0 Kamle-Raf 1997
PRINT: ISSN 0970-9274 ONLINE: 2456-6608

I Ham. Ecol, 8(3); 165189 (1997]
DOI: 10.31901/24566608.1997/08.03.03

Interrelationship Between Potato Cultivation and Sal-Leaf Collection:
A Case Study From Chandrakona Road, Midnapore'

Sudip Mukhopadhyay

Lrepariment of Amthropalogy, Vidvasapar University, Midnapore 720 102, West Bengal, India

KEY WORDS Industnalisation. Urbanization. Urban
Market,

ABSTHRACT The four-point crossing ol Chamdrakona
Road of Midnapone District has been wilnessing rapid so-
clo-economic changes during the last twe decades due to
the intro<duetion of polato as a cash crop. Large tracts of
agriculiural land kave boen employed for potato cultiva-
tion by the lecal rich agricolural enrepreneurs, Linked
with this cullivation of potato a Mourishing business ol
huge cold stores as well as transpart have grown up over
the period, All these developments bave connected this
region with the wider economic network crossing the
houndaries of the district and the state. Some filleen
years ago the traditional collection of 5al (Shorea robus-
s} lepves from the adjoining forests by the local iribals
aml backwird caste peoples met the local demands only.
Rut nowadays truck:loads of Sal leaves are being frans-
rarted by a group of non-local businesmen 1o disiant re-
gions of the country. This has not only bed 1o an uaprece-
dented increase in U volume of business relating 1o Sal
leave plates, but it has also grven rise 10 wanion xphedo-
tion ool Sal plamls in the foresis.

INTRODUCTION

The district of Midnapore possesses a consid-
erable proportion of the forests in ' West Bengal.
The western part of this district specially
abounds with forest, of which Sal (Shorea ro-
bresra) is the principal tree. Owing to the high
coonomic value as well as usefulness of Sal-
logs, indiscriminaie felling of Sal trees has con-
tinued for a long time and may be traced back
1o the British period. Indiscriminate felling and
overexploitation of the forest covers in this re-
gion for about two centurics have resulted in
large scale delorestation as well as denudation

1. The paper was read ina Mational Workshop on "Eo og-
weal lmpacis af Joinl Forest Management” organi séd joint-
Iy hy the B.M LKW, College, Midnapore aml 1BERAD,
Caleutta 28 Midnapone during Angust 1520, [ 995

and erosion of soil. This is not an isolated pic-
ture of Midnapore alone but it has been an all-
India phenomenon. The importance of forest
and the awareness (o preserve forest is relatively
a recent phenomenon. Several measures have
been taken by the Government as well as by
somme voluntary organizations w prodect the for-
ests. With a view (o protecting and regenerat-
ing the degraded forest lands, and ensuring a
sustainable increase in productivity in tune with
the Mational Forest Policy, the State Forest
Department launched a set of community for-
esl management programmes as early as 1970,
Several rules. bath prescriptory and prohibito-
ry, have also been deployed in order o resisi
further forest degradation and enhance foresi
regeneration (Malhotra and Poffenberger,
1989). Whether the laws 1o this effect may have
flaws ar not is a debatable issue. But the inten-
tion w protect the existing forest area and to
promote measures to increase the forest base is
beyond question,

It is now well known that the protection and
regeneration of forest are not phenomena iso-
lated from their milisu. A large number of so-
cioeconomic issues are involved in the protec-
tion of foresis, particularly when a rural econ-
omy manifests both local and regional features.
In this paper an attempt has been m.a_r.ll: Lo ana-
Iy ze one such rural economic situation in which
the collection of Sal leaves by the villagers have
undergone a radical transformation in terms of
its higher sale value over the period of a decade
of more. This transformation could be artribut-
ed o the development of cash cropping which
has led 1o the interlinking of a rural cconomy
with wider inter-district and inter-state network
of economic interest groups and business.
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OBJECTIVES

The objective of the present study is to iden-
tify the process of relationship between the cul-
tivation of a cash crop in a forest-hased area and
increasing exploitation of the forest. Apparent-
Iv, these two phenomena could be treated sep-
arately but a closer look has revealed a connec-
tion between the two, This sor of study, involv-
ing an ethnographic rather than mathe matical
approach and guantification. can bring into
sharp tocus the crucial characteristics of the
situation before making a plan relating to the
protection of forest.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

Ohservations through panticipation and scan-
nimg of lierature as well as some records and
documentary survey are the primary methods
applied in the present study. A detailed inter-
view of the persons associated with activities
pertaining to the problem was undertaken to
cross check the data. Some available literature
relating to the problem and working papers
have also been consulted. The study is being
undertaken as a case study and therefore no at-
tempt lowards generalization has been made.

