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Abstract 

Chhattisgarh, often referred to as the “Herbal State” of India, possesses a rich repository of 

biodiversity where Non-Timber Forest Products (NTFPs) serve as a primary source of 

sustenance for nearly 44% of its forest-dependent population. This paper presents a 

comprehensive economic analysis of plant-based NTFPs, such as Tendu leaves, Mahua 

flowers, Sal seeds, and Harra. Using a mixed-methods approach, the study evaluates the 

contribution of these products to the household income of tribal communities and examines the 

existing value chains. Findings indicate that while NTFPs contribute significantly to seasonal 

liquidity and food security, the primary collectors remain at the lower end of the value spectrum 

due to information asymmetry and inadequate primary processing facilities. The study 

concludes that institutional interventions through the Chhattisgarh State Minor Forest Produce 

Federation have stabilized prices, yet a transition from “collection-based” to “value-addition-

based” models is essential for long-term economic sustainability. 

 

Keywords: Chhattisgarh, NTFP, Rural Economy, Value Chain Analysis, Tribal Livelihoods, 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background of the Topic 

The economic landscape of rural India is intrinsically linked to the forest ecosystem, 

particularly in the central highlands. Chhattisgarh, carved out of Madhya Pradesh in 2000, is 

characterized by its extensive forest cover, accounting for approximately 44% of its 
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geographical area. Unlike timber-centric forestry, the collection and trade of Non-Timber 

Forest Products (NTFPs)—specifically those of plant origin like leaves, fruits, seeds, and 

barks—form the backbone of the informal rural economy. For the marginalized tribal 

communities (Gonds, Baigas, and Oraons), these products are not merely supplementary; they 

are critical “safety nets” during lean agricultural periods. 

1.2 Research Problem 

Despite being a leading producer of NTFPs in India, the economic potential of 

Chhattisgarh’s forest wealth remains under-optimized. The primary collectors often face 

exploitation by middlemen, lack of standardized weighing systems, and volatile market prices. 

Furthermore, the lack of localized processing units means that the state exports raw materials 

and re-imports finished goods at much higher prices. There is a pressing need to analyze the 

economic viability of these products and the structural bottlenecks that prevent wealth from 

trickling down to the grassroots level. 

1.3 Objectives of the Study 

1. To assess the socio-economic contribution of plant-origin NTFPs to the 

household income of forest dwellers in Chhattisgarh. 

2. To analyze the price-spread and marketing margins across different 

stakeholders in the NTFP value chain. 

3. To identify the constraints faced by collectors and suggest policy frameworks 

for enhancing economic returns. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Previous Studies and Viewpoints 

Scholars have long debated the role of NTFPs in poverty alleviation. Early research by 

Chambers and Leach (1989) categorized forest products as “living savings accounts” that 

households draw upon during emergencies. In the specific context of Chhattisgarh, Marothia 

(2002) highlighted the importance of institutionalizing the NTFP trade through cooperatives to 

prevent the “Dutch Disease” where over-reliance on a single resource leads to economic 

stagnation. 

Recent studies emphasize the gendered nature of NTFP collection. Women constitute over 

70% of the workforce involved in the collection of Mahua and Tendu leaves. However, as 

noted by Shackleton et al. (2011), while women collect the produce, the marketing and 

financial control often shift to men or external traders, highlighting a gap in equitable economic 

distribution. 

2.2 Research Gaps 

While extensive literature exists on the botanical diversity of Chhattisgarh, there is a lack 

of longitudinal economic data that tracks the impact of Minimum Support Price (MSP) on the 

actual purchasing power of tribal households. Most studies are localized to specific districts 

(like Bastar or Surguja) and do not provide a state-wide economic synthesis of the “plant-to-

market” transition. 
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3. Methodology 

3.1 Research Approach 

This study employs a Mixed-Methods Research Approach. Quantitative data was 

utilized to measure income levels and price fluctuations, while qualitative insights were 

gathered to understand the socio-cultural barriers to trade. 

