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6. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
 
Idukki district is known for its enchanting scenic beauty, pleasant weather, aromatic 

spices and sprawling tea gardens. Rugged mountains, undulating hills, valleys and 

forests occupy about 97 % of the total area of the district. About 51 % of the area is 

under forest, predominantly evergreen. The economy of Idukki is almost exclusively 

agricultural. Gross cropped area is close to 2.99 lakh ha. The unique terrain and agro-

climatic conditions of the district are suited to grow plantation and spices crops. Over 

90 % area is rain-fed. The district has largest area under various spices, notably small 

cardamom. Idukki is therefore called the ‘Spices District’ of India. Major crops grown 

here in order of economic importance are rubber, vegetables, tubers, plantains, coffee, 

tea, coconut, cocoa, and other spices such as ginger, turmeric, nutmeg, garlic, etc.  

The net sown area is 2.14 lakh ha and there are 2.11 lakh farm holdings. The average 

holding size is 1.01 ha and about 95 % of holdings are below 2 ha in size and only 

0.3% of the holdings own more than 10 ha.  Animal husbandry, particularly dairying is 

practiced in integration with crop husbandry. This is an important source of additional 

income. Animal population is 2. 65 lakh and 94.5% of them are milk producing. About 

10 % of farm revenue of the district is earned from animal sector, wherein milk 

contributes 90 % share of this income. In addition to cattle, goat and poultry have 

important role in income generation. Nearly 10 % of the population is engaged as 

workers in plantations.   

 

The farm crisis in Idukki originated from different causes and assumed explosive stage 

with many farmer suicides over last few years. Three important reasons behind the 

farmer distress are the very high cost of production of major plantation and spices 

crops, high volatility of commodity prices with prices dipping below cost of production, 

and huge escalation in farmers’ debt. The accumulated burden of this distress over 

years exacerbated with continuous drought and downpour years shattered the 

economic backbone of many farmers with small and medium sized holdings. The 

economic decline and continuous neglect of plantation crops made these crops more 

vulnerable to pests and diseases with appalling decline in productivity. With the 

increase in the prices of farm inputs and labour wages, a return to normal agriculture 

appeared impossible to many. The productivity decline compounded the distress from 

price fall and escalated cost of production. Many farmers chose to commit suicide to 

escape from the state of helplessness and burden of farm debt. While the district 
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administration states that there were only 103 suicides during 2001 to 2007, the 

District Cooperative Bank gave data on 473 suicides of its farmer members between 

1998 and 2007. While one would normally expect that the farmers who had committed 

suicide might have had a huge loan liability, it is astounding to realize that the average 

loan liabilities of Idukki suicide victims ranged between Rs 10,210 and 19,630. It 

appears that beyond loans, the hopeless state of agriculture might have driven them to 

the extreme act. For those who chose to stay put, the cascade effect of the farm crisis 

rendered them incapable repaying the loan liabilities. They are also incapable to make 

any fresh investments and to have a good harvest. Their livelihoods stand 

continuously deprived and threatened. The socio-political issues governing the land 

right of farmers in some parts of the district added new dimension to their agony and 

distress.    

 

Agricultural loan liability: Two major formal streams of agricultural credit in Idukki 

district are the scheduled commercial banks (SCBs) and the agricultural cooperative 

banks (ACBs). The Commission made an effort to collect agricultural loan transactions 

in SCBs and ACBs during last 10 years with separate data on small farmers. The local 

NABARD official and the District Cooperative Bank (DCB) offered good support. It took 

long time to get incomplete data from SCBs, despite efforts made by the lead bank, 

the Union Bank of India. Among the SCBs, data were available only from Union Bank 

of India, South Indian Bank, Indian Oversees Bank, State Bank of India, and Bank of 

Baroda for the period 2003 to 2007. Major categories of loan disbursed are crop and 

term loans. Other loans of very small size are cattle loan and agri-business loan. On 

31 March 2007, total outstanding crop loan principal was Rs 95.5 crores, while the 

outstanding interest of this loan was Rs 36.6 crores, which is more than one-third of 

the principal. Total outstanding loan from ACBs on 31 March 2007 was Rs 210.4 

crores and 63 % of which was crop loan. The over all-outstanding loan on this date 

from the five SCBs was Rs 419.5 crores. Nearly 85 % of it was crop loans, 10 % term 

loans, 4 % cattle loan and 0.5 % agri-business loan. Nearly 84 % of this loan in 2007 

was availed by small farmers. The estimated total agricultural loan outstanding from 

ACBs and SCBs on 31 March 2007 is Rs 630.0 crores, about 85 % of which was 

availed by small farmers.     

 

Tracing other factors of farm distress: The intensity of impact created by adverse 

market prices, increased cost of production and aberrant agro-climatic factors varied 

with crops. Certain district-specific factors imposed restrictions on choice of the crops. 
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For example, in the Cardamom Hill Reserve (CHR) forest area farmers are allowed to 

grow only small cardamom, while in the region demarcated as tea plantations, none 

other than tea could be grown.  Elsewhere, other plantation crops took predominance 

in the cropping pattern of farmers. Thus the role of each of these crops and crop 

combinations to the farm distress has to be discussed separately.   

 

Cardamom: Small cardamom, Elettaria cardamom, native of this region is a prominent 

spice crop of Idukki. This district contributes more than 70 % to the cardamom 

production in India. Currently cardamom occupies about 33,000 ha in a region called 

CHR forest area spread across Devikulam, Udumbanchola and Peerumedu taluks at 

altitudes between 600 and 1200 m above MSL. Present average yield is around 300 

kg/ha. Twenty years back the average yield was below 50 kg/ha and the cardamom 

area was 64,000 ha. There are about 25,000 cardamom farmers, majority of them 

owning small or medium holdings. During last 35 years, cardamom production and 

productivity increased by 15-fold, while area decreased by 40 %. The yield scaled 

above 75 kg only after 1991. This change was largely achieved with the arrival of few 

high yielding varieties, particularly ‘Njallani’, and intensification of production. Shri. 

Joseph Sebastin and his family, developed the variety, ‘Njallani’ and this is estimated 

to have been contributing, on an average, Rs 100 crores a year to the agricultural 

income of the district.  

 

While the high yielding varieties opened new opportunity to increase yield many-fold, 

the new production management also demanded far higher plant nutrients and many-

fold higher application of fungicides and pesticides. Many farmers applied far higher 

nutrients than the recommended dose of 150N: 75P: 300K kg/ha, often not in 

balanced manner, taking advantage of the nutrient responsiveness of new varieties. 

Increased nutrient supply led to increased vulnerability to pests and diseases, which 

triggered increased applications of fungicides and pesticides in large quantities. The 

recommended 8 rounds of soil and plant applications of fungicides and pesticides an 

year were frequently ignored to go up to 15 rounds. Such intensified production 

practices and excessive use of plant protection chemicals over the last 15 years have 

set in adverse impact on the ecology, production cost, soil health and above all 

sustainability of production. There is also notable impact of this intensification on the 

forest cover and canopy of the CHR area. The tree density is reduced and the canopy 

cut down up to 25%. When the cardamom yield moved to unprecedented 600 kg/ha or 

even above one ton/ha, the productive life of clump declined by almost one-third. This 
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demanded more frequent replanting, more soil work, more soil erosion and lesser 

sustainability.  

 

It was in this background the crop suffered two consecutive drought and a heavy 

rainfall together with heavy price fall. The price fall made farmers incapable of annual 

investment, which demanded Rs 75,000-1,50,000/ha. Lack of such investment 

plummeted the yield and made the crop more vulnerable to stress. Low yield and low 

price made the livelihood distressful and encouraged mounting debt. Many gardens 

were damaged and the farmers left incapable of undertaking replanting. Without 

assistance, these farmers cannot be taken back to their income generating strength. In 

view of their shattered economy, it is important that during replanting stage these 

farmers have to be compensated for their annual income at least during the first year.  

 

Ever increasing cost of production together with low price is an important source of 

farm distress in cardamom. Different estimates show the cost of production ranging 

from Rs 75,000/ha to two-fold higher. With variable yield under varied managements, 

the estimated production cost of every kg capsule ranges between Rs 150 and 300. At 

such huge cost of production undertaken even by small farmers, using bank loans to 

the tune of Rs 50,000/ha, any adverse fall in prices or crop loss on any count do hit the 

farmer severely. When such adversities persist or recur for two or more years 

continuously, it may not only crush the economic backbone of farmers but also entrap 

them in huge debt. This is what had happened to cardamom farmers during 2003 to 

2007 in Idukki with steep price fall and recurring adverse weather, droughts during two 

years and heavy rainfall in one year. To add to the vagaries, the input prices also 

increased. The prices of copper fungicide, which is an important input for cardamom, 

increased almost three-fold during the last four years. Together the labour cost is 

rising and timely availability of labour is becoming difficult. Even small farmers require 

hired labour for certain operations. While the price of one kg of cardamom in 1976 was 

sufficient to pay for 22 man days, it shrunk to just four man days in 2006. While 

mechanization is not easy in the terrain where the crop is grown and may be possible 

only for certain operations, selective mechanization is a contemporary imperative for 

mitigating labour shortage.  

 

Under the increasing unsustainable approaches in cardamom farming, there is a 

widespread desire among farmers of the district to turn organic farming. While the 

emphasis to turn the whole district organic is louder, the cardamom farmers and their 
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associations are less enthusiastic about this idea. They do recognize the merit of 

organic farming. However, they consider that organic farming with current available 

technology may not provide economic yield and income. However all welcome the 

need for moving away from high intensity chemical farming to ‘green farming’ with less 

dependence on chemical inputs and more use of organic inputs and integrated pest 

and disease management. There is also need for fine tuning this technology on 

location-specific manner. Opportunity is now ripe for promoting organic inputs like 

Psuedomonas, Trichoderma, VAM, bio-pesticides like entomopathogenic nematodes 

(EPN), vermicompost and vermi-wash and to evolve and enforce quality standards for 

them to check spurious trade. This calls for establishment of a well equipped 

laboratory to extend service to farmers on input quality testing and soil test services. 

Local production of these inputs offers a great opportunity for additional income 

generation by Kudumbasrees, Ayalkkoottoms, other self help groups (SHGs) and 

farmers’ clubs.  

 

Post-harvest processing is an important requirement to fetch good prices for the 

produce. Idukki cardamom is reputed for its capsule size and green colour. Harvesting 

at precise time and following specific curing process using fuel wood, electricity, diesel 

or LPG and grading the dried capsules are essential to achieve the reputed green 

quality. Sun drying leads to poor quality and low price. Drying 1 kg cardamom needs 4 

kg fuel wood. Use of firewood for curing over years has led to serious depletion of 

trees in CHR forest. This together with forest loss elsewhere is triggering serious 

climate change in the region. While the district generates more than 60 % of the power 

in the State, the electricity supply in the district is poor and the Kerala State Electricity 

Board (KSEB) is levying industrial tariff on farmers using electricity for cardamom 

curing at household level. Make note that the same KSEB supplies power at 

agricultural tariff for dewatering in Kuttanad. While 95 % of the farmers curing 

cardamom are small holders, the rationale of levying industrial tariff is amazing. It 

appears the environmental cost of denying power at affordable rate and pushing 

farmers to fuel wood is not appreciated. The income difference KSEB makes at these 

two rates is negligible. KSEB also perhaps does not realize that with decline in forest 

and depletion of rainfall, it will cease to generate power. There is a shared interest for 

KSEB, farmers and all in protecting the forest. Supply of power at agricultural tariff to 

all farmers may wean away farmers from the fuel wood for processing. This may also 

help them in increasing their competitiveness with the cost reduction in curing. The 

KSEB may therefore revert from this unfair and discriminatory classification of power 
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use by the Idukki farmers and provide power at agricultural tariff for processing of all 

agricultural produces at household level by small farmers and their groups.  

 

Cardamom marketing conducted under APMC Act is through a process of auction at 

designated locations. Farmers and traders participating in auction have to be 

registered under this Act by the Spices Board of India. This had created and promoted 

farmer unfriendly practices such as exclusion of several farmers from the market, 

compelling these excluded farmers to sell their produce to middlemen, and formation 

of trade cartels to deny fair price to farmers. While the recent introduction of 

Cardamom growers ID card and e-auction are steps in the forward direction, farmers 

are still not out side the clutches of few traders who do and undo the domestic 

cardamom pricing. I this context, the move to establish a Spices park in Idduki as a 

common world class infrastructure for cleaning, processing, steam sterilization, 

packaging, quality testing, warehousing on a ‘user fee’ is welcome. It is important to 

underscore that such facility will not be directly accessible to the vast majority of small 

producers, but only to big traders. To rescue small producers from middlemen requires 

locally accessible common facility for curing, grading and short-term safe 

warehousing. Linking such warehousing with bank with facility to receive partial cost 

may help many cash starved farmers for holding their stock and realizing better price. 

Creation of such facility, its group management by farmers and its eventual networking 

with Spices park in hub and spoke model would help small farmers to realize the 

benefit of the Spices park. This may also empower producers to maintain good 

hygiene and quality standards and product consistency with traceability, which are 

mandatory for the modern competitive trade. 

 

To insulate farmers from recurrence of distress due to uneconomic price, it is 

important to establish Cardamom Price Stabilization Fund (CPSF), which is an 

improvement over the Price Stabilization Fund Trust (PSFT) introduced in 2003 by the 

Central government. The WTO Commission for Kerala headed by Prof. Swaminathan 

had also recommended the need for price stabilization fund. In the CPSF, an 

economic price band (EPB) is determined around the cost of production and as the 

market prices go below the EPB, the farmer is compensated to receive economic price 

and as the market prices go above the EPB, the farmer is made to contribute a small 

share of the high price to the CPSF so that the fund is maintained by the farmers, for 

their own secured welfare.  
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Black pepper: With reported area of 84,219 ha under black pepper, it occupies the 

largest area in the district. Area under pepper had been increasing according to official 

statistics. Pepper is grown virtually in every farm holding or homestead garden, except 

those in higher ranges and hence is deeply associated with the income and livelihoods 

of vast majority of farmers. Pepper is estimated to contribute about 20 % of agricultural 

income of the district. It is mostly an intercrop and a pure crop in un-estimated small 

area in Rajakumari, Rajakkad, Adimali and Vazhathopu Panchayats. It is a common 

intercrop with coffee and tea. Most commonly used standards are dadaps (Erythrina 

sp.) and silver oak (Grevelia sp) apart from common trees like mango, Jackfruit tree, 

etc. Pepper produced in Idukki has better quality. Compared with other districts of 

Kerala pepper productivity in Idukki is higher, although way behind the world average. 

The agro-climatic condition of Idukki is suited for increasing the yield.  

 

However, during the last 5-6 years, pepper cultivation and income from this crop had 

been seriously affected with many major problems. These problems continuously 

impacting on the income of farmers, particularly the small and tribal farmers have 

major share on their economic distress like in the case of cardamom. The problems 

are: (1) decline in yield due to widespread incidences of slow and quick wilts and other 

biotic pressures, (2) low yield from the carry over effects of unfavourable agro-climatic 

conditions and poor management of gardens in the recent past, (3) decline in price 

since 2001, and (4) increasing cost of production and lack of profitability. Since 2001 

with concurrent fall in prices and increase in cost of production, the profitability from 

the crop is lost. Under this economic equation, farmers, particularly small farmers were 

not able to make fresh investment on the crop for its normal management. With the 

low rainfall spell for two years since 2003 the crop was seriously affected with 

diseases like slow and quick wilts. There was heavy loss of crop in areas severely 

affected by the drought and diseases. Farmers who had invested early years by taking 

crop loan failed to recover income and repay the loan due to yield loss and price fall. 

Over the years this liability had been enlarging. When the farm distress due to pepper 

cultivation is so wide spread, the official statistics on pepper received wider cynicism 

from farmers. The DoA officials also concurred on the substantial damage that had 

happened to large pepper area justifying the demand for replanting and rejuvenation 

for restoration of income and livelihood of small and tribal farmers.  
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Redress of above said problems essentially constitute the primary strategy for 

addressing farm distress contributed by pepper. Revival of pepper productivity 

requires at least two major initiatives covering gardens badly affected with priority to 

small and tribal farmers. These are undertaking replanting whole or part of the gardens 

where vines have become senile or had been irreversibly affected by diseases or 

continuous neglect and launching rejuvenation process to nurse back healthy gardens 

to higher yield. Often the same garden may require both these treatments. Varieties 

widely grown in the district are local land races such as Karimunda, Neelamundi, 

Kuthiravally, Narayakodi, and Chagannoran. All of them are susceptible to major 

diseases. While few high yielding varieties, some of them with better tolerance to 

diseases, are evolved, farmers are not able to get the quality planting material of these 

varieties. Replanting gives an opportunity to plant high yielding varieties of vines.  
 

When comes to planting material, the district had been facing acute shortage for 

quality planting material. The need for identification of high yielding varieties 

appropriate to each region and their mother plants, large scale multiplication of 

runners under scientific management for providing foundation stock and mass scale 

production of rooted cuttings assume high importance. The three research institutions 

recommending pepper variety for the district speaks differently as they work in 

isolation. While the CRS, Pampadumpara (KAU) recommends Panniyur 5, the ICRI 

recommends Panniyur 4, (it excluded Panniyur 5 from the study) and IISR 

recommends its releases, Sakthi, Thevam and Malabar Excel (it did not evaluate 

Panniyur 4 or 5) discussed. There is no interaction among these institutions when they 

make such recommendations. The farmers are also not involved in participatory 

manner. When varieties are identified, it is desirable to raise the rooted cuttings locally 

by involving trained farmers and SHGs of farmwomen under expert supervision, 

guidance and certification of seedlings. Effectively soil treatment against soil borne 

pests/pathogens and judicious use of organic and other inputs become important. 

Replanting and rejuvenation also offers opportunity to make a change to either total 

organic farming or green farming with use of organic inputs, IPM and need based 

chemical use. This, in turn, may generate a huge opportunity for local production and 

supply or organic inputs by farmers, their SHGs and other agencies. Their continuous 

training, credit support and technical guidance are important for promoting stringent 
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certification standards. The employment and income generation potential of these 

activities to local farmers and groups on continuing basis is significant.  
 

Despite being a major crop of the district and affecting the economy of farmers to 

significant scale, pepper has no organized marketing facility. Hence, the majority small 

farmers have no way but the middlemen for marketing. Some of them lack facility for 

drying and for grading the dried pepper. Some are under pressure to dispose the 

harvest in green state. For enabling these farmers to take the benefit of processing 

and value addition and to hold the stock for some time till prices turn favourable, it is 

important to establish community facilities for post harvest processing, grading and 

short term warehousing. Warehouse-bank linkage may help small farmers who are in 

need of cash by pledging the processed stock deposited in the warehouse. The large 

volume of the processed and graded or value added produce warehoused by many 

small farmers might also collectively help them by commanding better price than 

selling in piece meal. Farmers may get full benefit of such facilities, when these are 

managed well with minimal overheads under their cooperatives or associations or 

even SHGs. Like in the case of cardamom, these local processing facilities may be 

networked with the forthcoming Spices Park. The GOK may examine the pros and 

cons of taking pepper marketing under APMC Act and establishing Pepper Price 

Stabilization Trust Fund as a solution to redress the distress caused by huge price 

variations.   
 

Unfortunately, the role of research on pepper production in the district is virtually 

negligible. While the KAU and IISR have developed many varieties and had been 

claiming that some of these varieties are suited to Idukki, they are not getting popular 

among farmers. Idukki may require different varieties in different agro-climatic regions. 

The inability of these institutes to work with fair coordination and in participation with 

farmers is making many of their technologies not moving down to farms. Like in the 

case of cardamom, farmers’ varieties are making their presence than the public 

research varieties. Farmer’s varieties such as ‘Appachan molaku’ and Kumbakal are 

popular in certain pockets. The CRS, Pampadumpara mandated with location specific 

research and technology transfer on cardamom and pepper has no major programme 

on production of pepper planting material of varieties recommended by it. Rather the 

Centre is giving priority to the multiplication of rose and other flowering plants! 
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Rubber: Rubber occupies about 38,844 ha area in the district and contributes one of 

the highest shares (26%) to the agricultural income. The area under rubber is 

increasing largely due to attractive price, availability of cost effective technologies, 

better extension services being provided by the Rubber Board of India (RBI) and 

financial support available under different development schemes. It appears the 

production increase is not commensurate with area increase indicating that the new 

area being brought under in high altitudes is possibly less productive. From the 

representations received by this Commission it is clear that rubber, as a crop has no 

role in the economic distress of farmers. The RBI model on excellence in research, 

technology transfer, integration between technology development and transfer, 

decentralization of development schemes and better ratio between field staff and 

farmers being serviced is worthy of study and adoption by other commodity Boards. 

Natural rubber, because of its heat tolerance, will continue to receive importance in 

national and international trade and hence rubber should continue to receive strong 

research and marketing support. With this in view and in recognition of the notable 

contribution of the RRI, a special research grant is recommended to strengthen its 

research and infrastructure.     
 

Vegetables and fruits: Idukki district produces substantial amount of vegetables. This 

is possibly the only district in the State producing cool season vegetables. These 

include potato, carrot, cabbage, cauliflower, French and butter beans, tomato and 

chilly grown at high altitudes in four Panchayats under Devikulam taluk. It also 

produces a few tropical vegetables like bitter gourd and cowpea in large scale and 

French bean and tubers in small scale. The cool season fruits cultivable in the district 

are orange, apple, passion fruit, strawberry, cherry, guava, tree-tomato, kiwi, 

mangosteen, egg fruit, peach, and gooseberry. The vegetables contribute 7.2 % of the 

total agricultural income of the district. On this basis, these are ranked fourth among 

agricultural crops. Banana and plantains, which are other major fruits grown here are 

not included here. Vegetable production statistics of the district is incomplete and 

fragmentary. According to figures the area under vegetables was 3189 ha during 

2005-06. It is reported that more than 1600 ha is grown with cool season vegetables 

mainly in Vattavada, Kanthalloor, Marayur and Munnar Panchayats.  
 

Tropical vegetables are grown fairly under intensive practices at planes and low 

elevations, while the cool season vegetables are grown largely by traditional and low 

management methods under many constraints. The cool season vegetable growing 
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region lies in a rain shadow region receiving less than 1300 mm rainfall in the eastern 

side of the Western Ghats. The region is economically backward with poor road, no 

irrigation, technology servicing, marketing or storage facility, apart from social 

amenities like bank, schools, hospitals, drinking water and other essential services. 

Many crops are raised during only one growing season. Augmenting irrigation facility 

through check dams, soil conservation, improving roads, creating market linkages and 

go down facilities, strengthening technology servicing for quality seeds, package of 

practices, inputs and credits are measures badly required to promote production of 

cool season vegetables and fruits and for enhancing the employment and income of 

the poor tribal people behind these crops. With such strengthening the vegetable 

production capacity of the district can be substantially enhanced and thus promote the 

self-reliance of the State in vegetables.  
 

This cool season vegetable and fruit growing region receives no or minimal services 

from departments like agriculture, animal husbandry, Kerala Agricultural University and 

other development agencies of the State. The region is surrounded by forest and 

therefore Forest Department has important role in promoting the livelihood activities of 

the people. In the absence of support from these departments, the people are heavily 

depending on the private moneylenders and input suppliers from neighbouring Tamil 

Nadu. In that process the entire produce is moved to Tamil Nadu. When the region 

has such potential and the state of production system is in such neglect, it is surprising 

that the State Horticultural Mission has not placed the deserving focus to this region.  

There is urgency to invest funds from the SMH for promoting infrastructure, 

production, marketing, cold storaging, value addition and capacity building as well as 

for strengthening the services from other development departments including a very 

supportive attitude from the Forest department. There is desirability in establishing a 

horticulture research unit of KAU in this region to address the research and quality 

planting material needs of the region. Agricultural development of this region may not 

go without building essential services like schooling, healthcare, drinking water supply, 

etc.  
 

Marketing of vegetables demands very special attention due to their perishability and 

inaccessibility of the region where it is produced. The initiatives being taken by the 

VFPCK and KADS in small measure need to be strengthened and replicated to 
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eliminate middleman and to ensure better price to producers. VFPCK is found 

functioning without adequate funding, while SHM is failing to identify the problems and 

provide priority support to the agencies capable of building farmers’ market.  
 

Banana and plantains: Banana and plantains are grown virtually in every farm 

holdings, particularly the small and medium, either as an inter- or pure or backyard 

crop. It is a common source of income to small holding in particular. More than 5000 

ha area is under this crop, with 65 % of area under plantains. Banana and plantains 

contribute about 2.8 % of the total agricultural income of Idukki district. Banana 

cultivation is largely undertaken by converting rice fields and the area has increased 

by 46% during seven years from 2000. The yield of banana and plantain is, however, 

decreasing over these years. The most widely and commercially grown banana variety 

is ‘Nedran’. Traditional varieties like Njalipoovan, Palayankodan, Red poovan and 

Kadali and improved variety like Robusta are the common plantain varieties. A new 

high yielding variety of Nendran called ‘Quintal Nendran’ innovated by a farmer in 

Adimali is a popular banana variety. Unfortunately this innovative farmer has fallen a 

victim of his innovation under certain unsavory situations. GoK may examine this and 

a fair deal done to promote farmer innovators.  
 

Major issues associated with banana and plantain cultivation are regulation of 

environmental pollution caused by heavy application of the pesticide (furadan) to 

banana, promotion of farmers’ markets in all regions/Panchayats to ensure fair 

marketing and modification of the insurance coverage of banana/plantain to receive 

higher compensation. There is increasing awareness on the environmental impact 

from application of pesticide. Organic banana cultivation with premium price for 

organic banana is emerging. For example, farmers’ market of KADS offers premium 

prices to organic products and also promotes organic cultivation. The intervention of 

VFPCK with ‘Swasraya Karshaka Market’ offers fair price to these produces. But the 

coverage being provided by VFPCK is a fraction of total farmers and produce 

generated. Support has to be given under the SHM to expand the current coverage. 

Currently banana and plantain are covered under crop insurance with a premium of Rs 

2.50 per plant and compensation of Rs 50. The demand of farmers to raise the 

compensation to Rs 100 is justified and is to be met.  
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Tapioca and other tubers: Tapioca, elephant foot yam and Dioscorea are main tuber 

crops of Idukki district. All tubers excluding sweet potato together occupy about 3.2 % 

of the cropped area and contribute 7.9 % of the total agricultural income. The yield of 

tapioca, which is the principal tuber crop is the second highest across districts of the 

State. However, the area under tapioca has been substantially declining over years, 

largely due to replacement with rubber. No tuber crop-specific grievance was heard 

from farmers. The potential of tapioca in rearing silk worms need to be pursued by the 

Indian Silk Board to assess the economic feasibility.  
 

Coffee: Coffee occupies only a small area of about 10870 ha in the district between 

120 and 1650 m elevations above MSL and it contributes 2.5 % of the agricultural 

income of Idukki district. Major regions growing coffee are Vandiperiyar, Vazhavana 

and Adimali. The rainfall pattern of Idukki is not well suited to coffee with irregular 

blossom and fruit setting showers and heavy rain during rest of the stages. The district 

has predominance of small coffee growers and they constitute 93% of the coffee 

growing holdings with 59% of total area. Nearly 85 % area is grown under Robusta 

coffee, which has average yield of 627 kg/ha. Area under coffee has been declining 

during the last seven years with similar trend on production and yield. This together 

with increasing cost of production has been making coffee-based livelihood for small 

growers a difficult option. In this context coffee prices and marketing assume 

importance. Coffee marketing is unregulated and most of the small farmers sell their 

produce through middlemen. With the lack of facility to these farmers for drying, 

pulping, and warehousing, the exploitation they face during marketing is very high. 

There is need to build three coffee warehouses at selected locations in Vandiperiyar, 

Vazhavana and Adimali with free of cost land provided by the Panchayat or the State 

government.  
 

It is expected that Idukki may get its due share from the recent provision of Rs 310 

crores for replanting senile gardens under the 11th Plan. The CBI currently offers 

financial support to the tune of 20-25% on production enhancing and value addition 

programmes such as sprinkler irrigation, pulping facility, drying yards, water storage 

facility, etc. Many small farmers in Idukki are not able to use this support due to their 

inability to put the remaining 75-80% of the investment. Hence there is need to 

enhance this assistance to 50 % of the actual cost with ceiling on Rs. 50,000/holding.   
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Since 1995 coffee marketing is unregulated. Under the existing coffee market, the 

traders are well networked and equipped to store and process, while the producers, 

particularly the small farmers, are not. There is no coffee auction platform. The price 

stabilization fund trust (PSFT) established for coffee growers has not received 

encouraging response from farmers. There is need to modify this PSFT scheme by 

linking with economic price line based on cost of production. The online platform for 

spot trading of the commodity in collaboration with the National Commodity and 

Derivatives Exchange Ltd (NCDEX) is viewed with an apprehension that it is a prelude 

to coffee futures. All such decisions having major economic impact on coffee farmers 

have to be made farmer participatory, with capacity building to farmers. 
 

Tea: Tea is linked with history of agriculture in the district. It currently occupies about 

23702 ha, produces 40063 t of leaves at an average yield of 1690 kg/ha. Tea 

plantations are situated above 750 m in Devikulam and Peerumedu taluks, with 26 % 

area between 1500 and 2000 m, while 8 % area above 2000m. Idukki has about 4956 

tea gardens, out of which small growers (garden size below 10.1 ha) own 4887 

gardens with area of 3910 ha. There are 69 larger gardens with area above 100 ha 

and occupying about 82 % of area and contributing to 93 % of production. As a large 

share of tea produced in the region is exported, the production has to be competitive in 

quality and cost. While the tea produced may pass quality-wise, the crisis of tea 

production in Idukki arises from high cost of production and low productivity arising 

from aging bushes, which in 86 % of the gardens have crossed 70 years.  According to 

United Planters Association of South India (UPASI), production cost of Idukki tea is 

158 % higher than that of Vietnam. There is growing mismatch between tea prices and 

labour wages including social welfare cost. The 50% agricultural tax being levied on 

tea by the GoK, which is the highest in the country, also affects the tea plantations. 

