
Market Survey

20   FACTS FOR YOU  •  AUgUST 2011

By:  Dr V.r. PalaniVelu  
 G. ShenBaGaVeni  
 u. Punitha 

PALM TREE  
sEEking ATTEnTiOn 
Though palm’s fruits and leaves have numerous uses and 
health benefits, the tree fails to compete with other crops. 

P
alm tree (Arecaceae 
or Palmae) originated 
in Africa from where 
it spread to India and 
other eastern coun-

tries. It is found in Africa, Asia, 
South America and Australia. At 
present, there are about 70 to 80 
million palm trees in India, half of 
which are located in the state of Ta-
mil Nadu, which celebrates this tree 
as its ‘state tree.’ 

Though it is a tree that grows 
in dry land, it can also grow at sea 
shores, in plains, valleys and hills up 
to an altitude of 762 metre above sea 
level. Palm tree has played a major 
role in agriculture and handicraft. A 
Tamil poem—Thalavilasam—writ-
ten by Thirukudanthai Arunacha-
lam, portrays the 801 uses of this 
tree, which shows how elaborately 
this tree has influenced ancient In-
dia.

Palm trees belong to a family of 
monocot flowering plants. There are 
approximately 2600 different species 
of palm trees, majority of which are 
native to tropical or subtropical cli-
mates.

Palm tree and its products

Edible items that could be made 
from the fruit of palm tree include 
jaggery, sugar, syrup, candy, choco-
lates, confectioneries and sherbat. 
Many of these products have me-
dicinal properties. Even the root of 
germinating fruit is edible. Toddy 
is made from the sugary sap of its 
young inflorescence. Leaves and fi-
bre are used for making a variety of 
products such as brushes, mats, hats 
and fans. The timber is also valuable 
and durable.

Palm neera. Palm neera is a nu-
tritional drink, which is specially very 
popular during the flowering season. 
The neera season begins in January 
when the palm trees start budding. 
In this period, juice is obtained only 
from the male palm trees. The female 
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palm trees start giving sap in the last 
week of March or the first week of 
April. At this time output from the 
male palms is on the downturn and 
it keeps tapering down till the end of 
April. Then the female palms alone 
give sap till the end of the neera 
season, which generally lasts till the 
first-half of June.

Neera is condensed into palm 
sugar and used with hot and cold 
drinks like paanagam. Fresh palm 
neera is boiled shortly to collect palm 
syrup and palm sugar. If this is not 
done, within a new hours the ‘sweet 
toddy’ ferments into a sour and po-
tent brew called toddy—cheap grog 
of tropical lands (not fit to drink the 
next day).

Palm sugar. Palm sugar is a 
natural sweetener made from the 
sap of palm trees. It is sold in the 
form of rounded cakes, cylinders, 
blocks or in large plastic or glass 
jars. Powdered palm sugar is com-
pletely natural, a healthy sweetener, 
devoid of chemical additives and a vi-
able alternative for white sugar.

Advantages of palm sugar over 
other (natural) sweeteners:

1. It easily dissolves in any liquid 
or semi-liquid.

2. It non-sticky. There is no need 
for scrapping or melting.

3. It has high nutritional value 
with thiamine (vitamin B), ribofla-
vin, nicotinic acid (anti-pellagara vi-

tamin), ascorbic acid (vitamin C) and 
minerals like calcium, phosphorous 
and iron.

4. It carries lesser calorie than 
white sugar and many other sweet-
eners.

5. It is traditionally believed to 
have medicinal qualities. Regular 
use prevents calcium-deficiency and 
anemia. Many traditional Indian 
medicines use palm sugar.

6. Because of its unique taste, 
palm sugar acts more than just a 
sweetener. It adds flavour to the 
recipe. Some Indian, Sri Lankan 
and Thai recipes specifically require 
palm sugar.

