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By: Dr Vigneshwara VarmuDy 

ARECA NUT fARmiNg iN TRoUblE
With dropping prices and widespread worries about the ill effects of areca nut chewing, areca 
nut growers are shifting to cultivation of other crops like rubber and palm oil. 

The tradition of  
chewing areca nut

Arecanut and betal leaf chewing 
is a tradition, custom or ritual which 
dates back thousands of years and is 
prevalent from South Asia right up 
to the Pacific. The betel leaves and 
areca juice are used in Vietnamese 
weddings ceremonies as a symbol 
of love. In India, it is considered 
an auspicious ingredient. It is used 
in religious ceremonies and also to 
honour individuals. In Maldives, 

chewing it is very popular, as it is in 
Paupa New Guinea, the Soloman Is-
lands, Taiwan, Indonesia, Thailand, 
and among the immigrant popula-
tions of South East Australia, USA 
and the UK. 

The health benefits

According to traditional Indian 
ayurvedic practices, areca nut and 
betel leaf complement each other 
and are in harmony. Since the are-
ca nut is ‘hot’ and the betel leaf is 
‘cool,’ they act together to keep the 
human body in balance. The pulp of 
the nut is used for relieving pain in 
the stomach.

Areca nut is known to have sev-
eral medicinal properties. It stimu-
lates the nervous system and in-
creases the secretion of saliva in the 
mouth. It aids the digestive system, 
removes bad odour from the mouth 
and creates a sense of general well 
being.

World production  
of areca nut

It is cultivated on a large scale in 
India. The other producers are Chi-
na, Indonesia, Bangladesh, Myan-
mar, Thailand, Malaysia, Maldives, 
Nepal and Sri Lanka. As per the es-
timates of the FAO, in 2010, world 
production was about 1,023,050 

A
reca nut or betel nut 
is the seed of the areca 
palm (Areca catechu), 
which grows in most 
tropical countries. It 

is mostly chewed along with the be-
tel leaf, or in the form of value-added 
products like gutka, pan masala and 
scented supari. It is estimated that 
about one-fifth of the world’s popu-
lation chews this nut, in one form or 
the other across the Indian subcon-
tinent, Sri Lanka and South-East 
Asia.
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tonnes, of which India’s share was 
around 47 per cent and that of China 
about 20 per cent as can be observed 
from Table I.

The indian scenario

This plantation crop is culti-
vated mainly by small and marginal 
farmers in India. Areca nut is large-

ly grown in the plains and foothills 
of the Western Ghats extending 
from Mumbai to Kanyakumari and 
in the North Eastern region, cov-
ering West Bengal, Assam, Megha-
laya, Tripura, etc. 87 per cent of the 
area under its cultivation across 
India lies in Karnataka, Kerala and 
Assam. 

The area and production of areca 
nut in India has been in-
creasing since 1950-51. 
Back then, it covered 
105,000 hectares, which 
went up to 217,000 hec-
tares in 1990-91. At pre-
sent, it is about 400,300 
hectares. Production lev-
els have also gone up from 
73,000 metric tonnes in 
1950-51 to 238,510 metric 
tonnes in 1990-91. As a 
whole, since 1990-91 both 
area and production lev-
els have almost doubled.

Consumption of  
arecanut in india

Even though the 
production of areca nut 

is confined to a few states, its con-
sumption is widespread across the 
country. There are mainly two 
prominent varieties of areca nut 
consumed—the chali and the red 
variety. The chali variety is pre-
ferred largely by consumers in Ma-
harashtra, Gujrat, Uttar Pradesh 
and Madhya Pradesh, while the 
red variety is preferred in the other 
parts of India. Till the 1980s, areca 
nut was consumed mostly in the 
raw form, while preparing pan or 
beeda. However, since then, value-
added products like scented su-
pari, pan masala and ghutka have 
boosted the consumption of the red 
variety.

The import of areca nut 
into india

The demand for areca nut and 
its products has been increasing 
steadily in India. Due to this, its 
import is also increasing. However, 
this has actually disturbed the do-
mestic areca industry, since the 
price of imported areca nut is much 
lower than Indian varieties. Be-
sides, the quality of imported areca 
is inferior. These nuts are often 
mixed with the domestic varieties 
leading to adulteration in the value-
added products.

Table III gives the data on the 
import of areca nut into India since 
2001-02 up to 2011-12. Areca nut is 
imported whole, split, ground and 
in other forms. The import of areca 
nut is taking place from countries 
like Indonesia, Thailand and Malay-
sia. Since 2010-11 the volumes have 
been increasing due to the liberal 
import policy of the government of 
India.

