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Sri Lanka popularises Rubber Home
Garden concept

By Dr Priyani Seneviratne

Rubber production in Sri Lanka can be increased by either improving productivity or by increasing the area under
rubber. However, Sri Lanka being a small island, availability of land in traditionally rubber grown areas is very
limited.

The concept of Rubber Home Gardens was developed by looking at rubber plantations from a di�erent
perspective.

The rubber trees planted today can give ten times the crop that was harvested from the trees planted at the
beginning of the rubber plantation industry. Thus 20 rubber trees should give a crop similar to that obtained from
200 trees (i.e. the number of trees planted in one acre those days!). The variety development and improved
agronomic practices including planting material, fertilizer mixtures etc., have contributed to this.

Expansion of Rubber Area
The Government of Sri Lanka has given a directive to the Ministry of Plantations Industries to expand rubber
cultivation in the Northern and Eastern parts of Sri Lanka. The Home Garden project has so far e�ectively ful�lled
this objective too. The project was originally aimed at poor people in non-traditional areas who have no land other
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than the home garden. About 2,500 poor families were bene�ted through this project in 2011. In 2012, this project
covered many districts in non-traditional areas of the country, namely Hambantota, Ampara, Vaunia and Ja�na.

The coverage in 2013 included Hambantota, Moneragala,Ampara, Vaunia and Mullaitivu and the number of
bene�ciaries was 20,000. In 2014, the project was further expanded to Trincomalee, another non-traditional
district, and a few traditionally rubber grown districts were also included due to high demand. Accordingly, about
10,000 bene�ciaries received 20 plants per family. Thus, expansion of the area under rubber with no extra land
requirement is one of the main bene�ts of this project.

The pivotal point on which this concept is based is the high yield of individual trees seen under low densities and
the very high yield of some trees in rubber clearings. A few rubber trees grown in one location in the Moneragala
district (a non-traditional area) where the project was initiated gave around one litre of latex per tree per tapping.
And such information provided the encouragement to launch this project. Generally, rubber trees grown under
su�cient space produced signi�cantly higher volumes throughout and thus those small units of 20 trees become
sustainable units.

Anurudda Kumara, the Accountant of Badalkumbura Divisional Secretariat, shared his experience with us. “I have
three rubber trees close to where I live and I tap them by myself before I go to work. I earn an extra Rs.5000
monthly by selling latex,” he told us humbly. He strongly believes that this project of introducing rubber trees to
the home gardens should be given priority for the bene�t of the poor in the country as well as for the bene�t of
the environment.

Technical Support
One of the reasons for the poor performance is considered to be the lack of technical knowledge which becomes
an issue specially when handling hundreds of plants for the �rst time (for one hectare, the recommended number
of plants is 515). Thus, the demonstration of important planting practices through this project was a support for
the normal replanting and new planting programmes in non-traditional areas.

The hands-on experience received provided immense help for the farmers to handle large extents in ongoing and
future programmes. Since 2011, about 50,000 families were given plants and they were trained on the basics of
rubber planting and after-care.

Though the Government of Sri Lanka invests on rubber cultivation in the country, it receives a poor return,
predominantly due to low productivity. In fact, the rubber industry is currently being subsidized twice by the
Government.  Each new and replanted hectare is paid SLR 150,000 and SLR 175,000 respectively as subsidy. Also
the Government subsidized rubber fertilizer, which was purchased at normal rates earlier.

However, under the Home Garden project, the cost to supply 20 plants is around SLR 2000. And if the latex is sold
even at the lowest price of SLR 250 per kilo, latex worth SLR 600,000 in the least is expected from 20 trees. This is in
addition to the other bene�ts mentioned, which are enormous and long-term returns for a trivial investment.

Another positive impact of this project is the possibility of using it as a pension scheme without paying
installments. If 10-20 rubber trees are planted in the home garden at the age of around 30 years, those trees can
be kept without harvesting until the owner is 60 years old, which is the normal retiring age. After that the
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harvesting can be started and continued for a period of 25 years or longer, and it will resemble the normal pension
schemes.

Proper Maintenance
Rubber trees in plantations are not properly used to get the full bene�t out of them. Usually, clearing is neglected
during the immature period, and then the growth is a�ected and the resulting trees will have minimum girth and a
marginal yield. However, in home gardening, owners are expected to look after their 10-20 trees with maximum
care, which is a much easier task when compared to 200 trees in a one-acre area.

