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By

¢, RAMAN JMOOSAD
Assistant Marketing Officer, Coimbatore

YVifty years ago cultivation of this grass was practically: unknowi
on the West Coast. Today it is cultivated in an area over 30,000 acrel
about 85% of which being in the State of Travancore Cochin, and the rest
in Malabar distriet. The industry originally started with the, distillation
of oil from Lémongrass growing wild on the hill slopes and the product
was mosily used for medicinal and perfumery purposes. Gradually . this
oil fuund its wa¥ to Foreign markets like New York and London and
began to attract better prices. Within the past 25 years the foreign
demand for this oil, which has come to occupy an important place in
" foreign trade of India has increased progressively which in its turn has
resulted in a corresponding increase in the production of this commodity.
“When the demand for oil outgrew the supply from .natﬁ;nl“grjowtli,,
regular cultivation of the erop was started first in Travancore Cochin and
later on in Malabar and still later in parts of South Kanara bordering on
Malabar, In the wild state two distinet types-of grasses were found one
having a whitish stera and the other pinkish one. It was soon'found out
that the grass with pinkish ‘stem (Cymbapogon flexuosus) yields an oil
of much bétter quality than the one with whitish stem (Cymbapogon
Citratua), the difference being mainly in the Citral Content of the- oils
which determines the prices in the foreign markets. While the pink
stemmed grass gives an oil containing 75 to 83% citrical, the oil from the
white stemmed grass contains hardly 10% citral. . As a result of this
discovery and the Foreign markets fixing a definite standard which insist
on a minimum of 789 Citral in the oils for export, care is now being taken
to eliminate the white stemmed grass from cultivated fields. The oilfrom.
C. Citratus growing wild is, however, extensively used for mixing with
oils of higher Citral Content than the rvequired minimum so as to bring
the same to the minimum level. Its economic importance can be seen
from the fact that next to the Mysore Sandal Wood Oil, the Cochin
Lemongrass Oil oceupies the foremost place among the Indian essential
oil exported to foreign countries. Tt has also turned out to’ be one ‘of
the important dollar earning commodities along with the other West
Coast products like pepper, tea, rubber and cashewnut-oil and kernal.
In India the cultivation of this grass is confined to.the: West Coast
regions of Travancore Cochin and the districts of Malabar and parts of
South Kanara., It is a crop that issadmirably suited to the waste lands
and hill slopes of the West Coast where no other annual crops would grow
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§q_.'ﬁ;!f.iqfﬁéi'-qt'ilj,r. As ihe distillation requires. large guantities of water
th{l firewood, it would. not pay to cultivate this crop where wates
acilities are lacking and firewood is searce.

'Metﬁaﬂs.'ﬁf Cultivation: Tlie land is cleared of serub’ jungle by
‘burning the area in February — March and dug oncelor ploughed two. or
three times with the help of summer showers and got ready for sowing in
in the beg'nmng of the South West Monsoon rains. Seeds collected from
phmtut.mps having only the pinkish stemmed variety i sown broadcast
at 15 to 20 Ibs. per acre with the first soaking rains in April - May and
lightly. covered by a brushk harrow. - Germination is complete in about
10 =15 days. One combined operation' of weeding, thinning and ﬂllllng
up gaps .with the thinned seedlings is-done a month after germination.
No further cultural or manurial operation is done to this erop except
burning. the stumps during summer once in 2 or 3 years with a view to
rejuvunate the crop. The life of the ecrop varies from 5 to .8 years
agcording to the fertility of the land.

{ . Tho first cutting can be taken 3 to 4 months aftér sowing according
to the fertility of the soil. In no case should the erop be allowed to
flower before cufting as the oil yield of ]e'w&s is reduced considerably
after ﬂowermg Normally 5 euttings can be taken from the ¢rop in a
year at intervals 6 to 8 weeks. The crop yields pr&ct:cali? no cuttings
from January to May due to the drought conditions prevailing on the
Weat Coast during this part of the year. I'rom one acre 12 to ]B Liottles
of oil can be obtained in the first year and 30 to 36 bottles in the Znd and
drd years. The yield of oil goes down  progressively. in the
subsaguent years.

