 
from the jobs we provide and the wages that we pay. 

During the 2016 fiscal year, our cost of sales within the DRC was USD 16.6m, 
including USD 10.2m in wages, and our contribution to taxes (including corporate 
income tax, other tax and government fees) was USD 3.3m. This is despite the fact 
that our company is yet to make a profit. 
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non-worker communities. This particularly applies to the process of 
demarcating our land  after several years of these boundaries being 
allowed to lapse. Communities also value open communication as a 
means of requesting support, for example in maintaining the local 
infrastructure.

We learned from our mistakes and devised a community engagement 
plan to ensure that we are responsive to the needs of local 
communities. We have taken practical steps to ensure that our 
community relations managers are accessible and engaged at all 
levels, taking phone calls from community members, holding one-to-
one meetings with community leaders, and attending village meetings. 
We record these engagement activities and their outcomes in our 
information management system, which helps to drive community 
development and future engagement plans.

Taking Action

Delivering social infrastructure development 

We have invested in extensive social infrastructure, building and 
improving physical infrastructure and ensuring affordable access to 
healthcare, water and school facilities for the wider community. Our 
community development initiatives aim to restore livelihoods after 
decades of instability:

Health

Communities in and around our concessions are able to access the 
healthcare facilities we have rehabilitated – one each in  Boteka, 
Lokutu and Yaligimba. During 2016, 139 skilled medical staff provided 
over 95,353 consultations and looked after 11,584 people who were 
hospitalised at these facilities. Personnel at our hospitals attended 2,101 
births during in 2016. See the ‘Our People’ section for more details.

Our investment in healthcare also provides communities with access 
to vaccinations against common diseases, improved nutrition, family 
planning and sexual health programmes, which would otherwise not 
be available in these remote areas. 

Improving access to potable water

Across our three plantations, it takes an average of 30 minutes to 
walk to a water source, such as a river or creek, and return2. Alongside 
our housing programme, we are continuing our water borehole 
programme, which has the target of reinstating 52 borehole wells for 
use by workers and wider community. This will greatly diminish the 
time spent each day collecting water. As of 31 December 2016, 33 
bore-wells have been built or re-habilitated. 

2 Digby Wells Social Impact Assessment Report 2015
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Roads

We also maintain an extensive network of roads and bridges at our 
own expense. Without this maintenance, the roads that do exist in 
the region would quickly become unusable. At the end of 2016 we 
were maintaining 2126 km of road networks. This facilitates easier 
movement of goods and services, which supports economic growth in 
the region. 

Supporting food security

According to the United Nations Development Programme, 6.7 million 
people in the DRC face an acute food security crisis. The Equateur, 
Mongala and Tshopo provinces where our plantations are located are 
classified as having acute malnutrition rates. This is a result of food 
production declining to the point where it does not meet the needs of 
local communities, and difficulties in importing food from elsewhere. 

Low production and lack of investment in agriculture is a legacy of the 
DRC’s period of conflict, when theft of crops and livestock removed 
the incentive for mixed farming, and agricultural knowledge and 
capacity diminished significantly.

We are working to support local communities in farming a greater 
variety of crops, so as to increase food security while reducing 
pressure on the natural environment as a source of food. Our initiatives 
include community bee keeping projects, community fish and rice 
farms and encouraging the planting of fruit trees.

Free, prior, informed consent

When the companies that became PHC were first established over a 
century ago, the concept of Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) 
did not exist. 

The business we acquired in 2009 had no history or structure of 
community engagement in line with FPIC principles. However, we respect 
the rights of the communities that now live within our concessions who 
use the land as important provisions of ecosystem services. We seek to 
protect and promote the sustainable use of this through a community 
forest plan which will seek to develop some form of joint benefit 
agreement between the Company and these communities. Please see the 
‘Our Approach to Sustainabilty’ section for more details.

Respecting community land rights

We do not own the land on which the three plantations operate. The 
land is leased from the DRC government through more than 200 fixed-
term, 25-year, renewable land titles. Many of the titles have been in 
place for over 100 years and the renewal process has been undertaken 
many times. 
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We strictly abide by the legal process in place for renewing these titles. 
This process is extensive and thorough. It includes considerable work 
on the ground, verification by government land surveyors, community 
participation, and obtaining the necessary government permissions, 
which vary by province.

The land titles for Yaligimba were renewed in 2013, Boteka in 2015 
and Lokutu in 2015 and 2016. We recognise that land rights are a 
contentious issue in our industry and we are transparent about our 
activities in this regards. Our land titles are accessible for public 
viewing at our offices in London or Kinshasa and several people have 
already visited our offices in both Kinshasa and London to view them.

Looking ahead

During 2017, we will launch our community forest plan. This will 
confirm how we intend to protect the interests of communities on and 
around our concessions as we develop our approach to managing land 
issues within our concessions. 

We are also focused on our social license to operate, improving 
community relations and implementing much needed community 
development initiatives to reduce reliance on the company and 
stimulate the local economy. These include the creation of fish farming 
projects, community bee keeping, local rice farming projects and 
increasing local projects producing bricks the company can purchase 
for the rebuilding of its employee housing.

We will continue to operate in line with best practice standards which 
include the protection of HCV and we will be proactively engaging 
with stakeholders and continue to welcome engagement with, and 
support from, NGOs.
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