Also, rubber home garden owners are advised to wait until the growth of the trees is more than the generally
recommended 50 cm girth measured at 120 cm height. Therefore, the presence of 10-15% of unproductive trees
seen in normal rubber �elds will not be seen in rubber home gardens; all the trees will be productive.

Though Sri Lanka is an agricultural country, the majority of people own no extra land but their home garden.
Through this project, those who have no land can also become rubber land owners with a substantial income over
a long period of about 25 years.

Though the potential yield is a clonal characteristic, there are so many other factors which in�uence the potential
yield. Growth condition or the size of the tree is one of the most important factors. Individual trees giving very
encouraging yields as high as one liter of latex per tapping have been observed.  This is equivalent to about 300
grams of dry rubber per tree per tapping and the total yield per hectare in a cultivation having only such trees, is
beyond imagination.

The growers of the �rst seedling generation in Sri Lanka who achieved only 250-300 kg of dry rubber per hectare
per year wouldn’t have even dreamt of today’s yields. Therefore, the potential does not seem to have limits, and
ways and means to increase the potential yield seem to be worth trying.

The main message the author wants to highlight here is that the yield potential of rubber tree has plenty of room
to be explored through planting techniques such as rubber home garden.

Impact on Market
As we have witnessed, large rubber plantation companies �nd it di�cult to sustain mainly due to escalating COP
(cost of production)  and the �uctuating market. Even during very low price periods, they have to continue to
harvest knowing that they lose a substantial amount for every kilo of rubber they produce. This is basically for
sustenance of the tappers. The consumers on the other hand take the advantage of such situations and purchase
their rubber at the lowest possible rate, validated by the international price.

If the income from rubber trees was only an additional income to the owner, and if the owner could forgo tapping
during low price periods, then the consumers would think twice prior to trying to buy at a bargain price, i.e. the
rate of the international market. Rubber is the only crop in which the harvest can be stored within the tree for the
owner to harvest at his will. However, if rubber cultivation is the only source of income, then the owner has no
choice but to harvest even though they are sure to lose, in order to sustain the tapper or to make some kind of
living even if it is an all-time low.
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The Home Garden concept would be food for thought for those who are really interested in helping the poor
improve their livelihood in the long-run. The perennial nature of the tree will also help the farmer to develop a
sustainable livelihood. A country like Sri Lanka, which has ideal climatic conditions for growth of rubber trees in
about 2/3 of its land area, will surely bene�t through such projects in many ways including poverty alleviation. In
fact, discussions have already been made to undertake this project in war a�ected areas in the North along with
resettlements.

Source of Substantial Income
The village communities, especially in non-traditional areas for rubber cultivation, have acres of land; in most parts
either bare or consisting of trees which are not economically important (without even timber value). Having 10-20
rubber trees, close to the fence or in an area free of other trees would assure a long-term income. The rubber
trees in Home Gardens are recommended to plant with wider spacing, than the current spacing systems to
accommodate 515 trees per hectare,  about 17-20 feet apart.

The research so far has shown that not only growth but also the yield of a tree is higher when grown at lower
densities or wider spacing. Further, intercrops like banana, pineapple, vegetables or �owers can be grown with
rubber during immature period and also perennials like pepper can be grown throughout. Therefore, the land
productivity is clearly improved.

Most of the farmers who received the plants through this project were living on annual cash crops. Long-term and
permanent income is a dream to come true for them. Their annual income is so low and the rubber home garden
can guarantee them a substantial income. This can be a project to empower rural woman, rather housewives.
Harvesting 10-20 trees takes about ½ hour in the early morning. Crop collection can be done around 10.30 a.m.
when the morning chores is over.

Treated rubber wood provides good timber for furniture. A rubber tree at uprooting provides about 1.4 m3 of
wood. To manufacture MDF boards, even twigs can be used. Rubber based cottage industries such as carpets,
mattresses etc using coir and rubber can also be introduced to add more value to rubber in small scale.

We sincerely wish and con�dently believe that this concept of rubber home gardens will be a blessing for the
rubber industry and the poor people, not only in Sri Lanka but also in other rubber growing countries.

https://rubberasia.com/2015/07/31/rubber-home-garden-a-concept-to-benefit-all/dscf0289-edit/

