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Beekeeping under rubber plantations in India is a potential source ofmaximising the net incot*i and
employment o frubber growers. Butonly less than 3per cent o fthe actualpotential is being commercially
exploited. The oligopolistic structure ofrubber honey market dominated by co-operatives and their
inherent constraints like low working capital and institutional rigidities are the majorfactors attributing
to low level o fpopularisation and adoption o f beekeeping among rubber growers vis-a-vis commircial

lion ofrubber honey. Within these limitations, the achievements made in beekeeping by the
Elavampadam Rubber Producers' Society (ERPS), a small voluntary association, with growers'
participation at local level is worth noting in enhancing the income ofrubber growers. Therefore, a
consortium ofmore than I 200 Rubber Producers' Society existing across the traditional rubbergrowing
regions can be an alternative institutional intervention to achieve the twin objectives ofcommercial
exploitation ofrubber honey and hive products and supplementing the income o frubber grower*facing
market unceruiinlics in the context o ftrade liberalisation since 1991-92.
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The rationale of maximising net famiincome
ofsmall fanners” especially in the conlcxt of
market uncertainty, is well documented.
Beekeeping underrubberplantations in India,
particularly in Kerala and Tamil Nadu, which
constitutes 87 percentofthe total area (mature
and immature) under rubber plantations, is a
potential source to maximise the net income
andemploymentofimillion®w ers depending
on natural rubber (NR) with an average holding
size ofless than 0.5 ha. However, the potential
of beekeeping has not received adequate
attention even in the context of market
uncertainties of NR in the post-economic
reforms phase since 1991-92. Beekeeping

under rubber plantations in Kerala and Tamil
Nadu has been mainly popularised by tlie co-
operatives. Though the intervention of co-
operatives in beekeeping under rubber
plantations datesbackto 1920s,due to inherent
limitations of such institutions not only the
potential of rubber honey remains under-
exploited butthe income ofgrowers could not
be augmented as well. In this context, an
attempt is made to examine the unique
achievements made by a small voluntary
organisation, the Elavampadam Rubber
Producers’ Society (ERPS), located in
Palakkad districtin north Kerala, with growers’
participation atlocal level, inthe popularisation
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ofbeekeeping and enhancementofnetincome
ofrubbergrowers. The paper assumes policy
level importance in the backdrop ofpotential
ofbeekeeping asan inconicaugmenting source
and tiie factors constraining its popularisation
through co-operativesamong rubber growers.
Accordingly, following are the major
objectives of the study undertaken based on
primary survey conductcd during 2003 among
14 rubber honey processing units and
government promotional agencies concerned
with beekeeping in Kerala and Tamil Nadu.

i. Toexamine the potential and extentof
commercial exploitation ofhoney from
rubberplantations in India,

il Toanalysethe factors constraining the
adoption of beekeeping under rubber
plantations within the existing
institutional framework of co-
operatives,

E Toexamine the performance vis-a-vis
the influencing factors with respectto
ERPS in the popularisation of
beekeeping undernabberplanlalions at
local level, and

iv. To suggest alternative policies for
scaling up die institutional interventions
to exploit the untapped potential of
rubber honey so as to maximise the
net fami income.

POTENTIAL AND COMMERCIAL
EXPLOITATION OF RUBBER
HONEY

The mature rubber plantation as the prolific
source of honey has been well documented
(Jayaratnam, 1970; Suiyanarayana, 1980,1996;
KVIC, 1996; Wakhle & Pal, 1998). The two
species, Apis ceraua indica.F and Apis
mellifera.F are the major sources of honey
from rubber plantations. However, though the

latter ismore economical in terms ofyield the
former has become more popular on account
ofitscomparable income and lesser natural as
well as economic risks comparcd to tlie fomier
(Jose et al., 1999, 2002; Neliru et al., 2000).
This could be the majorreason that more than
70percentoftotalhoney procured from rubber
plantations is constituted by Indica cerana
(Veeraputhran et al, 2001).