7. Unlike sugarcane, palm does 
not require much water to grow.

Palm oil. Palm oil is extracted 
from highly perishable oil palm fruit 
through wet processing. The essen-
tial steps are as follows: 

Harvesting. The fresh fruit 
bunches (FFB) of right maturity are 
harvested and transported without 
damage to the palm oil mill (POM). 

Sterilisation. The FFB are steri-
lised at 3 kg/cm2 steam pressure for 
60 minutes in a horizontal steriliser. 

Stripping. Sterilised bunches are 
stripped in a rotary drum stripper to 
separate the fruits from the bunches. 

Digestion. The loose fruits are 
converted to semi-solid pulp in the 
digester. 

Pressing. The digested mash is 

subjected to mechanical pressing. 
While hydraulic press is employed in 
small mills, a continuous screw press 
is used in larger mills.

Clarification. The oil-water mix-
ture from the press is separated into 
oil and water in a clarifier. 

Purification. High-speed centri-
fuge is used to remove the final solid 
impurities from the oil. 

Vacuum drying. Moisture con-
tent of the oil is finally removed by 
vacuum drying. Thus a high quality 
edible grade red palm oil is produced. 

Nut recovery. Palm seeds are sep-
arated from the press cake in a seed 
recovery unit.

Factors such as over maturity of 
fruits, damage to fruits while har-
vesting, transport and delay in pro-
cessing beyond 24 hours, result in 
bad quality oil and economic loss. 
These constraints, necessitates es-
tablishment of a captive POM for a 
given area of oil palm plantation. 

State-wise quantity of crude 
palm oil (CPO) under oil palm devel-
opment programme (OPDP) is given 
in the Table above. 

Export of palm fibre and 
palm leaf

Palm fibre is being exported to 
countries like America, England, 
Belgium, Philippines, Japan, Ger-
many, Australia and Netherlands by 

State-wise Quantity of Crude Palm Oil (CPO) under Oil Palm Development Programme (OPDP)
(metric tonnes)

State  2000-01  2001-02 2002-03 2003-04 2004-05 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10

Andhra Pradesh 15,729.00 18,974.00 18,960.00 21,457.00 23,905.00 43,500.00 35,509.00 38,000.00 43,593.00 57,402.00
Karnataka 731.97 573.58 606.64 646.00 681.01 793.00 974.00 1037.46 1203.00 1165.00
Tamil Nadu 86.06 — — — 110.49 178.26 248.66 272.72 365.51 364.62
Gujarat 3.56 2.94 2.94 3.00 — — — — — —
Orissa 42.35 — — — — — — — 1.65 641.00
Goa 207.75 243.00 330.85 324.00 348.93 379.00 345.00 360.83 392.76 311.00
Tripura 20.64 — — — — — — — — —
Kerala 6667.26 980.00 6572.00 6387.00 5792.94 6478.00 6888.00 5732.40 7370.50 6604.50
Andaman & Nicobar 1800.76 1840.32 1696.00 — — — — — — —
Total 25,289.35 22,613.84 28,168.43 28,817.00 30,838.37 51,328.26 43,964.66 45,403.41 52,926.42 66,488.12 
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the Tamil Nadu State Palmgur and 
Fibre Marketing Cooperative Feder-
ation and exporters from Thuthuku-
di in Tamil Nadu. Women artisans 
are engaged in the production of 
fine palm leaf’s articles in Manapad 
in Thoothukudi district, Pulicat in 
Tiruvallur district, Adukkamparai 
in Vellore district and Manamadurai 
in Sivagangai district. These prod-
ucts are being exported to the US 
London, France, Germany, Switzer-
land, Canada, Japan and Nether-
lands through various agencies.

Employment and training

Employment opportunities have 
been provided to about 600,000 arti-
sans in palm product’s industry both 
directly and indirectly.

Training is being offered to the 
rural artisans at the Regional Palm 
products Training Centre of Tamil 
Nadu State Palmgur and Fibre Mar-
keting Cooperative Federation at Cud-
dalore. About 30,000 scheduled caste 
artisans are engaged in palm products 
industry such as tapping of neera, 
manufacturing of palm jaggery, palm 
fibre and date palm baskets.