Thus about 20 estates have closed throwing the livelihoods of workers in jeopardy. 

Some policy changes to support tea production and trade are required from the GoK.  
 

The state of tea economy has placed the future of tea industry in catch 22 position. 

The industry is incapable of making any long term developmental investments, while 

without such investments it cannot come out its present impasse. Replanting senile 

gardens with good quality and high yielding clones should receive high priority. 

However, the industry is incapacitated even to use the 25% subsidy being offered by 

the Tea Board of India (TBI) for replanting. To make a change, this planting subsidy 
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has to be enhanced to 75 % for small planters and to 50 % for the rest. For plantations 

brought under the Plantations Labour Act, 1951 an additional pro rata subsidy 

component on the labour wages of the re-planted area till the new clones reach the 

plucking stage is to be given.  The desirability of creating a special purpose fund 

through an amendment in the Plantations Labour Act to share the social costs on 

labourers between the employer and the Central/State Government may also be 

seriously examined. 
 

For marketing tea, public auction is the most popular mode. Kochi is the only auction 

center in Kerala. There is increasing interest among producers shift to e-auction for 

better price realization and discouraging trade cartels. There is also exploitation of 

small tea growers by the big estates, which purchases the leaves from small farmers. 

Under the pretext of quality and other reasons, the buyer dictates the prices. For 

example, the current rate for tealeaves vary from Rs 7.5-9.75/kg. The TBI has to 

periodically fix a minimum quality linked price for leaves to prevent exploitation of small 

producers. It may also promote cooperatives of small tea producers with infrastructure 

for quality assessment of fresh leaves and good practices by the tea estates to prevent 

exploitation of small growers. 
 

The inflexibility of the Kerala Land Reforms Act, 1963 to allow livelihood based crop 

diversification is bothering tea growers. There is a felt need to revisit this Act when tea 

does not offer an exclusive opportunity for the livelihood, particularly the small 

producers and the tea plantation workers. Hence, the GoK may consider allowing 5 % 

of the tea garden area or a maximum of 500 ha, which ever is less in a given 

plantation, to exclusively promote dairying, fodder grass cultivation, kitchen garden 

and floriculture with emphasis to use this relaxation for the livelihood of the deprived.  
 

Coconut: Coconut occupies 24,343 ha in Idukki district and contributes 1.1 % of the 

annual agricultural income of the district. Most of the area is in the planes, in 

Thodupuzha taluk and in Kokkayar Panchayat. Although coconut is not suited to 

elevations above 500 m, it is being planted at higher elevations, where the yield is very 

low. The average yield ranges from 20 to 50 nuts/palm during unfavourable and 

favourable years, respectively. In most part, coconut is severely affected by root (wilt) 

disease. With decreasing profit from the crop, its area is decreasing with slow take 

over by the rubber at lower elevations.  The crop requires a major intervention for 

replanting and rejuvenation for yield and income restoration. The severely wilt affected 
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and senile trees which have lost the economic yield potential have to be replanted with 

healthy seedling and the poorly managed trees are to well managed to push their yield 

above the economic threshold. These programmes have to be linked with the ongoing 

schemes of Special Mission on Coconut administered by the Coconut Development 

Board. It is desirable that planting material wherever possible may be selected from 

the region and nursery is raised in participation with trained farmers and SHGs of 

farmwomen. Similarly, income and employment to farmers and farmwomen may be 

promoted by supporting value addition activities on coconut, such as virgin oil 

production and tender coconut marketing, etc. It is important that coconut promotional 

activities are confined to regions of the district below 500 m altitude.   
 

Other Crops: Other crops each occupying smaller area and contributing a very small 

share to the agricultural income of Idukki district are rice, cocoa, arecanut, ginger, 

garlic, nutmeg and cashew nut. Rice cultivation is confined to 1215 ha predominantly 

in the planes of Thodupuzha taluk. Its contribution to the agricultural economy of the 

district is about 0.3 % and during the last 7 years rice area had declined by 65 %. 

Major impact of this shrinkage of rice area would be on the milk and meat production 

programmes of the district.  
 

Cocoa is cultivated in about 4900 ha in the planes and lower elevations of the district, 

mostly as an intercrop. The area under cocoa and yield over the last 7 years has been 

growing, which is largely due to favourable prices.  
 

Sugarcane is grown as rain-fed in small area around Marayur at high altitude. 

Although the official data available on this crop also appears questionable, the 

reported yield of 8 t cane/ha is far below the economic threshold. The crop is under 

continuous decline in area and production. Whole harvest is crushed locally to produce 

jaggery. However, the dismally low cane and juice yield leads to a very high cost of 

production to jaggery, rendering it less competitive. This has brought serious economic 

problem to sugarcane farmers. A special effort to introduce locally adapted high 

yielding varieties with the help of Sugarcane Breeding Institute, Coimbatore, training 

farmers on modern methods of cultivation and appropriate package of practices to 

boost the yield at least up to 30-35 t/ha, and processing is important to turn sugarcane 

cultivation economically viable. Technical assistance of the DoA or the KAU may be 

ensured for improving cultivation and processing. Marketing Marayur jaggery with 

proper packaging and labeling through networked outlets like ‘Triveni’ shops may help 
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in realizing niche prices to farmers. The potential of this jaggery for securing 

geographical indication may also be examined.  
 

Ginger, a minor spices crop of Idukki is rapidly losing its ground. During last 7 years,  

ginger area had decreased from 1711 ha to 900 ha with 60% decline in production and 

20 % in yield. The high cost of production and low prices have made ginger cultivation 

unattractive in the district. Things being so, the State Horticulture Mission proposes to 

invest Rs 1.7 crore for improving ginger production in Idukki is incomprehensible. Such 

investment without addressing and remedying the causes that had led ginger 

cultivation uneconomical is imprudent. This fund should have better used in other 

sectors like vegetables and fruits with better benefit to farmers.  

 

Other minor spices each occupying areas less than 1000 ha in the district are nutmeg, 

turmeric, cloves, tamarind, garlic and vanilla. 
 

Animal husbandry: Idukki has a natural advantage for livestock rearing with 

favourable agro-climatic conditions and availability of land for grazing and fodder 

production. Livestock wealth of Idukki contributes significantly to the agricultural 

economy of the district. The total animal population of the district is 516691, 

comprising 118374 cattle, 2541 buffaloes 121104 goats, 12765 pigs and 261907 

poultry. The share of animal husbandry to the agricultural economy of the district is 

10.8 % with 84% contributions from milk, 12 % from meat and 4 % from egg. About 

40,000 farm families are reported to cattle rearing for income generation. However, the 

animal stock has declined since 2003, over all by 25%, cattle by 29%, buffaloes by 

42% and poultry by 54% and increase of goat by 43 %. The reasons for this decline 

should serve as an eye opener to the concerned and an opportunity to address them.  
 

It is reported that the indigenous non-descript (ND) cattle of the district has milk yield 

of 2.0-2.5 lit/head/day. Hence, more than four decades age, a first cattle improvement 

programme called the Indo-Swiss Project (ISP) was initiated in Idukki. The vision 

behind the ISP was to transform Idukki, particularly the Peermedu region, in to a ‘milk 

shed’ of Kerala through cross breeding of local cattle with highly productive exotic 

breeds like Brown Swiss (BS), Jersey, and Holstein Fraser (HF), which have milk yield 

above 30 lit/day/head. ISP also aimed at strengthening the fodder resources of the 

region by introducing and popularizing appropriate fodder grass species.  During the 

course of this project, its management moved from Department of Animal Husbandry 

(DAH) to newly created Kerala Livestock Development Board (KLDB). Internal 
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breeding within DAH continued and two more organizations were born. These are 

Dairy Development Department (DDD) and Kerala Cooperative Milk Marketing 

Federation (MILMA) with bifurcated mandates. 
 

The ISP delivered a new composite and multipurpose breed called ‘Sunandini’ derived 

from a complex and non-pedigreed introgression of Jersey, HF and American SB on 

initial cross derivative of local ND cattle and BS possessing 62.5% blood of BS. The 

claimed gains are first calving of ‘Sunandini’ is brought to 31 months, its calving 

interval reduced to13.6 months and milk yield increased on an average to 7.8 to 11.3 

lit/head/day. However, the current average milk yield of cattle in Idukki is about 6.5 

lit/head/day. The yield expected under the ‘milk shed’ vision was far higher. The DDD 

considers that notwithstanding the ‘Sunanadini’, the district is lacking high yielding 

breeds. Nonetheless inferior semen extracted from ‘Sunanadini’ bulls maintained by 

KLDB and outsourced from farmers is being used for artificial insemination. 
 

A comparison of milk yield and production from cross-bred (CB) cattle in Idukki with 

that of Trivandrum over 20 years would reveal that ISP did not specially benefit the 

Idukki in any manner despite its natural advantage to dairying. Trivandrum district 

outstripped Idukki both in production and yield. More over, while both the districts have 

almost equal number of CB cattle, ND cattle is far more in Idukki, suggesting that the 

ISP failed to cross breed many ND cattle in Idukki than in Trivandrum. Thus, on milk 

production, milk yield and coverage of cross breeding of ND cattle, the ISP project has 

not succeeded in Idukki. This study team came across many complaints from farmers 

on the non-availability of fodder during summer months and non-availability of fodder 

grasses planting material. No database is available on the area cultivated by fodder 

grass in the district. The district is reported to be 65% deficit in fodder grass. The 

decline in paddy cultivation also makes paddy straw rare and dear. According to KLDC 

Annual Report, it had sold 4.33 lakh rooted slips of Hybrid Napier to DDD in 2005-06. 

But, the Idukki district suffers acute fodder grass shortage. Neither the veterinary 

research under the Kerala Agricultural University seems to have identified or 

developed any fodder grass suited to the Idukki region. The half built Veterinary 

college campus at Kolahalamedu has left abandoned. These developments have 

major bearing on future efforts to turn Idukki a dairying hub of Kerala. 
 

According to DAH, the important reasons for poor milk production in the district are 

high cost of production arising from high cost of balanced feed, animal care products 

and medicines, shortage of good quality fodder, low productivity of animals, and 
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occurrence of diseases like mastitis. The DDD adds three more reasons, the non-

availability of high yielding breeds, difficulties in marketing and low return from 

dairying. That means over 40 years, the efforts to build a strong foundation to turn 

Idukki as the milk district did not materialize and need to start again from nothing. 

Unfortunately the existing promotion policies are not conducive to dairying. There is no 

quality feed supply at reasonable prices, there is no fair price for the milk, there is no 

programme to produce enough fodder, and there is no effective health service and 

support system. When these are facilitated the innovative and hard working farmers of 

Idukki on their own, would take the district to lead position in milk and meat production.   

Farmers do not look for subsidies and freebies, they only want an enabling 

environment, technology service and policy support. With out the latter any subsidy is 

also not going to change any farther.   
 

Milk price is a major factor hindering dairying. Farmers demonstrated that a liter of 

mineral water is costlier than a liter of milk they sell. The principal buyer is the DDD. 

There seems to be a forced nexus between politically determined consumer price and 

farmer price, which does not take in to consideration the cost of production and 

income for livelihood of a dairy farmer. Such uneconomic milk price is not neutralized 

with supply of quality feed and fodder at fair price and easy access to quality medical 

care of animals. This kind of pricing and promotional policy is central to the dairying 

debacle in Idukki district, notwithstanding the lack of high milk producing stocks. The 

recommendations provided herein may help revival of dairying in Idukki, if only the 

policies constraining dairying are rectified to promote this enterprise either as a 

specialized or integrated activity. Idukki district with its natural potential for dairying 

and hard working and innovative farmers offers uncommon opportunity in the State to 

enhance farmer income from an integration of crop and animal husbandry. While 

certain regions suited for specific crops may not allow integrated dairying, other 

regions are suited for dairying and mixed farming.  
 

Important policy interventions required in the district for promoting milk and meat 

production are; (1) ensuring production cost based price to farmers, (2) establishment 

of feed production units in private/public sector and ensuring feed at competitive cost, 

(3) promotion of fodder grass and silage production for round the year supply of quality 

roughage, (4) supply of value added paddy straw or other roughages from regions 

where these is available at cost effective price, (5) abolition of institutions in the milk 

procurement and marketing chain which are blocking fair price to farmers, (6) 
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establishment of farmers’ cooperatives on the Gujarat Cooperative Milk Marketing 

Federation model, (7) use of locally adapted high performance milk/meat producing 

breeds with farmer participatory selection for cyclic improvement, (8) regular training, 

capacity building and extension of services to farmers on animal management, 

disease control and monitoring and hygienic milk production, and (9) facilitation of 

insurance of animals.  
 

With the above points in view and based on proposals received from the DAH and 

DDD following recommendations are made.  (1) Enhancement of milk production by 

promoting scientific feeding of animals in lactation and providing hands on training to 

farmers on the importance of balanced feeding and systematic healthcare for 

increasing milk yield and income and on the cost-benefit advantages of better 

management of high yielding animals in milk. (2) Supporting healthy female calf 

rearing for shortening their duration to conception, their further genetic upgrading, 

enhancing their production and achieving higher income generation to tribal and BPL 

farmers and other small farmers, including plantation workers. (3) Supporting rearing 

of male calf for promotion of beef production. (4) Management of mastitis for 

promoting milk yield of should deserve high priority in Idukki in view of the ubiquitous 

nature of this disease. (5) Introduction of high yielding but locally adapted cows to 

bring in new genetic variability having enhanced milk production potential for crossing 

over yield stagnation in dairying. (6) Promotion of goat farming using improved stocks 

to support small and tribal farmers and plantation workers in economic distress. (7) 

Promotion of high yielding and quality fodder providing species to ensure adequate 

availability of green or dry fodder rounds the year. (8) Supporting group insurance of 

all eligible cattle and buffaloes in milk. 
 

Agricultural marketing: The market and prices are important factors contributing to 

the economic distress of Idukki farmers. The district with its hilly terrain, high ranges, 

poor communication system and transport infrastructure poses major challenge to 

marketing agricultural produces, crops and animal. This provides a favourable field for 

play of middlemen, denial of fair price and wide fluctuations in day-to-day prices. The 

situation denies bargaining power to farmers and they are forced to make distress 

sale. There are different marketing systems, depending on the crop and the binding 

market law or system. For example, cardamom marketing is bound to APMC Act and 
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milk marketing is largely influenced by government controlled milk cooperatives. There 

are also farmers’ markets being promoted by the Vegetable and Fruit Promotion 

Council, Keralam (VFPCK) and the Kerala Agricultural Development Society (KADS). 

The marketing laws provide only a framework but not price safeguard. Certain laws 

are not farmer friendly. APMC law does not allow farmer to quote a price. It also does 

not prevent trade cartels. In this context, the recent initiatives from SBI to introduce e-

auction and issue identity cards to all cardamom producers are a welcome step. The 

proposals to establish ‘Flavourit Spice Trading Ltd’ as a public company for making 

market intervention when prices fall and a Spices Park for creating new markets for 

spices and their value added products, when administered in farmer friendly manner 

are expected to help them. Government-farmer cooperation by establishing a 

cardamom price stabilization fund trust (CPSFT) may also safeguard farmers in 

perpetuity from the adverse impact of uneconomic price.  
 

In the case of coffee and tea, there is need to modify this PSFT scheme to make it 

more small farmer friendly and modify it like the CPSFT mentioned above to make it 

sensitive to the changing cost of production and economic price limit decided for each 

crop. The proposal of launching an online platform for spot trading of coffee in 

collaboration with the National Commodity and Derivatives Exchange Ltd (NCDEX) is 

viewed with an apprehension that it is a prelude to coffee futures. In the case of tea 

need for additional auction center outside Kochi and introduction of e-auction is 

favoured.  The need for the TBI to ensure a minimum quality linked price for leaves to 

prevent exploitation of small producers by tea factories is felt. 
 

Black pepper undergoes considerable price variation on many counts. It is a market 

controlled totally by middlemen and commission agents. Small farmers lacking 

processing and grading capacity are exploited to the hilt. There is mechanism in place 

to protect the price and a huge number of small farmers are put to distress by price 

fluctuations. Idukki experience provides a lesson on the impact of low prices on crop 

health and productivity, apart from livelihood of small farmers. There is a need to 

create a price stabilization system for pepper. The recommended community 

processing, value addition and warehousing facility is expected to help farmers in 

realizing better of the available prices.  
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The ‘Farmers’ Open Market’ being modeled by the KADS and the ‘Swasraya Karshaka 

Market’ being devised by the VFPCK are worth promoting by the GoK. The SHM 

needs to place more resources on marketing and market infrastructure building. 

Building agricultural market in Idukki requires many other support infrastructures. The 

government and local bodies have to extend full cooperation and support to these 

efforts. Training and capacity building of farmers, linking SHGs in processing and 

value addition, developing market intelligence and networking with major regional 

markets are components of the farmer friendly market system.  
 

Conservation farming: The hilly and mountainous terrain, denuding vegetation, 

increasing agricultural activities and high rainfall are accelerating soil erosion and 

landslides. The process is further enhanced by mono-cropping, indiscriminate 

deforestation, unregulated grazing and lack of proper management of soil and water 

resources. All these are increasing the fragility of the whole region in ecological and 

economic sense. More than 80% of the soil in the district is prone to severe erosion 

hazards. Height of water column in open wells is declining at alarming rate. Increasing 

scarcity of water, receding water table and intensified digging and deepening of wells 

together with nuclear family formation are contributing to unsustainable water mining 

for domestic and agricultural uses. The environmental deterioration caused by loss of 

vegetation and topsoil and declining water table need to be checked with multiple 

urgent measures. Soil conservation, re-vegetation and water storage measures at 

appropriate locations using check dams are imperative. Re-plantation of forest and 

CHR area with multi-species flora is also part of this scheme. 
 

The Soil Conservation Department (SCD), Government of Kerala had been 

implementing soil and water conservation measures in Idukki district since 1973. From 

1995 to 2007 NABARD had sectioned 44 schemes in the district in 13 tranches. Other 

supports had come from the Western Ghat Development Scheme (WGDPS) and 

National Watershed Development Project for Rain fed Areas (NWDPRA). Since 1973, 

SCD had treated 43,500 ha in the district. According to NABARD, the SCD could 

spend only 51 % of the Rs 10 crores provided in three tranches during 2002-2007. The 

SCD has been following a departmental approach for project implementation with out 

peoples’ participation and transparency. As soil conservation is largely community 

asset building, it is important to associate local Panchayat, farmers and community 

organizations for project identification and implementation with transparency. Similarly, 
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involvement of SCD is also important when Panchayats or NGOs using funding from 

NWDPRA, WGDPS or National Rural Employment Generation Program (NREGP) 

implement such projects.  
 

This Commission underscores the importance of soil conservation measures in the 

CHR area and major pepper growing tracts and the need for undertaking this work on 

contiguous area basis with water shed based approach, participation of local farmers 

and concerned Panchayats. The work has to be located on priority basis only within 

mentioned areas classified under ‘moderate to severe’, ‘moderate – rock outcrops’ and 

‘severe – sea rock outcrops’ by the Kerala Land Use Board, using Panchayat or Block 

as the unit and totally excluding the area already treated. The areas dominated by 

small and tribal farmers may also receive priority. The total recommended area for 

treatment is 40,000 ha in a project timeframe of 10 years. The DSC may use its 

internal resources for survey, identification and detailed study of watersheds, 

conducting PRA exercise and documentation, etc.  

 

The different conservation measures recommended, including check dams are 

discussed in the report. In the case of roof water harvesting, support is specially 

provided for tribal, small or BPL farmers and other farmers. A local committee may 

oversee the project work in each Panchayat. The special funds currently available 

from NABARD and other projects may be sub vented to the recommended fund.  
 

Tribal development: They need special attention for capacity building and training on 

various agricultural practices, value addition, processing and fair marketing. The tribal 

households are given prioritized attention in almost all recommendations related to 

crop and animal husbandry, other development schemes and protection measures 

against wild animal damage. 
 

Idukki weather, its change and impact on farm economy: The Mountains, hills, 

streams, waterfalls and the large biodiversity together offer an enchanting scenic view 

in most part of the district. It has a salubrious weather with pleasant maximum and 

minimum temperatures, round the year.  This district receives the highest rainfall (3506 

mm) in Kerala. This unique weather of the district, particularly in the high ranges, has 

made it a major tourist destination in the State and suited to high value plantation and 

spice crops such as cardamom, pepper and tea and temperate vegetables and fruits. 

This is the only district of the State with largest forest cover. However, during the 

course of this study, the Commission came across repeated comments from many 
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farmers on the changing rainfall and other weather in the district and its impact on 

important crops. Hence we accessed weather data of variable period available from 

six locations spread across the district - the Kannandevan Plantations in Munnar (73 

years), the UPASI, Vandiperiyar (31 years), Cardamom Research Station, 

Pampadumpara (50 years), Indian Cardamom Research Institute, Mayiladumpara (21 

years), Kerala State Electricity Board, Idukki (27 years) and State Agricultural Farm, 

Arikkuzha (22 years) and analysed in accordance with the rules of World 

Meteorological Organization. Parameters analysed are mean, standard deviation, 

coefficient of variation (CV) and linear trend analysis based on three years moving 

average of annual mean values. Results from the three principal locations having more 

than 30 years data were used to draw main conclusions.  
 

The rainfall is found decreasing in all over during the period of study. The 73 years 

data from Munnar revealed very clear and steep downward trend in the total rainfall.  

Further analysis of rainfall during South West (SWM) and North East (NEM) Monsoons 

showed that much of the decrease in total rainfall is accountable to SWM, while 

change in rainfall during NEM is also variable across locations.  

 

The total number of rainy days (TRD) was found shifting over years in all locations. 

TRD is found increasing both in Pampadumpara and Vandiperiyar and this shift was 

not similar during SMW and NEM. While TRD during NEM have increased at 

Pampadumpara and Vandiperiyar, this was decreasing in Mayiladumpara during 

SWM.  
 

Available temperature data showed that the maximum and minimum temperatures in 

all the three major locations were changing. Interestingly, while there was a rise in 

maximum temperature the minimum temperature was decreasing. The increase more 

than 20 C in maximum temperature at Pampadumpara during last 29 years is a major 

change. The rate of decrease in minimum temperature is slightly lower, but very 

significant.   
 

The above conclusions on the weather of Idukki district over the last 31-73 years from 

three principal locations and other three locations unambiguously point to the serious 

dimensions of weather change and associated emerging threats. The declining rainfall, 

particularly during SWM, and the increasing temperature are bound to have very 

serious impact on agriculture and its sustainability in Idukki. The increasing maximum 

temperature and decreasing minimum temperature sent ominous signals on the future 
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of this beautiful natural abode. More over, these changes will impact seriously on the 

ecology of the district and surrounding region, which may feed back on further 

aggravation of the changes. The predictable and unpredictable chain action being 

triggered by the changing pattern of monsoon and temperature is bound to have 

cascading effects on the people, their livelihood, biodiversity and everything that 

makes the district unique, rich and beautiful. It is already being manifested in the 

declining water table, increasing shortage of water during summer period and frequent 

incidence of drought like situations. 
 

The ecological implications of population pressure, continuous encroachments and 

changes made in the land use pattern, including the vast CHR area, have now 

reached to an irreversible stage. The loss of natural forests and the depletion of CHR 

forests are substantially contributing to the weather changes being witnessed today. In 

the mean time, the natural fertility and productivity of the region is declining, soil 

erosion has increased to unprecedented magnitude, environmental pollution is on the 

rise, incidences of pests and diseases are increasing, water table is declining, and loss 

of flora and fauna are happening silently and continuously. The spreading Eucalyptus 

cultivation is extracting the last drop of water from the soil column. The snow balling 

ecological destruction and weather change being witnessed have potential to threaten 

depletion and eventual death of the river Periyar. 
 

Unless the root causes of rising adverse weather change are directly addressed on a 

very systematic master plan for restoration of Idukki ecology and following agricultural 

practices not endangering or challenging natural forces, the weather change of Idukki 

may continue unabated with outcome, which is very obvious. Such master plan should 

regulate all kinds of development plans including further migrations and other 

manifestations of anthropogenic pressure. Massive reforestation, balanced 

management of forest and forest canopy in CHR area, water and soil conservation for 

replenishing declining water table, regulated water mining and banning cultivation of 

Eucalyptus are other important measures to be taken on priority. It should not be 

forgotten that a good ecology is the primary requisite for sustainable good agriculture 

and the associated livelihood. It is time to save Idukki and further delay may relapse to 

an irrecoverable state. 
 

Package funding and implementation: A total of Rest 1126 crores excluding the 

funds required for waiving of loans, which may come close to Rs 600 crore is 

recommended with a frame work for programme implementation under ‘Idukki 

Aiswarya Saminthi’ chaired by the Hon’ble Chief Minister of Kerala.  
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11.1. AGRICULTURE 
 

The economy of Idukki is predominantly agricultural. Gross cropped area is 2,98,662 

ha. The unique terrain, soil and agro-climatic conditions of the district are most suitable 

for growing plantation crops. The soils include hill and forest soil possessing loamy 

texture with variable clay and gravel content between 10% and 50%. With hardly 9 % 

of area under irrigation, virtually the entire plantation crops such as tea, coffee, rubber, 

coconut, cardamom, pepper, ginger, etc are grown under rain-fed conditions. Tropical 

and cool season vegetables, banana and plantains and paddy share the irrigated area. 

The district is notable for cultivation of largest area under various spices, particularly 

small cardamom, and contribution of large shares of these produces. For this reason 

Idukki is called the ‘Spices District’ of India.  Recently, stress also is being given to 

floriculture, olericulture, medicinal plants, etc., under the ‘Horticulture Technology 

Mission’. The 2,14,363 ha net sown area in the district is shared by about 2,11,174 

holdings, small and large.  The average holding size is 1.01 ha, which is the highest in 

the state. According to the statistics available, nearly 95 % of the holdings are 

marginal and small owning less than 2 ha area, while about 4 % of the holding own 2 

to 4 ha land, 1 % of the holding own 4 to10 ha land and 0.3% of the holdings own 

more than 10 ha (Table 4). The small and marginal farmers constituting 95 % of total 

holdings share about 60 % of the total cultivated area, while the remaining area is 

shared by holding categories owning 2 ha and above, including large plantations.  

 

Table 4:  Land holding pattern of the Idukki district   

Number of holdings Area, ha Holding size 
Holdings Percentage Area Percentage 

Up to 1 ha 169,822       80.4  41,708             34 
Between 1 and 1.99 ha 30,283 14.3 31,820             26 
Between 2 and 3.99 ha    8430 4.0 49,665 
Between 4 and 9.99 ha    2094 1.0 NA 
Above 10 ha 545 0.3 NA 

             
            40 

Total  2,11,174         100.0 1,23,193           100 
Source: Economics & Statistics Department, Government of Kerala   

 

Plantation and spice crops such as cardamom, rubber, pepper, tea and coffee occupy 

major part of the sown area. Other spice crops cultivated in the district are ginger, 

turmeric, nutmeg, cloves, vanilla, cumin, garlic, star anise, tamarind and green chilly. 
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Area and production of important plantation and annual crops during 2005-06 are 

presented in Table 5.  

 

Animal husbandry, particularly dairying is an important source of income. This is 

largely practiced in integration with crop husbandry. The district has 2,64,540 animals 

and 94.5% among them are milch and the rest draught animals. Goat and poultry are 

also important income generating activities. Plantation workers in tea and coffee 

estates constitute about 10 % of the population.  

 

      Table 5:  Statistics on important crops of Idukki district (2005-06) 

Crop Area (ha) Production 
(t) 

Productivity  % Area 

Pepper 84,219 52063 618 33.2 
Rubber 38,844 56330 1450 15.3 
Cardamom 32,846 9076 276 12.9 
Coconut 24,343 90 nuts 3697 (m. nuts) 9.6 
Tea 23,702 40063 1690 9.3 
Coffee 10,870 6820 627 4.3 
Tapioca 6,608 205293 31067 2.6 
Cocoa 4,908 3051 622 1.9 
Arecanut 4,009 4669 nuts 1165 (m nuts) 1.6 
Mango 3,203 21524 6720 1.3 
Vegetables 3,189 NA NA 1.3 
Paddy 2,932 7500 2558 1.2 
Banana 1,828 13883 7595 0.7 
Pineapple 1,626 13318 8191 0.6 
Cashew 1,197 746 623 0.5 
Nutmeg 976 251 257 0.4 
Ginger 900 3103 3448 0.4 
Sugarcane 760 5160 6789 0.3 
Turmeric 381 787 2066 0.2 
Cloves 376 24 64 0.2 
Tamarind 381 660 1732 0.2 
Garlic 5764 1105 17000 2.3 
Total 2,53,862    

 

All major crops widely cultivated by all types farm holdings are either of high value, 

perennial in habit or both. Planting and annual management of these crops involves 

very high cost. More over as these crops are managed under rain-fed conditions, there 

are frequent economic set back to farmers due to crop losses arising from weather 

aberrations and associated biotic factors. Much more distress is caused by high 

fluctuations in market prices, which often fall below the cost of production. Many of the 

small farmers lack the economic strength to recover from such set backs because the 
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FIG. Relative economic contribution of major crop  
        and animal husbandry sectors in Idukki Dt.  
    Total estimated value in 2005-06 = Rs 1780 

 

economic stake involved is very huge. Two or three consecutive years of unfavourable 

weather or market prices may inflict irrecoverable economic setback to them. As most 

of the annual cultivation cost cannot be met without credit from formal or informal 

sectors, indebtedness is very common among Idukki farmers. This vulnerability is 

enhanced by certain agro-ecological factors and monoculture of high value crops.  
 

