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VI. Special Topic
Focus on Socio-Econom ic and Ecological 
A s p e c ts  in th e  D e v e lo p m e n t o f R ubber  
P lantations in th e  Non<Traditional Regions 
in Indla^

Rubber plantation history in India is now alm ost a 
century old. During the last 95 years the growth and 
developm ent in this sector in the country has been 
com m endable. Rubber industry in the country has 
also been on a fast deve lopm ent trend. The country 
consum es the entire rubbe r p roduced  and has to 
import, though not substantia lly , to b ridge  the gap 
between production and consum ption.

need for larger quan tity  of natural rubbe r for 
{ 2Stic consum ption has been felt long before. 
Since 1950-51 when p lanned deve lopm ent activities 
were taken up by the G overnm ent of India under 
F ive  Y ear P lans, the  c o n s u m p tio n  has a lw ays  
o u ts tr ip p e d  d o m e s tic  p ro d u c tio n  n e c e s s ita tin g  
imports. W ith the estim ated consum ption likely to 
touch 700.0(X) tonnes during 2000-01 and 1.3 million 
tonnes during 2011-12 the country has to gear itself 
for increasing the production of natural rubber. The 
area available for rubber cu ltivation in the traditional 
rubber grow ing region of the country i.e. Slate of 
Kerala and Kanyakum ari d is tr ic t of Tam ilnadu  is 
limited. Hence, exploratory surveys were conducted 
by the Rubber Board of India during 1960s itself for 
identifying suitable other areas for rubber cultivation 
in the country. The Board 's  survey ind icated  that 
abo u t 1.2 m illion  ha land  w ou ld  be su itab le  for 
cu ltiva tion  in the co u n try  o u ts id e  the trad ition a l

>n.

Hevea tree is far more adap tab le  to d iverse agro- 
c lim a tic  cond itions  than w ha t one though t a few 
decades ago. In India trial p lantations were started 
in various parts of the co u n try  in the N orth-east 
region of the country during 1960s. Results of the 
earlier trial p lantings have been encouraging. The 
trial p lantations v;ere fo llow ed up  w ith R&D efforts 
and then expansion of the c rop  on a com m ercia l 
sca le . A t p re sen t the  n o rth -e a s t re g io n  a lone 
accounts for about 40,000 ha under rubber.

The constraints in expansion o f rubber cultivation in 
non-traditiona l reg ions in genera l w here land has 
been identified as su itab le can be sum m arised as 
below:

1.

2.

3.

4.

Low tem perature  during November to Februar>.' 
(M in im u m  te m p e ra tu re  a ro u n d  10°C ar.r; 
o cca s io n a l d ro p p in g  dow n to A -  to  5®C, :r: 
north-eastern region);

H igher tem perature i.e. temperature touching as 
high as 40°C during  April to June in parts cf 
W e s te rn  In d ia , O r is s a . P a rts  o f M a d h ya  
Pradesh;

O ccasional occurrence  of hail storm;

Degraded soils in north-east as a result of slash 
and burn system  o f cultivation:

5. Prolonged drought,

The B oard  in itia te d  lo ca tio n  sp e c ific  and need 
based research p rogram m es as a result of which 
has been able to evolve appropria te  tecnnologies 
m it ig a te  th e s e  s tre s s  fa c to rs  m a k in g  ru b b e r  
plantations econom ica lly  viab le. Sustainable farming 
systems with rubber as the main crop also are being 
evolved, With appropria te  agro-technologies evolved 
by Research it has been possib le  to obtain yield ol 
16-19 tonnes per hecta re  in NT region.

Apart from the above  agro-c lim atic  constraints the 
d e v e lo p m e n t p ro g ra m m e s  in  th is  re g io n  are  
adversely affected by socia l constraints such as poor 
econom ic status and low literacy among ihe potential 
growers.

One area where sign ificant progress has been made 
by Rubber Board in its efforts in NT region of India 
has been in the rehab ilita tion  of shifting cultivators 
in rubber based settlem ent projects. The ecological 
balance in NE Region, O rissa, and parts of Andhra 
Pradesh have been  d is tu rbed  to a grea* extent by 
indiscrim inate destruction  o f hum id forests for slash 
and burn  sys te m  o f c u lt iv a tio n  by  the nom ad ic  
tribals. This system  has led to conversion of large 
tracks  o f fo re s t as  d e g ra d e d  lands. The State 
G overnm ents have in itia ted  program m es way back 
in 1950s itse lf to se ttle  them  by o ffe ring  various 
rehabilitation packages. None of the program m es 
achieved the des ired  results. The Board look up 
econom ic settlem ent o f triba ls  w ith rubber as the 
main com ponent in the 90's. It realised the need 
for adopting an integrated approach aiming at overall
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devG lopr.ent. The Board took the lead role cf an 
im plem enting a ge ncy  and  ensu red  doveta iling  of 
funds earm arked for various rural developm ent and 
tribal developm ent program m es by  the G overrm ent 
and by  h a rn e s s in g  al! the  s o u rc e s , an c v - ra l l  
developrr.ent package was evolved, In 1992 fc ' the 
first time a Rubber Plantation Developm ent Screm e 
for the  e c o n o m ic  s e tt le m e n t o f tr ib a l s h if t in g  
c u lt iv a tc fs  a d o p t in g  th e  in te g ra te d  a p p ro a c h  
m e n tio n e d  a b o v e  v /as im p le m e n te d . Th is 
R ehab ilita tion  p ro je c t in v^hich abou t 1200 lr;ba l 
families cf shifting cultivators are being permanently 
settled is considered  as a great success judg ing  
from the results during  the initial perioa itself. The 
p ro jec t has inco rpo ra ted  n on -rubbe r com ponents 
a im ed at p ro v id ing  a dd itiona l incom e generation  
which ha'.'e various agriculture, horticulture and agro- 
fo res try  co m p o n e n ts  b e s id e s  hea lth  ca re , adu lt 
literacy and constant m otivation of the beneficiaries 
by the extension  personne l o f R ubbe r B oard  to 
sustain their interest in the plantation activity.