Recently, the import policy al-
lowed the leather industry to import 
areca nut as a raw material. Howev-
er, the leather industry requires only 
a small volume and it is said that a 
major portion of its imports go into 
the areca-based industry. This has 

Table I

Top 10 areca nut growing  
Countries in 2010

Country Production 
(MT)

Share of global 
output (per cent)

India 478,000 46.72

China 201,000 19.64

Myanmar 126,200 12.33

Bangladesh 91,681 8.96

Indonesia 63,100 6.17

Sri Lanka 29,800 2.92

Thailand 22,000 2.15

Bhutan 6200 0.60

Nepal 4266 0.42

Malaysia 650 0.06

Total (including others) 1,023,050 100

Source: FAO

Table II

area and Production Levels of areca nut in 2010-11
(Area in hectares, production in metric tonnes)

State Area Per cent of 
total area

Production Per cent share of 
India’s production

Karnataka 184,520 46.09 224,000 46.85

Kerala 97,200 24.28 112,100 23.45

Assam 70,000 17.49 62,700 13.11

West Bengal 11,400 2.85 21,200 4.43

Meghalaya 12,360 3.07 17,100 3.58

Tamil Nadu 5000 1.24 10,400 2.17

Tripura 4430 1.10 8400 1.76

Mizoram 6580 1.64 8200 1.71

Andaman & Nicobar 4100 1.02 6000 1.25

Maharashra 2200 0.55 3600 0.75

Total (including others) 400,300 100.00 478,100 100.00

Source: NHB GOI (2010-11)
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actually reduced the price of areca 
nut in the domestic sector.

Export of areca nut

India exports areca nut and its 
value-added products not only to 
neighbouring SAARC countries but 
also to the Middle East and else-
where. Till recently, our exports 
were mainly confined to the whole 
areca nut, however, in recent years 
India has also exported scented su-
pari, pan masala, etc. The main 
countries to which such value-added 
products are exported are UAE, UK, 
USA, Iran and Kenya. 

The export of areca nut and its 
byproducts from India has almost 
tripled in a span of 20 years since 
1991. India’s exports currently 
reach more than 50 countries in 
the world. As far as the whole areca 
nut is concerned the UK, UAE, Mal-
dives, USA and Australia are the 
major buyers; for split and ground 
varieties, the USA, South Africa, 
UK, Australia, Canada and Kenya 
are the major importers; while for 
other forms of areca nut Malaysia, 
Maldives, UK, UAE and Oman are 
the major markets. India exported 

1500 tonnes during 2009-10 and 
this figure increased to 2550 tonnes 
during 2010-11 as can be observed 
in Table IV.

External demand for 
value-added areca 

products
Even though within India, sev-

eral states have already banned pan-
masala, ghutka, etc, the interna-
tional demand for these is increasing 
over the years. It is interesting to 
note that the demand is increasing 
gradually in the developed world in-
cluding USA, UK, Canada, Austral-
ia, Singapore, Netherlands and New 
Zealand. In 2010-11, Kenya import-
ed the maximum value-added prod-
ucts from India followed by UAE, 
USA, Singapore, Malaysia, UK, etc. 

Problems within  
the sector

Farmers are now shifting to cul-
tivating rubber, oil palm and other 

crops in Kerala and 
Karnataka.

If the following 
problems are not ad-
dressed, areca farming 
will be in trouble: 

1. Insects and non-
insect pests 

2. The premature 
falling of tender nuts 
in the areca gardens, 
especially during the 

earlier stages of the monsoon 
3. Diseases like Mahali, yellow 

leaf and nut splitting 
4. Height of the palm makes it 

very difficult to spray and harvest, 
requiring skilled workers. In recent 
years, due to urbanisation and the 
growth of the construction indus-
try, the supply of skilled labourers 
is dropping. 

5. Increase in the cost of produc-
tion 

6. The absence of organised 
markets. As the market is com-
pletely under the control of the 
unorganised sector, it is very diffi-
cult to get a remunerative price for 
areca nut. 

7. Liberal import policies have 
reduced the prices, which are uneco-
nomical for farmers. 

8. The ban on pan masala, ghut-
ka and other value-added areca 
products in several states 

9. The lack of government sup-
port for this sector 

To safeguard the interests of are-
ca growers, there is a need to explore 
other possibilities in value addition. 
In this regard, the following steps 
need to be initiated:

1. Establish R&D centres to find 
alternative uses of areca nut.

2. Value addition in areca nut as 
per the taste and preference of cus-
tomers, while also keeping in mind 
their long-term health (both domes-
tic and international).


The author is a professor in Economics at 
Vivekananda College, Puttur, Karnataka 

Table III

import of areca nut  
into india

Year Volume (metric tonnes)

2001-02 14,788

2002-03 21,452

2003-04 27,957

2004-05 32,124

2005-06 53,275

2006-07 76,678

2007-08 21,299

2008-09 41,797

2009-10 39,527

2010-11 60,198

2011-12 61,901

Source: DGCIS, Kolkata

Table IV

export of Different Forms of areca nut
(tonnes) 

Form 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11

Whole 406.50 180.64 108.67

Split and ground 399.03 192.22 208.95

Other forms of areca nut 1013.51 1127.86 2233.35

Total 1819.04 1500.72 2550.97

Source: DGCIS Annual Export

Table V

export of Pan masala and 
scented supari from india

Year Volume 
(tonnes)

Value (rupees)

2008-09 1151.03 415,029,342

2009-10 1083.99 443,011,778

2010-11 1428.53 849,355,593

Source: DGCIS Annual Export