A close examination of the area under important crops during the decade ending 

2006-07 shows that among the major crops, area under pepper had increased 

suddenly by 20 % from in 2004-05 and registered a decadal increase of 46%. 

Similarly, during this period area under pineapple had increased by 74 %, banana by 

46%, and arecanut by 14 %. Important crops whose area had declined during this 

period are tapioca by 20 %, rice by 14 %, ginger by 51%, garlic by 74%, and 

sugarcane by 61%.   
 

The estimated annual agricultural revenue generated in the district by major crops and 

animal husbandry based on 2005-06 production and commodity price is Rs. 1780 

crores. This estimate does not include revenue from many minor crops and agricultural 

by-products. The share of animal husbandry to the total revenue is about 10.8%. 

During 2005-06, three major crops, namely, rubber, cardamom and pepper contributed 

63 % of the farm revenue in the district (Fig. 5). Share of tea and coffee was only 4 %. 

The relative economic primacy of rubber, pepper and cardamom and their individual 

share to the total farm 

economy of the district 

may periodically change, 

depending on their 

pricing. While share of 

milk production to the 

farm economy of the 

district is 9.1 %, its share 

within the animal 

husbandry sector is 84 %. The role of egg and meat production to the district economy 

is very small.  
 

11.1.1. Causes of farm crisis in Idukki 
 

The current farm crisis in Idukki arises from the convergence of different causes over 

last few years. Three important reasons we wish to mention here. First, the low and 
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highly volatile farm gate prices for major commodities like cardamom, pepper, coffee 

and tea, which are produced at high cost, and consequent escalation in the 

indebtedness of farmers, particularly those with small and medium holdings, to a level 

beyond their repaying capacity. Second, the serious set back being caused by the 

price fall to the management of crop leading to poor crop health and low productivity, 

particularly pepper and cardamom, which was further compounded by the continuous 

occurrence of uncommon drought spells during 2002-05 followed by heavy cyclonic 

rain during 2006-07. Third, ever increasing cost of production, which is disconnected 

with the produce price, particularly for inputs like fungicides and labour wages. The 

immediate impact of accumulated debt was non-availability of further credit for the 

regular management of the crop and resulting decline in crop health and yield. The 

cascading consequences of these causes over the last few years virtually denied 

adequate income from agriculture to the farm families, sapped their strength to repay 

the overdue credit liabilities, and debilitated future income potential from poorly 

managed plantation crops, while the loan liability was accumulating with the threat of 

legal recovery proceedings and eventual loss of the only source of family livelihood, 

the farm land.  

 

Farming in Idukki has another unique problem adding to the farmers’ distress. Some of 

the farmers, particularly the cardamom growers, have no legal right on the land they 

and their predecessors were cultivating for years. Lack of such legal right either as 

ownership or lease right over the land had been denying them institutional credit and 

benefit from various governmental programmes. It was also discouraging investment 

on soil conservation and improvement with resultant deterioration of this productive 

asset. Non-access to institutional credit is also driving these farmers to moneylenders 

and paying higher interest to move faster into debt trap. What ever be the market 

price, marketing agricultural produces for that price is a very difficult problem for many 

farmers due the unfriendly terrain, poor communication facility, particularly the rural 

roads, and the exploitation by the middlemen.   

 

At the bottom of the crisis is the price fall below the economic threshold and the 

absence of a safety net to compensate the farmer at the threshold price. This adverse 

situation with price decline in almost all major crops over the years has been creating 

spiraling indebtedness of farmers, particularly the small and marginal, and associated 

distress leading to many suicides. According to the official estimate of the District 

Collectorate, there were 103 suicides during 2001 to 2007, for which year-wise data 
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FIG. 7 

was not available. However, the District Cooperative Bank, Idukki reported year wise 

farm suicide data from 1998 to 2007, which counted to 473 suicides. This is discussed 

later.    
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The cardamom grown in Idukki falls under 

the category "small cardamom", Elettaria 

cardamom, which is a crop native to the 

region where this species along with 

related species were growing in wild 

state. The region within Idukki district, 

where cardamom was growing in wild 

state and found ideal for its cultivation is 

called Cardamom Hill Reserve (CHR) 

forest. The CHR forest, according to 

governmental proclamation made in 1897 is spread across hills with altitude between 

600 and 1200 m above MSL in the present day Devikulam, Udumbanchola and 

Peerumedu taluks (Box 1). The area, according to historical records, is believed to 

have 344 sq miles (87,335 ha). However, over a period of time, due to different 

reasons, the cultivation of cardamom had shrunk to the present 33,000 ha (Fig. 7).  

The status of CHR forest and its area is currently under litigation at the Supreme Court 

of India (Box 2). 

 

The CHR forest is 

known for ideal agro-

ecology for cardamom 

cultivation with 

evergreen forest cover 

and well distributed 

high rainfall. 

Cardamom is very 

sensitive to moisture 

and light stresses and 

requires cool and shady evergreen forest environment for better performance. Some 

11.1.2. CARDAMOM 
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BOX 1   Cardamom Hill Reserve (CHR) area 
Cardamom Hill Reserve (CHR) is part of the Idukki evergreen forest known for the natural occurrence 
of cultivated small cardamom (Elettaria cardamomum) in wild sate. Harvest of cardamom from wild  
 

Source: The Hindu Dec 18, 2005   

FIGURE -  A   

  

 

state was a source of income to the
erstwhile kingdom of Travancore. For
enhancing this income, a royal
proclamation was made on 24 August
1897 by the Kingdom of Travancore for
concurrent increase of cardamom
production and protection of the CHR
forest along with the cardamom diversity.
This proclamation indicated the area of
CHR forest as 15,720 acres (6364 ha). It
also clearly defined the four boundaries
of CHR area as follows: "North - from
Bodimettoo, along the path to Thondi
Malai thence a line drawn to Kummikal,
Kuppukard, Vellakal Malai and Chokanad 

Malai; West- Chokonad Malai to junction of Muthirapuzha with the Peryanur River, following up the
Peryanur River to Ponmudi Malai; East-the British Frontier from Chellakoilmettoo to Bodimettoo and  

 

Division boundary as 
per Tranvancore map 

Village boundary as 
per latest Kerala map 
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Typical cardamom 
lands 

FIGURE- B 

South - from Ponmudi Malai to Cotta Malai 
drawn so as to include all the cardamom 
gardens in the Wundenmettoo Range thence
to Chellacoilmettoo on the British Frontier" 
(see Figure A). Subsequent surveys 
revealed the area within these boundaries is 
334 square miles (87,335 ha or 2,15,721 
acres). This was also acknowledged in 
subsequent government documents like the 
Travancore Forest Manuals of 1917 and 
1947 and an executive order of the 
Government of Kerala in 1958. However, an 
official view now being taken reverts back to 
6364 ha and that it is not reserve forest area, 
but Revenue poramboke land. The official 
map of CHR area provided by the Revenue 
administration of Idukki district is presented in 
Fig. B. As per the National Forest Policy, 
1988 mountainous regions need at least 66 
% forest cover and the plains, 20 %. The 
environmental cost of one ha of forestland is 
estimated to be a huge Rs.1.3 crores 

parts of the CHR forest offer highest average cardamom yield. Conservation of forest 

cover is important for sustained cultivation and yield of cardamom. Keeping the 

sustainability of cardamom cultivation in mind, the erstwhile 

 

Travancore government framed special rules in 1935 for leasing out the CHR forest 

area. These rules prescribed that nothing except cardamom should be grown on the 

leased land and that the tree canopy should be maintained, failing which, the land 

would revert to the Government. However, over last many years the state of the play 

has substantially changed. In some cardamom growing areas, it is intercropped with 
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BOX- 2:Cardamom cultivation in CHR forest 
 
Following the proclamation of the CHR forest for promotion of cardamom cultivation, the Travancore 
government in 1935 framed the Cardamom Rules for leasing out the CHR area for cardamom 
cultivation. These rules insisted that nothing except cardamom should be grown on the leased land 
and that the tree canopy should be maintained, failing which, the land would revert to the 
Government. Conservation of soil and forest overgrowth are important. The CHR area was assigned 
for cardamom cultivation to private persons including tribal people on registry and on lease. The 
assignment of reserve forest on registry for cardamom cultivation was discontinued in 1942 and the 
assignment on lease continued. Over the period several governmental interventions had happened 
on lease renewal, rehabilitation of migrants and grant of land titles. Considerable encroachments 
also had happened in the area over the years. It is reported that the forest area in the CHR has 
reduced to 25 % of what existed 50 years ago. However, this region today accounts for about 70 % 
small cardamom production in the country.  
 
According to one assessment, out of the 87,000 ha, about 10,000 ha are on lease to plantation 
owners; 8,000 ha are under old Cardamom pattayams (chembu pattayam) and Land Assignment 
pattayams (kuthakappattam); and about 1,300 hectares fall in the Mathikettan National Park. About 
20,363 ha encroached in this area prior to 1977 was regularized in 1993 with the approval from the 
Union Ministry of Environment and Forests. The Cardamom Lease Rules were re-framed in 1960 
under the Kerala Land Assignment Act. The Cardamom pattayams and Land Assignment 
pattayams confer absolute right for growing cardamom over the areas in their possession. The 
kuthakappattam is now fixed at Rs.5,000/ha for 20 years. Since last few years, the lease is not 
being renewed although the lessees continue to cultivate the land. Lack of lease or title documents
is causing a number of problems to farmers. 
 
The administration of CHR area over years had been shifting between Forest Department and 
Revenue Department, often with duel control. At present, the whole CHR area, except the 
Mathikettan shola national park and a few small stretches elsewhere under the control of Forest 
Department, is under the Revenue Department. These interdepartmental shifts had promoted 
encroachments, large-scale destruction of trees and land conversion. These are resulting in altered 
rainfall pattern (see section of Idukki weather) increased flash floods and landslides in Idukki and 
heavy siltation in the Idukki dam.  

pepper, coffee and/or cocoa. Today there are about 25,000 cardamom farmers with 

small, medium and large holdings. This region accounts for about 70 % cardamom 

production in the country.  

  

During the last 50 years, cardamom cultivation was progressively intensified from a 

state of harvest from wild to marginal management of the crop. Farmers gained 

enormous skill in selecting and creating superior varieties from the locally available 

germplasm. Although cardamom research was started in 1956, none of the research-

released varieties is popular among Idukki farmers. There is considerable variation 

within the cardamom germplasm, which farmers skillfully use to develop superior 

varieties. The Indian Cardamom Research Institute (ICRI) in Myladumpara has 800 

germplasm accessions. The variation within cardamom is categorised in to three types 

mainly on panicle nature. These are the ‘Malabar‘ type with prostrate panicle, 

‘Vazhukka’ type with semi-erect panicle and ‘Mysore’ type with erect panicle. Malabar 

and Vazhukka types are popular in Idukki.  
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On the basis of soil productivity and other favourable factors governing cardamom 

yield, the CHR area is divided into three zones, A, B and C. Zone A falling partly 

within the Peerumedu and Udumbanchola taluks constituting approximately 34 % of 

cardamom area in the district has highest productivity (Table 6). Largest area (nearly 

43 %) falls under Zone B in Udumbanchola taluk, Yields in the larger part of the area 

is close to that of zone A and it is lower in areas adjoining Zone C. Zones A and B are 

the most fertile evergreen forest patch most suitable for cardamom. With the loss of 

forest in substantial area under zone B, crop diversification had been done. Area 

under zone C is notable for low forest cover and low yield. Small farmers who 

exclusively depend on cardamom face more economic stress in this region.  

    

  Table 6: Zonation of CHR area in Idukki district    

Zone Villages falling under the zone* Approx. area as % of total 
and average zonal yield 

A Peerumedu Taluk excluding Kokkayar and 
Peruvanthanam villages; Chakkupallam, 
Ayyappankovil and Vandanmedu villages of 
Udumbanchola taluk;  

 
 Area: 34% 
 Yield: 450/ha 

B Chathurangapara, Rajakkad, Santhanpara, 
Pampadumpara, Parathodu, and Udumbanchola 
villages of Udumbanchola taluk; 

Area: 43% 
Yield: 300/ha 
 

C Rest of the cardamom growing area in Idukki Area:  23% 
Yield: 200/ha  

     * Based on Economics of cardamom cultivation of small growers, Report of Administrative Staff College of India, 
Hyderabad, 1988.�������������������������������� 

 

Research 

There are three major research institutions having research mandate on cardamom 

and two on pepper. These are the Indian Cardamom Research Institute (ICRI), 

Myladumpara under the Indian Spices Board (the Union Ministry of Commerce and 

Industry), the Indian Institute of Spices Research (IISR) under the Indian Council of 

Agricultural Research, and the Cardamom Research Station (CRS), Pampadumpara 

under the Kerala Agricultural University. Among these, CRS was established in 1956 

and IISR in 1976 and ICRI in 1978. On an overall assessment, this study considers 

that the research contributions of these institutions over the years in enhancing 

productivity of two economically most important crops, cardamom and pepper, and 

income to the farmers of the district are disappointing.  

 

Three major factors, which have contributed to the cardamom productivity, are 

improved variety, mother plant selection and rapid clonal propagation and agro-

techniques for production optimization. The role of all the three institutions in 
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FIG.8  Njallani clump- it is notable for  
 number of suckers and capsules per plant 

developing acceptable variety and assisting farmers with propagating material is 

marginal. While IISR could not identify any variety suited to the region, two varieties 

each were identified from germplasm and released for Idukki region by CRS and ICRI. 

CRS varieties are PV 1 and PV 2, and ICRI varieties are ICRI- 1, ICRI 2 and ICRI 6. 

Fourth variety, ICRI 5 was derived from hybridization.  None of these varieties could 

gain acceptance among farmers. A most favourable estimate would put the coverage 

of research institution bred varieties only in 2-3 % of the total area. According to ICRI, 

three hybrids, MHC-IO, MHC-13 and MHC-18 with yielding ability of one ton/ha are in 

the pipeline.  

 

While research institutions were failing, the farmers have come out with number of 

good varieties. Some of the popular and recent varieties selected by farmers are 

‘Vander cardamom’, ‘PNS Vaigai’, ‘Panikkulangara’ series 1 and 2, ‘Elarani’ series 1 to 

3, ‘Kalarikkal white’, ‘Valley green gold’, ‘Palakkudi’, ‘Njallani’, Pulikkal Elam, 

Ayamkudy, Sivanivas series 1 and 2, Chruparambil, and Akshaya. Out of these 

farmers’ varieties, ‘Njallani’ variety developed by Shri. Sebastin Joseph has become 

highly popular and its coverage is estimated to be around 70% of the area (Box 3). 

Another innovative cardamom farmer, Shri. Kalarickal K.J.Baby, author of ‘Kalarikkal 

white’ and recipient of the National Innovation Foundation recognition, disclosed to this 

Commission that he has developed a new variety called ‘Kalarickal Extra Bold’, which 

has capsule size of 8 mm and yield potential of 2.7 t/ha. More than 95 % of area is 

covered by different farmers’ varieties. Notwithstanding this, the contributions of 

research institutions in developing farmer variety-specific recommendations including 

optimal package of practices and assessment of these varieties for disease and pest 

vulnerabilities are limited. All these have placed these research institutions at low 

esteem among cardamom farmers.  

 

‘Njallani’- a wonder variety:  ‘Njallani’ is 

reported to have been identified in 1986 (Box 

3). It started spreading locally by clonal 

propagation rather slowly during early stages 

and rapidly later. Currently this is the ruling 

variety in Idukki. While the earlier varieties 

were yielding 200-300kg/ha, ‘Njallani’ yields 

600-800kg/ha with proven potential yield of 1900kg/ha (Fig.8). This variety has 

excellent response to fertilizers and other yield promoting management practices. Prior 
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Box 3: ‘Njallani’- A celebration of farmer breeder 
  
Mr. Sebastian Joseph is a small farmer with formal schooling up to fourth standard. He with 
the help of his son Rejimon, who had studied up to Plus Two, developed a new cardamom 
variety called ‘Njallani’. ‘Njallani’ revolutionised the small cardamom cultivation in India, 
particularly in Idukki district, in production management and productivity. The innovation 
behind ‘Njallani’ is the selection skill of farmer. The journey to ‘Njallani’ was started with the
selection of four cardamom clones from local varieties having well sized capsules. These 
plants were intercrossed with the help of honeybees. From the resultant seedling progeny, 
four clones producing larger number of bigger capsules were selected. One, most superior 
among them was finally selected in 1986. ‘Njallani’ celebrates the ancestral family name of 
Sebastian. The new variety produces more than double the quantity of capsules from a 
clump compared to the other varieties. Sebastian also noted that ‘Njallani’ has prolific 
suckering. Hence he found advantageous to use suckers for propagation instead of using 
seedlings. Sucker planting led to early fruiting from second year, while seedling propagation 
takes more than two years for fruiting.  
 

‘Njallani’ belongs to ‘vazhukka type’ with high yield potential and rare ability to respond to 
better agronomic management. It spread like wild fire to occupy more than 70 % of the 
cardamom area in Idukki in about a decade and lesser percentage of area in other cardamom
growing regions. The spreading started from the early 90s appears to have reached the peak 
by 2002-03. The increase in the cardamom yield and production in Idukki district as well as in 
Kerala could largely be attributed to this variety. On assumption that influence of Njallini on 
yield and production had become perceptible only from 1995-96 and subsequent 75 % of 
production difference from the base period prior to 1995-96 is contributed by this variety, its 
revenue contribution to the State at the rate of about Rs 150 crores during last 15 years.  
 

For this huge contribution unparalleled in the modern history of agriculture, Shri Sebastin 
Joseph deserves to be honored with an appropriate national civilian award.   

to the 1990s the average yield of cardamom in Idukki was less than 100 kg/ha (Fig 7). 

During the next three years, it rose close to 110 kg/ha at an annual growth rate of 2.7 

%.  The annual growth rate of yield during the next five years rose at 8% and at 11.7% 

during subsequent five years, ending 2004-05. The principal variety contributing to this 

yield increase was ‘Njallani’ and there appears to have a fair relationship between its 

spread and yield growth rate. ‘Njallani’ may deserve major share of the credit for the 

four-fold increase in cardamom production in Idukki district with out significant change 

in area during the period 1992-93 to 2005-06 (Fig. 7). 

 

‘Palakkudi’ and ‘PNS Vaigai’, are other two popular varieties, far behind ‘Njallani’ in 

coverage. For its phenomenal strength in yield and profit, ‘Njallani’ is also called as the 

‘Green Gold’. Developing a variety superior to ‘Njallani’ or other popular farmers’ 

varieties is a major scientific challenge today. While ‘Njallani’ is an outstanding and 

widely acclaimed variety for its prolific suckering, flowering, high yield and bold green 

capsules under remarkable input responsiveness, its weakness lies in susceptibility to 

all major fungal diseases and insect pests. Major diseases afflicting cardamom in 

Idukki are capsule rot (azhukal) caused by Phytophthora, rhizome (clump) rot caused 

by Pythium and Rhizoctonia, Fusarium capsule rot and leaf blight caused by 
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Phytophthora meadii and Colletotrichum. Most of these diseases coinciding with 

monsoon period take a heavy toll of the crop with yield loss exceeding 60%.  Major 

insect pests in Idukki are cardamom thrips, shoot and capsule borer and root grub. 

The revenue loss could be severe, particularly by thrips, to the extent of 80%. Added 

to these, nematodes, particularly the golden nematode, also contribute to crop loss. 

Vulnerability of a high yielding variety to these major pests and diseases and the 

extent of economic loss they can inflict demand substantive use of fungicides and 

pesticides as prophylactic and control applications. While up to 8 rounds of foliar 

dustings, sprays and soil applications of fungicides and pesticides a year id 

recommended farmers practice up to 15 rounds. This has caused deep imprint on the 

local ecology and escalation in cost of production, particularly with the recent three-

fold increase in the cost of copper-based fungicides. The increasing imbalance in the 

application of chemical fertilizers and organic manure also significantly increases the 

propensity of high yielding varieties to diseases and pests.   

 

The recommended fertilizer dose for cardamom in Idukki is NPK 150:75:300 kg/ha 

either as soil application or partly as soil and foliar spray. Organic manure 

recommended is 750 kg neem cake or 10,000 kg farmyard manure/compost/vermi-

compost/ha. The input responsiveness of ‘Njallani’ encourages heavy and imbalanced 

chemical fertilization without recommended organic manure. This is seriously affecting 

the sustainability of cardamom cultivation in Idukki on three major counts. First, these 

practices deteriorate soil health and fertility. The forest soil of CHR area has 

substantially deteriorated under continuous application of imbalanced chemical 

fertilizers and unchecked use of pesticides. The CN ratio of this once rich forest soil is 

declining, the soil pH over last 15 years had declined from 5.5 to 4.4 and intensified 

soil activities like soil trenching and frequent re-plantation have been heavily promoting 

erosion of topsoil. Second, the intensified production management is promoting the 

incidences of diseases and pests. This warrants application of more and more 

fungicides and pesticides, contributing to soil health damage and environment 

pollution. Third, the changing CHR forest density and canopy cover is threatening the 

sustainability of cardamom cultivation. Good forest density and canopy are essential to 

provide ideal microclimate to cardamom. However, under high input management of 

pest/disease susceptible variety biotic pressure could get enhanced under the 

microclimate created by forest canopy and humidity. Cultivation of such varieties is 

found promoting heavy lopping of trees to the extent of 25 %. Scientific study has 
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shown that 50 % shade is optimum for cardamom production. Such lopping also 

affects the soil with depleted leaf fall and increased erosion.   

 

Another important characteristic of ‘Njallani’ variety as reported by farmers is that it 

starts production from 18th month under high management and reaches to peak yield 

on third year and continues with alternate peak yielding till seventh year, requiring re-

plantation in eighth year. This re-plantation cycle of Njallani is shorter than other 

varieties, which offer economic yield up to 10-12 years. More frequent replanting 

requirement of a variety contributes to increased soil erosion. It appears the intensified 

yield extraction is the cause for early fatigue seen in ‘Njallani’. Research had shown 

that moderate management of ‘Njallani’ leads to about 30 % reduction in yield and 

extension of economic lifespan to 10-12 years. An important benefit of frequent 

replanting from healthy mother clones is that the incidence of Katte disease had 

decreased.  

 

Clonal propagation is a relatively slow process in cardamom with multiplication rate of 

100/year. Hence, whenever there is a new variety or a major re-plantation process, 

acute shortage of quality planting material is experienced. Use of unhealthy planting 

material seriously compromises the sustainability of cardamom production and its 

economic viability. The support system available under the present research system is 

vastly inadequate and it, more often, is non-functional. For example, the CRS during 

last 15 years had produced and distributed only 6137 planting units of PV 1 and 5094 

units of PV 2. On the other hand, in five years it has distributed about 15,000 rose 

buddings! This is a case of misplaced priority of a regional research set up with 

primary mandate on cardamom and pepper. Except ICRI and the SBI, other research 

institutions offer no support to farmer-preferred variety, when such variety is not a 

product of the concerned institution. With such institutional paralysis on planting 

material production, the need for building capacity and establishing farmer 

participatory movements for certified planting material production and supply assumes 

high priority for strengthening the sustainability of cardamom production in Idukki.  

 

Research on crop production and protection management methods has brought out 

region specific recommendations to some extent. Recommendations are in place on 

agro-techniques such as mother plant selection, sowing, raising secondary and 

polybag nurseries, rapid clonal propagation, spacing, method of planting, mulching, 

weeding, trashing, manuring, earthing up, drainage, judicious irrigation, plant 
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protection measures, crop activity calendar, post harvest processing, etc. ICRI has 

developed and recommended control measures for shoot fly, thrips and nematode 

infestations. An economic schedule of soil cum foliar application of fertilizers 

formulated is claimed to save fertilizer cost. Integrated disease management involving 

soil amendment, fungicidal control, bio-control with Trichoderma or Metarrihizium 

(particularly for Azhukkal disease) are developed for the control of fungal diseases. 

For the management of pests, bio-agents and botanicals like neem oil, antagonistic 

fungi, predators and yellow stick traps were developed as part of the integrated pest 

management. Ongoing research places stress on integrated nutrient and water 

management using bio-fertilizers and organic inputs. While all the three institutes are 

working independently on this aspect, it would be desirable that their 

recommendations are harmonized on location-specific basis before release. As 

expected there is significant gap between researchers’ recommendations and farmers’ 

practices. There are also farmer innovations in crop management to achieve better 

and cost-effective results. Unfortunately, researchers’ nether recognize these 

innovations nor conduct study for their validation and integration in to the official 

recommendations. 

 

Sustainable cardamom production: All points discussed above lead to the urgency 

for discouraging exploitative cardamom production practices in Idukki and for 

promoting sustainable and profitable production practices. The major elements of such 

sustainable production practices should be: 

�� Promotion of optimal crop production practices with restricted use of fertilizer and 

other agro-chemicals within a threshold level that is standardized to secure an 

optimal economic yield, irrespective of the potential of a variety to yield more 

under higher input use; 

�� Promotion of green agriculture combining recommended application of organic 

manure including vermi-compost along with organic recycling and need based 

chemical fertilization and integrated pest and disease management by using 

varieties possessing genetic resistance/tolerance to major diseases and pests, 

bio-agents like Trichoderma and VAM, bio-pesticides and vermi-wash;  

�� Conservation of CHR evergreen forest at optimal shade tree density and 

regulation of canopy level at 50 - 60%, depending on the direction of hill slope 

and by undertaking fresh tree planting with chosen species;  

�� Intensified farmer participatory research for evolving region-specific best varieties, 

ensuring avoidance of variety monoculture, and best crop management practices; 
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�� Promotion of farmer evolved varieties on merit by research institutions to engage 

these varieties at early stage in variety evaluation trials and for developing variety 

specific best management practices and also to provide institutional support for 

their rapid propagation through production and supply of quality planting material; 

�� Promotion of practices for soil conservation including contour conservation 

treatments in regions highly and moderately vulnerable to erosion;      

 

Economics of cardamom production: Good crop production practices are important 

for the sustainability of cardamom production and associated forest ecosystem. 

Limiting production to an optimized economic threshold yield in different CHR zones 

cannot be achieved and sustained without ensuring fair price and its stability. This 

demands an assured minimum floor price for cardamom as well as a code of conduct 

to limit input use and productivity within the thresholds determined for A, B and C 

zones, irrespective of the state of market price. From the discussions this Commission 

had with progressive cardamom farmers and farmers’ associations, it emerged that at 

the current cost of production a net income of Rs. 25,000 - 40,000/ha is satisfactory.  

 

Highly divergent estimates were provided to this Commission on the cost of production 

of cardamom. According to the CRS, Pampadumpara, the cost of producing 500kg dry 

capsule is Rs 74,876. The 

Cardamom Growers’ 

Association (CGA) makes 

the highest estimate of Rs 

2,22,661 to produce 740 kg 

dry cardamom. The SBI 

estimate is Rs 130,400 for 

670 kg yield. The cost of 

production of one kilogram 

dry capsules accordingly 

varies between Rs 150 to 301 (Table 7). The estimate of cost of production made by 

this Commission, on the basis of field study, discussions and analysis, is Rs 1,12,635 

for 475 kg dry capsules or Rs 237/kg. Major share of cost of production is as labour 

charges (67 %) and input cost (25 %). Many farmers reported that labour charges had 

increased disproportionately and this together with rise in input cost had escalated the 

cost of production. The relationship between cardamom price and labour wages for 32 

years from 1976-77 presented in Figure 9 validates the point made by farmers. While 
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the price of one kg cardamom in 1976-77 was sufficient to pay for 22 man days, it 

reduced to four man days in 2006-07, although the cardamom price between these 

periods increased by 3-fold. However, more than the cost, the current problem, which 

is becoming more acute is the shortage of labour, particularly during peak and critical 

phases of crop management. Hence there is need for mechanization of farm 

operations, wherever this is possible. Support for such mechanization is 

recommended. These machineries may be placed under the control of either SBI or 

local Panchayat or association of cardamom farmers with freedom for access to all 

farmers on a uniformly applied tariff.  

 
Table 7: Cost of cultivation of cardamom/ha* estimated by different agencies 
 

No Details operation KAU CGA SBI MSS 
Com 

1 Cost of weeding, thrashing cleaning, mulching 
(2 rounds), earthing and forking 

16,440 24,898   
13,650 

2 Cost of fertilizer, manure and application 
(fertilizer in 2 splits) 

27,132 27,009  23,150 

3 Cost of pesticide/ fungicide and application (7-12 
rounds spraying and 2-4 rounds drenching)  

13,389 59,851  16,951 

4 Shade regulation 10,920 3,260  7,875 
5 Cost of irrigation (4 rounds) 3,480 9,584  4,200 
6 Cost of harvesting 27,405 44,460  32,550 
7 Cost of curing/ polishing/ grading 4,560 26,676  3,150 
8 Miscellaneous + land lease charge 3,564 26,923  1,300 
9 Bank interest @7 & 12 % on cultivation cost  NA NA  9,809  
10 Total cost 74,876 2,22,661 1,30,400 1,12,635 
11 Yield / ha, dry capsule, kg 500 740 670 475 
12 Cost of production/kg, Rs  150 301 195 237 
 Total no of man days engaged  816 926 NA 720 

* The cost pertains to average annual cost of one crop cycle 
    Abbreviations used: KAU = CRS, Pampadumpara, CGA = Cardamom Growers’ Association; SBI = Spices Board 
    of India; MSS Com = M.S.Swaminathan Commission.; NA= not available. 
 