The income from beekeeping underrubber
plantations dependson yield,which in turnis
influenced by season and colony density. For
obtaining optimum yield the average colony
density considered is 15-20 hives per hectare
ofmaturerubberplantations (Haridasanetal.,
1987). While the reported average productivity
of honey and bee wax from all sources is
8.6 kg and 200 g respectively perhive (KVIC,
1996), the average yield o fhoney and wax frofn
rubberplantations isesUnialcd to be i2 kg and
200 g respectively per liive from Apis cerana
indica and 39 kg and 800 g respectively per
hive from Apis mellifera (Chandyetal, 1998).
Al this yield level, beekeeping is a polenlial
income augmenting source for small and
marginal farmers (Mathew, 2002; Joseph,2002)
as it constitutes 27 per cent o fthe total family
income and as a percentage of income from
rubber alone it is as high as 42 per cent
(Jameskutty, 2000). The potential of
beekeeping is more evident that tlie existing
maturerubberplantations in the states o fKerala
and Tamil Nadu, which together constitute
94 percent uf(hc nuilurc rubber pian(ulions in
India, can generate an annual net income of
US$163 per hectare (www.mandasofpunesS.
homeslead.com) and 0.15 million man days of
employment besides an incremental value of
output of more than US$52.20 million per
annum without acquiring additional land at a
macro level (Veeraputhran etal., 2001).

However, though the mature rubber
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plantations in these two states account for an
average honey potential 0f54 (KK)nil |->erannuni
dut'ini* Ihc t>ciioU iy95-y<>to 2002-03 (bused
onthe estimates ofChady etal., 1998 with the
assumption that the whole honey is produced
by A. cerana indica) only less than 3 per cent
ofthe actual potential could be commercially
exploited during thisperiod. The otlierimportant
high valued hive products are bee wax, bee
venom, pollen, proplis, royal jelly etc. Except
for bees wax on a limited scale, no other
productsarc commercially exploited. Though
the factors repoHed to have contributed to this
low level of popularisation vis-a-vis the
adoption a.e varied, the major factors
constraining the popularisationand adoptionare
the persistence of consistently declining fanii
gate price at unremunerative levels and lack
of awareness about the prospects of
beekeeping among rubber growers, especially
in Kerala,evolving from the existing institutional
mechanisms with rigid structural characteristics
ofthe rubber honey market.

STRUCTURAL CHARACTERISTICS
OF HONEY MARKET

The existing institutional setup forpromoting
beekeeping under rubber plantations isX
dominated by the co-operative sector affiliated
to and recognised by the Khadi and Village
IndustriesCommission (KVIC)ofGovernment
of India and Kerala Khadi and Village
Industries Board (KKVIB) ofGovernmentof
Kerala supplemented with the non-
governmental organisations (NG Os) like Young
Men’s Christian Association (YMCA),
Malanad Development Society (MDS) and
private collection centres. There were 200 co-
operative societies in 1993-94 affiliated to and
recognised by the KVIC and KKVIB and 47
private collection centres located in ililTerciU
regions used to procure honey produced from

rubber plantations (ChandycV«/., 1998). But,
now only 30 co-openitives jccognised by the
K.K.VIU (ly Nos) and KVIC (U Nos), two
procuring and processing centres (one each)
ovmed by the KKVIB and KVIVC, one co-
operative society, the Marthandam
Beekeepers’ Society (MBS), affiliated to the
KVIC, two NGOs and 37 private cgllection
centres are engaged in honey procurement
operations. When more than ss per cent of
the honey is being procured by the recqgnised
and affiliated societies and procuring and
processing centres of KKVIB and KVIC and
MBS, around 18 per cent is procured by the
NGOs and the rest 16 per cent by the private
collection centres. Normally, the honey
pr(x;uring co-operatives and majority o fprivate
collection centres, after procuring tlie honey,
sell itto the procuring and processing centres
of KKVIB and KVIC and MBS, which, along
with the NGOs and six private processors, are
alone engaged in honey processing.

The MBS, being the leading co-operative
society procuring and processing honey in large
quantity, announcesthe procurementand selling
prices ofraw as well as processed honey prior
to the commencement of the honey season.
The same prices are virtually being followed
by all other processors without price
competition and collusion exhibiting the
structural characteristics ofoligopolistic nature
of honey market. Given these structural
characteristics o fthe market, honey is mariceted
inraw form (semi processed condition in bulk
form) to Ayurvedic and Unani medicine
manufacturers and in processed form through
private retail shopson commission basis. Since
the number of processing units is less, tlie
volume of sale of processed honey depends
on the percentage ofcommission given to the
retail shop owners i.e. higher the rate of
commission higher will be the market.
However, the role ofintemiediaries could not



be observed in the marketing ofrubberhoney.

