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Wilh the fntemational Rubber Agreement, the only existing commodity 
pact on the verge of collapse, the.commercial exploitation of ancillary 
nibher pro(Jucts such as rubber wood, rubber seed and honey has 
assumed importance.

T H E  plight of plantation crops exported 
from developing countries in the postwar 
period is a well debated and documented 
subjcct. Tlie controversy centred around 
two imporlanl poinls, viz. the short-run 
instability and secular trend in thepricettand 
the desirability o f an international initiative 
to stabilise prices: In spite of various com­
modity agreements and price stabilisation 
schemes, prices of all the non-fuel primary 
commodities registered a secular decline in 
real terms which is becoming mor« evident 
in the 1980s. During the 10-year period 
between 1980 and 1989 the decline in the 
real price indices of non-fuel primary com­
modities was 22 per ccnt [ IM F  1990], Ilic  
primi - y commodity prices measured in dol - 
lar teiTns also declined by I I  per cent in 
1991 {U N C TA D  1992).

The Internationa) initialive under the aus­
pices of U N CTAD  for stabilising prices of 
primary commodities gathered momentum 
with *Jie acceptanceof I ntegrated Programme 
forCommodiiies in 1976, and the establish­
ment of the Common Fund in 1989 strength­
ened such effort*. However. Ihc price 
stabilisation schemes that emerged during 
the post-war period lacked the active par­
ticipation of the erstwhile colonial powers. 
This is in sharp contrast to the international 
commodity agreements and other price 
stabilisation schemes that prevailed earliev 
which had the active involvement and sup- 

> port of the colbnial powers which had dcci-
V sive control over production, proccsRtng

and marketing of primary commodities ex­
ported from developing countries. Tlie post- 

 ̂ war period witnessed the collapse of many
of these schemes and some were relegated 
to arrangements for consultation and data 
collection. T1)e International Rubber Study 
Group (IR S G ) and (he International Tea 
Council (IT C ) arc two such examples (Corea
1992). TTie Intemational Natural Rubber 
Agreement ( IN R A ) which is the only exist- 
ing commodity pact is also on the verge of 
collapsc mainly due to the conflicting inter­
ests of ihe producers and consumers.

Tlw case o f natural ruW w  (N R ) is a 
classic exampi* of the vulnerability of the 
developing countries to price fluctuations in 
the world market. The free market pricc

indices of N R  declined to the extent of 40 
percentage points in 1990 from its 1980 
level lUN CTAD  1990]. The uncertainty 
confronting the NR sector assumes greater 
significance due to certain specific factors 
encompassing its production and consump­
tion sectors. The production sector is 
characterised by the geographical concen­
tration of production in south-east Asia ac­
counting for more than 92 per ccnt of the 
total world production[IRSG 1993). andihe 
dominant position of the small holdings 
sector contributing 70 to 95 per cent of the 
production in the three major NR producing 
countries. The N R  consumption sector is 
characterised by anoligopsony market struc* 
ture dominated by the automotive tyre and 
tube manufacturing sector accounting for 
65-70 percent of tlie total N R  consumption, 
and an average internal consumption of less 
than 10 per ccnt of the total pnxluction of 
NR In the three major producing countries 
IIR S G  1993). Tlie international initiative 
for the stabilisation of N R  prices wilh the 
establishment of IN RA  In 1979 and its rela­
tive inefficiency in stabilising the prices at 
remunerative levels from, the producers’ 
angle is another Important dimension of the 
problem. Convcreely. a relatively well-pro­
tected regime of support pric^ for N R  in 
India, a captive internal market and finan­
cial and institutional support provided at 
various stages of NR production in the coun­
try arc theoreticallydirfcrcnt from the emerg­
ing Inlcrnational scenario. Nevertheless, tlws 
recent escalation in the prices of material 
inputs, erosion of relative profit margins 
and declining terms of trade of the N R  sector 
have left only lim ited options for 
reorientation.