On the basis of above assessment on cost of production made by this Commission, a 

floor price of Rs 300/kg at the current cost of production would ensure a livelihood 

income (net profit) of Rs 30,000/ha at yield of 475-500 kg/ha. This profit margin may 

decrease or increase depending on the yield and variable cost of production in 

different CHR zones.  

Areas requiring future research are post-harvest technology, ecological impact of 

current farming practices on CHR, strengthening sustainability of cardamom 

cultivation, medicinal properties of cardamom, socio-economical studies and impact of 

ecotourism. 



 98
Promotion of organic farming: Notwithstanding a widespread desire among farmers 

of the district to turn the district organic, the cardamom farmers and their associations 

are less enthusiastic about this idea. While they do recognize the merit of organic 

farming, they strongly consider that under the present available technology regime 

organic farming may not provide economic yield and income. Most of them, in CHR 

area, exclusively depend on cardamom for livelihood and therefore not immediately 

ready to switch over to totally organic. They, however, desire to follow ‘green farming’ 

which has more organic components in production practices with concurrent reduction 

in the use of agro-chemicals, however allowing need-based use of the latter. Inputs 

like Psuedomonas, Trichoderma, VAM, bio-pesticides like entomopathogenic 

nematodes (EPN), vermi-compost and vermi-wash are having increasing demand and 

traders are exploiting this to pass on spurious products. Farmers complained that 

spurious organic inputs are being distributed even through the Department of 

Agriculture.  

 

In the absence of a regulatory regime on the quality of these inputs and its 

enforcement, trade in organic inputs has become a lucrative business. There is no 

public or private facility to analyse these products. As farmers spend nearly 25% of 

production cost on different inputs, there is urgency to set quality standards for all 

marketed inputs with enforcement of adequate labeling, providing analytical facility to 

detect spurious products and statutory provisions to hand over exemplary penalty to 

offenders. This may be the first step to make the district organic. Large scale capacity 

building at community level to promote household and group based production of 

quality organic inputs, involving women farmer groups such as Kudumbasrees, 

Ayalkkoottoms, other self help groups (SHGs) and farmers’ clubs and supporting these 

groups with infrastructure, capital and quality certification facility would put cardamom 

production eventually on organic track, with partial change over immediately. This 

deserves priority action as a component for strengthening economical and ecological 

sustainability of cardamom production.     

                                             

Post-harvest processing: One important post-harvest processing practiced by many 

farmers at farm level is the drying of cardamom capsules. Cardamom is harvested 

almost once in a fortnight stretching across eight months. As the dried capsules 

retaining green colour fetches higher prices, harvesting at right stage and proper post 

harvest processing are important. This involves curing (drying) the harvested capsules 

within 24-36 hours. Immersion of freshly harvested capsules for short time in an anti-
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oxidant solution is also resorted to augment its green colour. Curing is done at 45-55o 

C for variable period, depending on the drying system. Drying brings the moisture 

content of freshly harvested capsule from 70-80 % down to 11-12 %. Sun drying leads 

to poor quality and low price. Hence artificial drying is important and this is being done 

with wood, electricity, diesel or LPG. Dried capsules are graded for their boldness by 

passing through sieves with mesh sizes of 8 mm, 7.5 mm, 7 mm and 6 mm.  

 

About 4 kg fuel wood is required to dry 1 kg of cardamom and this causes huge 

demand for firewood leading to conversion of forest trees to firewood. Firewood based 

drying has been a major cause for the tree loss in the CHR forest. Despite this huge 

environmental degradation, the policy of the Kerala State Electricity Board (KSEB) to 

supply power for curing cardamom at farm level at industrial tariff is dismaying. To say 

the least, this is a consumption classification totally insensitive to the environmental 

interest of the region, which contributes more than 60 % of the power generated in the 

State. More over, nearly 95 % of the farmers who are drying cardamom at household 

level are the poor. A full appreciation of the huge environmental cost of allowing 

firewood based drying and that vast majority of farmers own small and medium 

holdings, would demand revision of present tariff policy to provide power supply for 

drying cardamom by these farmers and their groups at agricultural tariff. Electrical 

drying may also offer better quality and increased income to these farmers.  At the 

current industrial tariff the cost of drying 1 kg cardamom works out to Rs 6-7. This 

unfair to the farmers of Idukki, the district which generates much of the electricity in the 

State, while power for dewatering by all farmers in Kuttanad is given at agricultural 

tariff. Hence, the State government and KSEB have to correct this unfair and 

discriminatory classification of power use for cardamom drying and similar processing 

of primary produce at farm holding level either alone or in group.   

 

Unique quality of Idukki cardamom and quality mark: Small cardamom being held 

as the ‘Queen of Spices’ had historically attracted the global market interest. For a 

long time Indian cardamom enjoyed the patronage of global market, although the small 

or large cardamoms are being produced in 11 other countries. Over the recent years 

India had suffered major set back in its�export with the entry of Guatemala in global 

market to supply cardamom at cheaper prices (Fig.9-A). While the basic farm gate 

price of Indian cardamom (based on cost of production) is around Rs 300/kg, 

Guatemala is able to sell at about 110/kg in international market. The only advantage 

India now has the superior quality of its cardamom. The quality of ‘Alleppy Green’ 
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cardamom has set a widely recognized high benchmark for cardamom quality. The 

advantage of this quality may hopefully be consolidated with the expected grant of 

Geographical Indications (GI) to the ‘Alleppy Green’. As Alleppy region does not 

produce cardamom, it is merely a 

historically identified trade point of 

Idukki cardamom; it would be 

appropriate to get the GI under the 

title ‘Idukki CHR (Alleppy) Green’. 

Such GI title alone would allow 

traceability linked economic 

advantage of Idukki cardamom 

quality to these farmers or else the traders may misuse the GI by blending cardamom 

produced from all over the South. Notwithstanding the decline in export, it is important 

to safeguard the reputation of Idukki cardamom for its quality by good practices by 

farmers and researchers and promotional programmes by the policy makers. The 

inability of many small farmers have satisfactory infrastructure for proper drying and 

grading of cardamom and their consequent failure in maintaining quality for their 

produce is not only denying them optimum price, but also expose them to the 

exploitation by the trade. Therefore, empowering them with this infrastructure and skill 

is important to facilitate a better deal for them in produce trading.  

� 

Currently about 95 % of cardamom is traded domestically. The domestic market is 

also substantially influenced by the legal and illegal entry of Guatemalan cardamom. 

Domestic market is notable for wild variations in prices (Fig.10). The data on annual 

production and prices seem to suggest no clear relationship between them. Hence, 

price appears to be 

dictated more by other 

extraneous elements.  

This may include 

variations in export and 

import and domestic 

demand or the market 

manipulations being made 

by the cardamom trade 

cartel. The Spices Board of India had taken a number of initiatives to secure better 

price to producers by establishing auction centers and reforms in auctioning method 
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under the Agricultural Produce Marketing Committee Act. Registration of cardamom 

growers, issue of identity cards to authentic small and big cardamom growers, and 

recent introduction of e-auction are some of these measures. 

 

While the system of registration of farmers qualifying them for participation in the 

auction excluded small farmers, a new arrangement to facilitate the participation of the 

latter is introduced by the SBI. This registration is being issued by the Department of 

Revenue. The cardamom growers’ identity card now being issued by the SBI and 

having validity for three years allows the cardholder to move the produce to auction 

centres and also for its other movements in the vicinity of production and storage with 

out harassment from the tax officials. However the present terms of trade offer less 

space and advantage to small farmers and they are left to the mercy of middlemen.  

Their rescue from middlemen requires group formation among small farmers to gain 

power of scale on the produce volume, providing support for processing and storage 

facility and creating financial space to increase their stock holding power are important 

to. More information on marketing and establishment of Cardamom Price Stabilization 

Fund Trust (CPSFT) are provided in later section on ‘Agricultural Marketing’.  

 

Spice Park: This is a project being developed and implemented by the SBI. This is 

kind of a micro-SEZ for promoting exclusively spices value addition, trade and export 

with public-private participation. The vision is to make this park as an important global 

spices processing hub and to achieve an export target of US $ 10 billion in ten years. 

In the Idukki district the ‘Spices Park’ is aiming to establish in an area of 30-40 ha 

made available free of cost by the government of Kerala. It may include common world 

class infrastructure, which is accessible on a ‘user fee’, for cleaning, processing, 

steam sterilization, packaging, quality testing, warehousing and training together with 

other support services like water, power, communication, banks, customs, etc. The 

part space is also available for individual entrepreneurs engaged in spice processing 

or its value added product manufacturing aimed at promoting export.  

 

A centralized processing and trading unit like this may always offer advantages in 

having state of the art facility for processing, maintaining traceability, high hygiene and 

quality standards and product consistency, all important for the modern competitive 

trade. However, how far such single centralized facility would help the small farmers 

scattered across the district with their small harvest in bypassing the middlemen and 
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Fig.11: A pepper garden- note 
the vine with slow wilt 
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taking advantage of the value addition facility is doubtful. They may truly benefit, if 

such facility is designed in hub and spoke model with many mini one-stage value 

addition, grading and warehousing facilities spread across with connectivity to the 

central facility, so that farmers may avail the mini-unit facility in their neighborhoods. At 

the central facility all sophisticated secondary or tertiary value addition as well as 

packaging, labeling, quality testing, etc may be performed. Hence, it is recommended 

that village level processing and grading units may be established with bank credit 

linked warehousing facilities for major spices.  

 

11.1.3. BLACK PEPPER    
 
Black pepper is grown (Fig. 11) in about 84,219 ha in the district. This crop has deep 

association with the income and livelihood of virtually every 

farm holding or homestead gardens, except those in very 

high elevations, where the crop is not grown. Majority of the 

area under pepper are smallholdings. In vast areas pepper 

is intercropped. In an un-estimated small area falling 

principally in Rajakumari, Rajakkad, Adimali and 

Vazhathopu Panchayats, it is grown as pure crop. These 

Panchayats constitute the heartland of pepper in Idukki. 

Black pepper is commonly grown on standards like dadaps 

(Erythrina sp.) and silver oak (Grevelia sp).  Other trees used are mango and Jackfruit 

tree. Pepper-coffee and pepper-tea are common plantation intercrops. The only risk in 

some of these intercrops is that whenever pesticides are applied on the other 

intercrop, it gets deposited on pepper berries leading to residual toxicity.  
 

According to the official 

statistics, the crop has 

been gaining popularity 

over years and its 

acreage is reported to 

have increased from 

38531 ha in 1992 to 

84,219 ha in 2007 (Fig. 

12). Pepper contributes to 

about 20 % of agricultural income generated by the district (Fig 5). It is grown by small, 

marginal and tribal farmers and contributes significantly to their income and livelihood. 
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Some of the major problems concerning the crop and associated income generation 

are mentioned below: 

 

Low and erratic productivity: Pepper produced in Idukki has better quality. Although 

the average productivity of pepper in the district is higher than elsewhere in Kerala, it 

is far behind the world average. More ever, Idukki has much more potential for 

enhancing the pepper yield due to the congenial agro-climatic conditions available 

here. Pepper gardens yielding above one tonne/ha are not uncommon here. Major 

reasons holding back productivity of pepper are non-availability of quality planting 

material of high yielding varieties, poor awareness on the management of major biotic 

stresses like quick wilt (foot rot) caused by Phytophthora capsici and stunted disease 

caused by virus, slow wilt (or slow decline, Fig. 11) caused by the nematodes 

(Radopholus similis and Meloidogyne incognita), and pollu beetle and scale insects. 

These together with fluctuations in the distribution of rain are causing wide variations 

in yield across years (Fig. 12). A new threat to pepper cultivation in Idukki is the gall 

wasp (Quadrastichus erythrinae), which damages the widely used pepper standard, 

Erythrina. Improved high yielding varieties although are available, their planting 

material is in acute shortage. Hence, majority of the gardens have local land races 

such as Karimunda, which is the most popular, Neelamundi, Kuthiravally, Narayakodi 

and Chagannoran.  

 

Price fluctuation: Price of pepper was very attractive during 1997 and subsequent 

three years. This was followed by a deep decline from 2003 with rise from 2006-07 

(Fig. 13). When prices 

across years are 

compared, the price fall 

during 2001-05 was not the 

lowest. But what is 

important is that the cost of 

production had been rising 

progressively over years 

rendering the recent price 

fall going below the cost of production. This has been a major cause of severe 

economic distress to pepper producers, which immediately impacted on their ability to 

invest in the crop and better upkeep of gardens. Continuous failure in proper 
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maintenance of the gardens led to widespread infestation of vines with slow and quick 

wilts and serious set back to the productivity. Thus substantial area under pepper was 

damaged requiring replanting and rejuvenation to restore the pepper based income 

generation and livelihood of small and tribal farmers. This set back in pepper 

production has widely affected the economy of many farm families with increased 

agricultural debt. In this context many farmers criticized and ridiculed the Department 

of Agriculture on the official figures on pepper area, production and yield during 2005-

06 and 2006-07 and some even challenged these data.   

 

As pepper is largely exported, its domestic price is heavily influenced by the 

international prices. Domestic prices higher than international prices also attract import 

pressure from external markets even at the current import tariff of 70 %. While Indian 

pepper had been traditionally commanding special reputation for its quality in 

international markets, recent attempts to blend Indian pepper with low priced pepper 

imported from elsewhere is also causing adverse impact on the price. Farmers wanted 

to prevent import of pepper and to stop trade practices on blending of imported 

pepper.     

 

Lack of fair market to farmers: There is no organized marketing facility for pepper 

and hence farmers, especially the small farmers, are compelled to sell the produce to 

middlemen. Many small farmers dispose their harvest in green state or without grading 

the dried pepper. Facilities for post harvest processing, grading and short term 

warehousing accessible to small and tribal farmers may substantially help them in 

realizing better price. Linkage of such warehousing facility with bank credit may help 

small farmers to receive some part of the price as credit as soon as it is deposited. 

The produce may be processed, graded and warehoused till sold on favourable price 

and the farmer is given the additional due payment of the price, after adjusting the 

credit availed. This would prevent farmer from making distress sale of the harvest to 

the middlemen, encourage value addition and/or grading of the produce to realize 

better price and facilitate sale at optimal price. For the bank, the produce warehoused 

may serve as the security for advancing a good percentage of the price and recover 

the same when the stock is sold within short period. The large volume of the 

warehoused produce, which is also processed and graded or value added, may 

command better price than selling in piece meal. Management of such processing and 

storage facility by farmers’ cooperatives or associations with minimal overheads and 

banks offering credit also at no overheads may deliver highest benefits to farmers.  
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Box 4: Farmer’s varieties in pepper 
Idukki is notable for innovations by farmers in 

the selection and  

development of varieties 

of commercial and plant- 

ation crops. Very popular 

farmers varieties are 

available in cardamom, 

pepper, Nedran banana, 

vegetables, etc. In the case 

of pepper two popular farmer’s varieties came to 

the notice during this study are the Appachan 

black pepper and the Kumbakal.   

AAppppaacchhaann  
  ppeeppppeerr  

 

Shortage of quality planting material: Because the huge annual demand for quality 

planting material of pepper is not adequately met by the development agencies, many 

farmers use inferior planting material. A large proportion of the small and tribal farmers 

are unable to access the planting material distributed by the development agencies. 

There was all round criticism of the quality of the planting material being supplied and 

the wrong season these agencies choose for the supply. Officials of the Department of 

Agriculture agreed that the sourcing of planting material from nurseries outside the 

district and the bureaucratic reasons for delayed supply are affecting the pepper re-

plantation with quality planting material. They also admitted the shortage of planting 

material and desirability of generating planting material within the district with 

community participation.  

 

Like in cardamom, farmers have developed novel varieties of pepper, ‘Appachan 

molaku’ and Kumbakal are two farmers’ varieties of pepper (Box 4). The KAU and IISR 

have developed and released about 16 pepper varieties/hybrids. However, vast 

majority of the pepper gardens in the district are growing local varieties such as 

Karimunda, Neelamundi, Kuthiravally, Narayakodi, Chagannoran, etc.  The KAU have 

developed many varieties under the 

Panniyur series. Panniyur 1 is a popular 

variety, but not suited under the forest 

shade conditions. The CRS, 

Pampadumpara of KAU recommends 

Panniyur 3 and 5 for the district. The 

evaluations conducted show that Panniyur 

5 is superior to other available varieties. 

Based on research station trials using 

Panniyur 2, Panniyur 3, Panniyur 4, 

Sreekara, and Subhakara and KS 88, 

ICRI recommends Panniyur 4 as the best suited variety to Idukki. According to the 

IISR, its releases, Sakthi and Thevam having tolerance to quick wilt, and the hybrid 

Malabar Excel are suited to higher altitude of Idukki district. Interestingly, the 

comparative yield evaluations conducted by the ICRI the IISR do not include Panniyur 

5. Thus the three research institutions have different conclusions on the varieties 

suited to Idukki. The CRS, Pampadumpara, which has the mandate on location-

specific research on pepper, also has not yet evaluated the IISR varieties in Idukki. 
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The lack of coordination and dialogue among these institutions was earlier mentioned 

and this needs to be abolished. The CRS mandated to conduct location specific 

research and to conduct technology transfer has no programme for production of 

pepper planting material of Panniyur 5, while its current priority on the multiplication of 

rose and other flowering plants was also mentioned. The research report of this station 

states that until 2007 it had distributed only 6149 rooted cuttings of pepper. Another 

agency promoting distribution of quality pepper planting material is the Directorate of 

Arecanut and Spices. It is a funding agency facilitating sourcing of quality nuclear vine 

from research institutions and their multiplication and supply through the State 

Department of Agriculture and the SBI.  

 

The right choice of varieties for the region is not receiving importance or priority during 

distribution of planting material by the development agencies. They operate under a 

target driven programme, where number seems to be more important than quality and 

suitability. Panniyur 1, which is proved unsuitable in canopy-covered area is being 

commonly included for distribution by the development agencies. The State 

Department of Agriculture is claimed to have distributed about 14.1 million rooted 

pepper cuttings during 2002 to 2006. Farmers not only questioned this figure, but also 

observed that much of what was distributed failed to survive as it was supplied during 

post-rainy season. It is an irony that the district faces acute shortage for the quality 

planting material of the right variety despite the presence of different research and 

development institutions having specific mandate for improving and promoting pepper 

cultivation. A well-coordinated effort is required to produce disease free planting 

material along with nematode free soil. A massive programme to generate adequate 

quantity of runners from chosen varieties and production of certified rooted cuttings 

under fool-proof soil hygienic conditions is most important for re-generation of sick 

pepper gardens in Idukki. This has to go hand in hand with appropriate soil treatment 

(including solarization) to render the soil in the poly bag holding the rooted cutting free 

from soil-borne pathogens (particularly nematode).  

 

Here solarization of soil together with organic method of treatment on a standardized 

schedule has merit over application of highly toxic pesticides like thimet. Such 

programmes have to go hand in hand with awareness generation to farmers on the 

important role of soil health in sustainable pepper production. It is estimated that 15% 

of the total area demands re-planting and about 25% of the area have to be brought 
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under soil health improvement programme to reverse the continuing economic distress 

being experienced by the pepper farmers.  

 

Green farming: Soil health both in terms of nutrient balance and freedom from 

pathogenic organisms is important to enhance and sustain pepper productivity. Idukki 

soils are generally low in potash and its availability in good measure is important for 

productivity. So is the case with micronutrients. Green farming, unlike organic farming, 

apart from using organic inputs such as farm yard manure, vermicompost and bio-

control agents also uses need based supplementary application of chemical fertilizers 

and plant protection chemicals to meet balanced nutrition of macro- and micro-

nutrients to support sustainable high productivity. Management method for getting rid 

of soil borne pathogens causing major decline in yield and slow death of vine includes 

regular application of neem cake and bio-control agents like Trichoderma, 

Pseudomonas, and VAM together with need based application of Bordeaux mixture. 

For the reasons that these treatments on regular basis are very costly and not possible 

for the small and marginal farmers in their present economic state and that these 

treatments are very essential to save the pepper gardens and the livelihoods of 

dependent farmers, support is recommended for at least three years as a component 

of the package on pepper. The farmers who are keen to move to organic production 

may also use this pathway for the transition. When pepper and cardamom being 

grown in more than one lakh hectares turn organic may generate huge demand for 

vermicompost and bio-control agents such as Trichoderma, Pseudomonas, VAM, 

entomopathogenic nematodes (EPN), Azospirillum, etc. It offers equally large 

opportunity for local production of these inputs by SHGs and other institutions. In this 

context, linking identified SHGs with such programmes, building their capacity and 

empowering them with required infrastructure to facilitate production of required bio-

control agents of prescribed quality for all crops of each region would offer multiple 

benefits of employment and income generation to farm families. Wherever organic 

farming is followed, group approach may help in circumventing or minimizing the high 

cost on organic certification also. 

 

Value addition: Drying, cleaning and grading are operations essential to fetch better 

prices to producers. These are often not carried out by small and tribal farmers due to 

financial pressure for quick transaction. Many also do not have the facility, particularly 

for grading. There is scope for further value addition such as blanching, conversion to 

white pepper and dehydrated green pepper and extraction of oil or oleoresins. While 
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the upcoming Spices Park may address these issues on commercial basis, this is 

unlikely to directly help small and tribal farmers for value adding their harvest and 

realization of higher price. Hence, primarily with a purpose to serve these groups of 

farmers, it is recommended that common processing, value addition and warehousing 

facilities may be established in each Panchayat. These facilities could be operated by 

pepper farmers’ cooperatives or SHGs, who may levy a non-exploitative and self-

supporting service charge in a manner, which would encourage farmers using this 

facility. The local Panchayat may help for the maintenance of these facilities.     

 

State of research institutions in Idukki on cardamom and pepper 

 

The ICRI was established with mandate to undertake research on small and large 

cardamoms. With respect to Idukki, where the institute is located, small cardamom is 

the most important crop. ICRI is reported to have had 60 sanctioned scientific 

positions in the 1990s. While the current sanctioned strength of scientific personnel is 

37, only 12 are in position thanks to the current institutional recruitment policy. It is 

understood that the administration neither approves new posts nor allows filling up of 

vacated positions. More over, about 10 positions in the disciplines of plant breeding, 

agronomy, technology transfer and plant physiology were forced to surrender. 

Similarly, the posts of technical assistants were also made to surrender and few are 

remaining vacant. While the actual scientific and technical staff strength has been 

substantially pruned, the institute is burdened with additional responsibility to conduct 

research on new crops such as vanilla, ginger, turmeric, clove, nutmeg, Garcinia, 

tamarind, curry leaf and other nearly a dozen herbal spices. Assessment of 

technologies generated by the institute for farmer acceptance shows that agro-

techniques are satisfactory, while the output on development of varieties having high 

yield and biotic resistance/tolerance is far inadequate, as mentioned earlier. This 

shortcoming is claimed to have been remedied, at least partially, with the development 

of three pipeline hybrids, MHC-IO, MHC-13 and MHC-18. These varieties are yet to 

reach farmers and get tested for their acceptability. The inter-phase between the 

institute and the development wing is also not strong. Many farmers complained about 

the technical inadequacy of field staff in providing solutions to the problems faced by 

the crop.  

 

The CRS under KAU established to evolve locally suited agro-techniques for spices 

including pepper and new varieties of cardamom, is in a state more distressed than 
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the farmers of the district. It has 10 sanctioned scientific posts and 46.4 ha farm area. 

Against this, only one scientist, who heads the center, is in place. The present staff 

position is one scientist, 4 farm personnel, 2 laboratory assistants, 5 administrative 

staff, and 17 farm workers. The center seems to have set aside the work on 

cardamom and pepper, except conducting few All India Coordinated project trails on 

these crops, and is diverting its limited human resource to the floriculture, which is 

supported by the State Horticulture Mission (SHM). While there is huge demand in the 

district for the quality planting material of black pepper there is no effort at CRS to 

address the planting material shortage and replace local varieties with high yielding 

material suited to the region. Interestingly, SHM has a component for production of 

about 10 lakh rooted cutting of black pepper. Instead of choosing CRS for production 

of pepper planting material under the SHM to meet the need of this major pepper-

producing district, the center is being used for production of rose and other floriculture 

planting material! The KAU authorities have to make sure that the CRS is re-

positioned to its initial mandate with emphasis on black pepper.   

 

11.1.4. RUBBER 
   

Although rubber occupies an area of 38,844 ha, it is the crop contributing highest to 

the agricultural income of the district. With 26 % of the agricultural income of the 

district coming from this crop, it is currently far ahead of pepper and cardamom in this 

respect. It is gaining 

popularity among farmers on 

reasons of attractive price, 

availability of cost effective 

technologies and financial 

support and notably better 

extension services from the 

Rubber Board of India (RBI).  

Rubber is extensively 

cultivated Peruvamthanam and Kokkayar Panchayats of Peerumedu taluk and 

Muttom, Arakulam, Vannappuram, Kodikulam, Velliyamattom, Alakode and Karikode 

Panchayats of Thodupuzha taluk.  It is also spreading to the areas like Kattappana, 

Murikkassary and Adimali. Few farmers cultivate rubber along with cardamom and 

pepper. The rubber in Idukki offers 100-120 tapping days annually. During the seven 

years between 1999 and 2005, the area under rubber increased only by 1.7 %, while 
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the production during this period increased by 26 % (Fig.14). The yield was rising 

during this period at an average annual rate of 4 %. 

       

It is important to mention that during the several interactions this Commission had with 

farmers of the district not a single complaint on rubber cultivation and price was 

received. This also did not come as an issue in any of the many memoranda received 

by this Commission. The lack of distress among rubber farmers appears to be due to 

the system of research and development established by the RBI, which could be rated 

as the most effective among equivalent Boards on other plantation or spices crops, 

and the favourable price for the produce. The critical factor behind this effectiveness of 

RBI appears to be the superior varieties and other production technologies developed 

by the research wing and an equally effective development wing, which maintains a 

well-coordinated link between the research wing and farmers. The functioning of the 

RBI offers lesson for other commodity Boards in organizing their research and 

development and closely integrating both of these wings for serving farmers. The 

research at the Rubber Research Institute of India (RRII) has given India the lead 

position in rubber productivity. The variety RRII 105 released in 1980 is still the ruling 

variety and it currently commands coverage above 85% of the area under rubber. It is 

reported that the new varieties belonging to 400 series released recently have the 

potential to out yield RRII 105 by 20 %. Recently released RRII-414 has already 

become popular with farmers of Idukki. A notable feature of rubber cultivation is that 

unlike in other plantation crops, rubber farmers get to know about the latest 

technologies and they there is hardly any gap between technology development and 

adoption. This is a testimony to the credible research output of the RRII. The 

recommendations of the research wing are well integrated with the development 

programmes. For example, the eligibility of farmer to subsidies provided by the 

development wing of the RBI is linked with the compliance in necessarily following the 

package of practices recommended by the research wing of the Board. Another 

reason for the efficiency of the RBI is the organization of the development wing with 

one Field Officer for almost every 3-4 village or 700-1000 files (a file refers to a case or 

individual farmer linked development activity assisted by the Board). The Field Officers 

maintains first hand knowledge on every farmer under their jurisdiction all farmers 

wishing to take the support of the Board are assisted when they comply with the 

guidelines of the Board. The Field Officers directly disburse all the benefits to farmers 

including subsidies. This commendable combination of research excellence and 

farmer-centric development approach together with fairly good price for the rubber 
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during last few years have placed rubber cultivation a notch above other plantation 

crops. This possibly contributed to absence of grievances in the district on rubber 

cultivation and marketing related issues. Nevertheless, rubber cultivation is troubled by 

the occurrence of tapping panel drying, leaf fall and pink disease, which have no 

effective control measures. 

 

Natural rubber, because of its heat tolerance, will continue to gain its importance in 

national and international trade. Therefore, rubber should continue to receive strong 

research and marketing support. In addition the RRI deserves recognition with special 

research fund to reward the excellent work done for promoting the natural rubber 

production in the country. The success of RRI may be emulated by the research 

systems under other commodity Boards. 

 

11.1.5. VEGETABLES AND FRUITS 

 
Idukki district produces substantial amount of vegetables and possibly is the only 

district producing cool season vegetables in Kerala. More than its current level of 

production of diverse vegetables adapted to tropical and cool season conditions, the 

district holds great promise for expansion of its production and to take the state on the 

road to self sufficiency in 

vegetables. This sector in Idukki 

has vast potential to generate 

employment and income 

generation to large number of 

people in the production chain. 

Despite all these, the vegetable 

area in the district, on the basis of 

data provided by the Department 

of Economics and Statistics, Kerala, tend to show a declining trend (Fig. 14). With 

respect to vegetables, the Department of Economics and Statistics, Kerala has no 

data other than the area. It is not known whether or not the decline in area is 

influencing production. However, vegetables contributing about 7.2 % of the total 

agricultural income of the district and in this respect rank fourth among agricultural 

crops (Fig.5). The unit area-wise income from vegetables is far higher than that from 

any other crops in Idukki including cardamom, rubber and pepper. For example, the 
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entire revenue being generated from Cardamom in 32850 ha can be realized from 

vegetables grown in 7550 ha.  

 

During 2005-06 the area under vegetables in Idukki was 3189 ha. Principal tropical 

vegetables produced in Idukki are few. These are predominantly bitter gourd and 

cowpea and to lesser extent French bean and tubers (elephant foot yam, dioscorea 

and colocasia). Banana and plantains are dealt separately. Major Panchayats 

producing tropical vegetables are Vathikkudy, Konnathady, Kamakshi, Adimaly, 

Mankulam, Erattayar, Rajakkad, Rajakumari, Udumbannoor, Peruvanthanam, 

Kattappana, etc. Important cool season vegetables are grown in more than 1600 ha 

spread across four Panchayats, namely, Vattavada, Kanthalloor, Marayur and Munnar. 

