
MAP-SA| Mainstreaming Alternative Perspectives . . . towards sustainable economies         

 

FINANCE 

 
 
 
 

 
 

                   
 
Need: 

In India, it is a well-known fact that the forest-dwelling scheduled tribes are residing on their 

ancestral lands from times immemorial. They are integral to the very survival and 

sustainability of forest ecosystems. The most interesting aspect of the tribal economy is that 

though most of the tribal population depends on agriculture, they do not depend on it 

exclusively. Their economy is also based on forest collection, and it is considered a significant 

occupation among the tribals. Collection of dry leaves is a very common practice among the 

Santhal and Ho tribes residing in the eastern part of India. They not only collect these leaves 

but also make nice plates and bowls out of these dry leaves which bear a great traditional 

value of the Tribal Art and Culture. These dry leaves are easily available in the forest and are 

a great means of income generation among the tribals. These inexpensive materials can be 

collected almost throughout the year and can become a dependable source of income for the 

tribals in this region. Such kind of tribal arts was very famous in the past and is gradually 

becoming obsolete in due course of industrialisation and urbanisation. However, we need to 

rejuvenate this practice as these materials are very eco-friendly, easy to use, a great piece of 

art for the urban people, and most importantly can be a crucial source of subsistence for the 

tribal economy. 

Indigenous people have used Non-Timber Forest Products (from now on NTFPs) for centuries, 
social scientists have only recently discovered their importance. Ethnographies describing 
indigenous uses of NTFPs have existed for many years but attempts to assess their socio-
economic values are quite recent. Ancient writings record a variety of uses for plants. Whereas 
wood products have become major international commodities in modern times, NTFPs rank 
among the oldest traded commodities (Prasad and Bhatnagar, 1991). 

The gradual extension of the authority of the government in forest areas and the natural 
desire of the forest officials to exercise even closer control over the forest and the use of forest 
products deeply distributed the entire tribal economy in a few places. Quite often the tribals 
are held responsible for the destruction of the forests. But it has been noted by many that the 
eco-system was better preserved, and the deforestation was not so conspicuous when they 
were under the control of the tribals. But the forests system, when exploited commercially, 
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resulted in gradual deforestation. Again, quite often the forest products mostly serve the 
needs of the outside industries or urban areas. In many areas trees having commercial 
demand are systematically planted under afforestation programs without considering the 
local needs. This type of afforestation program cannot help the tribals economically as those 
varieties of trees are planted which are of little use to the tribals. This type of forest policy in 
the context of the afforestation program has already witnessed a few tribal unrests, tension, 
and conflict in different parts of India. 

Thus, there is an urgent need to save neglected traditional knowledge and recognise its 
importance for development. Native knowledge, long tested and adjusted to local conditions, 
should be sought, and used for the benefit of current development activities. Native 
knowledge and approaches might be of special value to increase production sustainability and 
to maintain environmental quality. Many errors that were committed in attempts to develop 
could have been avoided if more thought had been given to combining native traditions and 
techniques with scientific knowledge and technologies (Pachauri, 1991). Socio-cultural issues 
play an important role in ascertaining the success of Small-Scale enterprises (SSEs) (those 
enterprises that do not need large-scale mechanization or infrastructure) and the 
sustainability of the NTFP resource base. Factors like ethnicity and social mores have played 
an important role in making some organisations more successful than others. 
In India, NTFPs collection, processing and sale is a major livelihood for the people, especially 
the tribals living in and around the forests. Almost 80% of the cash income comes from the 
collection and sale of NTFPs for the households’ dependence on forests. Out of all 
NTFPs, Sal (scientific name Shorea Robusta) leave is one of the most important NTFPs 
collected and processed. Sal is so important for tribals that there is a custom of 
worshiping Sal tree among the indigenous communities in India. Sal provides multiple 
products for the livelihood of indigenous community. It was believed that Lord Gautam 
Buddha was born and attained nirvana under the Sal tree. 

The Project Actors:  

Oxfam India has set up 14 leaf plate machines in Godda, Jharkhand. Out of these eight were 
leg-pressed models which were distributed in 2019-20 while six new hand-pressed models 
have been distributed this year. Due to COVID-19 and lockdowns, five out of the six units 
became operational only from October. 

One unit of older model and one unit of newer model were installed with their NGO partner 
Badlao. They have plans to organise and scale up the trade through a women’s federation. 
The federation is now up and running. However, any woman/women group involved in the 
trade is free to join the federation and make it stronger. 