It is in this context that the response of the 
N R  production sector has to be examined 
fmm a policy angle, The respfjnse, though 
varied across countries, is unique in 
capitalising available opportunities for 
squeezing the unit cost of production and 
exploring potential outlets for increasing 
the net income per unit of area. For instance, 
in Malaysia, the rcspcmse c\>nsistcd of 
switching over to relatively more profitable 
and less labour intensive oil palm, inlnxJuc- 
tion of l»U>ur saving mcchauisms at vari<»us

Stages of N R  production. Introduction of 
high yielding varieties of planting materi­
als, value addition to prcKcssed rubber, 
commercialisation of NR pnvessing wristes, 
intercr^>pping during in^mature phase and 
commercial exploitation of ancillary prod­
ucts ISulieman 1991]. In India, the net in­
come augmenting measures are having an 
upper hand pompared to cost saving meth­
ods. Adequate avaiiabiliiy of labour, ab­
sence (*f relatively more piofitahlc ahcrnn- 
live cro[is in the rubber growing areas and 
comparative stability of N R  prices in India 
appear to be the major differences. 'ITie 
growing popularity of intercrops such as 
pine apple, banana and ginger during the 
immature f^jasc of the i-ubher plantations 
represents attempts to maximise the returns 
in the context of growit ĵ; uncertainty. The 
effCTts towards the commercial exploitation 
of ancillary prcxlucts such as rub^r wood, 
rubber seed and honey arc aldifferent stages 
of development. But it is important to note 
that there is a remarkable change in the 
conventional approach towards these ancil­
lary products favouring value addition and 
exploring potential areas of exploilaUon.

RiJBUER W fX U )

Among tljc three ancill;u7  products, rub­
ber wood occupies un lm{)oi'tant (xisition in 
terms of its growing maiket potential and 
the basic characteristic as a renewabh by­
product of rublx;r plantations. In an or-era- 
(lonal sense, rubber wo<xl is inexhausuble 
as the plantations are maintained cm a sus- 
taincdyield rotation of 25-30ycars,Tlielwo 
important factors responsible fw  the grow­
ing commcrcial importance of rubber wood 
in the world market since 19^0s arc the 
development of an appropriate prtKCssing 
techtiology and the fact depletion of supply 
of many hard wood varieties resulting in 
steady increases in prices, l l ie  processing 
techttology of rubber w(vkJ mainly consists 
of a standardised preservative treatment and 
seasoning method for improving the inher­
ent properties amenable to various indus­
trial applications. 'Ilic preservative treat­
ment in the form of chemical impregnation 
safeguards it from fungal and insect attack 
on account of a relatively higher content of 
carbohydrates. Tlw seasoning process re-

Table 1: Comparative SurrAPiLmr Indices cm?
Rubber W ood

(Teak =  100)

PropcrtyAlsc Suitabiliiy Index

Wcighl/l Icjiviness 93
Strength as a beam 62
Siiffnes.f as a b e a m . 77
Suitability as a post 52
Shock rc.cisling ability 7S
Shear 92
Surface hardne.^s 74
Splining coefficient 75

Saurcex Shukla. N K and Mohal (1985)



duces inc niRper moisiure conicni u» luc 
required minimum level [Sckhar 1989]. As 
ircatcd rubber wood obtains tolerable di- 
mcn 'ioual slability and smooth machining 
properties il can rcplace hardwood varieties 
on a variety of enduses. Table I shows the 
comparative suilability indices of rubber 
wotxi.

At present, rubber wood processing fa­
cilities have been well established in all the 
majo>'N R producing countries. Tn Malaysia, 
rubber wood is being used to manufacture a 
chain of wood protlucts ranging from funil- 
ture and houseMd articles to building com- 
ponOTts. In 1991, export earnings of Malay­
sia from furniture and other products of 
rubber wood was U S  $ 128 million [ITC
1993]. Rubber wood saw dust is being used 
tomanufacture briquettes. Another research 
breaktlirough in Malaysia is the experimen­
tal success to [wocess activated carbon using 
branch wood [Business Ttmes 1992J. It is 
also reported that a few large plantifig com­
panies arc exploring the possibilities of 
cultivating spedfic varieties of rubber ex­
clusively for timber instead of latex so that 
quality timber can be obtained at arelalively 
shorter period of 15 years [Business Times 
1992]. Japanese technology has success­
fully developed methods to use rubber wood 
in paper and pulp industry.

