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The role of palm husbandry in the rural
economy of the south-eastern region of

Bangladesh

Rana MP, Islam MS

An exploratory study was conducted in Feni, a south-eastern district of
Bangladesh to explore the role of palm husbandry in the rural economy. A total
of 48 households in the study area were interviewed using a semi-structured
questionnaire. Based on the total annual income, the farmers were categor-
ized into three groups as high-income group, medium income group and low-in-
come group. Palm tree contributes 26,000 Tk, 22,740 Tk and 18,300 Tk re-
spectively to the three-income group annually (1 US$ = 69 Tk). Palm trees con-
tribute 46% of total annual income to low-income group followed by 19% to
medium income group and 14% to high-income group. Incase of overall income
of all the respondents, 26% income comes from palm trees. Besides this, palms
provide a multitude of useful products ranging from fuelwood to materials for
construction, tools and handicrafts. However the poor marketing system result
in decreasing the annual return from palm trees. Palm husbandry could be a
promising source of rural incomes in Bangladesh if the farmers’ traditional
management knowledge was linked to more scientific management practices.
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Introduction

Palm is one of the important horticultural
crops in many countries. The palm family
(Palmae, or more recently Arecaceae), with
some 2200 species, is distributed throughout
the tropics and subtropics (Johnson 1996);
representing an integral and important part
of tropical forests (Johnson 1995). Situated
in the tropical region, Bangladesh also
houses a number of palms distributing from
hilly topography through plain lands to the
muddy mangrove forests (Blatter 1978, Hus-
sain 2001). Palm is one of the important hor-
ticultural crops in many countries (James
1980, Kamal 1969). In Bangladesh at least
20 species of palms grow naturally (Pasha
s.d.). The most common types of palm tree
available in Bangladesh are Date palm
(Phoenix sylvestris), Palmyra palm (Bo-
rassus flabellifer), Betel nut (Areca catechu)
and Coconut (Cocos nucifera). Presently
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these trees are scatteredly grown all over
Bangladesh. In Bangladesh very little atten-
tion is paid for the systematic cultivation of
palm for better yield. A significant economic
return is possible from the cultivation of
palm (Dowson 1982).

The great economic palm in Bangladesh is
coconut (Cocos nucifera) (Pasha, s.d.). It is
one of the most important homestead and
plantation crops of Bangladesh with mul-
tipurpose uses (Rahman 2005, Dissanayake
1977). The Palmyra palm (Borassus fla-
bellifer) is locally known as Tal and tender
Tal is known as Daab. This species also
have multipurpose uses (Islam 2006). In
Bangladesh Betel nut (Areca catechu) are
commonly produce along pond bank, road-
side in the village area, homestead areas and
along canal bank. Betel nut may be chewed
alone, but the usual practice is to wrap small
slices or pieces of the nut in a leaf of betel
piper, to which lime is added. It is chewed
after meals and on all special occasions (Is-
lam s.d.). In Bangladesh, date palm (Phoenix
sylvestris) is produced as a homestead crop;
however, it grows naturally or is cultivated
in fallow lands, around homesteads, farm-
land boundary and even in the marginal
lands along the roads and canals (Anony-
mous 2000). In the crop fields, the palm is
found on the Ails (slightly raised embank-
ments used as border of crop fields) and also
within the fields along with other crops
(Abedin & Quddus 1991). Sap from P.
sylvestris has been used from time imme-
morial to produce traditional sweeteners, a
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mainstay of Bengali cuisine (Ahmed 2007).
Because of the extensive use of its sap in
making sugar, it is of considerable impor-
tance for household economy in Bangladesh,
where cultivation of the palm for tapping is
an age-old practice (Kamaluddin et al.
1996). About 85% people are living in the
villages and depend mainly on agriculture
and tree-based products (Bhuiyan 1991).
Since rural household incomes depend
mainly on agriculture, landholdings deter-
mine the household economy. The rural poor
households particularly depend on tree or
other plant-based economic activities for
their subsistence (GOB 1995). Dalibard
(2007) identified various types of palm-crop
associations in Bangladesh, which in the
words of Islam & Miah 2003 is a strong
evidence of multiple land uses to meet the
growing needs for the growing people. The
rural farmers of south eastern Bangladesh
depend upon palm husbandry for their sea-
sonal livelihoods. The present study explores
its socio-economic contribution to rural
Bangladesh.

