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the world for all sorts of functions. Once 
you start to know a little bit more, it is 
hard to pick up a plant in a nursery that 
hasn’t had some sort of study done on it 
to determine its commercial potential.

Two years on and now that our factory 
garden has established itself a bit, it’s 
far more interesting to look at. And for 
both the people who work at our factory 
and visitors alike, it can be fascinating 
to see what the plants looks like. It’s 
almost impossible to visualise the plant 
from which the powder, wax, extract or 
essential oil is derived and formulated into 
our skincare products every day. Often 
the plant is nothing like we expected.

So out in the garden on Sunday, I 
planted a few dozen more plants and got 
stuck into the “weeding”. And that was 
the hardest part. Not just because I have 
a crappy back, but because almost every 
“weed” I looked at was actually probably 
more valuable in its phytochemical 
activity than all the ‘paid for’ plants, like 
the calendulas. And it was like pulling 
teeth.

I was struck by the irony that during 
the week I list the percentages and the 
type of plant raw material used as the 
basic feedstock for the ingredients we 

and catching up on an all too short work 
week (ha, ha), I got out into the factory’s 
garden and pondered what I might write 
about.

Ah yes since moving to our new 
wonderful big factory two years ago, we, 
that is all of us that work here, have put 
our backs and care (in spare time) into a 
fabulous 400m2 of north facing garden.

I am a plant freak, always have been. 
Our Melbourne home garden got 
planted out as a tropical/sub tropical 
fruit haven (for possums and f lying 
foxes). It got to be so good as to get 
featured on telly a few times and be open 
another few times for the Australian 
Open Garden Scheme. We even bought 
the house next door to get more back 
garden. Like I said…

But the factory garden has a different 
focus. We use it mainly to grow plants 
used in skincare in one form or another. 
One may think that is limiting, however 
it isn’t. Establishing the garden has 
been a learning experience (and very 
enlightening), even for someone like me 
who is passionate about the mysteries 
and usefulness of plants. It is amazing 
just how many plants are currently 
commercially harvested somewhere in 

In this musing, I had planned to continue 
on from my last article about claims. 
What we might expect claims to be and 
the cost of establishing the credibility of 
various claims in the future. However, 
claims that customers want, or are able to 
make, consume a reasonable proportion 
of my working week. In the end I 
decided, really, I needed a break.
Last week was a pretty normal week 
doing calculations for customers 
regarding the percentage of Plant 
material or Natural content and then 
I got to Plant and Australian content 
percentage. Ouch, so I had three 
columns ... so sad. The percentages in 
last column for the Australian content 
were so much lower than the other 
two. It could have been higher, yet the 
products needed ingredients that had lots 
of “evidence” and lots of street appeal.

The current reality is that it’s hard 
to have much higher Australian plant 
content at the moment. While we grow 
lots of stuff in Australia, we just do not 
go the next step (in quantity) to value 
add the raw plant materials into cosmetic 
and other ingredients.

So, last weekend when I came into 
the factory, other than making samples 
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really well in our Bayswater garden, so 

we don’t have specimens of either. An 

age ago I did have access to a coconut, 

palm, cocoa and vanilla plantation in 

PNG, and the plants are wonderful, 

big and super productive. However I 

can grow soybeans, corn, rapeseed, 

sunf lower and castor without any 

trouble and all of  these along with 

olive and macadamia are really happy 

almost anywhere in this country. So 

our oil stocks could be vast, rich and 

diverse. And if we put our collective 

manufacturing and value adding skills 

(and will) to it, these oil and raw 

material stocks could be a wonderful 

source of cosmetic ingredients.

At the moment, as a country we don’t 

do a lot of value adding to many of the 

plants we grow here. And this is where I 

stop, because I really will climb upon my 

soap (Syndet) box and rail on.

I’ll just go out in the garden and try to 

put aside the controversies that all these 

plants bring with them.

When working out plant derived 

ingredients, the most controversy comes 

from palm oil. For emulsifiers and 

surfactants palmitic acid is the queen. 

Yet I am asked to exclude this from my 

formulas and still make the same product 

at the same price.

At the moment it is not possible as 

industry has become really dependant 

on this palm oil feedstock to make some 

of the best economical bio available 

ingredients for our skin. Trouble is, palm 

oil is going the way of parabens and 

sulphates. That is somewhere in the deep 

south of the popularity scale and has 

become a claim in itself with “palm free” 

being a biggie in the “free from” claim 

stakes.

I refuse to comment politically, 

although I think I have already. With the 

fuss and upset, perhaps something very 

good may come of palm oil production 

moving from SE Asia to Africa.

The Oil Palm is an equatorial plant, 

like the Coconut, that will not grow 

formulate with. And over the weekend I 

look at all the “weeds” we get rid of and 

that could be so darned useful, if only we 

could ‘value add’ them.

For instance, in amongst the calendulas 

(a plant known to almost everyone in 

the skincare/personal care business) was 

an amazing patch of dozens of radium 

spurge (patented for skin-cancer), 

chickweed (as good as aloevera as a gel) 

and plantain (poultices and Metamucil). 

In fact they probably have more activity 

and use than the calendula, but they 

don’t have particularly “sexy” names or 

commercial value in this country.

I try to have a little patch kept aside of 

all these weedy things, kept from view 

by rather more handsome specimens 

of the plant world, like Arnica and 

Lemongrass, Bergamot oranges and 

Cistus (frankincense), Comfrey and 

Gotu Kola, Violet and Mints, Patchouli 

and St John’s Wort. All of which we 

know as ingredients, but maybe not 

always recognise as a living specimen.
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