India is a net importer of wood and the 
annual requiremoit o f wood is arouttd 10 
million cu m for industrial aj^lications. 
During* 1991*92. the total value of imports 
of wood and wood products was Rs 409.45 
c ro re [D G aS  1992J. Amongdifferentcom- 
popents of wood imported, the share of 
rough wood was 97.4 per cent. The present 
gross cultivated area under rubber in India is 
arocnd Tive lakh hectare and in each year 
aroupd 6,000 hectare are being replanted. It 
is estimated that in India the average avail­
ability of rubber wood per hectare at the 
time of felling is 200 cu m (Uaridasan et al

Table 2: CoNsuMPnoN Pattekn of Stem W ood 
IN Indu

CoRMiming
Sector

Quantity 
Consumed 
COOO cu m)

Relative 
Share 

(Per Cent)

Pacldng cases 450.0 62.5
Safely  matches 120.0 16.7
Plywood 90.0 12.5
l'rt«(ed  wood 50.0 7.0
0th Cl'S 10.0 1.3
To(«) 720 .0  ' 100.0

Sourtr. Estimates of RuM>er Research Institute 
of India (R R II). 1992.

tion during 1992-93 is 1.2 million cu m. 
Around 80 per cent of the supply is during 
the^onlhs from January to Jut^c. The esti­
mated share of branch wood is 40 pet cent 
which is mainly used for industrial and 
household firewood requirements. The re­
maining <50 per ccnt stem wood I* utilised 
for various industrial applications as shown 
in Table 2.

Themain consuming sector is the packing 
case manufacturing industry followed by 
safety matches sector t*1«ch uses rubber 
wood to manufacture both veneers and 
splints. A  large number o f plywood manu­
facturing units use rubber wood treated 
through simple diffusion process. There are 
26 processing units in the country with 
pressure impregnation treatment and sea­
soning facilities and five units are under 
construction. The consumption pattern of 
stem wood in India clearly indicates the 
scope for more value addition. Although a 
few p ro o fin g  units in lt»dia have down­
stream facilities to manufacture furniture 
and building components, • major share of 
the treated wood is sold as mtilti*puip6se 
sawn planks.

Two recent developments in the construc­
tion components sector o f the domestic 
market having long-term implications on 
tlw prospects of rubber wood are; (i) inclu­
sion of rubber wood by the Bureau of Indian 
StatKlards for doors, window shutters and 
frames, (ii) ban of forest wood for the con­
struction work undertaken by the central 
public works department (C PW D ) since 
April 1993. In India, the growing commer­
cial potential of rubber wood has to be 
assessed in the light of potential supply. 
Table 3 shows the projections on supply of 
rubber wood from 1992-93 to 1997-98.̂

Table 3 clearly indic&tes the steady groWh 
in the potential supply o f usable sawn limber 
till 1997*98 based on the projected replant­
ing targets. However, the rubber wood pro­
cessing industry is ccmfrmted with the twin 
problems of a lower level of capacity 
utilisation and the insignificant installed 
capacity in relation to the available 
sawntimber. For instance, in 1992-93 the 
estimated capacity utilisation of the indus­
try was only 37 per cent while its total 
installed capacity was sufficient only to 
utilise 13.4 percent of the usable sawntimber 
(R R li 1S^3]. The immaturity of the industry 
is very often attributed to the extent of 
acceptability of the rubber wood-based frod- 
ucts in the domestic market, absence o f a

1ADLR 3: PROJDTTIONS ON SUIHY OF RutlLI* WOOO {VOOCumj

Ib tm 1992-93 1993-94 1994-95 1995-96 1996-97 1997-98

Rubber wood 1200 1235 1376 1504 1607 1706
wood 720 741 «2 6 902 964 1024

S.iwvtimber suitable 
for procc.«ing 252 259 2H8 316 337 358

of the industry and the dominant rolep of 
sawmillers and competing industries in the 
primary market.