THE CASE

Chandrakona Road is originally the name of
the four-way crossing. The metal roads from
Midnapore to Bankura and from Ghatal to
Sarenga meet and bifurcate one another at this
crossing. There is a town called Chandrakona,
which lies en rowte from Sarenga to Ghatal,
Chandrakona town is one among the oldest
mumicipal towns of the district. As the road
leads to Chandrakona, the popular name of the
four-way crossing is "Chandrakona Road®. The
original name of the place is Sat-Bankura. The
four-point crossing is some 35 km away from
Midnapore town, 37 km from Sarenga, 43 km
from Ghatal and about 70 km from Bankura
(Diztrict Census Handbook, 1961).

The present Chandrakona Road is a recently
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developed area about to attain the dimension of
atown. About thirty years agothe place was typ-
ically rural. A tubereulosis sanatorium and two
high schoolsin the vicinity were the only public
institutions worth naming. What is important
about the place is that the whole area is covered
with agricultural lands on the one side and dense
Sal-forest on the other. The factor behind the
spurt in the growth of the area in a period of not
more than thirty years is the extensive cultiva-
tion of potato in the adjoining areas. Not that
potato cultivation was unknown before, But the
installation of cold storage plants providing Fa-
cilities of keeping potato fresh round the vear
has gradually changed the scenario. To under-
stand the matter, one has to know about the spurt
im the business of potatoin this area,

SPURT INPOTATO CULTIVATION

Al present West Bengal ranks second in In-
dia in the amount of potato cultivated per year.
In 1960-61 West Bengal produced some 6 lakh
tonnes of potato. During that period. cultivators
wers reluctant in investing in the cultivation of
this crop owing tothe fluctuation in the price of
potato every vear and lack of storing facilities,
But the situation started changing after mid-
19605, One after another, large cold stores were
established. Anticipating profit in if, the ever
alert farmers of Midnapore, Burdwan and
Hooghly districts starled large-scale potato cul-
tivation. Gradually, the nature of potato cultiva-
tion alsochanged. Farmers in large number uti-
lized the advantage ofhigh yielding seeds and
chemical fertilizers along with the expansion of
cold stores. The lands which were previously
used for wheat and then jute cultivation were
earmarked for potato cultivation, toearn more
profit. There are also other reasons behind this.
‘Wheat requires 130 days toripe and get harvest-
ed, whereas, potato needs some 110 days. Mot
only that, wheal cannot be harvested before it is
fully grown and ripe but potato can be harvested
even before the normal maturity period; only
the size and amount of the crop would be re-
duced. Also, the manure employed for polato
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cultivation is not completely wiilized and a pro-
portion of it is lelt in the Teld for the next culti-
vation. And the most advantageous point is that
becouse patato grows underground, the harvest-
ing uperation of polato astomatically makes the
land tilled and ready for the next cultivation,

Formerly, the only disadvantage was insul-
leient cold storage Tacilities. Increase in the
number of cold stoves after mid- 19605 changed
ihe scenarie, The cold steres enabled the farm-
ers Lo store potato for a considerable period of
time and prevented it from decompaosition
which made them fecl safe in investing in it

Maturally, installation of cold stores one af-
ter another encouraged the farmers toward po-
tuto cultivation, Since 1970s nearly 20 cold
stores have been established in the adjoining
areas. The wial production of potato in West
Bengal inthe year 1970-71 has increased 10 9.5
lukl tons, In T9R0-81 it was 20 lakh 1ons, in
[983-%4, 31 lakh tons and in the vear 19491-92
il has reached a record amount of 30 lakh wns
(Anands Bazar Patrika, 1993). During the last
three decades ihe total number of cold slores in
this ares has risen to 273, including 104 in
Hooghly and 68 in Burdwan districts. The de-
cade-wise production clearly reflects the mo-
mentum gained by the cultivation of potato
within this peried of tme.