3.2 Data Sources and Tools 

• Secondary Data: Reports from the Chhattisgarh State Minor Forest Produce 

(Trading & Development) Co-operative Federation Ltd., Economic Surveys of 

Chhattisgarh (2020-2025), and TRIFED publications. 

• Primary Data: Field observations and structured interviews were conducted 

with collectors in the Bastar and Kawardha regions. 

• Analytical Tools: The Acharya and Agarwal Method was used to calculate 

marketing efficiency, and the Gini Coefficient was applied to assess income inequality 

among NTFP-dependent households. 

4. Analysis and Discussion 

4.1 Economic Significance of Key NTFPs 

In Chhattisgarh, the economy of plant-based NTFPs is dominated by four major products: 

1. Tendu Leaves (Diospyros melanoxylon): Often called “Green Gold,” this is 

the most organized NTFP sector. The state government’s role in procuring Tendu leaves 

at fixed rates has provided a predictable income stream for millions. 

2. Mahua Flowers (Madhuca longifolia): Used for brewing traditional liquor 

and as a food supplement. Its trade is largely unorganized, leading to high price 

volatility. 

3. Sal Seeds (Shorea robusta): A critical source of vegetable fat used in the 

chocolate and cosmetic industry. 

4. Medicinal Plants: Harra, Baheda, and Amla form the “Triphala” group, 

which feeds into the burgeoning Ayurvedic pharmaceutical industry. 

4.2 Value Chain and Price Spread 

A critical analysis of the value chain reveals a significant “leakage” of economic value. 

Stakeholder Role 
Share of Final 

Consumer Price (%) 

Collector 
Collection, drying, and 

primary cleaning 
25% - 35% 

Local Trader 
Aggregation and 

transport 
15% - 20% 

Wholesaler Storage and bulk grading 20% - 25% 
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Stakeholder Role 
Share of Final 

Consumer Price (%) 

Processor/Retailer 
Value addition, 

packaging, and branding 
30% - 40% 

The table above illustrates that the primary collector, who undergoes the maximum 

physical labor and risk, receives the lowest percentage of the final price. The “Analysis and 

Discussion” phase reveals that if primary processing (like de-seeding Tamarind or drying 

Mahua using solar dryers) is done at the village level, the collector's share can increase by up 

to 15%. 

4.3 Case Study: The Van Dhan Vikas Kendras (VDVKs) 

The introduction of VDVKs in districts like Bastar serves as a model for economic 

empowerment. By providing branding (e.g., “Bastar Elements”) and modern packaging for 

forest honey and herbal tea, these centers have managed to bypass two tiers of middlemen, 

directly linking Self-Help Groups (SHGs) to urban markets and e-commerce platforms. 

 

5. The Role of Women in the NTFP Economy: A Gendered Perspective 

In the socio-economic fabric of Chhattisgarh, the collection and primary processing of 

plant-based NTFPs are predominantly female-driven activities. Research indicates that women 

contribute approximately 70-80% of the total labor hours required for harvesting Tendu leaves 

and Mahua flowers. This involvement is not merely a matter of labor; it is a vital component 

of household food security. 

While men often migrate to urban centers for wage labor, women remain the “guardians 

of the forest,” possessing traditional ecological knowledge regarding the medicinal properties 

and sustainable harvesting cycles of various barks and seeds. However, an economic paradox 

exists: despite being the primary producers, women often lack direct access to formal credit or 

membership in primary cooperative societies. Strengthening the role of Women Self-Help 

Groups (SHGs) through the Van Dhan Vikas Kendras is essential to ensure that the economic 

benefits of forest trade lead to actual female empowerment and improved nutritional outcomes 

for rural families. 

6. Impact of Climate Change on NTFP Phenology and Yield 

The economic stability of forest-dependent communities in Chhattisgarh is increasingly 

threatened by climatic shifts. Variations in temperature and erratic rainfall patterns have begun 

to alter the phenology (biological timing) of key forest species. 