The initial success of this p ro ject insp ired the World 
Bank Missions to pay special attention to this aspect 
and the W crld Bank pro ject being implem ented ro w  
in India has a special component for Tripura (a major 
rubber grc.ving State in North East India w ith about 
30% o f the p op u la tion  b e ing  tr iba ls ) m w h ich  a 
specia l Tr;bal D eve lopm ent Plan (TOP) has been 
formulated. The TDP includes socia l activities such 
as hea lth  cam ps, adu lt lite racy , sp ec ia l nutrition  
p ro g ram m e, g e n d e r s e n s itis a tio n  p ro g ra m m e s , 
savings programme for women, formation of self-help 
groups besides build ing up  infrastructure facilities. 
The involvem ent of non-G overnm ent organisations 
and the seif-help g roups of growers them selves in 
the rubber developm ent program m e also is ensured. 
The W o rld  B ank  a s s is te d  p ro je c t has a lre a d y  
covered abcut 4,000 tribal families in Tripura during 
the last 3 years. Rubber being a c rop  w ith Icng 
econom ic I'fespan, if the interests of the iribals can 
be sustained up to yield ing phase, it will ensure !ne 
com p le te  e conom ic  se ttlem en t for a genera tion . 
Moreover, ‘his will help to wean away the tribals Irom 
their traditicnal ecologically dam aging slash and burn 
cultivation habit and also will elevate their social and 
econom ic status. The State G overnm ents in the 
Region have taken note of the socia l relevance of 
this and has taken up rubber as one of the m an  
components for the rehabilitation of the tribal shifting 
cultivators and other weaker sections of the socieW.

The R ubber B o a rd ’s success  in this venture has 
paved the way for m any other organisations to take, 
up perenn ia l c ro p  based  settlem ent program m es 
adopting the sbove approach in the country. On an 
average each triba l fam ily holds 1 - laiKL
and this will ensure an average annual gross income 
of Rs 75.0C0 per year (US$2100).

Yet ano the r s ig n if ic a n t re le va n ce  o f the above  
package  is the e co log ica l benefits. The '/ad iliona l 
system  of slash and burn cu ltiva tion destroys the 
forest and leads to denuded  lands w ith s trrace  soil 
washed off and infested with noctious weecs. Using 
these lands fcr usual agricu ltura l operations require 
heavy investment taking into consideration ;ne agro- 
climatic conditions in the region. Rubber is a  rainfed 
c rop  and var;cus s tud ies conducted  in tre  North 
East R egion has a lready p roved  that the rubber 
p la n ta tio n  w ith  e c o - f r ie n d ly  a g ro -m a n a g e m e n t 
p ra c t ic e  like  g ro w in g  le g u m in o u s  c o v e r h e lp s  
eco logy in many ways such as im provement of soil 
o rg a n ic  m atte r s ta tu s , so il p h y s ic a l p i-operties, 
increased infiltration of water, reducing  soil erosion 
a n d  m o d e ra t in g  the  m ic ro -c lim a te . S tu d ie s  
c o n d u c te d  in NE Ind ia  by  the Board com paring  
fie lds under sh ifting cu ltiva tion  and under rubber 
have ind ica ted  that in 15 years the so il n“.otsture 
re te n tio n  c a p a c ity  o f the  so il u n d e r p la n ta tio n  
increased  by m ore than 5% . R ubber p iantation 
helps in provid ing the m uch needed tree cover in 
these  denuded  areas. R ubber tim ber and other 
p ro d u c ts  such as honey, o il and o il cake make 
rubbe r p lantation m ore eco log ica lly  desirac le  and 
econom ica lly  viable and accep tab le  in the fragile 
eco-zones. One hectare  of rubber not only ensures 
afforestation of one ha of barren land bu t indirectly 
saves destruction of forest m ay be many times more 
th a n  th is  b e c a u s e  o f s h if t in g  c u lt i /a t io n .  
D eforesta tion  for lim b e r extrac tion  also could be 
c h e c k e d  as ru b b e rw o o d  c o u ld  supp le rr.en t the 
tim ber needs in the years to come.

The Rubber Board of India has gained the excertise 
to  hand le  the  co m p le x  issue  of s o c io -e c :n o m ic  
rehab ilita tion  of one o f the m ost sensitive  target 
g ro u p s  and e c o -re s to ra lio n  in one o f the m ost 
eco lo g ica lly  frag ile  zones in the coun try  and the 
Organisation is in a position to offer consultancy in 
th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f ru b b e r  p la n ta tio n  in non- 
traditional regions and on rubber-based reha fiita tion  
program m es.