There are around 2230 farmers in Vattavada cultivating about 1200 ha. These 

vegetables include potato, French bean, butter bean, carrot, cabbage, tomato and 

chilly. This region, particularly Kanthalloor, also produces fruits such as orange, apple, 

passion fruit, strawberry, cherry, guava, tree-tomato, kiwi, mangosteen, egg fruit, 

peach, gooseberry (amla), etc. Major part of area growing garlic also falls under 

Kanthalloor Panchayat. These four Panchayats suited to cool season vegetables have 

high potential to enhance production of fruits and vegetables.  

 

While tropical vegetables are grown by intensive practices, the cool season vegetables 

are grown largely by traditional methods. However, chemical fertilizers and pesticides 

are part of the production methodology practiced for both groups of vegetables. The 

region growing cool season vegetables lies in the eastern side of the Western Ghats, 

which is a rain shadow region receiving less than 1300 mm rainfall. The region is also 

economically backward with poor infrastructure. Water shortage is a major constraint 

and it restricts cultivation to one growing season of 3-4 months in large tract. Only 

potato, carrot and cabbage are grown during two seasons in some places. 

Augmenting water through conservation measures and building few check dams with 

conveyance may help yield and production enhancement and thereby the income of 

the very poor communities subsisting mainly on vegetable cultivation.  

 

Despite substantial production of cool season vegetables in the Vattavada- 

Kanthalloor belt, the region is notable for high poverty and underdevelopment. There is 

no communication system including roads, no regular banking service, no satisfactory 

services from departments like agriculture, animal husbandry and Kerala Agricultural 
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University and other development agencies of the State. Due to this, the local farmers, 

who speak both Tamil and Malayalam, are heavily depended on agricultural services 

and market from Tamil Nadu. They access seeds, other inputs and credit from traders 

in Tamil Nadu on contract to sell the vegetables only to them. Such contracts are 

being misused to exploit these people for long years. It is understood that the 

vegetables purchased at low prices from this region are transported to Tamil Nadu and 

then re-transported to Kerala at prices many-fold higher. The Government of Kerala 

and concerned departments have to give highest priority to promote production of 

vegetables in this region, strengthen the local infrastructure and create market linkage 

to prevent exploitation and enhancing the income generation of these poor farmers. 

Infrastructure and service supports like roads, irrigation and soil conservation, banking 

facility, quality seed supply, need based agro-technology, market networking, 

warehousing, cold storage, capacity building and value addition have to receive 

highest priority. The GoK may address the backwardness of this region in schooling, 

healthcare, drinking water supply and other essential services.  

 

During colonial days, Pazhathottam ward of Vattavada was famous for the cultivation 

of exotic fruits such as plums, cherries, passion fruit, egg fruit, strawberries, apples, 

Rubutan, custard apple, etc. Although production of these fruits has drastically 

declined, the potential of this region to produce these fruit tress and others such as 

oranges, peaches, avocado, mangosteen, strawberry, litchi, annona, lovi lovi, kiwi, etc 

remains. None of these fruit trees have been scientifically studied for their variability in 

this location, selected for better yield or quality attributes and for production of quality 

planting material. This together with improvement of cool season vegetables and their 

quality seed production is an area that should be receiving urgent attention of Kerala 

Agricultural University. It is desirable that the GoK may establish a horticulture 

research center at this region with R & D focus on cool season vegetables and fruits.  

 

Unfortunately the State Horticulture Mission has bypassed the potential of fruit 

production in this area. The repeated efforts of this Commission team to meet the 

SHM official and to get the work plan of Idukki did not succeed, despite repeated 

efforts. However, the information the Commission is having on the SHM activity in 

Idukki is sourced from the Principal Agricultural Officer, Idukki, which looked like a 

draft plan with many gaps. It is noted that Rs 112.5 lakhs is provided to cool season 
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vegetables under ‘establishment of new gardens’ in 1500 ha. It is not clear why this 

fund should be deployed to open cultivation in additional 1500 ha, when the existing 

area under vegetables has many constraints for increasing production and securing 

fair market. While it mentions about the seed production of bitter gourd and cowpea, 

there is no programme to provide quality seeds of the cool season vegetables to 

growers. Similarly, the SHM does not address many other important issues concerned 

with promotion of vegetable production and income enhancement to the poor farming 

families.  

 

Needless to stress that quality seed is the most important constraint in vegetable 

production and profitability. Major source of seed supply are private traders in Kerala 

and Tamil Nadu and local markets. Quality seeds of many vegetables are in acute 

short supply. It is estimated that public sector seed production in Kerala is merely less 

than 20% of the estimated 142 t of vegetable seeds required annually. The supply to 

this from KAU, VFPCK, farms of Agriculture Department and National Seeds 

Corporation is very meager. Hence farmer participatory quality seed production of 

chosen high yielding and locally adapted varieties of important vegetables under 

required isolation norms and appropriate agro climatic conditions and seasons should 

receive high priority under the SHM. Wherever improved varieties are suited to the 

region, their breeder or foundation seed may be sourced from research institutions like 

KAU, Indian Institute of Horticultural Research and Tamil Nadu Agricultural University 

for production of certified seeds. The SHM may take the assistance of Horticulture 

wing of the DoA, the KAU and the VFPCK for organizing farmer SHGs, training and 

supporting them for production of quality vegetable seeds-both tropical and cool 

season vegetables and fruits.  

 

Augmenting irrigation water to increase cropping intensity is another important 

requirement for promoting cool season vegetable production. As almost all watersheds 

adjoining the Vattavada-Kanthalloor belt is with the Forest Department, cooperation of 

this department has to be obtained to build few check dams together with water 

conveying system. Another priority is on marketing and ensuring fair price to the 

farmers. This aspect is discussed in detail under “Agricultural Marketing’. One 

immediate option to the SHM to offer better marketing is to support VFPCK with 

necessary infrastructure funding. Creation of cold storage facility at Vattavada and 
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Kanthalloor is important to prevent distress sale of fruits and vegetables by farmers 

due to very poor communication facility in these regions. The action plan of SHM does 

not appear placing any priority to these important issues bothering the fruit and 

vegetables farmers of this backward region.   

 

The Development of the Vattavada-Kanthalloor region with satisfactory communication 

system and other basic amenities to the local communities may open new opportunity 

to exploit the picturesque scenery and pleasant weather of the region and for 

promoting farm tourism.  

 

11.1.6. BANANA AND PLANTAINS 

 

Banana and plantains are grown virtually in every farm holdings, particularly the small 

and medium, either as an inter- or pure or backyard crop. It is a major source of 

income to poor families, in particular. The area under banana and plantains during 

2005-06 was 1828 ha and 3311 ha, respectively. Their respective contributions to the 

total agricultural income of Idukki district are 0.82 % and 2.1 %. The area under 

banana has been increasing over years, almost to the tune of 46% during 1999-00 to 

2005-06; while the area under plantain has remained almost steady during this period 

(Fig.15). The data further 

reveal that the yields of 

banana and plantain are 

decreasing over these years. 

The most widely and 

commercially grown banana 

variety is ‘Nedran’. 

Njalipoovan, Robusta, 

Palayankodan, Red poovan and Kadali are the popular plantain varieties. The 

increasing area under banana and its decreasing yield indicate that farmers are 

encouraged to grow Nedran because of a favourable price and better profitability. 

Nedran banana always offer better profitability and this has encouraged large scale 

conversion of wet/paddy lands. Under this economic context, the claim being made by 

the VFPCK that its intervention since last three years through organizing few banana 

farmers and establishing of ‘Swasraya Karshaka Market’ had resulted in realization of 

higher prices deserves a re-check.  
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BOX  5: ‘Quintal Nendran’ and misfortune of an innovative  
               farmer 
 
 

A farmer, Shri. C.M. Gopi in Mannamkandam village of Adimali in 
Idukki district has evolved a new high yielding farmers’ variety of 
Nedran named ‘Quintal Nendran’. As the name indicates, this variety 
is claimed to have ability to produce heavier bunches weighing 40-
50 kg in comparison with the traditional Nedran variety, which on 
average produces bunches of 20-25 kg. ‘Quintal Nendran’ has 
become popular in different parts of Kerala. It appears Kerala 
Agricultural University has not conducted any study on this variety 
to establish its yield superiority and to identify regions suitable for 
the variety.  
 

Shri. Gopi is an innovative and progressive farmer. He had been 
honoured in 1995 with “Karshaka Tilak’ and in 1996 with ‘Udhyan 
Pandit’ awards. It appears the innovation he made in banana 
brought him misfortune. It is gathered that after Shri. Gopi 
developed the new Nedran variety, a Minister of Agriculture, GoK 
encouraged him to establish a tissue culture laboratory for rapid 
propagation of the new variety. According to Shri. Gopi the tissue 
culture laboratory established by him costs Rs 30 lakhs and in the 
process he lost not only his agricultural livelihood, but also 
burdened him with a heavy debt. On the intervention of another 
Minister of Agriculture, the tissue culture facility was taken over in 
2004 by the VFPCK for five years on a contract, which agreed to 
settle loan liability of Gopi and also pay him royalty on every 
seedling. The VFPCK failed and Gopi’s loan liability enlarged. He 
became virtually ruined, while many farmers made profits with his 
innovation.   
 

The GoK may urgently examine this whole matter with an 
independently enquiry and offer adequate economic rehabilitation of 
this innovative farmer, who is driven to the brim of his life. 

Commercial cultivation of Nendran demands intensive application of fertilizers and 

pesticides, particularly forate (furadan) against stem borer and nematodes, at 

substantial environmental cost. The increasing awareness among farmers on the 

environmental toxicity from intensive chemical-based farming is causing shift to 

organic production of banana and plantains. It is also encouraging that certain markets 

like that of Kerala Agricultural Development Society (KADS) are offering higher price 

for organic produces. A new banana variety called ‘quintal Nendran’ notable for high 

yield has been identified by a farmer of Idukki district (Box 5).   

 

As these plants are 

vulnerable to 

damages from 

winds, heavy rain 

and drought and 

such damage even 

to a single plant 

may inflict 

considerable loss to 

the farmer, 

insurance against 

these risks is 

important to 

safeguard farmers’ 

income from 

banana cultivation. 

VFPCK is facilitating 

such insurance only 

to farmers who are 

the registered 

members. These 

members at present 

constitute a 

microscopic portion of farmers growing banana and plantain in the district. The current 

level of insurance premium is Rs 2.50 per plant and pays a compensation of Rs 50. 

According to farmers the compensation is so low and it has to be at least Rs 100. 

When more farmers and area is brought under insurance, the premium may 
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substantially go down. It is recommended that farmers may be facilitated to insure their 

banana and plantains for risks against crop damage by winds, heavy rain or drought 

and for payment of compensation @ Rs 100/plant and 50% of the insurance premium 

be met from this package for a period of three years. When such scheme is in place 

banana/plantain may be excluded from eligibility for compensation under natural 

calamity.   

 

11.1.7. TAPIOCA AND OTHER TUBERS 

 

Tapioca and other tubers, mainly elephant foot yam and dioscorea but excluding 

sweet potato, occupy about 3.2 % of the cultivated area in the district and contribute 

7.9 % of the total agricultural income. Tapioca yield in Idukki is the second highest in 

the State, only after Wayanad. Despite this high yield and its stability over years, area 

under this crop is declining (Fig. 16). 

The area decrease under tapioca 

decreased by 20 % during 1999-00 to 

2005-06. Tapioca follows ginger in 

major decline of planted area in the 

district during the recent past. 

However, in the case of other tubers 

no significant area decline is noted 

during the corresponding period. It 

appears tapioca area is giving way to the expanding more profitable rubber. This 

Commission did not receive any major grievance related to tapioca and other tubers 

from farmers. There are new opportunities for cultivation of nutritionally superior tuber 

crops with the help of the Central Tuber Crops Research Institute, Thiruananthapuram. 

 

A report on the possibility of rearing silkworm on the tapioca leaves came to the notice 

of this study. However, detailed information on the quality of silk and economics of the 

opportunity were not available. The Indian Silk board is requested to examine the 

option and explore how far this could be used to generate additional employment and 

income to the people.   
 

11.1.8. COFFEE 
 

Coffee cultivation contributes to 2.5 % of the agricultural income in Idukki district and in  
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FIG. 17:  Coffee- Area, production and yield
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Robusta 

FIG.18: Coffee Area and Yield in Idukki District
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Arabica 

Robusta

this respect enjoys 8th position between different crop and animal sectors of the 

district. Coffee occupies only about 10870 ha area in the district and is confined within 

elevations ranging from 120 m to 1650 m above MSL. The rainfall pattern of Idukki is 

not highly suitable for coffee. There is problem of insufficient and erratic rainfall during 

the critical periods of coffee blossom and fruit setting and excess rains during other 

stages, including harvest and drying. However, Idukki shares 14.8 % of coffee area 

and 28 % of the coffee holdings of 

Kerala. The district is notable for 

predominance of small coffee 

farms. While the Coffee Board of 

India (CBI) classification of coffee 

holding groups area below 10 ha as 

small, the average coffee holding 

size in Idukki is 0.74 ha. Among the 

17014 coffee growing holdings in the district, 93% is small owning less than 2 ha and 

they share 59% of total area. The coffee area in the district is spread across 

Vandiperiyar zone (41%), Vazhavana zone (35%) and Adimali zone (24%). Robusta 

coffee is predominantly grown (85 % area) and occasionally tree coffee species is also 

grown. Production during 2006-07 was 6820 t at an average yield of 627 kg/ha. During 

the last seven years, areas under coffee shows sign of decline together with significant 

fall in production and yield (Fig.17). Vazhavana has maximum arabica area, while 

largest robusta area is in Vandiperiyar. On an average, arabica coffee in Idukki district 

yielded about 58 % yield of the robusta coffee (Fig 18). 

 

Widely grown robusta selections in the district are peredina, S 274, C x R, S 795, SLN 

5B, SLN 7-3, SLN 8 and SLN 9. 

Cauvery and BBTC are commonly 

grown arabica coffee. The CBI is 

distributing the planting material of new 

varieties. This Commission did not 

come across major grievance from 

coffee growers either on the availability 

of planting material or on such other 

issues hindering coffee production.  However, with regard to coffee marketing, the 
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need for supporting small farmers with warehousing facility and strengthening their 

stock holding capacity was brought before this Commission. In the absence of 

warehousing facility accessible to farmers, they are facing exploitation by the traders 

who have warehousing facility in different regions.  In view of this, it is recommended 

to build three coffee warehouses at selected locations in Vandiperiyar, Vazhavana and 

Adimali with land provided by the Panchayat or the State government.  

 

 Recently under the 11th Plan, government of India has provided Rs 310 crores for 

replanting senile gardens across States. This is expected to benefit the coffee growers 

of idukki also. The CBI currently offer financial support to the tune of 20-25% on 

production enhancing and value addition programmes such as sprinkler irrigation, 

pulping facility, drying yards, water storage facility, etc. to small holders. For many 

small farmers such level of financial assistance is not helpful for making major 

infrastructure investment. Hence there is need to enhance this assistance to 50 % of 

the actual cost or Rs. 50,000/holding, which ever is less.  Recommendation to this 

effect is made.  

 

CBI had been supporting coffee farmers during times of distress. During 2003-04 and 

2004-05, which were the years of extreme distress to coffee growers due to deep 

decline in prices, it had come forward to waive off all outstanding loans - principal and 

interest- disbursed by it.  According to the Board, the total amount waived off amount 

across India was Rs 23.08 crores covering 7925 loan accounts. Similarly, the 

Government of India had also declared a three year moratorium period for paying 

interest on Special Coffee Term Loans extended by the banks with one-third of the 

rescheduled interest waived off. Since 2004-05 CBI has been operating an ‘Interest 

Subsidy Scheme’ to subsidize interest on the loans taken by farmers from scheduled 

commercial banks to the extent of up to 5% in the case of small growers and 3% in the 

case of large growers. The benefit extended under this scheme during the last three 

years to coffee farmers of Kerala is about Rs 6.4 crores. Coffee farmers of Idukki 

district received all these benefits. All these might have contributed to the relative ease 

in the economic stress noticed among coffee farmers of the district. Coffee marketing 

is discussed under ‘Agricultural marketing’.  

 

11.1.9. TEA  
 

Tea is one of the early plantation crops in Idukki and it currently occupies about 23702 
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FIG.20: Component share of cost of production-Tea 
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ha, produces 40063 t of leaves at an average yield of 1690 kg/ha (Fig 19). It 

contributes 1.5 % to the agricultural income of Idukki district. Most of the tea 

plantations are situated in elevations above 750 m. About 66 % of area lies between 

750 and 1500 m, 26 % area between 1500 and 2000 m and 8 % area above 2000m. 

This area, largely located in Devikulam and Peerumedu taluks is endowed with natural 

advantages of elevation, 

climate and soil. Tea growing 

area is divided into four major 

zones, namely Vandiperiyar 

zone (21% area), Peermadu 

zone (7%), Elappara zone 

(19%) and High range or 

Munnar zone (53%). Tea 

area over recent years has remained constant with senile bushes.  

 

Under the Tea Board Act, growers owning below 25 acres (10.12 ha) are classified as 

small growers, who in Idukki constitute 7%. Idukki has about 4956 tea gardens, out of 

which small growers own 4887 gardens with area of 3910 ha. Most striking feature of 

the small tea growers are their unorganized operation and productivity less than the 

district average. There are 69 larger gardens with area above 100 ha, which occupy 

about 82 % of area and contributing to 93 % of production. Compared to tea from 

North India, larger share of South Indian tea is exported. Hence, tea production has to 

be competitive with that elsewhere in the world. Crisis of Indian tea production arises 

from its high cost of production and low productivity arising from aging bushes, which 

in 86 % of the gardens have crossed 70 years.   

 

Factors causing crisis in tea sector: 

According to United Planters Association of 

South India (UPASI), the production cost of 

tea in South India is Rs 54/kg while the same 

in Vietnam is Rs 34.23. In every Rupee spent 

on production, 46 paise is cultivation cost, 22 paise is processing cost, 15 paise is 

social cost, 8 paise is general cost and 9 paise is overhead (Fig.20). A comparison of 

tea prices and labour wages including social welfare cost shows the trend is 
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FIG.19: Trends of tea area, production & yield 
              in Idukki
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FIG.21: Comparison of tea price and labour wages 

increasingly unfavourable for tea producers after 1998 (Fig. 21). In addition to the neck 

breaking cost of production, Kerala is levying 50% agricultural tax on tea, which is the 

highest level of taxation among all States. While Tamil Nadu had abolished this tax, 

the other highest tax is 35 % levied by Assam and Karnataka. More over, the policy on 

tea import is rubbing salt over the injuries of the domestic tea sector. In 2006, 11960 t, 

which is equal to 25 % of domestic 

production was imported. All these 

have precipitated and aggravated 

the crisis in tea sector, which is 

most intense in Kerala. This has 

led to the closure of about 20 

estates, out of which 11 have re-

opened since then. However, at 

least 8 of them are not able to pay wages to employees beyond basic pay.  

 

Tea production is now seriously sick with incapacity to make any long term 

developmental investments, factory modernization, undertaking replanting, etc despite 

provision of 25% subsidy on the cost by the Tea Board of India (TBI). All these are 

resulting in decline of tea production and tea-dependent employment and income 

generation.  

 

Major intervention is required from Central and state governments to correct policies 

forcing Indian tea production non-competitive and declining. Incentives are required to 

enhance the income of small growers by promoting enhanced production of quality tea 

and diversification of holdings with other crops and dairying. Together with policy 

intervention, extensive replanting of aged plantations with high yielding and high 

quality clones are essential to take tea production in Idukki back to healthy state. The 

subsidy component has to be enhanced to 75 % for small farmers and 50 % of the re-

plantation cost for plantations at or above 20 ha. In addition, pro rata subsidy is to be 

given on the labour wages of the re-planted area till the new clones reach the plucking 

stage in all plantations covered under the Plantation Labour Act. For this a special 

purpose fund may be created with an amendment in the Plantations Labour Act, 1951 

to share the social costs on labourers between the employer and the Central/State 

Government.  
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Another issue bothering tea growers is the inflexibility enforced by the Kerala Land 

Reforms Act, 1963 to exclude tea gardens for any crop diversification, particularly 

when the tea production is not profitable due to depressed global price. On the basis 

of many proposals on this issue came before this Commission, a careful study was 

undertaken. While the regulations under KLR Act are important, it is recommended 

that Government of Kerala may allow an one time and strictly enforced flexibility to 

allow 5 % of the tea garden area, not exceeding 500 ha in a plantation, to exclusively 

promote dairying, fodder grass cultivation, kitchen garden not exceeding 200 - 400 m2/ 

family and floriculture. In such cases the plantation labourers residing within estates be 

given priority in dairying and kitchen gardening to enhance their income and nutrition.  

 

Quality enhancement and enforcement on tea is important for trade promotion with 

geographical indication and geographical logos, as is being built for Nilagiri or Assam 

tea. It is important to ensure that these labels and logos are accessible to all producing 

the specified quality of tea within the reasonably defined geographical area. 

Conventionally tea tasters determine the tea quality. The subjectivity inherent in this 

method can now be eliminated with the use of E-nose, an indigenously developed tea 

quality-monitoring instrument by the CDAC. This instrument has capacity to sense 

volatile compounds of tea and reliably predict ‘Tea Taster-like’ scores with better 

accuracy. Tea Board may offer 50 % subsidy on this instrument with a scheme to 

strengthen quality value added tea production in Idukki.  

 
11.1.10. COCONUT 
 
Coconut occupies 24,343 ha in Idukki district and contributes to about 1.1 % of the 

annual agricultural income of the district. Although coconut is not suited to elevations 

above 500 m, it is being planted at higher elevations either as a garden or homestead 

crop. In these regions yield is very low and often uneconomical. The average yield 

ranges from 20 to 50 nuts/palm during unfavourable and favourable years, 

respectively. More coconut plantations are in Thodupuzha taluk and in Kokkayar 

Panchayat. Coconut is severely affected by root (wilt) disease in the planes and low 

elevated regions, which are the areas most suited for the crop in the district. While the 

area under coconut went on increasing during 1999 to 2002 at 3 % annual growth rate, 

it is found declining at 2 % annual rate thereafter (Fig. 22). It appears the area under 

coconut in the plane and lower elevations is giving way to rubber.  The crop requires a 
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major intervention for its rejuvenation for yield and income enhancement. The severely 

wilt affected and senile trees which have lost the economic yield potential have to be 

replaced with healthy 

planting material and the 

remaining trees are to be 

managed better for pushing 

their yield above the 

economic threshold. The 

management practices 

should include adequate 

manuring and timely control 

of leaf rot and bud rot diseases and pests like rhinoceros beetle and red palm weevil. It 

is desirable that planting material wherever possible be selected from the region and 

nursery raised in participation with trained farmers and SHGs of farmwomen. 

Introduction of seed nuts may be resorted to only when locally selected mother palms 

in disease-affected areas are not meeting the annual demands for seed nuts. 

Household based group activity could be promoted for value addition of coconut, such 

as virgin oil production and tender coconut marketing for increased income generation.  

Advice and support of Coconut Development Board may be taken in this regard. It is 

important that coconut promotional activities are confined to regions of the district 

below 500 m altitude The recommendations under this package is over and above the 

support being provided by the Coconut Development Board.   

 

11.1.11. OTHER CROPS 

 

Other crops, which occupy smaller area and contribute a small fraction to the 

agricultural income of Idukki district, are rice, cocoa, arecanut, ginger, garlic, nutmeg 

and cashew nut. Rice area in 2007 according to Department of Agriculture is 1215 ha, 

largely confining to the plane region of Thodupuzha taluk. Its contribution to the 

agricultural economy of the district is about 0.3 %. Over the last 8 years since 1999-

00, the rice area had declined by 65 % (Fig.23A). Although the Idukki district has the 

lowest area under rice, compared with other districts of the State, the shrinkage of rice 

area may impact the proposal to expand milk and meat production in the district. 

Hence, there is importance for conserving area under rice by economic incentives and 

policies to protect the wetland ecology. Profitable price to paddy is the best 

sustainable incentive.   
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FIG. 23-A: Rice- Area, production & yield
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FIG.23-C: Sugarcane-Area, production & 
yield
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  FIG.23-B: Cocoa- area, production & yield 
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FIG.23-D:  Ginger-Area, production & 

Cocoa is another minor crop grown in about 4900 ha in the planes and lower 

elevations of the district. It is grown as an intercrop. The area under cocoa over the 

last 8 years from 1999-00 has been growing at annual average rate of 10%. The yield 

also had been increasing during this period (Fig.23-B). The increased area, yield and 

production have been due to favourable price.  
 

Sugarcane is being grown as a highly localized crop in small area in and around 

Marayur at high altitude. The crop is grown largely as rain fed in low and up lands with 

limited irrigation by few farmers. It appears the official yield data available is not 

dependable. In any case the yield is very low, around 8 t cane/ha, which is far below 

the economic threshold. This adverse equation has been causing continuous decline 

in area and production (Fig.23-C). The variety being grown also produces very thin 

stem with low juice recovery. All the harvest is crushed locally to produce jaggery. 

Marayur jaggery is reported to have special quality to claim niche status. However, the 

dismally low yield of cane and juice recovery makes the cost of production of jaggery 

very high and far less competitive. Hence, sugarcane farmers are facing serious 

economic problem. A special effort to introduce locally adapted high yielding varieties 

with the help of Sugarcane Breeding Institute, Coimbatore, training farmers on modern 

methods of cultivation and processing and application of appropriate package of 

practices to boost the yield at least up to 30-35 t/ha is important to make sugarcane 

cultivation economically viable. As long as this is not achieved any short-term support 

given to these farmers will not be sustainable. It appears farmers are not getting any 

technical assistance from either the Department of Agriculture or the KAU to improve 
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the cultivation. Marketing Marayur jaggery with proper packaging and labeling through 

outlets like ‘Triveni’ shops, which are networked through out the State may help in 

realizing niche prices to farmers. Having such niche market established, geographical 

indication may be secured for this jaggery to make this product exclusive to the region.     

 

In Idukki ginger is one of the minor spices grown. During 1999-00, the area under 

ginger was 1711 ha and the production 7369 t. The area in 2005-06 decreased almost 

by half to 900 ha. Concurrent production decline was close to 60%, while that of yield 

was 20 % (Fig.23-D). The high cost of production and low prices have been making 

ginger cultivation unattractive in the district. It is notable that the State Horticulture 

Mission in Idukki is making about Rs 1.7 crore investment on ginger production without 

apparently addressing or remedying the causes, which have led ginger cultivation 

uneconomical. Such investment on a crop losing grounds on economic reasons may 

bring no sustainable outcome and benefit to ginger farmers.    

 

Other minor spices each occupying areas less than 1000 ha in the district are nutmeg, 

turmeric, cloves, tamarind, garlic and vanilla.  

11.2. ANIMAL HUSBANDRY 

Animal husbandry is a major subsidiary livelihood activity of many farmers. Livestock 

wealth has significant 

contribution to the agricultural 

economy of the district. As per 

the latest survey in 2007, the 

total animal population of the 

district is 516691, comprising 

118374 cattle, 2541 buffaloes 

121104 goats, 12765 pigs and 

261907 poultry (Fig.24). There is a negligible number of sheep. The share of animal 

husbandry to the agricultural economy of the district is 10.8 % with 84% contributions 

from milk, 12 % from meat and 4 % from egg (Fig. 5). About 40,000 families in the 

district are reported to be engaged in cattle rearing.  The data on animal stock census 

conducted during 2003 and 2007 is showing about 25% decline in the total animal 

heads from 682547 to 516691. Major groups of animals declined during four-year 

period are cattle (29%), buffaloes (42%) and poultry (54%). The population of goat is 
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FIG.24: Animal population in Idukki Dt  
            during 2003 and 2007
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found increasing by almost 43 % during this period. This trend clearly indicates 

decreasing importance to the production of milk and egg. It is not sure whether 

increasing goats indicate an increasing stress on meat for local need. This overall 

change in Idukki, which is widely recognized for its high suitability for dairy farming, is 

indeed alarming. This decline in cattle and poultry in Idukki when the demand for these 

produces is increasing in Kerala and when the State is becoming increasingly deficit 

for them is indeed very strange. There is possibly no other region in the State more 

suited than Idukki district for economic dairy farming with the availability of large 

permanent pasture land for free grazing of cattle, potential for fodder production and 

largest area under forestlands. The reasons for declining animal husbandry should lie 

behind the state policy on animal husbandry and its programmes and priorities. This is 

discussed later.   

 

11.2.1. IDUKKI-THE ‘MILK SHED’ OF KERALA: THE VISION AND ACTION  

 

It was in Idukki the first Indo-Swiss Project (ISP) on cattle improvement initiated more 

than four decades ago. The district wise data on milk production prior to the project is 

not available with the Animal Husbandry Department. It is, however, understood that 

average milk yield of local cows in the region was about 2.0-2.5 lit/head/day. The 

vision behind the ISP was to transform Idukki, particularly the Peerumedu region, in to 

a ‘milk shed’ of Kerala through cross breeding of local non-descript cattle with highly 

productive exotic breeds like Brown Swiss (BS), Jersey, and Holstein Fraser (HF), 

which have milk yield above 30 lit/day/head. The project also aimed at strengthening 

the fodder resources of the region by introducing and popularizing appropriate fodder 

grass species. The project started in 1963 appears to have passed on all along without 

an independent review to assess how far it realized the vision.  

