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NEED TO BOOST OKRA EXPORTS 
Okra is considered to be a prized vegtable due to its high-nutrient value. As it is available in 
India throughout the year and the country is the largest producer of okra in the world, India 
should be quick to encash on the opportunities in the global market. Production can be  
tailored according to demand. So what is needed is proper planning to promote exports. 

terol but also the bile acid carrying 
toxins dumped into it by the liver. Its 
fibre absorbs water and helps pre-
vent constipation. In fact, its slippery 
characteristics, which people dislike, 
facilitates elimination of excess cho-
lesterol and toxins from the body. 

Area, production and 
productivity in the world 

Okra or ladies finger is an im-
portant vegetable of the tropical 

O
kra (Hibiscus esculen-
tus) is a native of tropi-
cal Africa. It was culti-
vated by the Europeans 
as early as the 13th cen-

tury and has since been introduced 
into warm tropics and subtropics. 
The plant can be grown throughout 
the year and resembles cotton in its 
habit. It is an annual vegetable crop 
grown in the tropics of the world. It 
can be grown on all kinds of soils. 
however, to get the best results, it 
requires a friable well-manured soil.

Values and uses

The vitamin- and mineral-rich 
Okra is a prized vegetable in the In-
dian sub-continent. It has an aver-
age nutritive value of 3.21, which is 
higher than tomato, pumpkins and 
ashgourd. It contains 27 gm of car-
bohydrates, 2.2 gm of proteins, 0.29 
gm of fat, 90 mg of calcium, 50 mg 
of phosphorus, 15 mg of iron and 16 
mg of vitamin C per 100 gm of ed-
ible portion. The seeds contain 18-20 
per cent oil and 20-23 per cent crude 
protein.

Soups and stews of okra are pop-
ular dishes in India. The seeds, when 
ripe, are sometimes roasted and 
used as a substitute for coffee. The 
roots and stems are used for clari-
fication of sugarcane juice before it 

is converted into jaggery and brown 
sugar. The crop is used in the paper 
industry and fibre is extracted from 
its stem.

Okra is considered by many as a 
super-vegetable with a lot of nutri-
tion and medicinal benefits. It is rich 
in nutrients, soluble fibre, vitamin B6 
and folic acid. Soluble fibre helps to 
reduce serum cholesterol, thus reduc-
ing the risk of heart disease. Fibre 
also helps in stabilising blood sugar. 
The mucilage not only binds choles-
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countries and most popular in India, 
Nigeria, Sudan, Iraq, Pakistan, etc. 
Though virtually not grown in Eu-
rope and North America, lots of peo-
ple in these countries have started 
liking this vegetable due to the pres-
ence of good amount of vitamins. 

Table I gives data on area, produc-
tion and productivity of okra in the 
world. here the share of India is 67.1 
per cent, followed by Nigeria at 15.4 
per cent and Sudan at 9.3 per cent.

Area, production and 
productivity in India
In India, okra is grown through-

out except in the mountain regions. 
The major producers are West Ben-
gal, Bihar, Orissa, Andhra Pradesh 
and Gujarat (see Table II). As far as 
area under okra cultivation in India 
is concerned, Orissa has an area of 
74 thousand ha, West Bengal has an 
area of 73.1 thousand ha under cul-
tivation followed by Gujarat, Andhra 
Pradesh, Jharkhand and others. In 
terms of okra production, it is 0.83 
million tonnes in West Bengal, 0.65 
million tonnes in Orissa and 0.43 
million tonnes in Andhra Pradesh. 

The average pro-
ductivity in India 
is 10.5 tonnes per 
hectare. The high-
est productivity is 
in Andhra Pradesh 
at 15 tonnes per 
hectare followed 
by Jharkhand at 14 
tonnes per hectare. 

The total area 
under this crop has 
increased over the 
years. In 1991-92, 
the total area un-
der okra cultiva-
tion was 0.22 mil-
lion hectares and 
the production was 
1.88 million tonnes, 
while in 2006-07 
the area went upto 

0.396 million hectares and the pro-
duction was 4.07 million tonnes and 
in 2009-10 the area was 0.43 million 
hectares and the production stood at 
4.54 million tonnes. In India, of the 
total area under vegetable cultiva-
tion, the share of area under okra 
cultivation in 2009-10 was 5.4 per 
cent and the share of okra produc-

tion was 3.5 per cent. As a whole, 
in the plains of northern India, nor-
mally two crops are raised—one in 
the early spring for the summer crop 
and the other in late summer—while 
in the southern parts, a winter crop 
is also raised.

Okra growing belts  
in India 

Table III shows the okra-growing 
belts in India or the pockets where it 
is concentrated.

Varieties

There are a number of varieties 
of okra and they may be classified 
as tall, medium and dwarf. They are 
further classified according to the 
quality of the pod, some on the basis 
of colour like deep green and light 
green. Important commercial varie-
ties grown in India are Arka Abhay, 
Arka Anamika, Azak Kranti, Co 1, 
MDU1, PUSAA4, Red bhindi, TN 
hybrid 8, Varsha, Nath Sobha, Su-
priya and Sungro 35.