Distillation: The oil is distilled in crude country stills made nf
copper by direct firing method. One chargﬂ in the standard still takes
about 300 1bs. of fresh grass enttings which yields 8 to 10 oz. of oil. The
distillation takes about.4 hours in all and therefore "3 or 4 charges are
distilled per dnv in a still during busy seasons., The work starting w:th
cutting and transporting of the grass and finishing with the separation of
oil is mostly done on contract basis which helps-in promoting efficiency .
and reducing cost. The oil which floats on water is carefully separated
and filtered through fine filter paper before despatch. The containers
used for despateh to foreign markets are 4f) — 60 gallon steel barrels,

The place of Cochin Lemongrass oil in the world market: The world
production of Lemongrass oil is estimated to be nbout 601 tons of which
nearly 807% is produced in the West Const slates and districts of South
India. Though this industry s fuced with competitions from other
eountries like Indo-China, Java, Sumatra, Eretrea, Madagascar and the
Ceniral American States, the Cochin oil continues to get high préference in
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the world market due to its higher Citral content. The chief lm;gorhﬂg
countries of Cochin lemongrass oil are U. S.A, UK., Fr_anﬂe ﬁ.nd
Germany. The produetion and export of ]emnngraaa oil reacfmd their
peak level in 1951 dué to the high prices offered by -American nur&hasam

ag pnn he gesn feam tha fnllawine shatamaenta «—

Export of Lemongrass oil from India to Europe and U. 5. A,

Years i Export in gallons . , Fhlul'é'ifflt: -g_;.p._,_g,—-
1944 —"45 ' ©1,21,620 82,102,243
19456 — 46 1,50,790 70,18,862. -
1046 — 47 1,33;390 ° 1,07,45,181°
1947 —*48 84,058 36,56,505-
1948 — 49 95,821 24,07,677
1949 — 50 - 82;166 42,07;165
1950 — *51 1,00,762 1,13,42,608
1951 — 52 1,25,600 1,60,00,000°

' ' ' (approximately) .

TS FL -~ R . - re” _
Price fluctnations of Lemongrass oil in Cochin Market

- i

Yenr Jenuary j_ . F_eh';'fi:;all':i.r" 2 ‘Ik[ﬂ?'l:‘.h X April May ' June
1949 Rs. 66— -1t o ﬂa'm- 608 = 0—2 - . 87-100 . 70-15-
1050, 153—2 + 1 34T=40 [ 1440 v 126=8 . 1179 10413
1951 -, 810-10 ¢ | 819-18 v 32401 203—3 266—7 | 211-18
1952, 127—8 126—7 90-13 85-13 82—5. - 84—1
Year .Tul:.r " Ar.f_gust _ 'Eapiamhe: October November Décﬂtﬁbnp
1940 Re. ~ T804 % §9—7 - 100— M46—6 1809050 M44-12
1950 . ,, IW—r - -151—8 ' 1798 1740 184—8 - 250—8
951, 198—2 -235—0 250—0 ©  226—5.  -197-11 ' 1488

1962, 79—1 COf0—1 - . 63-20

The price w]nch is uﬂuaily expressed in terms Df a unit of 12
bottles of 22 oz. each was the highest gver recorded in 1951 due to the
American stock piling said to he for synthesising of vitamins, - The price
of oil has since eome down still further to the present level of dbout
Rs G6/- per doz. battles Due to the comparatively low cost of cultivation
even Rs. 80/- will.be an economie price for the oil. = The fluctuations in
the prices of Lemnngmss m] 1::. Cuch]n mar],et; have been qult.c lmma.rLa,ble
the variations wrnhm mnent j"ﬁ&rﬂ being between Res.. ﬁD{ and Rs. 325{—
per doz, bottles, Thema W1de fluctnationg have been due to the vnnattﬂns
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in fnrmgﬂ demands and the somewhat artificial slnm]:- umaﬁed from time
Lu time- 'b}r the Exporters who are must.]y Eumpetm I‘umﬂ like Messra
Pmr{.e “Leslie & Co., Messrs Voleart Brothers; ete. The' expnrt. trade. has
been ihe' mmm'pﬂlv of these big I‘:}rmgn ‘Firms i1l mcentiy and ‘the
pmduncm were ke‘pb in mmplate ignorance. of tha fo:‘e;gn manet trends,
Uf lm,e ‘howeyer nome Tndmn Firms have also’ comeinto the. ]m:t.ure to'the
ﬁ{lwn\b&ga of the growers. Drga.msn.hmm nf Grnwers Co- npamuva
Socmtlea in the important centres’ may: go a Idng way in ‘saving the
prndtmera from the tyranies uf ‘the wholesale ex]&urtem who often
manipulate prices -to their udvantage