The growing imbalances in the domestic 
and world wood markets demanding alter­
native sources of supply, the renewable and 
ecofrlcndly nature of rubber wixxl and its 
relatively cheaper prices arc some of the 
positive indicators of the potential. The 
immediate requirements of this growing 
indu.<itry appear to be a strict quality control 
system for processing facilities and pro­
cessed wcKxl and a continuous monitoring 
mechanism for generation of data and mar­
ket inielligcnce.

Rubhek Sehd
Rubber seed is another important ancil­

lary product of rubber plantations having 
various industrial uses. Tlie availability of 
rubber seeds is estimated to be ISO kg per 
hectare Around 10 per cent of the seed is 
required to raise stock materials and the 
rest is processed into rubber seed o il and 
cake. Under commercial conditions, the 
o il recovery is around 14 per cent of the 
weight of the seed or 35 per cent of the 
weight o f the kernel (Haridasan 1977). 
Rubber seed o il Is o nonedibte as hydro­
cyanic acid and other harmhjl elements 
•re present. Tlie estimated current produc- 
tioD of rubber stfbd oil and cake is 4,300 
M Tand 8,000 MTrespectively, Although 
about 86 per cent of the area under rubber 
in the country is located in Kerala, the 
processing activity is concentrated in 
Tamil Nadu, mainly due to favourable 
weather conditions and unutilised capac­
ity in the groundnut oil processing indus­
try [Tharian George et al 1992). Rubber 
seed o il is mainly used to.manufacture 
inferior quality soaps. Limited consump­
tion is also reported in paint, varnish and 
leather tanning industries. Tlie seed cake 
rich in protein is mainly used in the manu­
facturing o f poultry and cattle feeds.

R u bber  H onby

The rubber tree is a proliflc producer of 
honey. It is estimated that in one hectare of 
rubber plantation 10 to 15 hives can be 
placed. Though experim«ital trials, have 
reported up to 19 kg o f honey^ar as pro­
duction per hive average p ^ u c tiv ity  in 
India is much lower [Haridasan a] 1SW7].
In the rubber growing areas bee-keying is 
mainly promoted by voluntary and coop­
erative agencies with financial and techni­
cal assistance from khadi and village Indus- 
triescommission. Atpre$cnt,thereareabout , 
SO boney collection and processing units in 
Kei^la and the estimated production of honey 
is less than 9 percent of a potential of around 
35,000 M T  per annum from the rubber 
sector. The major consuming industries of



boRcy in the domestic market are Uie 
ayurvcdic and allopathic pharmaceutical 

« firms, bakery, confectionary, dairy and to* 
bacco manufacturing.

The emerging trends in the natural rubber 
sector at global and national levels in terms 
of viability of rubber as a monocrop and the 
extent of commercial exploitation of ancil­
lary products vary considerably. In India, 
the growing uncertainty of rubber cultiva­
tion in vhe context o f opening up of (he 
economy calls for appropriate R and D 
efforts aod promotional mechanisms to 
maximise the returns during the immature 
fend mature phases o f rubber plantations. In 
future, the potential sources of income from 
intercrops and ancillary products can play a 
decisive role in determining the viability of 
N R  cultivation.
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Biological Parks, Forest Fires
S  Unntkrlshniin

(Tf/ie government is really concerned about protecting the remaining 
forests of Kerala, it should modify and improve the style o f functioning of 
its forest staff.

K E R A L A  bad lost 3,450 sq km of forest 
between 1940 and 1970. The percentage 
reduction was fix»n 51 per cent to 24 per 
cent of the geographicd area. Continued 

propriaiion o f natural forests land for 
^-iculturt, irrigation and bydel projects, 

settlement programmes, and encroachment 
and consequent degradation have depleted 
the forests further u> about 10 par cent of 
(be geographical area.

In  1991, there a f^an to introduce 
selective felling o f trees to earn Rs 25 crore 
•a revenue. But due to wide protest the plan 
wasdrc^>ped.