Given tliis market, the negligible rate of
adoption ofbeekeeping vis-a-visthe declining
numberofprocuring and processing units are
thephenomena, as mentioned above, evolving
on accountofthe price (farm gate) paid by the
processors, which hasbeenremaining declining
at unremunerative level over the years (Table
). Itisindicated in Table 1that the farm gate
price offered by co-operatives and private

collection centres has been declining for the
last nine years whereas the pricc realised
througlidirectselling fordomestic purposeshas
alsobeendecliningbutremaining substantially
at higher level compared to the former.
Lower farm gate price is the reflection of
lower selling prices being realised by the
processors (Table 2). From Table 2 it is seen
thatthe selling pricesofraw honey inbulk form
as well as the retail price of processed honey

TABLE1
FARMGATE PRICESOFRUBBERHONEY (USS/KG)

Year Price paid by

Co-operatives*

1995-96 120
1996-97 I.IH
1997-98 121
1998-99 1.02
1999~ 0.97
200001 0.92
2001-02 0.88
2002-03 0.87
2003~ 0.91

Source: Survey data.  * Includes 2 NGOs

Price realisedfrom
direct sale by
Private collection beekeepers
centres

1.49 2.09
130 .57
113 1.88
1.00 143
0.97 138
0.92 1.42
0.88 136
0.57 1.76
0.91 2.17

TABLE 2
TRENDS INTHEPRICESOFRAWHONEYAND RETAILPRICEOFPROCESSEDHONEY (US$/KG)

Year Raw honey price
1995-96 2.11
1996-97 1.99
1997-98 1.59
1998-99 \51
1999-00 "

200001 127
2001-02 122
2002-03 120
2003-04 130

Source'. Survey data

Retail price

783
228
2Jo
221
' 231
236
226
223
2.44



have beenremaining stagnantat declining rate
overthe period.

The sales prices are maintained at lower
level by the co-opcratives mainly with a view
to sustaining the larger share ofhoney market
by avoiding the commission based competition
ofprivate processors. Normally, when the co-
operatives offerthe commission to retailers in
the range of 12-15 per ccnt the private
processors give it in the range of 25-30 per
cent and very often it varies depending upon
the market conditions. Therefore, considering
the rate of commission the private retail shop
owners alwayspreferto buy and sell the honey
offered by private processors. But as the co-
operatives are always constrained by inherent
constraints of low working capital, storage
facilitiesand institutional rigidities they are not
able to oficr the commission as is being given
by the private processors. Hence, in order to
avoidtherisk and competition the co-operatives
sell 60 per cent ofthe total honey procured in
raw form and the rest in processed form at
reduced prices. The honey supplied at negligible
investment costs by the migratory beekeepers
of Kanyakumari district in Tamil Nadu, who
constitute more than 62 per cent of the total
rubber honey procurement, could be the
plausible factorthatthe honeyprices arealways
held at lower levels by the co-operatives
(Veeraputhran et al, 2001). Historically,
Kanyakumari districtis popularforbeekeeping.
The beekeepers in this district procure honey
froni the rubber plantations in Kerala, which
accounts for 83 percent ofthe total area under
rubberplantations in India, by riiigrating the bee
colonies during the honey season and paying
rent in kind form (2-3 kg ofhoney) to ovioiers
ofrubberplantations.

The dominance of migratory beekeeping
is the direct outcome ofthe lack ofawareness
about the prospects of beekeeping among the
native planters in Kerala. The location specific

operationsofexisting institutionsare othermajor
factors contributing to the lack of awareness
vis-a-vislower level ofadoption ofbeekeeping
in Kerala. For instance, while the MBS and
YMCA and three private processors are the
majorhoney procuring institutions in Nagercoil
region ofKanyakumari districtin Tamil Nadu,
the MDS and the other procuri/ig and
processing centre arc in operation in isolated
locations in different parts ofKerala. Thus, it
isevident that the declining farm gate price at
unremunerative level and lack of awareness
about the prospects of beekeeping are the
major factors leading to lower level o fadoption
among the rubber growers. In this context, the
limitations of co-operative institutions in
exploiting the potential ofrubber honey need
to be contrasted with the distinctive
achievements made in beekeeping by the
Elavampadam Rubber Producers’ Society
(ERPS) in Kerala, through ensuring collective
action among rubber growers at local level.