Welfare scheme of the Tamil Nadu 
Palm Products Development Board 
covered under fifteen-points pro-
gramme of the government include:

Evergreen revolution. Palm 
seeds plantation programme has 
been formulated under waste land 
development programme of the agri-
culture department.

Food security. Neera and palm 
jaggery are consumed as natural vita-
min food. Awareness has been created 
among the public about the nutritious 
value of these edible palm products.

Livelihood security. Further 
steps will be taken in providing 
training to artisans and the techni-
cal know-how of the research made 
on preservation of Palmyrah palm’s 
fruit (Nangu) to palmgur artisans. 
Also, efforts will be taken to export 
palmyrah fruit, palm fibre and palm 

leaf articles to foreign countries.
Ecological security. Palmyrah 

palm is declared as the ‘state tree’ of 
Tamil Nadu. The tree prevents soil 
erosion and protects natural wealth. 
Palm products are eco-friendly, 
hence, programmes have been for-
mulated with a long term view to 
grow and protect palmyrah trees, to 
create awareness among the public, 
and to develop and fully utilise palm 
products industry for the improve-
ment of standard of living of the ru-
ral palm products artisans. 

Palmyrah trees facing 
extinction in kerala

Palmyrah trees are slowly disap-
pearing from the landscape of Thiru-
vananthapuram and Palakkad dis-
tricts; the only districts where they 
grow in numbers in Kerala. While 
the State Palmyrah Products Devel-
opment and Workers Welfare Cor-
poration (KELPAM) make efforts 
to revive palmyrah cultivation and 
products, strong economic factors 
are pushing the palms towards near 
extinction in Kerala. 

Rubber, which starts giving 
good returns from its sixth year, 
is replacing the palmyrah trees in 
Thiruvanathapuram district. (The 
palms need about 15 years to start 
yielding). Palms are also dwindling 
in numbers in the nearby districts 
of Tamil Nadu where coconut and 
other crops are being preferred by 
the farmers.

Steps have been taken to plant 
palms in public places and schools. 
Committees are formed at Palakkad 
and Neyyattinkara to promote its 
cultivation. Various welfare schemes 
have been implemented for palm 
climbers and they are being provided 
insurance coverage. Steps have been 
taken to revive the production of 
palm syrup by introducing new items 
made out of it, such as ice cream. 

Enough supply of raw material is 
not available within the state of Ker-
ala and is being procured from Tamil 
Nadu. To increase the sales of palm 
products, KELPAM plans to open out-
lets in all taluks. It had also sought 
government clearance for inclusion of 
jaggery in the meal for pupils under 
the school’s noon meal scheme.

The way forward

Cultivators of palm and palm 
climbers are in a dilemma. Trees are 
usually leased out for harvesting of 
toddy and fruits, and the rents are 
low. Earnings are not steady and 
enough to eke out a living. Besides, 
only members of the Nadar commu-
nity go for tree climbing, and those 
taking up the job are coming down. 
Consequently, there is a shortage of 
climbers. Training is being provided 
to young men, but the job is tedious 
and that keeps many out.

The problems in harvesting might 
be addressed by switching to shorter 
varieties of palms. The palms in Tamil 
Nadu are shorter. Cultivation could be 
promoted on road sides, government 
lands and purambokes (unassessed 
lands, which are the property of the 
government). The agriculture depart-
ment should take the initiative in pro-
moting cultivation.                                         
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uses of Palm tree
1. Palm tree sap is sometimes fer-

mented in order to produce palm wine or 
palm toddy.

2. Heart of palm is also derived from 
several species of palm trees.

3. Oil palms belonging to the genus 
Elates are used to produce palm oil. This 
oil is generally reddish in colour and 
contains high levels of carotenoids. It is 
often used in margarine and cooking oil. 


