


BUSINESS TODAY      OCTOBER 2017      businesstoday.lk businesstoday.lk      OCTOBER 2017      BUSINESS TODAY 2120

Merrill J Fernando was pivotal in 
reviving the Ceylon Tea industry. 
The launch of Dilmah in Australia 
in 1988, represented a paradigm 
shift since it was the first time 
that a producer from any tea, 
coffee or cocoa producing country 
had succeeded in offering their 
product directly to the consumer. 
Since then Dilmah has grown in 
strength and continues to 
represent Ceylon Tea globally.

While Dilmah was registered in 1974, Merrill 
J Fernando’s journey in tea began in 1950 with 
his selection as one of the first six Ceylonese to 
be trained in tea. He was initially employed in a 
British family tea company, and thereafter he 
established his own business in 1962 – Merrill  
J Fernando & Company. At that time, Ceylon Tea 
was auctioned in London as a finished product, 
with value addition and branding elements being 
done by international brands. This deprived the 
Sri Lankan economy, tea industry as well as  
workers of the benefits of selling value added 
tea that would reach a higher price from the 
consumer. It was this disparity that Merrill  
J Fernando was determined to overcome. In 
1982, after facing all obstacles he was able to do 
his own branding and value addition with the 
establishment of Ceylon Tea Services, which also 
became the first tea company to be listed in the 
Colombo Stock Exchange.

Merrill J Fernando acquired the specialised 
and very expensive equipment, packaging, raw 
materials that were required to produce tea in 
bags. It was an uphill task since at that time there 
was an absence of even basic branding and 
marketing tools including design and printing. 
It is through these challenges amongst many 
others that Merrill J Fernando launched Dilmah 
in 1988. This was a defining moment for business 
since his model of the farmer offering the 
produce to consumers, benefits the customer 
in the form of better quality, fresher and more 
artisan produced tea. 

Whilst Ceylon Tea is currently the most ex-
pensive tea in the world, Dilmah maintains its 
premium positioning, offering quality, single 
origin, garden fresh, unblended tea, which are 
the founding pledges of Merrill J Fernando. With 
a focus on the international market, Dilmah was 
one of the pioneers in novel, value added teas 
such as flavoured teas with unique blends and 
infusions, iced teas and real tea cordials. He 
essentially transformed the traditional mindset 
thereby making Ceylon Tea a beverage of the 
future. Merrill J Fernando created a concept that 
transformed Ceylon Tea into a stylish lifestyle 

product. Therefore, with the introduction of the  
t-lounges, tea become more relevant to modern 
society.

Merrill J Fernando persevered through great 
difficulties to introduce a Sri Lankan brand to 
highly competitive international markets. Yet, 
he succeeded and Dilmah has created great 
pride in Sri Lankans, with the brand being 
available in major cities across the world.

Making business a matter of human service 
is part of Merrill J Fernando’s pledge to share 
the success of Dilmah in a tangible way through 
the MJF Charitable Foundation. The same phi-
losophy was extended to the environment 
through the work of Dilmah Conservation.

Merrill J Fernando is recognised by Business 
Today for his passion, determination and for 
striving through challenges to redefine the image  
of Ceylon Tea, thereby making it renowned 
internationally for quality and novelty.   
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