THE CASE OF ELAVAMPADAM
RUBBER PRODUCERS’ SOCIETY
(ERPS)

Rubber Producers’ Society (RPS) is a
voluntary association of rubber growers
operating in small compact areas having a
radius of 2 to 3 kilometres with the active
participation of the Rubber Board with its
crucial appendage of technical and financial
supports provided to nibbergrowers. The RPS
helps the growers tlirough the acquisition and
dissemination of modem cultural practices,
improvementofproductive efficiency oftheir
holdings, group processing o fthe crop to attain
highermarketable grades vis-a-vistheir prices.

The Elavampadam Rubber Producers*
Society (ERPS), Palakkad in north Kerala is
one such society established in 1989. Besides
its normal activities, from 1992 onwards it has
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been encouraging its member as well as non-
member growers to undertake beekeeping
under their rubber plantations. Currently, there
are 252 members (rubber growers) in the
society, of which, 50 per cent have adopted
beekeeping in their own rubber holdings. The
average holding size of rubber area of these
members ranges between 0.8 to 1.2 ha. The
ERPS acts as a facilitator among its grower-
cum-beekeepers to get the financial as well as
technical assistance given by the promotional
agencies like the Rubber Board, KVIC,
KKVIB and Regional Rural Banks (RRB) and
other promotional agencies to meet the initial
infrastructural investment required for
beekeeping.

Besides, technical support at free of cost
and beckeeping equipment at a price lower than
the market price are also provided to both the
member and non-member beekeepers. From
1998 onwards it has started honey processing
by procuring from the members and non-
members at a price, as in the case of other co-
operatives, determined and declared before the
commencement of honey production season.
Normally, its procurement price is always higher
than that of other co-operatives and private

processors (Table 3). The marketing strategy
of the ERPS is also in sharp contrast to that of
others, thus enabling the popularisation of
beekeeping and supplementing the net income
of member growers. The ERPS sells only
10 per cent of total honey in raw form (semi-
processed) to Ayurvedic and other medicine
manufacturing units while the major share is
marketed in processed form through its own
show room (40%), direct sales to different
offices and households with the help of its saleg
representatives (25%), Trading Companies of
the Rubber Board (10%) and retail outlets
(15%) with a commission of 10-15 per cent,
As in the case of others, conventional method *
of water heating is used for processing.

A detailed profile of the achievements made
in beekeeping by the ERPS is given in Table
3. The Table shows that though in the initial ,
year of 1998-99 it could sell honey worth only
US$339.43, during 2002-03 the sales increased
to a significant level of US$5486.67. Itis also

~to be noted that when the beekeepers affiliated

to the ERPS received a higher farm gate price
with an average of US$1.38 per kg during the
period 1998-99 to 2002-03, the beekeepers
supplying to all other co-operatives and private

TABLE3
. INCOMEREALISED BY ERPS FROM BEEKEEPING
Details 1998-99 1999-00 2000-01 2001-02 2002-03
Honey collected 121 430 1110 1800 3000
Own production 0.00 0.00 350 450 0.00
Total honey output 121 480 1460 250 3000
Value of honey procured 215.71 720.06 145797 207591 3409.80
Price/Kg 1.78 1.50 131 145 » 1.14
Expenditure 357 13.85 109.46 14720  206.65
Honey sold 119 470 1430 2016 2950
Value of honey sold 33943 1193.17 313047 401594 5486.67
Value perkg : 285 - 219 199 1.86
Profit from sale of honey 120.16 = 45927 1563.05 1792.83 1870.22

Source: Thengu'mpally (2002) Note: Quantity in kg; values in US$

220



processors rcccived only less tlian 32.61 per
cent of what the ERPS members realised
during this period {Tables | & 5). However,
as the consumers are assured the supply of
honey by o™er co-operatives at lower prices,
the ERPS is also forced to sell the procured
honey at reduced prices. Inspite ofits higher
farm gate prices provided to beekeepers”™ the
ERPS could cam a net profit of US$1870.22
by selling around 3 mt of honey during 2002-
03 as againsta lower level 0 fUS$ 120.16 from
the sale of ameagre volume of 121 kg during
1998-99.