_ _ M&l” Practices in Trade: M:IXIIIE of ! mi‘armr oils fr-::-m white
“stemmed virieties and even Kerosene oil withioils of high Clt.:‘n.l Content,
till'the same is. brouglit to the minimum level; is ‘Being resorted .to by
unseérinpulous producers and peity traders.’ In-addition to this, calmtrmg
“of oils with' artificial dyes to give appeararce of “superior mls is -also
reported to be in vngua in recent times as the.Ameérican buyers who were
purchasing the oil for synthesis of vitamins were particular about - the
colour ‘of the product. There have arls-.:r been ‘a’ few cases, of absolute
dupmg by filling pait of the drums withh water before- &xpurtmg to give
t.he wmg],\t. Such malpractices are sure to spoil the reputation {)f Indian
oils in foreign markets and ought to be prevented by the &t&te cxermsmg
‘gome sort of quality control.

Uses of Lemongrass Qil: In early days the oil was mostly nsed as
a cheap soap perfume and for pharmaceutical preparations like pdin bhalins
_and-disinfectants. Later on separation of “ionons’ from the oil with the
"aid Electrical appliances was discovered, the ‘ionons being 4 to 5 times
more costl - as perfumes than the original oil.. The latest use, however,
is reported to be for the manufacture of vitamins and this was presumably
“the main purpose with which the American -had purchased this in such
Jarge quantities at extraordinarily bigh prices during the stock piling
period following the out-break of hostilities in Korea in 1950. Thus
Jemongrass oil has transformed itself into 4 strategical War material from
the position of a cheap soap perfume.

Scope for Extemsion of Cultivation: There is almost an unlimited
scope for the expansion of this industry on the West Const as this -crop is
particularly well snited to the cxtensive waste-lands of those regions
ineluding hill slopes of compnaratively shallow soils of low fertility, As
theé oils produced in the other parts of the world do not come up to the
standard of the oil produced in this region the West Coast of India nlmost
enjoys a monopoly of this product in the world market.

~ As getting up of a pilot plant in Travancore-Cochin for the separa-
tion of ionons is under contemplation of the Government of that State,
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there is likely to he better demand for the oil in the lome mark et also,
Above all, its potential value as o lmam raw material for the mn.nu{a.ﬂt-ure
of vitamins holds vut new promire for the future of this mdustr}r. T‘la
Indian Council of Agricultural Research has also of late bestowed: some
thought on the development of this industry along “with Lhe ‘othier
important dollar earning commodities like popper, ca;hpwnnt,_g[uge:,
etc. and their detailed investigations are in progress. All this should
encourage the expansion of this industry in the West Gﬂ&ﬂt s WEH a8
other suitableé regions.

 Summary Lum(mgrasg oil _Industry has a good future and rather:
-wide scope for expansion on ‘the wastelands and hill slopes - of the Weﬁu
Coast Srates and districts. 3 The -lemongrass—Cymbapogon “fiexuosus—
comes up well evén in unmpamlwel y shallow and poor gmla and hill
glopes, even.in places where other crops like modan paddy -or tapicea fajl

to grow well.

The cultivation methods are comparatively easy and less ex pensive
than other crops and a orop once "raised remains in the field for 5—6 years
giving 25 to 30 cutlings in.all, Care has howover to be taken in selecting
the right type of seed material for eliminating the admixiure of the
inferior white stemmed variety of grass c. citratus which, yields an cui r.}:f
very low citral content, As C, ﬂaxuﬂsus grown in India gives a superior
oil with ]ngh citral ‘contént ranging from 75 to 85% compared w1t.h the oil

‘produced-in other countries -like Oentral American Sta,tea Indnnesm'
Eretrea, Madagaskar ete. Indian oil is likely to get praf&rentml c'lmms
in U. 8. and continental markets for a long time to come. The parmdma]
slumps ofren artificially created by vested interesis and the consequent
wide fluctuations in'the market rates can be combated to a great extent, if
the producers and local merchants organise themselves properly and
imprnv'e their staying power, Above all the prospects of development of
‘ionon’ and other industries in India with the help of the Central and
State Governments’ fnllﬂmng the investigations by the-Indian Council of
Agricultural Research should enthuse and encourage the producers to
increase their pmdunt‘.mn