Harvesting

Okra fruits are 
harvested every 
second day from the 
time the first pod 
is formed. It takes 
7-8 days from flow-
ering to picking of 
fruits ready for the 
market. harvest-
ing is usually done 
early in the morn-
ing, after which it 
enters the market. 
The market prefers 
small, tender fruits 
on every alternate 
day. It is important 
to harvest this plant 
frequently to in-
crease the yield and 
to spur the growth.

Table I

area, Production and Productivity of 
Okra in the world in 2008-09

Country Area Production Productivity  
 (ha) (MT) (MT/ha)

India 432,000 4,528,000 10.5
Nigeria 387,000 1,039,000 2.7
Sudan 21,926 223,650 10.2
Iraq 22,250 141,000 6.3
Cote D’Ivore 46,000 115,867 2.5
Pakistan 15,081 114,657 7.6
Ghana 19,500 108,000 5.5
Egypt 6,800 107,000 15.7
Benin 13,658 48,060 3.5
Saudi Arabia 4,000 46,000 11.5
Others 58,365 276,206 4.5
Total 1,024,580 6,749,440 6.6

Source: FAO, For India NHB Database 2009 

Table II

state-wise area and Production of  
Okra in 2009-10

State Area Production Share in India  
 (’000 ha) (‘000 MT) (per cent)

West Bengal 73.1 839.3 18.48
Orissa 74.0 651.1 14.33
Bihar 59.0 754.1 16.60
Gujarat 49.5 466.2 10.26
Andhra Pradesh 29.3 439.7 9.68
Jharkhand 29.0 406.0 8.94
Maharastra 27.0 175.5 3.86
Chhattisgarh 23.9 217.3 4.78
Haryana 15.9 115.5 2.54
Uttar Pradesh 11.0 124.2 2.73
Total  
(including others) 435.6 4541.2 100.00

Source: NHB 
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Marketing

In the marketing chain of okra, 
there are local traders, middlemen, 
bulk purchasers, co-operative institu-
tions and others. As far as availabil-
ity of okra is concerned, it is available 
throughout the year in West Bengal 
and Karnataka and to a certain ex-
tent in Orissa and Gujarat. In the rest 
of the states, availability is maximum 
in the period from April to June. As 
far as exports are concerned, okra ac-
counts for 60 per cent of the export of 
fresh vegetables. India exports okra 
mainly to West Asia, Western Europe 
and the US. The demand for fresh 
okra is more in the overseas markets. 
As far as preference by the external 
market is concerned, it prefers green, 
tender okra which is 7.5-12.5 cm in 
length, packed in 5 kg poly bags. 
Nearly 35-40 per cent of domestic 
production from India is exported. 
Among the importers, UAE, Saudi 
Arabia, Qatar and Kuwait are the 
largest. In Europe, the largest im-
porters are the UK, Germany, Swit-
zerland and France. 

Problems

There are several problems re-
lated to okra cultivation in India:

1. Insect pests like jassids which 
affect shoots and fruits 

2. Diseases like yellow-vein mo-
saic virus and powdery mildew

3. Non-availability of quality 
seeds which are resistant to virus 
and other diseases

4. Problems of transportation, 
storage and marketing 

5. Lower productivity
6. Absence of training to farmers 

on production and marketing aspects 

Measures to improve 
competitiveness

Several measures are suggested 
to increase the competitiveness of 
okra production in India: 

1. Need to increase productivity: 
In India, a number of superior culti-
vars and even hybrids are available for 

cultivation with produc-
tivity ranging between 
15 and 20 tonnes/ha, 
which should be pro-
vided to farmers to in-
crease productivity.

2. Improving ap-
peal: Freshness and 
eye appeal must be en-
hanced in the product 
to make it competitive.

3. Packing: Effec-
tive and attractive 
packing is essential. It 
should be as per the 

norms of the external market.
4. Training to farmers: Farmers 

need to be trained on quality re-
quirements of importing countries.

5. Creating a brand: India must 
have a brand. It may be in the form 
of state-wise or colour-wise.

6. Need to provide cold storage 
facilities near the growing belts.

7. European maximum resi-
due levels (MRLs) are very low and 
hence organic or pseudo-organic 
growing practices have to be adopted 
to ensure compliance with strict Eu-
ropean Union MRLs.

As India is the largest producer of 
okra in the world, it should be quick 
to encash the opportunities in the 
global market. Okra is available in 
India throughout the year and pro-
duction can be tailored according to 
demand, so what is needed is proper 
planning so as to promote exports. 
APEDA has joined hands through 
sanctioning agri-export zones in sev-
eral states. Among the fresh vegeta-
bles exported, okra alone constitutes 
a major share, hence efforts are need-
ed to increase this share.                  



The author is professor in department of 
economics, Vivekananda College, Puttur, 
Karnataka 

Table III

Okra-growing Belts in india
State Districts

Andhra Pradesh Guntur, Prakasham, Kurnool, Rangareddy
Madhya Pradesh Bilaspur, Raipur, Durg
Bihar Varanasi, Nalanda, Muzzfarpur
West Bengal Hoogly, Nadia, Bankues, 24ponaga
Gujarat  Surat, Vadodara, Junagadh
Assam Darrang, Sibasugar
Karnataka Dharwad, Gulbarga, Mandya, Belgaum,  
 Haveri, Shimoga
UP Western Areas 

Okra plants 