The destruction o f forests has had a 
^devastating effect on the rivers o f the 

stale. M any o f the rivers including 
Bharathapuzha and Periyar are drying up. 
U  is worth noting that one hectare of rain 
forest ho!d.s about 30,000 cubic metre of 
water and rcleases.it through the perennial 
streams originating from the forests and 
high elevation grasslapds.

Under these circumstances, the forest 
Hres occurring every year throughout the 
state is concern to all. Ib e  lade of fu^ds 
for providing extra protection slaff is sahk 
to be the reascMi for a rise in forest fires, /fit 
the same time, the government has come 
forward with a big project called 'Agasthya- 
vanam Biological P a ^ ’. The park with an 
area o f 25 sq km is situated in the 
southern end of the western ghats (near 
Thirtivananthapuram). Instead protect­
ing the remaining forest belt o f the state, 
collection and preservation of specimens 
of forest species in a small area of 25 sq km 
with a huge budget does not make sense. 
M ost o f the money provided in the 
budget will be spent on construction work 
like offices, quarters, roads and check 
dams, and some on salvies. Already an 
office with a conservator and subordinate 
staff has started functioning. The park was 
inaugurated on tbe new year day of 1992 by 
the chief minister, without getting a clear-

ance from the department of environment 
and forests. p

More than 2,(XX) hectare of forests were 
destroyed in fires in 1991-92 summer sea­
son. These included very valuable forests 
in seven of me 14 sanctuailcs and national 
parks. About 250 hectare » f undergrowth 
and grasslands at Uravikulani National 
Park were destroyed. Tlie protected ‘shola’ 
grassland eco.systcm of the park is of ex­
ceptional importance from the point of 
view o f ecology of high ranges and the 
endemic plant.? they harbour.

In the TTickkady W ild  Life Sanctuary and 
Periyar Tiger Reserve firci? have consumed 
more than 500 hectarc of the area. Miscre­
ants entering from the Tamil Nadu border 
for collection of forest products are respon­
sible for the ftres in this area. Similarly, in 
Chinnar W ild Life  Sanctuary, Idukki W ild 
L ife  Sanctuary andThattekkad Bird Sanctu­
ary 100, 200 and 15 hectare of area, respec­
tively, has been destroyed in fires. About 300 
hectare o f land was damaged in Achankovil 
range near the Sbendurny Sanctuary.

Tl>e core of the Agaslhyamalai biological 
park has also been heavily damaged due to 
fire. According to environmentalists, these 
forest fires were artificially created by for­
est guards to clear the area for their planta­
tion activities. T îe areas damaged included 
evergreen fo.’ests and the shola grasslands 
of Q)emmunji hills. These hills and grass* 
lands were repeatedly destroyed by the so­
cial forestry department trying in vain to 
create plantations.

Agasthyanialai area is considered to be of 
excq>tional importance from the point of 
view of geneticdiversity and endemicity. At 
least 140 plants are reported to‘bd endemic 
to this area and many of them endangered. 
This area is consider^ a ‘Hot spot' from the 
point o f view o f genetic erosion by tbe 
International Union for Conservation of 
Nattire and Natural Resources (lU C N ) in its 
report on the threatened protected areas of 
the world (1990).

The decision of the government to con­
struct a biological park is of great concern 
swith regard to (he natural regeneration and 
protection o f the area. Tlte project is looking 
fOTward to cash in on the expansion of 
tourism industry. The existing tourism in 
(he hills is creating a real threat to the plants 
and wild life in many sanctuaries, and ‘po* - 
tential tourism' is sure to destroy the whole 
area. Indirectly, the incidence o f forest fire. 
in the nearby areas will get a boc^t due to the 
high tourism potential of the park. I f  the 
government is really concerned about pro­
tecting the remaining forests o f the slate, it 
should think in terms of modifying and 
improving the style of functioning of the 
forest staff aT̂ d making tlie public " l̂iert 
about thedangcrsof fcmst fire. 1'hepolitical 
gimmickry o f creating ‘tourist parks' or 
‘disney lands' Is not going to touch even the 
surface of the problem.