To kickstart things, Badlao is planning to start production at the centre with the two units—
one for making leaf bowls and one for leaf plates. Women from the neighbouring three 
villages comes to the centre to make the plates and bowls while Badlao helps market these 
pressed plates. Badlao also provides an initial revolving fund to the federation to start the 
business. 

Process: 

The process of drying the leaves is the most important aspect of the Sal leaf plate making 
process. The leaves collected from the forest are first kept in an open space for 3-4 hours for 
drying. The time should not exceed more than this as it could reduce the flexibility and quality 
of the product. These dried leaves are kept in open air throughout the night to gain some 
moisture which helps in avoiding breakage while stitching. The drying place is usually located 



      

 

either in the front or back of the house and is made up of mud and cow dung. Most households 
face extreme difficulty in the rainy season and having no option collectors undertake distress 
sales during this season. The leaves plucked for plates are first stitched and the flat plates are 
dried for 3-4 hours. These stitched leaves becomes the raw material for making leaf plates 
and bowls by pressing. These plates are kept pressed throughout the night under some heavy 
load so that they take a flat shape. Again, this process may vary from community to 
community and village to village.  

Social Benefits: 

One such unit was in Kusmaha village where the women’s collective— Gulanjbaha Mahila 
Mandal—began operating on 24 October 2020. It was outstanding that apart from the 15 
women of the collective, others from the village learned to and started operating the unit. 

Financial Benefits:  
The village community earn Rs. 90/- (around 1.4 US$) for every 1000 plates, during the picking 
season otherwise they earn Rs. 75/- for every 1000 plates. 

Processing units use electric pressing machines to convert the stitched leaves into bowls and 
plates. The flat-shaped plates are pressed on a hot dye which helps to give sufficient tensile 
strength and proper shape to the plate and bowls. Sometimes, these machines are being 
provided by the government in the villages themselves otherwise these unshaped plates are 
transported to the places where these pressing machines are available. 

Environmental Benefits: 

These disposable plates and bowls are generally used for serving food. Thus, these plates and 
bowls are mainly used in India during festivals and weddings. These plates and bowls are 
completely eco-friendly and chemical-free, bio-degradable, and hygienic. They do not have 
any artificial smell and are very light in weight. The appearance of these items is very natural 
and attractive as well. Thus, these qualities of sal-leaf plates are much better than the existing 
disposable plates available in the market, made of plastic, thermocol, and paper plates. It is a 
well-known fact that plastic and thermocol plates are not bio-degradable and adversely affect 
the environment. On the other hand, paper plates are biodegradable, but it destroys trees 
which is equally harmful to the environment. It has a potential demand at places like marriage 
halls, hotels, high-end food chains, temples, etc. 

Due to deforestation, there is a growing trend in India, the government has started planting 
eucalyptus and other varieties of trees under the afforestation program for their commercial 
value. This has caused the disappearance of traditional trees in the forest and has triggered a 
change in the total ecosystem of the forest in the eastern part of India. As these sal leaf plates 
and bowls are made from the leaves of sal trees, the use of these plates and bowls can draw 
the attention of the government to the importance and economic value of the sal trees 
(Pachauri, 1991). This can encourage the government and the forest officials to plant 
more sal trees than the eucalyptus trees which are now regarded as “commercial plants”. 
Such practice can directly help indigenous people to sustain their livelihood and to prevent 
deforestation in this region as well (Tewari and Campbell, 1995). 

 
 
 
 



      

 

References- 

• https://www.oxfamindia.org/featuredstories/women-spearheading-leaf-plate-trade-
jharkhand  

• https://www.dailypioneer.com/2021/state-editions/how-women-of-godda-district-in-
jharkhand-became-businesswomen-.html  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Compiled by- 
Vaishali 

Research and Development Communication Fellow 
 

https://www.oxfamindia.org/featuredstories/women-spearheading-leaf-plate-trade-jharkhand
https://www.oxfamindia.org/featuredstories/women-spearheading-leaf-plate-trade-jharkhand
https://www.dailypioneer.com/2021/state-editions/how-women-of-godda-district-in-jharkhand-became-businesswomen-.html
https://www.dailypioneer.com/2021/state-editions/how-women-of-godda-district-in-jharkhand-became-businesswomen-.html