The ERPS has also earned profit by way
ofbifurcating the bee colonies and the details
arc given in Table 4. The Tabh shows that
during 1999-00 it purchased 42 colonies and in
the nexttwo consecutive years itcould bifurcate
240 and 210 colonies and sell 220 and 360
colonics respectively and the respective net
profits were US$1355.74 and US$1939.61.
This profit is also the income of member
growers in additionto the profitearned through
the sale of honey to the ERPS.

In this context, the income accrued to a
member beekeeper (excluding the profit share
from ERPS) having a minimum of four bee

colonics is wortla noting and the details of his
eaniings are given in Table 5.

From Table 5 it is clear that the beekeeper
had only four colonies during 1998-99, from
which he realised a net income of US$61.80.
However, by 2002-03 he had 32 colonies
through bifurcation, thus he could eam a net
profit o fUS$824.55. The important point is that
the whole achievement of the ERPS has been
wilhin the inherent limitations applicable to all
otlier processors. .

CONCLUSION

Thus, it is to be observed that the existing
institutional intervention by the co-operatives
is highly constrained in popularising beekeeping
under rubber plantations vis-a-vis
commercially exploiting honey in augmehting
the net income of rubber growers. Besides,
tliehigh valued liive products remain completely
unexplored. Therefore, rubber honey and hive
products can be commercially exploited on a
wider scale to supplement the income ofrubber
growers through a consortium consisting of
more than 1200 RPSs operating across regions
in Kerala. This consortium, even by using the

PROFITREALISEDBY ERPSFROM COLONY BIFURCATION

TABLE4

Details 1999-00 2000-01 2001-02
Own colonics* 0.00 0.00 30
Colonics purchased* 42 fio 120
Vuluc ofcolonics purcluiscd 3K7.72 612.% 880.69
Colonics bifurcalcd* 0.00 240 210
Colonics sold* 42 220 360
Value ofcolonics sold 436.19 216725 3396.94
Wages to workers 5.77 14930 41938
Feeding expenses 0.00 4926 15727
Total expenditure 5.77 198.56 576.64
Net profit 42.70 1355.74 1939.61

Source: Thengumpally (2002)

Note: « in nos.; values in US$
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TABLES
INCOMEOFA RUBBERGROWERFROM BEEKEEPING

Details 1998-99
No. ofcolonics per iia 4
Honey produced (kg) 28
Price ofhoney/kg 238
Income firom honey 66.56
Colonics bifurcated (No) 4
Incomc realised 38.03
Expenditure* 42.79
Gross income 104.59
Net profit 61.80

Source-. Thenguinpally (2002)

Nolc: Values in US$

1999-00 2000-01 2001-02 2002-03
8 16 32 32
64 - 160 320 320
173 1.64 136 134
110.78 262.70 436.15 429.84
8 16 48 60
73.85 122.59 402.60 44431
6721 13135 251.63 4970
184.63 38529 838.75 874.15
117.42 253.94 587.13 824.55

* Since family labour is used, wages are not included in expenditure

conventional method ofprocessing, can exploit
the domestic as well as the growing export
market of honey (DGCIS, 2003). The scope
of honey market would be larger if the
consortium processes higher grades (lesser
moisture content) o fhoney through the adoption
ofmodem processing plant, which can reduce
the moisture contcnt in honey at any desired
level. However, tlie establisliment of sucli a
consortium has to be perceived within the
limitations o fthe critical socio-economic factors
such as the availability of bee forage, land and
family labour. Since the largersize ofholdings
characterised by divci'silled cropping pailcrn
ensuring availability ofbee forage and higher
share of family labour participation are more
in northern Kerala compared to the monocrop
cultivation of NR in other regions
(Veeraputhranetal., 2001), the consortium of
RPSs in the northern region can make the
initiative to popularise beekeeping among the
rubber growers so as to achieve the twin
objectives o fcommercial exploitation o fhoney
from rubber plantations and supplementing Ue
income ofmarginal and sub-marginal farmers.’
Given this background, the achievements as
illustrated by the ERPS substantiates the

relevance of co-operatives at local level with
growers’ participation as alternative institutions
for the sustaining income from beekeeping
tlirough tlie economisation (colony bifurcation
and hive products) with diversified marketing
approaches. Therefore, as a prelude, the
establishment of a consortium of RPSs in
northern region of Kerala can play a vital role
in enliancing tlie adoption of beekeeping and
supplementing the income andemployment of
rubber growers facing market uncertainties and
consequent prices of NR.
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