 

ISP started under Department of Animal Husbandry (DAH) was separated from DAH 

in 1971 and named as Kerala Livestock Development and Milk Marketing Board. In 

1975, it was bifurcated into Kerala Livestock Development Board (KLDB) with 

mandate on livestock breeding and Kerala Cooperative Milk Marketing Federation 

(MILMA) with milk collection, processing and marketing as its mandate. There is a 

fourth department called Dairy Development Department with mandate on fodder 

grass development, distribution of milch cows, development, marketing and training 

and control on over 3500 milk procurement societies. All these departments are privy 

to overall changes happening on the animal-rearing scenario in Idulki district. During 
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this period more departments were born from the DAH with out meeting the mission on 

cattle breeding. The new composite and multipurpose breed called ‘Sunandini’ was 

derived from cross between local non-descript (ND) cattle with exotic breeds with initial 

62.5% genetic contribution from BS. This hybrid was subsequently allowed to have 

variable introgressions from Jersey, HF and American SB without selection in the 

female side. These derivatives are now broadly termed as ‘cross-bred’ cattle.  

 

According to KLDB, the average age for first calving of ‘Sunandini’ is 31 months and 

its calving interval is 13.6 months. At Mattupatti research farm ‘Sunanadini’ is reported 

to have yielded on an average 7.8 to 11.3 lit/head/day across five lactations with 

coefficient of variation between 8.1 % and 47 %. However, the current average milk 

yield of cattle in Idukki is about 6.5 lit/head/day. The yield envisioned under the ‘milk 

shed’ vision was far higher. The Dairy Development Department (DDD) holds the view 

that notwithstanding the ‘Sunanadini’, the district is lacking high yielding breeds. A look 

back at the failure of ISP in matching the vision may find the reasons in the lapses in 

selection concurrent with insemination of the improved stock distributed among 

farmers and the inappropriate choice of superior breeding stock. The first reason arose 

from separation of breeding programme from DAH and lack of coordination between 

DAH, which has the contact with cattle farmers and the KLDB, which produces and 

supplies the semen. Currently, the KLDB has become a corporate entity to produce 

and market inferior semen (largely from ‘Sunanadini’ bulls maintained by KLDB and 

outsourced from farmers) and planting material of few fodder plants, with no 

customised commitment to serve Idukki or Kerala farmers. 

  

11.2.2. DRYING ‘MILK SHED’ 

AND VANISHING CATTLE  

 

The cattle upgradation and milk 

production data from Idukki and 

other districts of Kerala may 

show how far the vision of 

turning Idukki the ‘milk shed’ of 

Kerala has materialized. The primary reason for choosing Idukki to locate the ISP was 

that it provides suitable weather to husband crossbreds of Jersey, BS and HF and the 

district has vast area to promote dairying unlike other districts. When one takes the 

milk production statistics of Kerala over 20 years (DAH, 2006), one notes that 
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  FIG.26: Cross bred & non-descript cattle in Idukki & Tvm Dts. 

Trivandrum and Palakkad are leading milk-producing districts. A comparison of milk 

production and milk yield from the cross-bred (CB) cattle over 20 years in Trivandrum 

and Idukki districts is made to bring out whether the location of ISP in Idukki had 

specially benefited the district, also considering its natural advantage to dairying. This 

comparison is presented in Figure 25. Trivandrum district outstripped Idukki both in 

production and yield. Moving further one may examine whether the number and 

composition of the cattle population in Idukki had changed more favourable than in 

other districts of Kerala. Such a comparison is again presented in Figure 26. It shows 

despite high milk production, Trivandrum district has far lower total cattle population 

than in Idukki and both the districts have almost equal number of CB cattle. What is 

more interesting is that Trivandrum district has far less ND cattle than the Idukki district 

and it suggests that the cross breeding programme has not touched far many ND 

cattle in Idukki. Thus, on three counts, on milk production, milk yield and genetic 

upgrading of ND cattle, the ISP project has not achieved any special impact in Idukki. 

According to 2007 cattle census the cattle are deserting this drying ‘milk shed’. These 

developments are matters of very serious concern to all interested in building a thriving 

dairy business in Idukki district to take advantage of its unique natural endowment for 

grazing, fodder grass production and dairying with CB cattle.   

 

11.2.3. CATTLE DEVELOPMENT 

SANS FODDER DEVELOPMENT 

 

The set back in achieving milk 

production has its natural reflection 

on the second goal of the ISP, that is 

strengthening the fodder resources of the region. This study team came across 

complaints from many farmers on the non-availability of fodder during summer months 

and lack of planting material of fodder grasses. During field studies, this Commission 

came to know that two fodder grasses, Congo Signal and Hybrid Napier (Co 3), 

introduced by the ISP are popular among farmers, although these are grown sparsely. 

The district is reported to be 65% deficit in fodder grass. Neither any department 

dealing with animal science (there are four of them) nor the State Department of 

Economics and Statistics have data on the area cultivated by fodder grass in the 

district. According to KLDC Annual Report of 2005-06, 99% of the 10.2 t of Congo 

signal seed produced was sold out side Kerala and 95% of the 4.33 lakh rooted slips 

of Hybrid Napier multiplied was sold to DDD, Kerala. But, the Idukki district suffers 
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acute fodder grass shortage. This study did also not come across that the Veterinary 

research institutions under the Kerala Agricultural University had identified or 

developed fodder grass suited to the Idukki region.  In this context, it would be relevant 

to refer the dismal fate of a Veterinary college campus built half way and left 

abandoned at the Kolahalamedu in Peerumedu taluk.   

 

11.2.4. INSEMINATE AND FORGET 

 

Undoubtedly artificial insemination is the first, but not the only step to genetic 

improvement of cattle. What ISP had been doing religiously is production of frozen 

semen of ‘Sunandini’ and exotic bulls, which now is to the tune of 3 million doses and 

supply two-third of this semen to the 2922 artificial insemination centers across Kerala.  

Again, Idukki is one of the few districts with lowest intake of this frozen semen 

produced at Mattupetti. From the insemination onwards, the domain changes to DAH. 

The immediate progeny from using ‘Sunandini’ semen on ND cattle may not have 

substantial rise in milk yield, and the yield up to 6 lit/head/day may be reached only 

with repeated insemination 

over two or three generations. 

There is no follow up on the 

inseminated cattle, its progeny 

and for the second cycle on 

insemination and so on and so 

forth. There is no coordination 

between KLDC and DAH on 

breed upgrading. For this 

semen production KLDC uses un-pedigreed heifers procured from farmers due to 

shortage of pedigreed ‘Sunandini’ bulls in its Mattupetti farm.  

 

Another reason discouraging investment on high yielding high cost cattle and moving  

upward from low productivity is the rising incidences of infectious and contagious 

diseases, particularly with the introgression of exotic blood in the locally adapted ND 

cattle. A comparison of the data on the incidences of infectious diseases and resulting 

death of cattle in Idukki and Trivandrum districts shows that such events were far 

lesser in Idukki (Fig. 27). Therefore, a fair conclusion may be that animal diseases, 

although prevalent, could not be a reason discouraging growth of dairying in Idukki 

district, particularly with CB cattle.  
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11.2.5. THE PATHWAY FOR PROMOTING DAIRING IN IDUKKI 

 

Having reached the inescapable conclusion that the ISP did not have any special 

impact on dairying in Idukki in any manner different from what it has been claimed to 

have done to other districts of Kerala, it is important to understand what is holding 

back Idukki from becoming the ‘milk shed’ of Kerala, despite the most congenial 

conditions available for cattle rearing. According to DAH, the important reasons for the 

poor performance in milk production in the district are high cost of production due to 

high cost of balanced feed, animal care products and medicines, shortage of good 

quality fodder, low productivity of animals, and occurrence of diseases like mastitis. 

The DDD adds additional reasons like non-availability of high yielding breeds, 

difficulties in marketing and low return from dairying as reasons for the poor response 

from farmers to dairying.  
 

While it is obvious that high cost of production and uneconomic price of milk to the 

producer are central to the dairying debacle in Idukki district, other factors such as low 

animal productivity, high feed and medical care cost, lack of quality green fodder round 

the year, frequent occurrence of diseases like mastitis and foot and mouth disease 

and lack of competitive market are negatively impinching on the dairy farm economics. 

The socio-economic factors adding to the dairy decline are the breakdown of 

joint/composite families, shift in cropping pattern (decline in rice area), and high labour 

cost. But these factors are common across Kerala. A dairy promotion policy to 

optimize producer profitability and to minimize production cost by leveraging the 

natural endowment of Idukki district for sustainable increase in milk and meat 

production and improvement of farmers’ income appears lacking.  
 

11.2.6. MILK IS CHEAPER THAN WATER! 
 

Current demand for milk in Kerala, according to the Director of Animal Husbandry, is 

85 lakh lit/day, the State is deficit for 30% of the demand and this is being met by 

import from neighboring States. According to dairy farmers of Idukki, current cost of 

production of a liter of milk comes to between Rs 11 and 12 and unless farmers get a 

price of Rs 14, dairying cannot support livelihood in Idukki at the current productivity 

and production cost. At one of the farmers’ meetings organized by this Commission a 

dairy farmer presented two bottles before Prof. M.S. Swaminathan to drive home that 

branded mineral water is sold at price higher than a liter of milk (Fig. 27A).   
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FFIIGG..2277AA::  FFaarrmmeerr  ddiissppllaayyiinngg  mmiillkk  wwhhiicchh  
iiss  ffeettcchhiinngg  pprriiccee  lloowweerr  tthhaann  wwaatteerr  

It is found that the public sector milk procuring, processing and marketing agencies 

like DDD and MILMA pays only Rs.11.85 to 12.25/lit of milk having 4.1% fat and 8.5 % 

SNF content. Idukki district is producing about 1. 5 lakh lit/day. Out of this, 1.01 lakh is 

being procured by cooperative milk societies of the DDD. A comparison of these prices 

is made with that of Tamil Nadu, which supplies substantial milk to Kerala on daily 

basis. AVIN procures milk with 4.5 % fat and 8.5 % SNF at Rs 14/lit and sells at Rs 

20/lit at a margin of 42 %. The DDD had 

conceded in a document that the price being 

offered by it to milk producers of Idukki is less 

than the local market prices. It had even 

approached this Commission to seek funding 

for increasing procurement price by Rs 

0.50/lit and to buy milk cans and whole lot of 

infrastructure, movable and immovable. These government agencies are marketing 

milk at the price of Rs 17/lit, making a margin of 42% of the original cost. This is 

despite the government is providing full financial support for infrastructure and staff 

and some contingency fund to these agencies. It appears the consumer price of milk is 

fixed with government intervention from a populist consideration. In the process the 

dairy farmer is made the final shock absorber of the inefficiency of the public agencies 

procuring and trading milk and a populist consumer biased price policy. The dairy 

farmers may not get fair deal as long as inefficient monopolistic public milk 

procurement and marketing systems are foisted up on them. As long as such 

framework and policy exist, no temporary relief offered would help in reviving the dairy 

business. A revamp of the whole framework and replacing it with a dairy farmer-centric 

pricing policy alone would turn Idukki into a ‘milk shed’ of Kerala.  
 

11.2.7. NEED AN INTEGRATED APPROACH 
 

Commercial milk production with high yielding cattle requires supply of balanced feed 

and green fodder at reasonable price. All concerned governmental agencies agree 

that costs of feed, medical care and management are rising disproportionate to the 

produce price. While the green fodder is not available, the dry fodder is getting 

increasingly scarce and costly due to heavy decline in rice cultivation. The Director of 

DAH stated that while daily requirement of manufactured cattle feed in Kerala is 3500 

t, the local production in public and private sectors is only 1500 t. The deficit feed is 

imported from neighboring States. Due to high demand and low supply, feed prices 

shoots up and spurious feed supply takes the toll of dairy farmers in the absence of 
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strict regulatory measures. Sustainable dairy promotion may not be possible in Kerala 

without making the State near self sufficient in feed by establishing additional feed 

production capacity and enforcing feed quality regulation. The institutions responsible 

for fodder/forage grass production have to account for their continuous failures and a 

time bound strategy needs to be put in action to generate green fodder round the year. 

The present farmer exploitative marketing system functioning under the guise of 

cooperative societies dictated by the dairy bureaucracy has to be restyled into farmer 

centered milk marketing system following the Gujarat Cooperative Milk Marketing 

Federation model. In a state where cost of production of every farm commodity is high, 

consumers have to be conditioned to pay more to safeguard production and the 

livelihood of the producer. Alternatively, the government must come forward to 

subsidise either the producer or the consumer. There is no other short cut to promote 

farm production and self-reliance.  

 

There is a fairly good infrastructure and manpower for animal health care and effective 

management of epidemics. The infrastructure includes 40 veterinary institutions, 3 

veterinary polyclinics, one each mobile veterinary hospital, clinical laboratory, 

veterinary dispensary and district poultry farm, 2 mobile farm aid units and 30 

veterinary hospitals. There are also 86 centers with artificial insemination facility. 

Veterinary service under the DAH is there at every Panchayat. Notwithstanding these, 

farmers have to incur expenditures of different kinds for getting the services of 

veterinary expert. The DDD has 150 primary dairy co-operative societies supporting 

milk production and procurement. Four departments or Boards control these 

infrastructures with overlapping mandates and with very little or no horizontal 

coordination.  
 

11.2.8. CURRENT ACTIVITY ON DAIRY PROMOTION 
 

On the basis of the information provided to this Commission by the DAH and DDD, 

their current developmental activities appear very marginal. The DAH is conducting 

awareness programmes, seminars and exhibitions on better breeding practices, 

minimising inter-calving period, increasing productivity, controlling of mastitis, rabies 

and other diseases, calf care management and clinical service for infertility. The main 

activity of DDD is organising primary dairy co-operative societies to support milk 

production and it claims that the dairy co-operative society, on an average, collects 

809 lit of milk/day. With multiplicity of departments and Boards, the animal husbandry 

sector appears to be starving for funds, which is seriously constraining promotion of 
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milk, meat and egg production in the district.  DAH and DDD came with Rs 677 crore 

for expanding their institutional activities and free distribution of animals and feeds. 

These proposals, reflecting their truncated and overlapping operational domain 

showed duplications and lacked in holistic approach in integrating dairy production as 

a sustainable opportunity for income generation.  The DAH argues that no more the 

dairy sector is tied to concepts like one cow one family of yester years and production 

units should have 10 or more animals. The DDD, on the other hand, recommends 

units having 2 milch cows, 

each producing 30 lit/day 

(Box 7).  

  

Idukki district offers 

uncommon opportunity in 

the State to enhance the 

income of farmers from an 

integration of crop and 

animal husbandry. While 

certain regions are specially 

suited for specific crops, 

other regions are suited for 

dairying and mixed farming. 

The district has the 

advantage of natural 

potential for dairying and hard working farmers, who have proven their innovative 

strength. What is needed is fair producer price and removal of systems, which deny 

the fair price, such as exploitative private trade cartels or farmer unfriendly public 

institutions. This demands shedding of substantial policy content. Without this, all effort 

to enhance animal production to strengthen sustainable income to farmers may remain 

patchwork and short-term solutions. Important policy interventions required in the 

district for promoting milk and meat production are; (1) ensuring production cost based 

price to farmers, (2) establishment of feed production units in private/public sector and 

ensuring feed at competitive cost, (3) promotion of fodder grass and silage production 

for round the year supply of quality roughage, (4) supply of value added paddy straw 

or other roughages from regions where these is available at cost effective price, (5) 

abolition of institutions in the milk procurement and marketing chain which are denying 

fair price to farmers, (6) establishment of farmers’ cooperatives on the Gujarat 

Box 6: Free distribution of cows-A case study 
 
A case of fee distribution of cows to farmers for promoting milk 
production and income generation offers lesson on 
developmental strategies woven around free supply of 
production assets to individuals. At Pooppara there is a 
resettlement colony of Mannan tribe with 47 families. In 2003 all 
these families were given a ND cow free of cost by the DAH.
Each family has only 1-acre land, which they use primarily to 
cultivate tapioca, with little pepper and plantains. They do not 
have adequate space to grow fodder crop or irrigation facility 
for intensified cultivation of any crop. The area also do not
receive high rainfall common elsewhere in Idukki. Accordig to 
the farmers they did not receive any support for growing fodder 
crop. The cows distributed had milk yield around 2-3 lit/day.
Eventually within two years, half of these families found that 
they cannot maintain the cow for different reasons and 
disposed it off. When the team visited the settlement, about 
50% of the families were retaining the cows. They showed 
great eagerness to get fodder grasses suited to their land and 
growing conditions. Some among them are enthusiastic to have 
high yielding cows and willing to receive such cows even if they 
have to pay a part of the cost. It is important that such schemes 
when envisaged should have a mechanism to create a feeling 
of ownership.  



 134
Cooperative Milk Marketing Federation model, (7) use of locally adapted high 

performance milk/meat producing breeds with farmer participatory selection for cyclic 

improvement, (8) regular training, capacity building and extension of services to 

farmers on animal management, disease control and monitoring and hygienic milk 

production, and (9) facilitation of insurance of animals.  

  

Some of the proposals received from the DAH and DDD are mentioned below with 

recommendations on them separately dealt under section ’Recommendations’.  

(1) Enhancement of milk production by promoting scientific feeding of animals in 

lactation would provide good training to farmers and hands on experience on the 

importance of balanced feeding for increasing milk yield and income together with the 

cost-benefit aspects of better management of milch animals. The scheme is called 

‘Ksheera vardhini’. The economic loss from poor feeding is not only lower the yield, but 

also increased inter-calving interval. This programme will go hand in hand with 

intensive training to farmers on the importance of regular feeding, determination of 

daily ration and its components and regular healthcare management. The scheme 

may cover 21500 cows and buffaloes spread across the district over a period of five 

years, with preference given to the animals covered under the female calf-rearing 

scheme. Only one head of cow or she-buffalo from each a farm holding will be brought 

under this scheme. The farmers may procure recommended feed with the feed loan 

paid through the local bank in four annual installments, on the basis of registration of 

the animal under the scheme, pass book showing milk delivery to the MCS and 

certification on the eligibility to draw the feed loan installment. The DAH is to be 

provided with funds for organising required training to farmers in the programme and 

to extend regular quality healthcare services to all registered animals. It shall also be 

made accountable for achieving the impact expected from this scheme.  

  

(2) Supporting healthy female calf rearing for shortening their duration to conception, 

for their further genetic upgrading, for enhancing their production and for achieving 

higher income generation to tribal and BPL farmers and other small farmers, including 

plantation workers.  According to DDD there are 40,000 families rearing cattle in 

Idukki. DAH estimates that nearly 12,000 calves are born every year in Idukki and 

majority of them reach puberty only after 3-4 years due to poor feeding and health 

care. The economic loss from such delayed puberty is sought to be remedied by 

proper caring of these calves to attain conception after about 2 years. These calves 
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could be used as stocks for genetic enhancement under appropriate insemination 

schedule.  

 

(3) Supporting rearing of male calf for promotion of beef production. This is to cover 

5000 heifers every year for three years for promoting production of good quality beef 

and income generation to farmers. Details of this scheme are similar to the one on 

female calf rearing except heifer selection is not on the basis of mother cow milk yield 

and that the families included under the female calf scheme or ‘Ksheera vardhini’ will 

not be chosen for this scheme. In case the farmer included in the scheme is disposing 

off the heifer before completion of project, the liability to repay the disbursed principal 

of feed loan shall lie with him/her. At the end of the project farmers are free to sell the 

animal at free market rate.     

      

(4) Management of mastitis for promoting milk yield of should deserve high priority in 

Idukki in view of the ubiquitous nature of this disease. Mastitis is the single largest 

cause of productivity decline and decreased milk quality. It is estimated to cause loss 

of about 95 kilo lit of milk in the district every year. The disease could be easily 

managed with hygienic cattle shed, awareness generation to dairy farmers and 

training on the use of mastitis kit. Mastitis test could now be performed at a nominal 

cost of Rs 0.25.  According to the Director, DAH the mastitis kit is now available at Rs 

75/unit. Many farmers are not aware of the harm this disease could do and the simple 

precautions, which can control the disease. Hence it is important to train them on the 

disease, precautionary measures and disease management along with empowering 

them for the same. This scheme, with required support for two years, seeks to 

promote hygienic cattle shed, awareness and training to dairy farmers and supply 

them with mastitis kits.  

 

(5) Introduction of high yielding and locally adapted cows to bring in new genetic 

variability for enhanced milk production potential to tide over the yield stagnation in 

dairying. Having the KLDC efforts not succeeded in raising the milk yield to 

economically viable level of 15 lit or above/day, there no alternative other than 

introduction of high yielding stock.  According to Shri P.J Joseph, MLA, an expert dairy 

farmer, farm visionary and former Minister of Kerala, the high yielding breeds suited to 

Idukki are Sindhi, Sahiwal, Holstein Freisher, etc, which may yield between 20-30 

lit/day. However, the DAH has no data on the adaptability of these breeds in the area 
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and their yield sustainability. While introduction of such animal is a worthy proposal, 

there is also inherent risk in the large-scale introduction of new breeds in the absence 

of supportive data on their adaptability, yield stability, etc. Hence there desirability for 

restrictive introduction of 1900 cows and 100 bulls of selected high yielding breeds 

(milk production between 25 and 30 lit/day) across five years and their distribution all 

across the district to progressive dairy farmers identified with total transparency. The 

cows introduced should not have crossed second lactation and the bulls their mid-age. 

The farmers identified should be willing to maintain these animals on recommended 

level of management and under insurance for at least four years or three lactations. 

The estimated landing cost of an animal is Rs 35,000. Financial support is limited to 

75% of estimated cost. The bulls may be retained by the DAH for semen production 

and cross breeding. The DAH is to be supported to meet the training cost of these 

farmers and towards meeting the healthcare needs of these animals and data 

collection on the performance of at least 100 cows of each breed spread across.  

 

(6) Goat farming is increasingly becoming popular in Idukki due to rising demand for 

meat and the suitability of the region for goat husbandry, particularly by the small and 

tribal farmers and plantation workers in economic distress. This can substantially 

assist these groups of farmers who have very little resource for rearing cattle. Stall-

feeding is also feasible under situations when the holding has either very small or the 

family is landless. The proposal is to provide a unit of five Malabari or Malabarica 

cross (Malabari x Boyer) goats, one male and four females, to each of 12,000 families 

identified from the BPL or small (owning 2 ha or less) or tribal or tea estate worker. 

Financial assistance will be 60 % and rest will be provided as interest free loan from 

local bank, re-payable within two years and pledging the goats as the security.   
 

(7) Lack of adequate availability of green or dry fodder round the year is one major 

constraint limiting milk and meat production in the district. As majority of farmers are 

small ad medium, they do not have area for exclusive production of forage grasses. 

Hence, high yielding and quality fodder providing species, which could be grown as 

intercrops or on field bunds or along contour bunds or fodder trees are important. 

Government and local Panchayats may also facilitate growing these grasses/trees by 

SHGs on suitable poramboke or revenue or grazing lands leased out on short-term 

basis. Apart from identified multi-cut grass species such as Congo signal (Brach aria 

ruziziensis), Co-3 or KKLM-1 Hybrid Napier (Pennisetum typhoides x P. purpureum) 

and Guinea grass (Panicum maximum), perennial fodder trees, which could be grown 
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among plantation crops should be promoted. Azolla production is possible in areas 

with sufficient water round the year and good shade. Support for azolla production 

may be linked with dairy farmers, who have been provided with improved breed stock 

and others involved in ‘Kheeravardhini’ scheme. Important component of this scheme 

is production and supply of quality propagating material to all interested dairy farmers 

at 50% cost of the planting material (seeds/slips) to cover 800 ha every year for 3 

years and azolla production in 3300 mini units, each of 30 m3 size, during three years.   
 

(8) Considering the economic status of farmers being inducted to dairying and the risk 

involved in the rearing of cattle, insurance of animals is important. Group insurance is 

proposed for about 40,000 milking cattle and buffaloes yielding more than 3 lit/day and 

has not completed more than five lactations. Financial assistance is proposed for 5 

year insurance of animals at or before first lactation, 4 year insurance to animals in 

second lactation, 3 year insurance to animals in third lactation and 2 year insurance for 

the rest of lactating animals and those whose number of lactation is unknown. With the 

massive animal husbandry programme involving virtually every cattle, the level of risk 

during five years is expected to be low for an insurance company. Hence, assistance 

is estimated at gross rate of Rs 600/head of cattle with pro rata balance contribution, if 

any, to be shared by concerned farmers. 
 

11.3. AGRICULTURAL MARKETING  
 

Idukki with its hilly terrain, high ranges, poor communication system and transport 

infrastructure poses major challenge to the marketing of all agricultural produces of 

plant and animal origin. Lack of market, over play of middlemen, denial of fair price, 

and wide fluctuations in day-to-day prices are the common experience of farmers. The 

situation denies bargaining power to farmers and they are often forced to make 

distress sale, while the same produce is sold to consumers at far higher prices. The 

market contributes a significant share to the economic distress of Idukki farmers. 

There are different marketing systems in place, depending on the crop and the market 

law binding on the produce. For example, the Agricultural Produce Marketing 

Committee Act (APMC) precludes farmer (producer) to sell cardamom directly to the 

consumer or a trader without having APMC license. The involvement of government 

agencies in marketing, as is in the case of milk, also does not make a change to the 

exploitation. This unfavourable production and market economics in combination with 
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vagaries of weather is killing all sectors of agriculture in Idukki with profound impact on 

the livelihood of large section of farmers. Hence, appropriate marketing systems to 

ensure fair price to farm produces have important implication in minimizing farm 

distress. 

 

Cardamom: Cardamom can be placed for sale only at designated APMC auction 

centers with only APMC licensed traders participating in the transaction. The Spices 

Board of India is the competent authority to grant APMC registration to cardamom 

traders. At an APMC auction center, farmers are price takers and not entitled to quote 

a price. This leads to collusion among traders to operate like a cartel and to deny fair 

price to farmer. Farmers have no way to assess what might be the price on a day 

he/she takes the produce to the market. They are practically forced to accept the offer 

in open auction. Forced because it is always not economical to pull out the price from 

market, transport to and fro for second auction. Thus, a cartel of traders dictates the 

price every time. In this context, the recently introduced email auction system is 

expected to give little hope to farmers. In this system, auction is completely 

computerized and confidential so that trader may not be able to operate as a cartel.  

 

With respect to prices, the auction is totally unregulated.  In few years had gone below 

the production cost causing huge distress to farmers (Fig. 10). There is huge variation 

across each auction with in a month and year (Fig. 28). In the case of farmers, only the 

registered farmers are eligible to participate in the auction. This system excluded many 

farmers, particularly the small. To remedy this, the SBI is now issuing cardamom 

growers’ identity card with three years’ validity. This ID is meant only for the purpose of 

participation in the auction as well as to serve as a legal permit to transport the 

produce locally without harassment 

from tax officials. However, many small 

farmers trade their produce to 

middlemen, who in turn take it the 

auction center. Many of them lack 

infrastructure and capacity to process 

and grade the capsules and thus 

forego substantial price benefit. They 

also have no or less capacity to hold the stock till the period of favourable prices 
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Box- 7: Price Stabilization Fund  
 
The desirability of establishing a commodity Price
Stabilization Fund for plantation crops, particularly
for rubber, coffee, cardamom, pepper and tea, was
recommended in 2003 by the Commission on WTO
concerns in Kerala Agriculture chaired by Prof. M.S.
Swaminathan (Building sustainable agricultural trade
security system for Kerala). This recommendation
suggested to raise part of the fund from the trade and
industry in crops such as rubber, and allocation of a
portion of purchase tax or surcharge to the fund by
the State government.    
 
During the same year, the government of India came
forward with Price Stabilization Fund Trust (PSFT)
introduced in April 2003 by the Government of India
to assist tea, coffee and rubber growers. The PSFT
has a corpus fund of Rs 500 crores, which is being
kept in a public account of the Government of India.  

because of their financial predicament. To facilitate better income realization by these 

farmers, local warehousing facilities together with common value addition and grading 

facility is proposed. The land at suitable location for these warehouses may be 

provided by the local Panchayats or the government. These centers may be later 

linked to the spices park as spokes and hub. Such warehouses may be also linked 

with local banks to credit farmers when they deposit their processed produce. Local 

SHGs or farmers’ associations may be entrusted to manage this facility as a common 

facility center to small farmers.   

 

It still remains that the most serious problem bothering farmers is the price instability 

(Fig 10). Prices below Rs 300/kg at current production cost deny livelihood income. It 

may also inflict loss to farmers and cripple their fragile economy and livelihood. This 

had happened during 2004-06, with prices plunging below Rs 300/kg. A protection to 

cardamom farmers against price fall below a price line built from five year moving 

average of cost of production is critical to safeguard farmers from the vagaries of price 

instability. In line with the recommendations made by the Commission on WTO 

concerns in Kerala Agriculture chaired by Prof. M.S. Swaminathan (Box 7) and 

National Farmers’ Commission, we recommend establishment of a cardamom price 

stabilization fund (CPSF), which may serve to cushion and stabilize price volatility 

shocks and to ensure livelihood security to cardamom farmers. The cost of cultivation 

may be regularly monitored by an institutional mechanism comprising the SBI, the 

SAU and cardamom farmers 

associations. This Commission finds 

that the current cost of production is 

Rs 237/kg and a price between Rs 

300-360/kg is economical.  

 

While building the CPSF, there is a 

lesson to be learnt from price 

stabilization fund trust (PSFT) 

introduced in April 2003 by the 

Government of India (Box 7). 

Intervention from this fund is allowed 

on a price spectrum band in the 

range of plus or minus 20% based on a 7 year moving average of international prices. 
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When the domestic price falls below the lower band, then the year is treated as 

“distress year”. In a distress year the PSFT would deposit Rs.1000/- in the S/B 

account of the grower. Similarly, when the domestic prices rise above the upper band 

the same would be treated as a “boom year” and grower would have to contribute 

Rs.1000/- in his PSF-S/B account. Thus every year an inflow of Rs.1000/- would be 

credited to the account of grower and at the end of 10 years the grower could withdraw 

the balance amount, including Government’s contribution and interest earnings. There 

had been very little response from farmers to this scheme.  