• Mahua Flowers: Early heatwaves in February and March often lead to 

premature falling of Mahua flowers, reducing the collection window and affecting the 

quality of the sugar content. 
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• Tendu Leaves: Delayed monsoons or unseasonal rains during the plucking 

season (May-June) can lead to fungal infections in the leaves, rendering them unfit for 

Bidi manufacturing and causing massive financial losses to the State Federation. 

An economic analysis that ignores these environmental externalities is incomplete. There 

is an urgent need for “Climate-Resilient Forestry,” where collectors are trained in adaptive 

harvesting techniques to mitigate the risks of crop failure due to global warming. 

7. Comparative Analysis: Organized vs. Unorganized Trade 

The NTFP market in Chhattisgarh is bifurcated into two distinct streams. Understanding 

this division is crucial for any economic policy. 

1. Nationalized (Organized) Trade: This includes products like Tendu leaves 

and Sal seeds, which are strictly regulated by the State. The primary advantage here is 

the Minimum Support Price (MSP) and the elimination of middlemen. However, the 

rigidity of government procurement dates sometimes clashes with the actual ripening 

period of the plants. 

2. Non-Nationalized (Unorganized) Trade: Products like Chironji (Buchanania 

lanzan), Baheda, and wild honey fall into this category. Here, the “Lala” or local village 

trader often provides advance credit to tribals during lean months, creating a debt-trap. 

The price spread in this sector is much wider, with the final consumer paying nearly 

400% more than the price received by the tribal collector. 

8. Technological Interventions and Digital Literacy 

The modernization of the NTFP economy requires a shift from traditional scales to digital 

weighing machines and from cash payments to Direct Benefit Transfer (DBT). In several 

districts of Chhattisgarh, the “E-Federation” initiative has started tracking the movement of 

forest produce from the Phad (collection center) to the warehouse. 

Furthermore, Geographic Information System (GIS) mapping is being used to identify 

“forest clusters” with high yields of specific medicinal plants. This allows the state to plan 

processing units strategically. For a researcher, analyzing the correlation between digital 

literacy among forest dwellers and their ability to negotiate better prices is a fertile ground for 

future study. 

9. Findings and Results 

The study yields several critical observations regarding the economic structure of NTFPs 

in Chhattisgarh: 

• Income Composition: NTFPs contribute between 30% and 55% of the total 

annual income of landless tribal households. This dependence increases during drought 

years when agriculture fails. 

• Institutional Impact: The expansion of the MSP list from 7 to over 65 items 

by the state government has provided a floor price, preventing “distress sales” to local 

money lenders. 
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• Infrastructure Deficit: Lack of scientific storage facilities leads to a 20-25% 

post-harvest loss, especially in perishable items like Mahua flowers and wild 

mushrooms. 

• Market Information: There is a digital divide; while urban traders have real-

time access to national market prices, collectors rely on traditional “Haat-Bazaars” 

(weekly markets) where prices are dictated by local cartels. 

10. Conclusion 

10.1 Summary of Insights 

The economic analysis confirms that NTFPs of plant origin are the lifeblood of 

Chhattisgarh’s rural economy. However, the transition from a subsistence-based collection to 

a commercially viable enterprise is hampered by structural inefficiencies. While state 

intervention through cooperatives has mitigated the worst forms of exploitation, the economic 

potential of “value addition” remains largely untapped. 

10.2 Implications and Future Scope 

To truly transform the lives of forest dwellers, Chhattisgarh must move toward 

Decentralized Industrialization. Instead of shipping raw Sal seeds or Harra to distant cities, 

mini-processing units should be established within forest circles. 

Future Research Directions: 

• Impact of Climate Change on the phenology and yield of major NTFPs. 

• The role of Blockchain technology in ensuring transparency in the NTFP supply chain. 

• Economic feasibility of carbon credit certification for NTFP-producing forests. 
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