Materials and Method

Study Area

The study was conducted at Farhad Nagar
union (a rural administrative unit consists of
a number of villages) of Feni Sadar upazila
(sub-district; administrative entity) of Feni
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Fig. 1 - Location map of the study area
(Banglapedia 2009).
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district, south-eastern region of Bangladesh
(Fig. 1). Feni Sadar upazila occupies an area
of 197.33 km?, is bounded by Chauddagram,
Tripura (India), Parshuram and Chhagal-
naiya upazilas on the north, Sonagazi and
Mirsharai upazilas on the south, Chhagal-
naiya upazila on the east, Daganbhuiyan
upazila on the west (BBS 1997). The area is
located in an important strategic focal point
between 22°56°-23°04° N and 91°22°-91°30°
E. Total cultivable land 18122.66 hectares;
fallow land 249.89 hectares; single crop
6.95%, double crop 83.95% and treble crop
land 9.10%. Main crops are paddy, wheat,
pulses, sweet potato, chili, sugarcane and
groundnut. Extinct or nearly extinct crops
are jut and sesame (til). Main fruits are
mango, jackfruit, banana, date, palmyra,
coconut, etc. (BBS 1997). In the wupazila,
25.46% of the total households depend on
agriculture as the main source of household
income, agricultural labourer 9.62%, wage
labourer 2.03%, transport 5.45%, industry
1.42%, construction 1.77%, commerce
18.34%, service 20.8% and others 15.11%
(BBS 1997).

Methods

Palm tree species are one of the major
plantation trees for their fruits and sap col-
lection in the south-eastern region of
Bangladesh (Pasha s.d.). There are about five
districts in the south-eastern region of
Bangladesh where palm trees are very much
concentrated. A deliberate sampling method
was used to locate the Feni district from the
five districts of south-eastern region of
Bangladesh. From a total of six upazila, Feni
Sadar upazila was selected purposively. The
rationale behind the selection of this site be-
cause of the availability of palm trees. A
multistage random sampling method was ap-
plied to locate the villages and households
for the study within the wupazila as the
primary sampling unit and ultimate sampling
unit respectively. From a total of 16 unions
of Feni Sadar wupazila, one union (Farhad
Nagar union) was selected randomly and
from the union, one village was selected
using the same sampling technique. Then a
list of palm tree cultivators was prepared
from the village and 48 households (20%
sampling frequency) were selected randomly
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Fig. 2 - Palms owned
by different household
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for survey and interviewed using a semi-
structured questionnaire. Based on the total
annual income, the respondents of the study
area were categorized into three groups such
as high-income group, having total annual
income more than 140 000 Tk, medium in-
come group, having total annual income
range of Tk 80 000- Tk 139 000 and low-in-
come group, having total annual income of
not more than Tk 79000 (Tk: Taka,
Bangladesh currency; 1 US$ = 69 TK).
Some 16 households were selected from
each group. Data were collected from differ-
ent aspect such as data on demographic con-
ditions; occupations and contributions of
palm were collected through interview using
questionnaires to fulfil the objectives of the
study. On each topic the respondents were
free to express their views.

Results and discussion

Socio-economic and demographic fea-
tures

Demographically, in our sample village
average family size was 9.5. The average
family size was maximum i.e.12 in high-in-
come group followed by 7.5 in medium in-
come group and 9 in low-income group. Be-
sides this, the average-earning member of
family was also maximum, i.e., 29% in high-
income group followed by medium income
group (26%) and low income group (16%).
The literacy rate of the study area was
88.65%. The primary occupation in our
study area is servicing abroad (38%), fol-
lowed by business (13%), other profession

(49%) such as teaching, agriculture, con-
struction, labour, etc.