Now the increase in the amount of potato
cultivation and number of cold stores has giv-
en rise to a flourishing transport business. A
huge number of vehicles were required to trans-
port the bags of potato from the Geld o the cold
store Tor storing and then from the cold store o
the consumer market for selling. Naturally, the
local well-to-do persons as well as people from
adjoining arcas invested in this business and a
srond number of trucks and lorries were pur-
chased. But these new investors, Le. the own-
ers of the trucks and lorries were faced with a
problem. The demand of the vehicles was max-
imum at the time of bringing the product from
the feld o the store and distributing them from
the store to the different consumers markets,
Except during the two peak scasons, they sel-

dom god orders o carry goods. Thas they were
searching for some form of steadily-Nowing or-
ders which, even if offered at a reduced rate,
would help them overcome the sluggishness of
lean sgasons,

SAL-LEAF PLATES

Chandrakona Road is encircled with a wade
arca of Sal forest. For seventy-live years or
more, the local tribal people as well as other
people from the low income group have collect-
ed Sal leaves from the forest and sold them in
the local market. I appears that this process had
been in operation for more than three gencra-
tions. The Sal leal has a two-fold necessity in
the modern consumer markel. The green leaves
are wied generally in sweel shops, meat shops
and betel shops for wrapping or covering pur-
poses; disposable plates are made of matured
leaves by stitching, These plates are widely
used in community feasts, and in road side eat-
ing places as well as in selecied places in the
urbamn and rural areas,

About 10 vears ago two days ina week were
fixed for selling Sal leaves ; Thursday and Sun-
day. People from adjoining villages, viz. Kiam-
acha, Aamargora, Kusumnasoli, Mahatopara,
Pingmali used to come to this weekly hat col-
lecting Sal leaves from the forest. Some came
with green leaves and some with stitched plates.
The market site is a spot named Kendiala, ly-
ing about three hundred metres away from the
four-point crossing on the Ghatal-Sarenga met-
alled road, The place is suitable as there are four
large shady trees (including a ‘kend’ tree) hav-
ing & wide arca under the shade. The sellers from
distant and nearby places with their head-load
or bicycle-load products used to come here and
ook rest beneath the trees and waited for the
buvers. Previously, the customers were only lo-
cal shop owners and some interested parties
from the adjoining towns. During those days,
there wasa limited demand forthe plates as well
as green leaves and in case one hrought more
than the average bundles of leaves or platcs
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might have had to take their products back.

The leaf plates are made by the people of low
income groups. Those being daily labourers and
having no other alternative means of subsis-
ience used to be engaged in this pursuit. Usu-
ally the women folk used to go to the forest o
collect fire wood and leaves. Only the matured
leaves were collected for making plates and the
leaves preferred were not very old, not very
small and without any hole. They thus were
guite selective when they plucked the leaves
* from the trees or collected them from ground.
The leaves were then brought home and al-
lowed to sun-dry for a day and then stitched by
pieces of stalk of locally grown grass (called
"kharang") or thin sticks of Neem (Azadirachia
indica). On an average, 8 Woman can prepare
more than 750 plates a day in addition to per-
forming all her other usual daily activities.
About 10 vears ago approximately 40 1o 50
thousand plates were usually brought on the
market day at Kendtala by the people from the
nearby villages. The price then was Rs. 2.50 10
4,00 per thousand plates.

INTRODUCTION OF MIDDLEMEN

The green Sal leaves still hold a good mar-
ket. Single leaves are used as makeshift dispos-
able receptacles and as packing materials for in-
digenous "fast foods’ at roadside snacks stalls in
the cities and towns and in market places. But,
of late, there has been a growing demand for the
stitched leaves specially after the intraduction
of the plate-making machines. The machine
works in two phases @ melting a scrap of poly-
ethylene by the application of heat betwesn two
hand-stitched leaf-plates and then sandwitching
them together in a circular mould 1o make the
resulting plate leak-proof and shapely. The
uneven margin over the rim is then scissored
off. The scissored edges are again used to make
bowls of different shapes by the same method
making full use of the raw material. Initially,
the leaves collected for making hand-made |eaf-
plates were of the following type : (i) leaves
which were slightly matured having at least 6
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inches length and 4 inches breadth, (ii) leaves
which were without any hole, and (iii) leaves
which were not damaged or insect-eaten. Bul
the introduction of the machine allowed them
to accept leaves of almost any nature because
two plates with a polyethylene serap sand-
witched inside make the poor gquality leaves no
less important. This in turn minimises the bias
of the primary producsrs in choosing leaves of
guality and encourages random leaf plucking.