 

The limitation of the PSFT is that it is built around a 7 year moving average of 

international prices, rather than the domestic cost of production. In the case of 

cardamom as 60 % of production is from Idukki district alone an economic price band 

(EPB) for determination of ‘distress year’ and ‘boom year’ could be made on the five 

year moving average of cost of production per kg. The EPB includes the cost 

production and a minimal profit to sustain the livelihood of farmers. The CPSF should 

ensure a price to farmers within the economic price band, whenever the domestic 

market prices fall below the bottom line of the determined economic price band.  For 

example, when the cost of production is estimated at Rs 237/kg, the bottom line of 

EPB may be around Rs 300 (Rs 237 + 60), which would allow a net livelihood income 

of Rs 30,000/ha/year. Apart from EPB, one may have to decide a threshold price line, 

which marks the ‘boom year’. The cost of cultivation may always have a variation and 

this could be used to determine the EPB bandwidth. For example, the Cardamom 

Growers’ Association determined the cost of production at Rs 301/kg. Hence, as an 

illustration, the EPB may be fixed at Rs 300-360.  

 

Another important principle of CPSF is that while all registered or ID card holding 

farmers who receive support from the trust during ‘distress years’ are bound to 

contribute to the trust during ‘boom years’. The price support during distress years 

shall be available only to those who contribute to the CPSF during boom years. In the 

case of small farmers, who do not sell at the auction center directly, but only through 

the middlemen, the middlemen have to compulsorily contribute to the CPSF so that 

the small farmers are protected automatically. The contribution during ‘boom years’ 

may be fixed some thing like Rs. 20/kg when ruling price is between Rs 360-450 and 

Rs 30/kg when price rules between Rs 451-550 and Rs 40/kg when ruling price 

exceeds Rs 551/kg. This contribution shall eventually build a permanent CPSF having 

around Rs 500-600 crores. When the fund in CPSF reaches to this size, the 
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contribution could be temporarily suspended from subsequent crop year. The cycle of 

withdrawal from CPSF during period of low price and contribution during period of high 

price may continue. The CPSF may be initiated with an interest free long-term loan of 

Rs 250 crores from the government of India. Crop insurance could also be linked to 

the CPSF.  

 

Recently, the SBI has registered a public company called ‘Flavourit Spice Trading Ltd’ 

(FSTL) with a view to procure cardamom, value add and develop products and market 

under the ‘Flavourit’ brand within and outside country. The processing is proposed to 

be placed at the Spices Park with linkage to the auction center. FSTL proposes to 

enter the auction centers to ensure that farmers are getting the minimum eligible price 

for the produce and to use its procurement strength to regulate auction prices and to 

neutralize trade cartels. The foreign markets where FSTL proposes to launch its brand 

are the international spices marketing hubs like Metro, Aldi, Lidil (Germany), Rimi, 

Seven Eleven (Scandinavia), Wal Mart (US), Sanabury (UK).  

 

Coffee: Since 1995 coffee marketing is unregulated and left to farmers under a free 

marketing system. Under the existing coffee market, the traders are well networked 

and equipped to store and process the stock, while the producers, particularly the 

small farmers, are not. There is no coffee auction platform established by the Coffee 

Board of India (CBI). The price stabilization fund trust (PSFT) established for coffee 

growers does not protect them by ensuring an economic price line (EPL) linked with 

cost of production. Hence majority of farmers are not joining the PSFT. So far only 

2165 farmers have joined from Kerala. The PSFT member farmers are protected by an 

insurance scheme, which assures a sum Rs 25000. There is need to modify this PSFT 

scheme more small farmer friendly and to ensure an EPL like the CPSF mentioned 

above.  It is understood that CBI is planning to launch an online platform for spot 

trading of the commodity by March 2008 in collaboration with the National Commodity 

and Derivatives Exchange Ltd (NCDEX), an online multi-commodity exchange. This 

seems to with an eye to take coffee trade to coffee futures, which is received with 

considerable apprehensions by farmers. All such decisions having major economic 

impact on coffee farmers have to be made farmer participatory, with capacity building 

to farmers, if necessary.  
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Tea: Traditionally practiced trading modes are sale by auction, or by mutual treaty or 

by forward sale through selling or buying agents. Blending, packaging and retailing are 

other processes associated with trade. Of these public auctions is the most popular 

mode. Kerala has only one auction center, which is in Kochi. There is increasing 

interest among producers shift to e-auction to realize better price and to discourage 

monopoly and exploitation by the trade cartels.  All small farmers sell their leaves to 

the nearest big estates who have processing facility. There is also considerable 

exploitation at this level under the guise of quality and other pretexts to force the sale 

on a price dictated by the buyer. For example, the current rate for tealeaves vary from 

Rs 7.5-9.75/kg. The Tea Board of India has to fix a minimum quality linked price for 

leaves to prevent exploitation of small producers. It may also promote small tea 

producers cooperatives with infrastructure for quality assessment of fresh leaves and 

good practices by the tea estates to prevent exploitation of small growers.  

 

Black pepper: Black pepper, 

another high value produce, also has 

no regulated market or it is in free 

market. The producers, who are 

predominantly small farmers, are 

totally unorganized, while the traders 

operating at local, regional and 

national levels are well organized 

and knit. The local vendors mop up most of the produce at village level, either dry or 

green, graded or bulked. More over, these sales are mostly done during harvest 

season when the prices invariably are lower. Availability of common processing and 

drying facility, warehousing facility and a system for immediate payment of price at 

least partially through bank or cooperatives in lieu of the stock deposited with 

warehouse may help better price recovery to these farmers. Usually, knowledge on the 

prices at major commodity trading markets through newspapers helps farmers taking 

decision on the marketing of their produce. There is need to promote organized 

pepper marketing and facilitating better price realization to pepper farmers. The price 

fluctuates vary widely across month of a given year (Fig.29) and this brings out the 

importance of holding capacity to sell at favourable time. The marketing strength of all 

small farmers has to be increased with cooperatives and support facilities like 

warehousing, processing and grading infrastructure at local level together with credit 
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against the warehoused stock. It is hence proposed to establish four value addition-

cum-warehousing facility for pepper farmers in major production areas such as 

Rajakat, Rajakumari, Vazhathop, Adimali and Thodupuzha, each having 5,000 tonnes 

capacity. The value addition facility will include drying, blanching, grading and white 

pepper production. These facilities may be networked with the proposed Spices Park. 

Warehouses may be linked to local financial institutions like commercial banks or 

cooperative banks to offer advance equivalent to 70-75% of the estimated sale to 

enhance the holding capacity of small farmers for realizing better price. This should be 

operated as a common facility accessible to all and managed by association of pepper 

farmers or similar cooperatives. However, the quality of pepper warehoused, 

especially in respect of moisture content and percentage of foreign particles has to be 

stipulated. They have the responsibility to effectively maintain all facilities and replace 

whenever required on self-supporting basis. Towards this end, the management may 

levy a reasonable service charge from farmers using the facility and services. The 

State government may consider inclusion of pepper in APMC act or create an 

institutional framework in private/public/cooperative sectors to streamline pepper trade 

and facilitate a Pepper Price Stabilization Trust Fund in the pattern recommended for 

cardamom.  
 

While the above marketing systems are crop-specific and the domestic prices of these 

commodities are largely influenced by the international prices, the market of many 

other commodities like vegetables, bananas, etc are influenced by the local factors. In 

this context an innovative initiative by a group of farmers under the banner Kerala 

Agricultural Development Society (KADS) is worth mentioning. Another recent 

government initiative is the Vegetable and Fruit Promotion Council, Keralam. These 

two initiatives are explained for their merits and strength in facilitating fair price to 

different produces of Idukki farmers.  
 

Kerala Agricultural Development Society (KADS) 
 

KADS is a voluntary organization of farmers registered in 2001 under the Charitable 

Society Act, 1955 of Kerala. The mission of KADS is securing fair price to farm 

produces by avoiding middlemen, promotion of quality organic produce production, 

and assistance in sustainable management of natural resources through awareness 

campaign, promotion and practicing of eco-friendly agriculture. It currently has 

membership of 1242. KADS facilitates marketing through ‘farmer’s open market’ and 

organic agriculture through assisting in organic certification in collaboration with 
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INDOCERT, which is a certification agency. About 1000 farmers formed into 54 groups 

are in C1, C2 and C3 stages of organic certification in about 1800 ha. Production and 

marketing are promoted on spices like nutmeg, cardamom, pepper, cloves, vanilla, 

ginger, other spices and condiments, and other crops like cocoa, vegetables, tapioca 

and other tubers, coconut, arecanut, banana, rubber, coffee ornamental and medicinal 

plants, planting materials, seeds and seedlings, and dairy products, meat of goat 

rabbit and poultry, eggs, etc. and inputs like vermicompost, bio-pesticides and value 

added products. KADS with farmers’ participation also facilitates collection, 

transporting and storage of various produces. It also encourages women’s 

participation in kitchen garden and marketing traditional dishes and popularizing 

cooking methods through ‘Grameena Bhakshanashala’ (village food stall). 
 

‘Farmers’ Open Market’ (FOM) sells farm produces directly to the customers realizing 

fair price to farmers. The FOM is essentially open only to those who are registered 

farmers. KADS officials claim that FOM facilitates to realize at least 15-20% higher 

price than the selling price in alternate market. In addition, KADS offers 30% extra 

price on ‘organic’ produce, the market for which is increasing. In 2008 KADS is 

planning to introduce its own logo and label for the organic produces. The organic 

produces includes Nendran banana, different varieties of plantain, vegetables, paddy, 

milled rice, cocoa, coconut, and tender coconut.  
 

The ‘FOM’ has three sections. First is ‘Daily sale center’ (DSC), where farmers sell 

perishable commodities directly to the customers. Distress sale of any perishable 

produce is prevented. Second is ‘Bulk produce auction center’ (BPAC), where farmers 

auction off their produce to traders in bulk on prices decided by farmers. Third is 

‘Produce exchange Center’ (PEC), where farmers exchange farm produces and 

planting materials. KADS has good short-term storage space for handling excess 

commodities. There is a sale counter for natural and eco-friendly farm produces, ‘The 

Prakruthi’. The ‘Karshika Vipanana Sangham’ organized at Panchayat is linked to the 

Market and it helps farmers in collecting and transporting produces to the market at 

nominal service fee. The head load workers’ union, which extorts wages for loading 

and unloading in the market area, is excluded from the KADS operational area. It also 

promotes capacity building of women SHGs in value addition and marketing. 

According to the market officials, the average monthly sale turn over in open market 

comes to Rs.7 lakhs and it is increasing over period. KADS also has entered into a 5-
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year contract with a Swiss company for annual supply of 4000 t of processed organic 

cocoa bean/year, and this fetches 40% higher price to producers.  

 

KADS is supported by an internet facility, which assists farmers with day-to-day and 

continuous trading details from various markets. Day to day trade details of the FOM 

are also up-linked with the help of Virtual University of KAU and Techno Park, 

Trivandrum. The capacity building to member farmers in collaboration with different 

public institutions includes supply of information on new agricultural techniques, 

improved varieties and other new innovations and quality planting materials as well as 

distribution of layer chicks, rabbits, fish fingerlings, goats, etc. The social security 

programme of KADS to its members includes group insurance with annual premium of 

Rs 100 and bringing their children under the schemes such as Janashree Bima Yojana 

and Shiksha Sahayog Yojana. KADS is acquiring its own market site and building 

infrastructure to promote farmers cause.  

 

Vegetable and Fruit Promotion Council, Keralam (VFPCK) 

 

This is an organisation constituted by Government of Kerala under Indian Companies 

Act, 1956 to develop and sustain the income generation from fruit and vegetable 

cultivation in the state. Its mission is organizing farmers under SHGs, encouraging 

these SHGs for large-scale production of certain vegetables and fruits and facilitating 

them for group marketing of produce in ‘Swasraya Karshaka Market’ (SKM) for 

realizing higher prices. It 

promotes participatory 

approaches and environment 

friendly practices and in some 

cases production of quality 

seeds by farmers.  

 

VFPCK has organized many 

SHGs in about 16 

Panchayats in the district (Fig. 30). These SHGs are facilitated to access the 

government subsidy on crops being chosen, crop loan to groups from commercial 

banks and leasing out land for production by landless or small farmers. Earlier VFPCK 

used to remit 2 % interest on the loan taken by the SHGs. These fruits and vegetables 

chosen for large-scale production are few of those locally adapted and having 
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FIG.31: A view of SKM in Thankamani 

demand. Most common tropical vegetables cultivated are bitter gourd, cowpea, 

banana, yams, etc. One important claimed element of marketing is elimination of 

middlemen. However, local or outside traders are the buyers. Local farmers like a 

cooperative of registered members manage the SKM established under the guidance 

of VFPCK. These markets are newly established on land leased out from private 

individuals or Panchayats. Currently, there are 16 SKMs in as many Panchayats in 

Idukki (Fig. 30). However, most of these markets are at logistically inconvenient 

locations and on land leased on short term. Farmers, who are registered and non-

registered members are eligible to sell 

their produce in the SKM.  

 

The method followed for sale is the 

principal reason for better realization of 

price. Large volume of each produce 

reaches the market. Each vegetable or 

fruit arrived on a day is graded and each 

farmer consignment is lumped in one of 

these grades (Fig. 31). Sale of the 

produce in each grade is auctioned in 

bulk with the base price of bidding decided by the SKM committee on the basis of 

price in major market that day in Ernakulam. Because each produce are marketed in 

large volume, wholesale traders are attracted to join the bidding. Whenever, the 

auction fail to get a good price of the day, the stock is moved to markets away for 

realizing higher price. This possibility discourages any kind of cartel approach by the 

traders during the auction.  

 

The VFPCK facilitates each 

SKM with market information 

from its Market Information 

Center. It also builds capacity 

to the farmers on accounting, 

computerized record keeping 

and post harvest handling. 

Through such marketing, 

VFPCK claims that farmers are getting price higher than what they may get otherwise 

without the SKM and it is almost double in many produces (Fig. 32). The SKM are 

FIG.32: Impact of VFPCK intervention on prices of fruits & 
vegetables  
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levies 5 % of the price money as service charge from all farmers selling their produce 

in this market. This is used to pay the lease charges and other services required to run 

the market, which include few staff. The profit skimmed from 5 % levy is divided 

among the registered members. The VFPCK also facilitates insurance of banana at a 

premium of Rs 2.50/plant with one-fifth contribution made by it. According to VFPCK it 

is closely monitoring the performance of all SKMs on well-defined criteria with a view 

to support better performing units with permanent land and building. 

 

Jaggery: Poor marketing opportunity for Marayur jaggery and consequent low income 

to the sugarcane farmers of Marayur were brought before this Commission by the 

farmers and the local MLA. Sugarcane production in Marayur is about 5160 t at 6.8 

t/ha, which is very low and uneconomic yield. The whole harvest is used for jaggery 

production, which is about 1400-1600 t/year. Due to extremely low productivity and 

high cost of production, Marayur jaggery is unable to compete with jaggery from 

elsewhere. Hence, one way to market this jaggery is to invoke its uniqueness in quality 

and niche value to claim a premium price. Production of this jaggery in suitable 

attractive moulds and marketing it with appropriate packaging and labeling through the 

‘Triveni’ chain of shops at niche price may help farmers. Yield increase is important to 

sustain this produce.  

 

11.4. CONSERVATION FARMING 
 

In Idukki district 95% of land comes under high land. The hilly and mountainous terrain 

with moderate to steep slopes, denuding vegetation, increasing agricultural activities 

and high rainfall are accelerating soil erosion and landslides. The process is further 

enhanced by mono-cropping, indiscriminate deforestation, unregulated grazing and 

lack of proper management of soil and water resources. The runoff assumes very high 

velocity during the two main monsoons. All these are increasing the fragility of the 

whole region in ecological and economic sense. The soils are largely clayey, with or 

without gravel mix, and loamy.  More than 80% of the soil in the district is classified 

under the series K 36 and K 38, both of which are prone to severe erosion hazards. 

Frequent and repeated occurrence of floods, land slides and land slips had caused 

massive sedimentation in the low laying paddy fields to render their automatic 

conversion to garden lands. The huge cumulative economic and ecological loss being 

caused over years by soil erosion is neither estimated nor appreciated.  
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Along with the loss of topsoil and vegetative cover, water scarcity is increasing due to 

decreased water table recharging and increased run off, leading to further soil loss. 

Height of water column in open 

wells at several locations is 

declining at alarming rate (Fig. 

33). Increasing scarcity of water, 

receding water table and 

intensified digging and 

deepening of wells together with 

nuclear family formation are 

contributing to unsustainable water mining for domestic and agricultural uses. The 

numbers of wells have increased significantly. Unregulated well digging at 

inappropriate locations in the valleys is disrupting the clay substratum and causing 

shortage of water for paddy cultivation.  The environmental deterioration caused by 

loss of vegetation, topsoil and declining water table need to be checked with multiple 

measures on urgency basis. Soil conservation, re-vegetation and water storage 

measures at appropriate locations using check dams are some such measures. Re-

plantation of forest and CHR area with multi -species flora is discussed elsewhere.  
 

The importance of check dams to impound run off, promote in situ moisture 

conservation by enhancing infiltration, reactivation of springs and consequent 

ecological regeneration is well known. In recognition of this, the Soil Conservation 

Department (SCD), Government of Kerala had been implementing soil and water 

conservation measures in Idukki district since 1973. From 1995 to 2007 NABARD had 

sectioned 44 schemes in the district in 13 tranches. In addition, special programmes 

such as Western Ghat Development Scheme (WGDPS) and National Watershed 

Development Project for Rain fed Areas (NWDPRA) are also undertaking conservation 

activities in the district from Eighth Five Year Plan. It is stated by the SCD that since 

1973, it had treated 43500 ha in Idukki district with scientific soil and water 

conservation measures expending Rs 27.0 crores. According to NABARD, the SCD 

could spend only 51 % of the Rs 10 crores provided in three tranches during 2002-

2007.  Inescapable conclusion is that notwithstanding the urgency of the work and 

availability of projects and funding, the SCD is failing continuously in delivery.  A 

perusal of the completed and undergoing projects shows that all works were taken up 

in haphazard and piecemeal manner without continuity, co-ordination across 
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implementing agencies and impact assessment. It is important such works are 

independently assessed. Despite this the SCD has presented a very ambitious project 

before this Commission. The past failures of the SCD is a major disincentive to this 

Commission in recommending substantial funding support for this important area of 

work, which is assuming highest priority under the emerging environmental 

degradation of the district.  

 

The problem with the SCD is that they follow a departmental approach to the project 

implementation with out peoples’ participation, which is important for such 

programmes. Involvement of local Panchayat, farmers, non-governmental 

organizations may make the project more objective, transparent and useful. Similarly, 

when such projects are implemented either by Panchayats or NGOs using funding 

from NWDPRA, WGDPS or National Rural Employment Generation Program 

(NREGP), involvement of SCD is also important. The present functioning style of SCD 

appears to be inflexible for such integrated working.  

 

This Commission underscores the importance of soil conservation measures in the 

CHR area and major pepper growing tracts and the need for undertaking this work on 

contiguous area with water shed based approach, participation of local farmers and 

concerned Panchayats. The work has to be located on priority basis only within areas 

growing predominantly pepper and cardamom and classified under ‘moderate to 

severe’, ‘moderate – rock outcrops’ and ‘severe – sea rock outcrops’ by the Kerala 

Land Use Board, using Panchayat or Block as the unit and totally excluding the area 

already treated. The areas dominated by small and tribal farmers may also receive 

priority. The total recommended area for treatment is 40,000 ha in a project timeframe 

of 10 years considering the slow delivery system of DSC. An average rate of Rs 

20,000 ha is recommended. The DSC may use its internal resources for survey, 

identification and detailed study of watersheds, conducting PRA exercise and 

documentation, what ever that be. The funding recommended here is to be used 

exclusively for the different treatment activities mentioned hereunder for the area 

broadly indicated.  

 

The different conservation measures recommended are (1) stone pitched contour 

bund in conjunction with soil binding bio-bund (including fodder grass), (2) contour 

trenching, (3) moisture conservation pits, (4) loose boulder and functional check dams 

(also to serve enhancing irrigation), (5) essential need based retaining wall, (6) roof 
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water harvesting and (7) organising required one or two day training to 

farmers/community members on the importance of conservation and continuous 

maintenance of conservation structures. In the case of roof water harvesting, the 

funding is with 75 % support for tribal, small or BPL farmers (limiting unit support to 

Rs. 15,000) and 50% support for other farmers (limiting unit support to Rs.10, 000). 

Total of 2000 RWH units is recommended. A local committee consisting two 

representatives of local Panchayat, two nominees of farmers including representative 

of one local Farmers’ Association, and one locally available subject matter expert may 

oversee the project work in each Panchayat. The special funds currently available 

from NABARD and other projects may be sub vented to the recommended fund.  

 
11.5. SERICULTURE 

 

A small community of people comprising 350 families is engaged in silk cocoon 

production for their livelihood. About 5 t of cocoon is produced and this is marketed in 

Teni of Tamil Nadu. The SERIFED provides the technical training and assistance. 

While the silkworm used is reported to be of good quality, the cocoon fetches only low 

price of Rs 100/kg due to quality problem. It is identified the lack of grading is the 

reason for low price. The farmers also do not get the price promptly from the traders. 

Thus due to low volume of production and quality, the hapless producers are being 

exploited by the traders. There are two reeling units and one weaving unit. It appears 

these units are not put to use for value adding the cocoon and earning better income. 

The special problems of the farmers may be taken to the attention of the Silk Board 

and necessary training, capacity building for quality cocoon production and creation of 

facility for processing and fair marketing of processed silk. The Silk Board may also 

examine the possibility of using tapioca for sericulture and expanding the cocoon 

production to other areas of Idukki after assessing the techno-economic feasibility.  
 

The community may be organized in to maximum of 25 groups and each group 

provided with rearing sheds, required rearing equipments with rotary montage. Five 

stifling chambers and a cottage basin reeling unit may be provided as common facility.  
 

11.6. TRIBAL DEVELOPMENT  

 

Idukki has the second largest population of Scheduled Tribes and Scheduled Caste  

 



 151

FIG.34:  Idukki map showing 
              tribal settlements 
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FIG. 35: Distribution of tribal households

people. While most of the tribal clusters are settled or re-settled in far-flung areas with 

in forest or similarly not easily accessible places, almost all of them are provided with 

1-5 acres of cultivable land (Fig. 34). Maximum households are settled in Thodupuzha 

taluk. Other taluks in order of households are Devikulam, Udumbanchola and 

Peerumedu taluks (Fig. 35). Nomadic tribes are rare. Tribal groups highly vary in their 

achievement in education, economic 

status, participation in mainstream life 

and other social parameters. However, 

all of them are relatively backward. A 

separate Tribal Welfare Department 

does exist for focused socio-economic 

development of these communities. A 

few tribal denominations have less 

knowledge in settled agriculture and 

other livelihood options. Out of the 16282 

t ribal households, 11600 families 

depend on agriculture for their 

livelihoods. Principal crops being grown 

by these communities are rubber, 

pepper, cardamom, vegetables, and 

coffee. Some of them also rear cattle 

and goats. There was a general complaint from members of these communities that 

most of the agricultural development schemes skip them.  They also are failing in 

maintaining the freely distributed 

cows. They largely need capacity 

building and training on various 

agricultural practices, value addition, 

processing and fair marketing. The 

tribal households are given prioritized 

attention in almost all recommendations related to crop and animal husbandry, other 

development schemes and protection measures against wild animal damage proposed 

for addressing the financial and livelihood distress of farmers of Idukki district. 
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 11.7. AGRICULTURAL LOANS 

 
All plantation and spices crops grown in Idukki are cost intensive. Cardamom leads 

among these crops in annual cost of cultivation, which according to different estimates 

vary between Rs 74876/h to 2,22,661/ha. Agricultural loan in formal sector in Idukki is 

being provided by two important agencies. These are the scheduled commercial banks 

(SCBs) and the District Cooperative Bank (DCB) under the Kerala State Cooperative 

Bank. There are several SCBs lending loans and the Union Bank of India is the lead 

SCB in Idukki district with respect to agricultural loan. The SCBs offer agricultural 

credit from the special agricultural loan portfolio provided to them and this is operated 

in accordance with the guidelines of Reserve Bank of India. The package of loan being 

offered to farmers includes crop loan (lowest interest and repayable in one year) and 

term loan (higher interest and repayable during period exceeding one year). While 

crop loans are meant for meeting seasonal cultivation cost, term loans are for farm 

investments, which may yield delayed return, such as re-planting perennial crops, soil 

conservation, establishing processing unit, etc. In addition there are cattle rearing loan 

and other special kind of loans like educational loan, all falling under term loan 

category.  

 

The loan delivery system under the agricultural cooperative banking system is 

serviced by NABARD with two arms for rural cooperative banking for short and long-

term loans. The short-term (crop) loans are delivered through a three-tier system with 

the Kerala State Cooperative Bank (KSCB) at the apex, District Cooperative Bank 

(DCB) at the middle and the Primary Agricultural Cooperative Societies (PACS) at the 

delivery end. The Idukki DCB has 72 PACS, which finally deliver the loan to its 

member farmers. The long-term loans are disbursed through a two-tier system with the 

Kerala State Cooperative Agricultural Rural Development Bank (KSARDB) at the apex 

and Primary Cooperative Agricultural Rural Development Banks (PACARDBs) with 

branches at district level. In Idukki, KSARDB has four PACARDBs. These are 

PACARDB-Malanad with five branches, PACARDB-Peerumedu with two branches, 

PACARDB-Devikulum with two branches and PACARDB-Thodupuzha. In the case of 

crop loan, the NABARD funds to KSCB at 3% interest rate with limit that each loan 

account should not exceed Rs 2 lakhs and that interest rate is kept within 7 %. The 

State cooperative banking sector has its own disbursement and interest systems to 

provide further concession to different categories of farmers. In the case of term loans, 

the NABARD offers the fund to KSARDB on the basis of its re-financing scheme at 
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8.75 % interest rate with no stipulation on the interest at the delivery stage to farmers.  

It is understood that in Idukki, the PACARDBs are lending at 13.5% interest rate.  

 

A majority of the written and oral representations came before this Commission 

pertained to the distress farmers are facing from the loan liability, snowballing interest 

and the looming threat of recovery proceedings. They are scared that these 

proceedings may deprive them off their land and house, the only asset they have for 

livelihood and living in dignity. All their pleas were to liberate them from this liability, 

which they are normally incapable of paying back, by recommending waiving off the 

loan capital and interest. Some of then narrated the tragedy of repaying interest far 

more than the principal, but still being burdened with growing liability. There were 

women farmers crying for help by intervention on the imminent legal recovery and take 

over of their small holding and home. The distress this Commission could witness 

among small and tribal farmers is deep and unforgettable. There is widespread low 

morale, fear of losing the only livelihood option as well as the huts they live in. For 

many of these small farmers with fragile farm economy, there is no way to repay a 

loan, which has become bad and continuously accumulating with compounded 

interest. Their hopes are shattered, their agriculture in doldrums, and under the 

growing disgrace and distress they are forced to extreme steps like silent migration 

from village or committing suicide.  

 

Official figures say that 103 farmers have committed suicide in the district. When this 

Commission checked with 

SCBs, they did not wish to say 

a figure different from the 

official suicide statistics. The 

local media personnel stated 

the number of farm suicides is 

far higher than the official 

figure. The DCB provided to 

the Commission figures on the suicides, which is shocking on two counts. First, the 

figures state the suicides have been going on since 1998 and 473 farmers had 

committed suicide between 1998 and 2007 (Fig.36). Second, the loan liability of the 

victims on an average was very low, ranging between Rs 10210 to Rs 19630 (Fig.36). 

This shows how such small financial liability had become a heavy and unbearable 

burden to the farmers compelling to take away their life.   
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FIG. 36: Farmer suicides in Idukki  
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Having seen the financial liability of the suicide victims, this study made an attempt to 

collect the farm loan particulars for ten-year period ending 2007. The Commission 

made a request to the lead bank, Union Bank of India and the State level Bankers’ 

Committee headed by the Canara Bank to provide 10 year particulars on all farm loan 

transactions conducted by the SCBs in Idukki with separate statement on the liabilities 

of small farmers. Similar request was made to the NABARD official located in Idukki 

and the DCB with respect to the loan transactions in the cooperative sector during the 

period. While the DCB and NABARD came with requested data, it was not easy to get 

the data from the SCBs. After repeated requests at different levels, the data on loan 

transaction for the period 2003 to 2007 were received from Union Bank of India, South 

Indian Bank, Indian Oversees Bank, State Bank of India, and Bank of Baroda. The 

summarized data provided by these SCBs are presented here. Other banks operating 

in the district did not cooperate with data. In the mean time, some cardamom farmers 

who had availed loan from banks in Tamil Nadu and Kottayam district reported to have 

used that loan for cultivation purposes in Kerala represented their case to this 

Commission. While this might be genuine, the Commission decided not to collect the 

loan liability data from outside Idukki district, whether from adjoining districts of Kerala 

or Tamil Nadu.      