Possession pattern of palms tree species
Of the total 560 palms studied, farmers of
high-income group possessed 240 indivi-
duals (43%), which was the highest value
among the different groups and the low-in-
come group possessed only 144 individuals
(26%), which was the lowest value (Fig. 2).

Production cost and prices of various
palm products

The prices of the different products pro-
duced from palm vary seasonally and on the
basis of locality of the enterprises. The price
of the product varies with size, quality and
local demand (Rashid et al. 1993). Tab. 1
shows average production cost, average
selling cost, average profit and the expected
income from different palm tree species
products per tree per year. The formula used
here is adapted from Vishwakarma et al.
(1998), Ahmed et al. (2007); Alamgir et al.
(2005), Alamgir et al. 2006a, Alamgir et al.
2006b, Alamgir et al. 2007. From the view
point of net average profit per unit, date
palm sap was accounted for the highest value
(Tk 12) followed by coconut (Tk 9.37). An-
nual expected income per tree was also
highest for date palm sap (Tk 2400) followed
by coconut (Tk 750). Date palm was accoun-
ted for the highest value (1000) in number of
unit sold annually followed by date palm sap
(200 liter), bettle nut (120). The least value
in net profit per article (Tk 0.22) was found
for date palm fruit.

Tab. 1 - Average production cost per unit, average selling price per unit, net average profit per unit, average production (fruit) in amount
(unit) per tree per year and income (TK) per tree per year. Tk 69 = 1USS; (*): includes production cost and transportation cost.

Palm product

Average Production
(Fruit) in amount (unit)

Average production
cost (TK) per tree

Average selling

Net average profit Income (TK)

(Fruit and sap) per tree per year per year price per unit (Tk) per unit (Tk) per tree per year
Coconut 80 50 10.00 9.37 750
Bettle nut 120 20 1 0.83 100
Palmyra palm 110 25 5 4.77 525
Date palm (Fruit) 1000 30 0.25 0.22 220
Date palm (Sap) 200 (liter) 600 15 12 2400
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Contribution of palm tree species
in total annual income

Palm husbandry is one of the important
means of livelihoods in rural Bangladesh. It
plays an active role in the contribution to
rural economy, to the cultural heritage of the
countrymen as well (FAO 2007). A signifi-
cant economic return is possible from the
cultivation of palm (Dowson 1982, Naik
1963). Our study revealed that the total ave-
rage annual income for high-income group
was 180 000 Tk followed by medium in-
come group (120 000 Tk) and low-income
group (40000 Tk). Palm tree contributes
26 000 Tk, 22 740 Tk and 18300 Tk, re-
spectively, to the three-income group annu-
ally (Tab. 2). By selling of palm products the
farmer can uplift their socio-economic con-
dition. This finding also agrees with the find-
ings of FAO (2007), Dowson (1982) and
Naik (1963).

Palm trees contribute 46% of total annual
income to low-income group farmers fol-
lowed by medium income group (19%) and
high-income group (14% - Fig. 3). Finally in
the study area, palm trees contribute 26% of
total annual income of the households (Fig.
4). Halim et al. (2008) stated that the land-
less farmers were found to earn the highest
mean annual income from the palm hus-

Percentage
]
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Tab. 2 - Total average annual income and net average annual income per households from

palm trees.
Categor Average total Annual Net Average Annual Income per
gory Income (TK) households from Palm trees
High income group 180 000 26 000
Medium income group 120 000 22 740
Low income group 40 000 18 300

bandry. This reflects a global trend: for in-
stance, Liedholm & Mead (1993) also found
substantial contribution of such sector in the
total income. Employment and income from
small-scale non-farm enterprise activities,
particularly for poor people, are of growing
importance in the rural economy of develo-
ping countries (Arnold 1995, Gunatilake et
al. 1993).