The usefulness as well as cosmetic value of
the machine-made plates make the product ex-
tensively used, and thereby increaseits demand
inthe market. The urban/metropolitan markens
readily appreciated the usefulness of this plate.
Also, the low price and easily biodegradable
nature of this plate were the added advantages.
Steadily, a vast market for this commodity was
created which generated a huge demand for this
low-priced cottage industry,

It has been pointed out that plenty of vehi-
cles in Chandrakona Road were in search of as-
signments throughout the yvear. In this situation,
keeping pace with the fast growing demand of
the Sal leaf plates a group of middlemen made
their appearance. These people started purchas-
ing the leaf plates from the primary producers
directly. They stored the plates in their godowns
and supplied truck-loads of plates according 1o
requisitions from within the state initially, and
outside the state afterwards. They also enjoyed
the ‘all time available’ and ‘cheap rate’ facilities
of the vehicle which also helped the vehicle
owners in the sense that they could get other
business deals all round the year on the same
terms,

Anticipating handsome profit in it many peo-
ple started this business and worked as middle-
men. The growing demand very quickly in-
duced the installation of more plate-making
machines and ultimately promaoted the demand
for the raw material, [, «. the hand-stitched leaf-
plates were increasingly in demand,

FOREST IS THE LOSER

The family which brought about two thou-
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sund leaves in two weekly market days earlicr,
now bring more than two thousand plates dai-
Iy. The weekly market concept has disappeared
and almost everyday the primary producers
bring plates to the Kendtala, The middlemen,
almest all of whom are non-local, specifically
residents of Bihar, gather at Kendiala everyday
morning. Whatever quality and quantity comes
cach and every day are purchased by them, ob-
viously after bargaining and rate-cutting, de-
pending on the quality of the plates. The plates
are stored in the godowns and sold later.
Many families from the nearly seitlements
have accepted making of Sal leal plates as a
means of primary subsistence, All the members
ol the Tamily are engaged in this pursuit. Pres-
ently these people are collecting and plucking
leaves indiscriminately, In this process the
most-affected trees are those which are new-
horn and have attained only a short height,
Plucking of leaves without any prejudice by
countless persons daily retard the growth of the
irees drastically, thus leading them owards de-
generation. Deh (1991} has podnted out some
ohvious biases operating among the primary
prosfucers while plucking the leaves, To men-
tioi here some of the direet biases that are per-
ceived as most prevalent while collecting Sal
leaves in terms of their suitability for making
plates are (a) reddish, over-mature leaves are
avoided, (b green leaves that ane (00 young are
avoided, () green leaves that are relatively soft
are avoided, (d) green leaves that are oo thick
or coarse are avoided, () green mature leaves
that are small in size are usually not collected,
() green, mature, large leaf blades that arc dam-
aged in the middle by insects are not collected,
and {g) green, mature, large leat-blades that are
inscct-caten at both the marging so as 1w make
stilching difficult are avoided. But the present
study has revenled that the great demand for 2
huge number of leaves everyday has almost nul-
lificd those biases, The benefits derived by the
producers at the primary level are far from en-
couraging. The primary producers getabout Rs.
8.0 1o 12,00 per 1000 plates, whereas the fin-

ished products sell at Rs. 25.00 to 30,00 per 100
plates.

CONCLUSION

The present study is an example of how so-
cio-coonomic events are interrelated and have
serious consequences in the long run. Had there
heen proper vigilance over the forest area to
resist indiscriminate plucking of leaves or had
there been a co-operative o purchase the prod-
ucts from the primary producers and o arrange
1o sell it, the situation would have been differ-
ent, On the one hand, the forest would not have
been facing such threats from unscrupulous
human elements, and on the other, the primary
producers would have been better paid. How-
ever, al present the middlemen are the real ben-
eficiaries and they are deriving profits at the cost
of forest exploitation as well as the exploitation
of the lahours of the local poor,
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