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A D V E R T I S E M E N T

Femi Akinola, Lagos
By Bola Ojuola, Akure |  Dec 9, 2015 9:55 AM

When Michelin, one of the world’s leading tyre manufacturing companies left Nigeria in 2007, not a

few people feared that many of the company’s Nigerian workers would be thrown into the labour

market. At the time, many Nigerians were employed by the company then known as Michelin

Development Company Limited (MDCL) and owned 100 percent by Michelin Nigeria Limited. 

Michelin Nigeria Limited had actually acquired majority shareholdings in Utagba-uno Rubber Estate

Limited in 1961, Osse River Estate Limited in 1988 and Waterside Rubber Estate Limited in 1996. 

 But in 2006, when Michelin decided that it was going to leave Nigeria, SIFCA, an agric business

group active in rubber, palm oil and sugar industries with large expertise in management of large

plantations and production of goods, with headquarters in Cote d’Ivore, had become majority

shareholder in Rubber Estate Nigeria Limited (RENL). So, SIFCA became a majority shareholder in

RENL, thereby changing ownership and management from Michelin.

 Today, the Rubber Estate Nigeria Limited (RENL) still operates as a corporate entity. Although large

percentage of the shares belongs to Nigerians, Michelin maintains about 20 percent, even to this day.

The company has 2,300 permanent staff in its employ, with additional 1,500 contract staff. More than

92 per cent of the workers are Nigerians. 

 RENL has expanded its operation with more than 17,000 hectares of rubber plantation credited to its
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name. Eko Trust was recently at the production site of the company in Araromi-Obu in Odigbo Local

Government Area of Ondo State.

The Managing Director, Eric Hocepied, a 57-year-old Belgian who seemed to have blended so easily

to the Nigerian society, noted that RENL which is the first in rubber plantation in the country, is part of

SIFCA operating in four African countries. These countries, he said, are Cote d’Ivore, Ghana, Liberia

and Nigeria.

 According to Hocepied, the company produces 120 tons of rubber per day and about 30,000 tons

annually. “For the year 2015, we have already met that target,” he said.

 He said the plantation started in 1965 and was managed by some people before Michelin took over. “I

was with Michelin in 1992 as Project Manager in Edo State and was popularly known as ‘Iron man’,”

he proudly told Eko Trust, adding that Nigeria had become ‘home’ to him.

 Hocepied left the country to work abroad and came back four years ago to head RENL. 

In Nigeria, he said the company operates in four different states including Ogun, Ondo, Edo and Delta

States. Though the company’s plantations are located in three of the state, the production factory is

located in Ondo State. “We have 11,000 hectares, 9,000 producing and the rest mature,” he said,

adding that the company recently acquired more plantations; Odutola farm in Ogun State and

Urhonigbe farm in Edo State.

 Currently, he said, the company exports more than 90 percent of the rubber products while the rest

are sold locally as raw materials for the manufacturing of shoes and other products.

 Hocepied also said that Nigeria produces the best rubber in the world. “The soil is good, climate

condition and rain, all these makes it the best yield in the world.”

 With a global production of about 10 million tons of rubber per year, Africa produces less than 5

percent with Asia leading the world chart and Ivory Coast leading the African chart, Hocepied believes

the company in Nigeria can still expand. “We need more land to develop especially for the out

growers.”

 These out growers are individual rubber farm owners. RENL, it was learnt, supervises more than

1,722 rubber out growers covering an area of 3,246 hectares of private plantation in Nigeria.

 According to the Agriculture Manager of the company, Godwin Onumaegbu, there is a department in

the company which assists people in the communities to plant rubber trees. He said the idea was to

help the communities around the company to have at least two, three or four hectares or more of

rubber farms for each person.

 He added that the rubber business is a lucrative one which is fast taking over from oil. “The oil boom

is dwindling and going down the drain which means government should redirect its attention to

agriculture, in all facets, to save the country’s economy,” he stated.
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 He said as an industrial company which is into the business of tapping, processing and exporting of

rubber, RENL also helps the communities by assisting the people to plant rubber trees at subsidized

rates.

 “In a few years time when most of the trees are matured, it will cater for the people of the community,

thereby reducing crime. You need to empower people from the local government to state and federal,

and most of these people especially youths need financial assistance and this is where the

government can come in,” said Onumaegbu.

 The Public Relations Manager of the company, Dayo Ikusika who is an indigene of the town and has

been in the employment of RENL for twenty years, also told Eko Trust that the company maintains

good relationship with the community. 

Ikusika whose father served and retired in the RENL, said majority of the indigenes are farmers who

were dealing in cocoa, but had now shifted to rubber planting. “They are getting along well with the

company,” he said.

The Production Manager, Abel Anigala, said the end process from the raw materials is the production

of dry crumb rubber acceptable to customers. “This dry crumb is what is exported according to

customer’s specification and this is done through the company sales office in Lagos,” he said.

 But Hocepied is bothered especially by what he sees in the villages. He believes government should

concentrate and develop the villages.

 “The cities are developing but not villages. People in the villages sleep between 6.00 and 7.00p.m.

because there is no light, and the youth believe their lives could be better in the city, and that is why

they flock into the city. If you don’t maintain the villages, you can’t develop, and this is now affecting

the country.” 

 He added: “At RENL, we have tried to develop the community; we give scholarships, organise

competitions and execute community projects. Some of the projects we have done included buildings

constructions such as police station, town hall, health center, palace, sinking of boreholes, grading of

community roads and civic centres, among others.

 But Hocepied believes that the youth still need more encouragement, “We are doing our best but we

must all develop together. We are ready to develop Nigeria but everybody must be carried along,” he

said, adding that Nigeria needs to plan its future.

“The best way to plan your future is to plant a rubber tree. Rubber, unlike other crops, is not

perishable,” he concluded.
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