 

As on 31 March 2007, under the crop loan portfolio there were 95263 PAC accounts 

and 302 DCB accounts. During 

the same period, under term 

loan there were 32064 PAC 

accounts and 19033 DCB 

accounts. Overlapping accounts 

across PACS and BCB is a 

possibility. Total loan amount 

outstanding on this date under 

crop loan was Rs 9546.26 lakh 

as principal and Rs 3660.93 lakhs as interest. The crop loan and term loan 

outstanding in PACs and BCB over the last ten years in Idukki district is presented in 

Figure 37. The total outstanding loan on 31 March 2007 in PACs is Rs 17646.3 lakhs 

and Rs 3393.7 lakhs in DCB. About 63 % of these loan dues are crop loans.  
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     FIG.37: Types of farm loan outstanding to Coop Agrl Bank
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The loan transaction information provided by five SCBs of Idukki district including the 

lead bank for the period 

2003 to 2007 was examined 

for the loan outstanding at 

the beginning of each 

accounting year, loan 

amount recovered and 

newly disbursed during the 

year and the net 

outstanding loan at the end 

of the year. The tabulated 

data are presented in Figure 38.A continuous progression in each of the four 

components plotted in the Figure 38 was noticed. Interestingly the loan disbursement 

and recovery increased comparatively during 2006 and 2007. Some of the farmers 

brought before this Commission the catch behind the relationship between new loan 

disbursement and recovery of old loan in the SCBs. They follow a smart method of 

achieving recovery of crop loans, principal and interest, by sanctioning new bigger 

loan to a defaulting farmer, wherein the outstanding dues are adjusted in the new crop 

loan and the balance disbursed. This practice being done more at the behest of the 

bank than at the initiative of farmer causes enlargement of a small loan liability in to a 

bigger one at faster rate.  

 

The overall outstanding farm 

loan in the five SCBs in Idukki 

district as on 31 March 2007 is 

Rs 41952 lakhs. Striking a 

similarity with agricultural 

cooperative loan, nearly 85 % 

of the loans availed from SCBs 

are crop loans (Fig.39). The 

term loan formed only about 10 

%, while the cattle loan was 4 % and the loan and for agri-business activities was less 

than 0.5 %. The percentage share of small farmers (having holdings of 2 ha or below) 

in the loan disbursed by these SCBs is between 80 to 91 %. Interestingly this share 

has been declining from 91 % in 2003 to 84 % in 2007 (Fig.40). On the contrary the 
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FIG.38: Farm loan transactions in scheduled banks
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percentage share of loan recovery from small farmers has been increasing steadily 

from 72 % in 2003 to 89 % in 2007 (Fig.40).  

 

Overall, the total agricultural loan outstanding 

in PACS District Cooperative Bank and the 

five SCBs on 31 March 2007 is estimated at 

Rs 62992 lakhs (Fig.41). The trend on loan 

accounts indicates that about 85 % of this 

loan is availed by small farmers and about 82 

% on crop loans.  
 

In addition to these loans directly accessed by farmers, NABARD has been assisting 

the district for various developmental activities, such as soil conservation, community 

development, public works, water supply, health, tourism, etc under Rural 

Infrastructure Development Fund (RIDF). The district was not utilizing these funds 

effectively. For example, Rs. 1000.25 lakhs was sanction for soil conservation 

activities in this district during 2002-03 to 2006-07. Out of this, only 51 % of the fund 

had been utilized. Over all NABARD has sanctioned Rs 134.04 crores under RIDF for 

Idukki district. 

 

This study did not attempt to make an 

assessment on loan liability of farmers’ 

from the informal (private) lending 

sources. While a few farmers made a 

mention that such lending is common in 

the district, no clarity on the extent of 

such liabilities was emerging. No 

representation on the distress due to such loan liability came before this Commission.  
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Myladumpara 

Pampadumpara 

Munnar 

Arikkuzha Idukki 

Vandiperiyar 

FIG.42: Locations 
from where weather 
data was sourced 

12.1.  CHANGING CLIMATE, DEGRADING ECOLOGY AND DIMINISHING 

LIVELIHOOD 

Idukki district receives the highest rainfall (3506 mm) in Kerala. It also perhaps has the 

highest number of rainy days among all districts of Kerala. The district is also unique in 

maximum and minimum temperatures. The popularity of Munnar hills as a tourist 

locale owe largely to this weather as well as to the charming scenic views of the hills. 

This unique weather of the district, particularly in the high ranges, is key to its high 

suitability to high value plantation and spice crops such as cardamom, pepper and tea 

and other crops like temperate vegetables and fruits. The weather here is also 

responsible for promoting high productivity and quality in cardamom, pepper and tea. 

Needless to say the rainforests and high ranges of the district contributes substantially 

to the rainfall not only in the district, but also in the whole region of the State. 

Therefore, the forest cover of Idukki has profound implication on the cropping pattern, 

crop yield, quality and profitability in and around the district as well as the ecological 

wealth of the region. The significance of Idukki weather on the ecology, economy and 

environment of the district as well as the entire region needs no emphasis.  

This study during its course of several interactions with farmers came across repeated 

comments on the changing rainfall and other weather parameters and their impact on 

different important crops. The local people who measure the rainfall in terms of thread 

size (by a number implying thread thickness) 

feel the rainfall classified as ‘40’ is declining. 

With a view to assess the reality behind these 

observations, we explored the weather data 

available with various institutions in the district. 

Data were kindly provided from six institutions 

in six locations spread across the district (Fig. 

42). These institutions are Kannandevan 

Plantations in Munnar (data for 73 years), 

United Planters Association of South India, 

Vandiperirar (data for 31 years), Cardamom 

Research Station, Pampadumpara (data for 50 

years), Indian Cardamom Research Institute, 

Mayiladumpara (data for 21 years), Kerala State Electricity Board, Idukki (data for 27 

years) and State Agricultural Farm, Arikkuzha (data for 22 years). While the Indo-
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Swiss Project Farm, Mattupetti informed that it has weather data since 1963 we were 

not successful in getting this data, despite the requests with the farm official.  

The four components of weather date considered for this study are rainfall, number of 

rainy days/year and maximum and minimum temperatures. Three of the above 

locations having at least 30-year data in conformity with the rules of World 

Meteorological Organization were analysed. Although the Munnar location has the 

rainfall data for longest period (73 years), the data set was incomplete with respect to 

number of rainy days and maximum and minimum temperatures. The latter was 

available only for the recent 13 years. Parameters analysed included mean, standard 

deviation, coefficient of variation (CV) and linear trend analysis based on three years 

moving average of annual mean values. Results from the three principal locations 

were used to draw main conclusions and those from other three locations were used 

only to re-enforce the trends noticed.  

 

Rainfall: The rainfall is found decreasing in all the three locations over the period of 

available data. Rainfall data available for Munnar, Vandiperiyar and Pampadumpara 

showed declining trend over years. While the data for longest period of 73 years 

available at Munnar revealed a very clear and steep downward trend in the total 

rainfall (Fig. 43) and this decreasing trend is seen at Vandiperiyar and 

Pampadumpara, although the decrease is less steep (Fig. 44-A and 44-B). Similar 

decreasing trends are seen in Myladumpara and Arikkuzha, but not in Idukki. Further, 

examination of the rainfall received during South West (SWM) and North East (NEM) 

Monsoons showed that the rainfall during SWM is decreasing in all locations except 

Idukki. Much of the decrease in total rainfall could be largely accountable to the 

decrease in SWM (Fig. 45-A, B). While the rainfall during NEM is also found 

FIG. 43:  Pattern and trends of total rainfall & rainy days in Munnar
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FIG.43-B : Rainfall pattern & trend at  Vandiperiyar
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FIG.44-A : Rainfall pattern & trend at Pampadupara
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F IG.46-A : SW M o nso o n rainfall in 
P ampadumpara
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F IG.46-B : N E M o nso o n rainfall in 
pampadumpara
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FIG.45-B: NE Monsoon rainfall in Munnar
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FIG.45-A: SW Monsoon rainfall in Munnar
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decreasing at Munnar and Myladumpara, it is found increasing at Pampadumpara, 

Vandiperiyar and other two locations (Fig. 46-A, B). Thus, while over all, the total 

annual rain and rain during SWM are decreasing in almost all places in Idukki, a 

shifting trend of higher rain during NEM is seen in parts of Idukki district.  
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FIG.48:  Shift in Temperatures at Pampadumpara
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Total rainy days: With the changes in total rainfall, the total number of rainy days 

(TRD) was found shifting over years in all locations. In the absence this data in 

Munnar, the data for longest period is from Pampadumpara. Both in Pampadumpara 

and Vandiperirar, while the decrease in total rainfall is relatively lesser than that in 

Munnar, the TRD have increased (Fig. 47 and B). While the TRD during NEM have 

increased at both locations, the TRD during SWM has increased only in 

Pampadumpara. In all other three locations the annual TRD as well as the TRD during 

SWM and NEM decreased.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Temperature: Among the principal locations data on temperature for more than 30 

years are available only at Pampadumpara and Vandiperiyar, while the data from 

Munnar is only for 13 years. Among the other three locations, this data is available 

only at Myladumpara. In sync with changes in the total rainfall, the maximum and 

minimum temperatures in all the three principal locations and Myladumpara are found 

changing. The trend is interesting that the maximum temperature is rising and the 

minimum temperature is decreasing. The increase more than 20 C in max temperature 

at Pampadumpara during last 

29 years is a major change 

(Fig. 48). The rate of decrease 

in minimum temperature is 

slightly lower, but very 

significant. This trend was 

noticed at Vandiperiyar and 

Munnar. Only at 

Myladumpara, having 21-year data, showed a different trend with decrease in max 

temperature and increase in minimum temperature.   

F IG.47-A: To tal annual rainy days at P ampadupara
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FIG.47-B: Total annual rainy days at 
Vandiperiyar
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The summary of weather changes noted at three principal locations and the other 

three locations is presented in Table 8.  

 

Table 8: Summary of weather changes in Idukki district 
 

Location 
Total 
RF 

SWM-
RF 

NEM-
RF 

Total 
RD 

SWM-
RD 

NEM-
RD 

Temp-
Max 

Temp-
Min 

Munnar - - - - NC - + - 
Vandiperiyar - - + + - + + - 
Pampadumpara - - + + + + + - 
Myladumpara - - - - - - - + 
Idukki + + + - - - NA NA 
Arikkuzha - - + - - - NA NA 
Note:  + means increase; - means decrease; NC means ‘no change’; SWM means Southwest 
monsoon; NEM means North east monsoon; RF means rainfall; RD means rainy days; NA means ‘not 
available’.  
 

The above conclusions on the weather of Idukki district over the last 31-73 years from 

three principal locations and other three locations unambiguously point to the serious 

dimensions of weather change and associated emerging threats. The declining rainfall, 

particularly during SWM, and the increasing temperature are bound to have very 

serious impact on agriculture and its sustainability in Idukki. The increasing maximum 

temperature and decreasing minimum temperature, simulating the weather of a desert 

is spelling bad omen to this beautiful natural abode. More over, these changes will 

impact seriously on the ecology of the district and surrounding region, which may feed 

back on further aggravation of the changes. The predictable and unpredictable chain 

action being triggered by the changing pattern of monsoon and temperature is bound 

to have cascading effects on the people, their livelihood, biodiversity and everything 

that makes the district unique, rich and beautiful. It is already being manifested in the 

declining water table, increasing shortage of water during summer period and frequent 

incidence of drought like situations.   

 
Anthropogenic interference in the Idukki ecology started almost 130 years ago when 

the Poonjar Raja leased out 58800 ha area to John D Munroe in 1877-79, who started 

the ‘plantation era’ in these hill tracts with the establishment of the North Travancore 

Land Planting and Agricultural Society in 1877. From the initial plantations like coffee, 

cinchona, sisal and cardamom, it expanded rapidly to tea with large-scale 

deforestation and influx of migrants. The hills changed rapidly with many roads, 

settlements, tea factories, etc. The next cycle of migration, encroachment, 



 163
deforestation and cultivation of other crops started with  “grow-more-food campaign”.  

Concurrently also came the severe pressure on forests by the many hydroelectric 

projects and associated townships.  

 

The ecological implications of continuous encroachments and changes made in the 

land use pattern, including the vast CHR area, have now reached to an irreversible 

stage. The loss of natural forests and the depletion of CHR forests are substantially 

contributing to the weather changes being witnessed today. In the mean time, the 

natural fertility and productivity of the region is declining, soil erosion has increased to 

unprecedented magnitude, environmental pollution is on the rise, incidences of pests 

and diseases are increasing, water table is declining, and loss of flora and fauna are 

happening silently. The spreading Eucalyptus cultivation is extracting the last drop of 

water from the soil column. The snow balling ecological destruction and weather 

change being witnessed have potential to threaten depletion and eventual death of the 

river Periyar, which is not only the lifeline of Idukki and Ernakulam districts, but also 

the source of drinking water to more than 30 lakh people and the only source of 

industrial water supply for more than 300 industrial units in Ernakulam district. An 

expert committee appointed by the Government of Kerala in 1996 and headed by V. 

Gopinathan, then Conservator of Forests, had earlier warned the adverse ecological 

impact of clearing of undergrowth and shade regulation in CHR area. Another expert 

Committee headed by N. Chandrasekharan Nair also repeated this warning in 2002.  

All these things seem to have not moved the people and authority that with appropriate 

policy and urgent actions alone can save Idukki from the impending disaster.  

 
Unless the root cause of rising adverse weather change is directly addressed on a 

very systematic master plan for restoration of Idukki ecology and following agricultural 

practices not endangering or challenging natural forces, the weather change of Idukki 

may continue unabated with outcome, which is very obvious. Such master plan should 

regulate all kinds of development plans including further migrations and other 

manifestations of anthropogenic pressure. Massive reforestation, balanced 

management of forest and forest canopy in CHR area, water and soil conservation for 

replenishing declining water table, regulated water mining and banning cultivation of 

Eucalyptus are other important measures to be taken on priority. On the mid-course 

and final reckoning a good ecology is primary requisite for sustainable good agriculture 

and the associated livelihoods. It is time to save Idukki and further delay may relapse 

to irrecoverable state. 
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12.2 ENDANGERED FOREST 

 

Sixty years before, more than 90% of the highlands and a major part of the midlands 

of Idukki district were under evergreen forest. Down the line, the forest stands severely 

depleted due to encroachments, deforestation and indiscriminate felling of trees. 

Although current official statistics states that about 51 % area in the district is under 

forest, the reality is different. Idukki virtually is the roof of Kerala. The influence of this 

roof over the weather within the district and far reaching regions of the State is 

phenomenal. The evergreen forests of the district spread over different elevations and 

mountain ranges rising above 2300 m constitute the major elements of the roof.   

Destruction of the forest changing its spread and density is bound to have irreversible 

change to the weather in Idukki and larger adjoining regions of the State. By protecting 

the forest, the biodiversity and the native ecosystems are also protected. Hence, it is 

most important to take urgent corrective measures to restore and maintain forest cover 

in at least one-third of the total geographic area as prescribed in the national forest 

policy.  

 

There are at least ten types of natural forest in Idukki (Fig.49), excluding the CHR 

forest, which was once spread across 87300 ha.  Unchecked erosion of forest is 

continued with the intensification of migration to the district and the transfer of the CHR 

forest region to the patronage of Revenue Department. The tribal population, which is 

second largest in the State, has now been settled in many colonies within the district 

by allotting 1-4 acres of land to each family. Hence their dependence on the forest has 

substantially declined. There is no longer any shifting cultivation or significant nomadic 

tribes. On the contrary, there is increasing intense anthropogenic pressure, including 

from tribal settlements, on the fringe areas of forests with frequent conflicts between 

man and wild animals and encroachments. Destruction of flora and fauna habitats, 

encroachment into the corridors of wild animals, increasing man made forest fires, 

destruction of natural forest and replanting with eco-unfriendly species, environmental 

pollution with chemicals and alien invasive species, unregulated cattle grazing and 

tourism promotion are either slowly but certainly killing or increasing the the fragility of 

existing forests.   



 165

Forest Types and Status- Idukki 

Colour                        Forest Type 

   Evergreen/ Semi-evergreen Forests (Dense) 

 Evergreen/ Semi-evergreen Forests (Degraded) 

 Moist Deciduous Forests (Dense) 

 Moist Deciduous Forests (Degraded) 

 Dry Deciduous Forests (Dense) 

 Dry Deciduous Forests (Degraded) 

 Montane Sub-Tropical/ Temperate Forests (Dense) 

 Montane Sub-Tropical/ Temperate Forests (Degraded) 

 Grasslands 

 Forest Plantations 

FIG.49: Forest map of Idukki district 

FIG. 50: Eucalyptus on a hill slope in Idukki 
MSSRF 

2008 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The current issues affecting forests in the districts and possible solutions could be 

placed under seven categories. These are (i) change over from  unsustainable 

productive forestry to pro-nature industrial forestry (ii) intervention to counter the 

expanding rain shadow region, (iii) scientific management of forest resources, in 

particular biodiversity and water, to support agriculture and livelihood, (iv)  

safeguarding and strengthening CHR forest, (v) leveraging the abundant water 

resources for alternate income generation, (vi) managing man-animal conflicts in 

mutually beneficial manner, and (vii) sustainable extraction of non-timber forest 

produce (NTFP) and promotion of alternate income generation for tribals. 

 

12.2.1 Change over from unsustainable industrial biomass forestry: Extensive 

areas in the district, particularly the most 

fragile steep hills of high ranges, are being 

used for biomass farming using 

predominantly Eucalyptus and rarely Acacia 

to feed the pulpwood factories (Fig. 50). 

Eucalyptus is grown very widely in all 

altitudes, both in private and forest lands. 

This species is known for fast biomass 

accumulation as well as depletion of ground water across a deep soil column, which is 

at least as deep as its height. Environmrentalists say that each tree is a borewell itself 
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MSSRF 
2008 

FIG.51:Eucalyptus plantation-  
            Early invitation to 
            environmental disaster 

sucking ground water as fast as it grows. Under dense planting, which is the rule 

widely followed, these trees do not allow other plant species to thrive along with (Fig. 

51). It is also not preferred by birds, insects and pollinators.  

 

Many farmers represented from all across Idukki and particularly from the rain shadow 

region of the district that the Eucalyptus plantations in and around their land are 

seriously harming the soil productivity, availability of irrigation and drinking water and 

the local biodiversity. The vegetable farmers of Vattavada and Kanthalloor made a 

specific request to put a stop to the 

cultivation of Eucalyptus. This is despite 

their full understanding that Eucalyptus is 

the major employment provider in the forest 

areas. They say the long term harm this 

species may do to the environment and to 

their livelihood would far outweigh.  

 

Analysis of weather at different locations of the Idukki had shown significant depletion 

in rainfall and rise in maximum temperature. The water table studies also indicated fall 

in level, particularly during summer months. Under this context, large scale cultivation 

of Eucalyptus an invitation to faster environmental disaster in idukki and the entire 

region. Hence, there is urgency to prevent/ban fresh Eucalyptus plantation and its 

coppice crop and switching over to other environment friendly biomass producing 

species such as subabul (Leucaena leucocephala), bamboo, reeds, canes, etc 

together with good harvesting practices depending on the local ecosystem. 

Employment opportunities are no way curtailed by this change over. Bamboos and 

reeds are excellent soil binders and help in improving water table. Adimali, 

Neriyamangalam ranges of Munnar Division and Mankulam Division were known for 

abundant stock of reeds and bamboos. Subabul is not only fast growing, but also soil 

enriching with nitrogen fixation. The whole stem together with bark could be used for 

pulping. In the case of Eucalyptus, the bark has to be removed before pulping and this 

adds to the cost as well as to environmental problem from the slow decompsing bark. 

Studies have shown that the cost benefit ratio of subabul in four years is about 2.8.   
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12.2.2. Intervention to counter expanding rain shadow region: The changing 

weather of Idukki is promoting a frightening phenomenon - the birth and growth of a 

rain shadow region in an erstwhile lush green forest belt situated in the eastern and 

northeastern parts of  Idukki district along Kerala-Tamilnadu boundary. The growth of 

this rain shadow region has potentil to cast omnious spell to the weather and 

environment of its western parts. Cardamom farmers of adjoining area are getting 

apprehensive about this phenomenon. There is great urgency to conduct scientific 

studies by involving Kerala Forest Research Institute on the threat looming large from 

the reported expansion of the region. Concurrently, without losing time, efforts have to 

be mounted on war footing to green the belt with appropriately chosen species mix by 

involving local communities and forst department. Similarly, tree planting has to be 

undertaken in the tea and coffee plantation belt in Peermedu, Udubanchola and 

Devikulam taluks falling under the jurisdiction of Kumily, Ayyappancovil, Adimaly, 

Erumeli, Neriyamangalam, Munnar, Devikulam and Mankulam forest ranges, which is  

heavily depleted of trees. Supply of sapling of chosen species at free of cost to small 

farmers (2 ha and below) and at 50% cost to other planters is recommended.   

 

12.2.3. Managing forest resources, in particular biodiversity and water to  
            support agriculture and livelihood:   
 

Conservation forestry involves soil, water and biodiversity conservation, management 

of invasive weeds while promoting  multi-hierarchial native vegetation. Needless to 

emphasise the principal role of forest in building and strengthening water resources 

locally and regionally through river systems.  One km2 thickly vegetated forest area is 

estimated to have capacity to store about 50,000 to 2,00,000 m3 of water. Therefore, 

management of watersheds within forest has relevance in harnessing water to 

agricultural activities and other uses. This assumes importance in Idukki in view of the 

changing weather detected by this study. Action required in Idukki involves scientific 

studies on soil and water in selected water sheds and catchments and site specific 

treatment methods for water harvesting and regulation of silting and sedimentation. 

Such study may be done together with the Kerala Forest Research Institute and the 

Soil Survey Department, Government of Kerala. Emphasis may be laid on vegetative 

methods of water shed management such as vegetative check dams, planting of 

bamboos, reeds, canes, hydrophites, flood tolerent vegetation, etc with minimal or no 
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earthwork. Checkdams may be built in forest areas fringing agricultural areas to 

provide irrigation to crop husabandry. While the location of such checkdams should be 

decided together with the beneficiary farming community and concerned Panchayats, 

management of this facility for irrigation should be done by a committee headed by 

farmer representative and comprising officials from forest and agricultural 

departments, and Panchayat representatives. The Forest Department is requested to 

be more sensitive to the livelihood needs of the people in the fringe areas. Support is 

proposed to build eight checkdams to totally serve for crop irrigation.  

 

12.2.4.  Safeguarding and strengthening CHR forest: 

 

In many areas of the CHR, the forest is partially degraded by felling trees and excess 

shade regulation. Apart from the greed to illegally encash from the forest trees situated 

within cardamom holding, trees are felled or connived to dry and fall ‘naturally’ to meet 

the fuel requirement for cardamom drying. The need for strict regulation of forest tree 

density and canopy in CHR area, which is an essential requirement to retain the title or 

lease of CHR land and for sustainable cardamom production is re-emphasised. While 

enforcing regulations on these, it is also important to periodically replenish the forest 

density in CHR area. A programme to meet this need is already underway in Idukki 

district under the title ‘the Cardamom for Rainforest Conservation Programme’ 

(CRCP). This programme being implemented by the Forest Department (?) from 2001 

covers the cardamom cultivated areas within Devikulam, Kumily and Ayyappancovil 

ranges. The components of this programme are shade regulation, judicious fuel 

extraction, promotion of soil mulching, biodiversity and watershed values, and 

reforestation in ecologically fragile locations like steep slopes, stream banks, etc. The 

programme goes hand in hand with upgradation of cultivation practices to strengthen 

sustainability of production. The CHR forest ecosystem has to be promoted to serve 

as a multi-tiered and multi-species system to serve multiple functions such as soil 

nutrient enrichment, moisture retention, checking soil erosion and compaction, 

enriching soil microbial activity, letting in the right quantum of light, reviving the 

streams, and maintaining the right micro climate. 

 

Forest Department, concerned Panchayats in CHR area, the Spices Board of India 

and associations of cardamom farmers may jointly organise and implement a 
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programm to re-forest the CHR area and to evolve a self-imposed code of 

management on shade regulation to recommended level and forest protection in a 

manner that would promote sustainable cardamom production. Species for re-

plantation may be selected with preference to locally adapted and appropriate. 

Nineteen species identified for planting in CHR area are red cedar, Kurangatti 

(Atrocarpus fraxinifolius), jack fruit tree, African shade tree, Karimaram (Diospyros 

ebenum), Karuna (Vernonia monocis), Vellakil (Dysoxylum malabaricum), Elippa 

(Palaquim ellipticum), Thempavu (Terminalia tomentosa), Marutha (T. Paniculata), 

Unnam (Grawis tiliaefolia), Thelli (Canarium tomentosa), Mayila (vitex altissima), 

Pongu (Hopea parviflora), Venga (Pterocarpus marsupia), Kumbil (Gmelia arborea), 

Punnappa (Calophyllum tomentosum), Anjili (Atrocarpus hirsutum), and Vatta 

(Macranga indica). In addition fodder trees, fuel wood, fruit trees and medicinal plant 

trees (e.g., Sappan wood tree, Caesalpinea sappan; Asokam, Saraca asoca; Neem, 

Azadirachta indica; Athi, Ficus racemosa; Nenmeni vaka, Albizis lelleck; Venga, 

Pterocarpus sanalinus, etc.) also could be included considering the need of the farmer. 

Polybag seedlings of selected shade trees may be generated with the involvement of 

local SHGs and distributed to farmers at 10 % of the price.   
 

12.2.5. Harnessing water resources for alternate income generation:  
 

Idukki district has about 131.3 km2 under water bodies including many dams and 

reservoirs. The reservoirs include  Kundala, Mattupetti, Chenkulam, Kallarkutty, Idukki, 

Cheruthoni, Kulamavu, Lowerperiyar, Mullaperiyar, Malankara, Edamalayar, 

Anyirankal, Ponmudi, etc. These water bodies offer great opportunity for inland culture 

fishery to generate huge fish production, employment and income to local communities 

including the tribals inhabiting the fringe areas of these water bodies. This can become 

a highly profitable initiative with cooperation among departments of Forests, Irrigation, 

Fishery and KSEB and participation of the local communities. Production of several 

indigenous and introduced tropical and high altitude fishes is a very promising 

prospect. There are several native varieties of fishes in the waterbodies. For example, 

55 species are identified in Periyar lake, out of which three are new and 16 are rare. 

The exotic Tilapia and common European carp are abundantly available in the lake. 

The fresh water crabs locally available are delicious to tribal communities.  
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Although the tribals and other forest dependant communities are engaged in fishing for 

domestic use and sale, the potential of these water bodies is yet to be studied and 

exploited. With inter-departmental cooperation, this potential can be realised to benefit 

the local communities and people of the region for income and nutrition. With this in 

view a research-cum-fish culture programme covering all water bodies (reservoirs and 

ponds) is recommended for implementation by a consortium of concerned 

departments and local communities to realise fish production in two years. Research 

should cover assessment of local fish and crab species, their habitat requirements and 

complementarity with chosen introduced species of economic value, culturing suitable 

fishlings for regular ranching and protocol for sustainable fish harvest.  

 

12.2.6. Managing man-nature and man-animal conflicts: Encroachment and 

settlement in side native habitats breeding or nesting and feeding grounds of wild 

animals and birds and their migratory corridors are the main reasons for the frequent 

man-beast conflicts. These conflicts are aggravated by human vandalism causing 

degradation and shrinkage of habitants, reduction in carrying capacity, loss of buffer 

zones for mobility and migrations, displacement of habitat, decline in home range, 

reduction in the availability  of  shelter, water, food, etc, fear and threat created 

through hunting and use of explosives and crackers. The human settlements in forest 

fringes without a buffer zone and in corridors used by animals for food and water are 

leading to frequent destruction of crop by elephants and wild boars. These are 

common in Vattavada, Kanthalloor, Marayur,  Kundala, etc where largely tribal 

communities are made to bear the brunt. The Kundalakudi farmers, despite having 

provided with 5 acres of land (in Melekkudy), are not able to effectively cultivate and 

earn an income because of regular crop loss caused by elephants. Wild boar is a 

constant and very difficult problem to vegetable farmers of Vattavada, Kanthalloor, etc. 

Farmers in Kanthalloor who are fenced out of forest reported about the insensitive 

attitude of the Forest Department officials in accessing barricaded forest for non-timber 

forest produce.  

 

The tribal farmers of Kudalakkudi are at the banks of the Mattupetti reservoir like few 

other bordering communities. While little irrigation may make huge difference to their 

income from vegetable cultivation, they have been shut out from the taking reservoir 

water for agricultural purposes. It is recommended that to promote livelihood and 
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income of farming and tribal communities residing and practicing agriculture as main 

livelihood within a  band of 1000 m from the banks of all reservoirs may be allowed to 

draw warter from the reservoir exclusively for agricultural purpose by using a pump 

having motor not exceeding 5 HP. The government of Kerala is requested to effect 

required policy change to facilitate this.  We further recommends infrastructure support 

to these farming communities to install irrigation pumps.  

 

Solar fencing is recommended to protect tribal resettlements adjoining forest areas 

and regularly threatened by wild elephants. Provision is made for 26 km long stretch in 

Melekkudy and Thazhekkudy of Kundala, Kanthalloor, Vattavada, etc. The work has to 

be undertaken  

 

12.2.7. Sustainable extraction of non-timber forest produce (NTFP) and 
promotion of alternate income generation for tribals: 

 

The recent legislation on ‘The Scheduled Tribe and Other traditional Forest Dwellers 

(Recognition of forest rights) Act, 2006’ enacted by the Government of India 

recognises and vests the forest rights and occupation in forest land in forest dwelling 

Scheduled Tribes and other traditional forest dwellers who have been residing for 

generations in such forests. This act acceedes right of ownership, access to collect, 

use and dispose of minor forest produce (MFP) which has been traditionally collected. 

The rights also encompass rights in fish and other products of water bodies, grazing 

and access to seasonal forest resources. Several tribal hamlets in the district are 

placed within the forest and they have to be trained on their rights as conferred by the 

recent laws and also for sustainable use of forest resources, modern methods of 

animal rearing, crop production and value addition. Their proper training is important to 

make their livelihood and forest sustainable. Such training could include improved 

techniques of  sustainable collection/extraction, processing, storage, and marketing. 

 

***** 
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