Multipurpose use of palm trees

Other than fruit and sap production, the
palm is also widely used for some other pur-
poses as mat making, fencing (FAO 2007).
Palms provide a multitude of useful products
ranging from food, to materials for construc-
tion, tools and handicrafts (Balslev & Barfod
1987, Zaid 1999). In the study area, multiple
benefits such as fuelwood, thatching mate-
rial, handicrafts and mats, timber, material
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Fig. 3 - Household income from palm trees.
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Fig. 4 - Annual income sources of households.
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for building construction are also obtained
from palm tree. The people of the study area
were found to make a huge amount of
product by using palm materials. By using
coconut palm locally known as Narikel, they
produce coconut oil, brooms. They also use
coconut leaves as fuelwood, for roof that-
ching, for weaving decorative handicrafts
and mats. After the completion of the eco-
nomic life of a coconut tree, usually 30-35
years, the timber from the straight bole is
used for different structural purposes like
building construction (e.g., beams, rafters,
joists, purloins, banisters, etc.) and boat
building, etc. Coconut shells were used for
making household utensils, e.g., spoons,
hokkas, traditionally in the study area. Dry
branches of betel nut are a useful fuel in the
rural area. After the completion of the eco-
nomic life of a betel nut tree, usually 20-25
years, the timber from the straight bole is
used for different structural purposes like
building construction, manufacture of handi-
crafts. Branches of palmyra palm (Borassus
flabellifer) are used for making hand fan. It
is also used for fencing. Immature palmyra
palm that is locally known as Daab is a nu-
tritious food. Its branches also can be used as
fuel wood. Saps were collected from the in-
florescence of palmyra palm, which were
used for making toddy. In the study area date
palm (Phoenix sylvestris) were widely
planted for collecting sap. By boiling date
palm sap a mixture locally called Rab were
prepared, which has a strong demand for eat-
ing with cake. Date palm branches were
widely used as fencing materials in the local-
ity, it also used as fuel wood.

Marketing system of the products
According to the farmers’ opinion, majo-
rity of the palm products are sold to the local
markets through middlemen, Tapper or
Gachhi. Some cases they directly sold it in
the local market. In case of date palm after
collecting the sap from the palm, sometimes
it was reported to be shared with the tapers.
The farmers opined that while marketing the
date palm produces, sometimes sap is sold
directly as drink in the local market. There
are several problem arises in the marketing
of palm products. The local firmer doesn’t
get the proper price of their product due to
improper marketing system. Sometimes the
middlemen get the maximum benefit from
the farmer products. This is due to lack of

iForest (2010) 3: 39-43
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marketing knowledge and available market
information as well as marketing facilities.
The price variation might be higher than the
stated price, as the middlemen generally do
not state the real price. Bakht (1984), Warner
(1995), Halim et al. (2008) and Chowdhury
et al. (2008) reported the similar barriers of
obtaining the information from the middle-
men.

Conclusion

The study established that the income of
the farmers from palm husbandry is a signi-
ficant portion of their annual income and
plays an important role in the livelihoods in
south-eastern rural Bangladesh. The poor
people are mostly dependent on the palm for
its income. Thus, palm husbandry plays a vi-
tal role in supporting rural people in this par-
ticular region for their economic uplifting.
The farmers are applying solely traditional
management knowledge of their own in the
farming and management of this resource,
exerting a sustainable manner of utilization.
Over the past few decades, the importance of
farmers’ traditional management knowledge
in managing natural resources has gained in-
creasing recognition from the scientific com-
munity. Conducting more researches by do-
cumentation, exploration and correlation of
farmers’ traditional management knowledge
with scientific technology could easily be a
tool for the improvement of the husbandry as
well as conservation of this palm. The sus-
tainable management of the palm on the oth-
er hand can upgrade the micro-climatic con-
dition, enriching the vegetation resources of
the country. The IUCN Palm Specialist
Group has already declared the Palm Action
Plan (PAP) with a view to conserve the
palms and to explore their utilization world-
wide (Chowdhury et al. 2008). It might be
the time for the policy makers in Bangladesh
to pay their attention to assess the potentials
of palm and to extend cooperation to support
related research activities for the purpose of
adding a feather of success in the crown of
the Palm Action Plan
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