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Sal seed 

1. Introducing the product: 

Sal seed is actually the kernel of Shorea robusta, a wild, multi-beneficial, and dominant 
forest species of central and eastern 
Indian regions. The ‘winged’ fruits need 
to be dried enough to be dewinged 
followed by bashing so as to yield the 
kernels. Winnowing removes unwanted 
materials from the kernels thus 
obtained.  

Drying should be done under the sun, 
but for convenience and quick 
processing the primary collectors often 
resort to burning the raw seeds.  

The species having occupied large areas, huge quantities of sal seed are produced every 
year except for the poor crop year. Poor crop or crop failure may often be natural, which 
may come every 4 years or so, whereas rains and storms might also damage the crop.  

The kernels yield a natural edible oil which has been used by tribals who used traditional 
extraction method. Such method yields very low quantity of the oil. In 1950s, Jagdish Prasad 
Lath, a timber merchant of Sambalpur, chanced to taste traditional cakes in a tribal hamlet 
made using sal seed oil, and finding the use interesting sent sal kernel samples for industrial 
screening. The screening, supplemented by independent research by Dasarathi Mishra, an 
Odia scientist, revealed commercial scope of sal seed oil in confectionary and chocolate 
industries. This created a revolution in the NTFP sector of India as Lath applied for the first 
ever lease of sal seed, and started supplying the same to chocolate manufacturers. He later 
established a number of sal seed processing units in Odisha.  

Industrial processing uses solvent extraction method to maximize the yield of oil. However, 
poor harvesting practices may affect the physical and chemical qualities as well as quantity 
of oil. If exposed to rains the kernels may absorb unwanted moisture reducing the oil yield 
and affecting also the quality. Chemical contamination may happen if the kernels are packed 
in fertilizer bags.  

The crude oil, after due processing, yields a stearin known as shorea butter or sal butter. It is 
this butter which is marketed internationally for use in chocolate- and other industries.  

2. Primary collection: 
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Indi Munda, a tribal woman of Jadibahal village in Sundargarh district says that production 
of 25 kg kernels is likely to take her 2 to 3 days. This includes collection(50 kg raw), 
sundrying, and dewinging. This means that in terms of daily wage rate the procurement 
price should be minimum Rs.12 to 15 per kg of kernel.  

Both men and women go for the collection. The season is May-June, and major collection 
takes place in June before the monsoon. 

 

Burning of raw seeds (Mayurbhanj district) 
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Grinding for removal of kernels 

3. Commercial use: 

The major commercial use of sal butter is as a cocoa-butter-equivalent (CBE). Cocoa butter 
is a key ingredient in chocolate making, but is subject to wide range of price fluctuations. 
When the price is high, low-priced CBEs are more in demand. Moreover, unlike cocoa 
butter, sal butter can withstand the average temperature of tropical countries, particularly 
India, and helps prevent melting of the chocolate in room temperature.  

However, the Indian law for food safety prevents use of sal butter in chocolate making, 
indicating the use of cocoa butter substitute/equivalent an adulteration. This is why its 
market is essentially based on export. However, the international market of sal butter is 
regulated by two major factors: international policies that limit the use of CBE in chocolate 
making in place of cocoa butter, and competitive prices of other CBEs such as shea 
butter(Africa) and illipe butter(Indonesia).   

Sanjoy Patnaik, one of the founder-members of RCDC and now with Rural Development 
Institute, has extensively written on sal trade. He says the international market controls the 
seed price. The largest demand for the seed comes from seven multinationals that account 
for 60 per cent of the global chocolate and confectionary production. Prices of cocoa butter 
keep fluctuating: it ranged between US $3,545 and US $5,841 per tonne in 2011. “So, using 
sal butter would mean cost-cutting to the tune of millions of dollars,” he says. But 
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fluctuations in prices, failure of exporters to adhere to international standards and absence 
of a quality monitoring system affect sal butter exports, adds Patnaik.1 

Domestic use of sal oil and its derivatives are confined to secondary applications, such as in 
vanaspati ghee and soap making.  

However, a new arena of sal butter has also emerged in the international market. This is for 
cosmetic applications chiefly to provide moisturizing properties to products such as Cold & 
Hot Process soaps, lotions, and lip products, as explained for marketing Crafter’s 
Choice(TM) Shorea Butter. Sal butter is considered to have high levels of uniform 
triglycerides which are thought help with oxidation and stability in formulations. Most 
popular in lotion bars due to the high levels of stearic and oleic fatty acids.2 
 
Jedwards International, a US-based company, is a wholesale supplier of bulk Sal Butter, and 
explains further: 
 
Bulk Sal Butter is an ideal product to use for skin and hair conditioning.  It is a popular 
material for cosmetic manufacturers and commonly used in a number of creams, balms, and 
bar soaps.  Sal Butter is believed to promote skin elasticity and treat dry skin and damaged 
hair.  It has a higher melting point close to the temperature of the human skin which allows 
it to easily smooth into the skin3. 
 
The price of sal butter can be compared with other CBEs as per the following table (based 
on the offers of Jedwards International in US$, date not specified), each for the pack of 25 
kg: 
 

Cocoa butter 287.50 
Mango butter 272.50 
Illipe butter 262.50 
Shea butter 116.25 
Sal butter 225 

 
The company offers $193.75 (approx. Rs.12336) per pack of sal butter in case 10 lots are 
ordered. This means about Rs.5 lakhs per ton. However, it must be understood that the 
price of cosmetic raw material may differ from that of an edible ingredient. 
 
According to Mr. Ashish Saraf, President, Manorama Industries Pvt. Ltd., Raipur the present 
international market price of sal butter should be between $1500(Rs.95000 approx.) to 
$2000 (Rs.127000 approx.) per ton whereas the price of deoiled sal cake around 
Rs.3000/ton4.   

1 Aparna Pallavi, Sapped for Sal seed, Down to Earth, 15 August 2012. 
http://www.downtoearth.org.in/content/sapped-sal-seed 
2 http://www.wholesalesuppliesplus.com/products/shorea-sal-butter.aspx 
3 http://www.bulknaturaloils.com/Products/15903-sal-sal-butter-shorea-robusta-cosmetic-butter-mango-
butter-cocoa-butter-shea-butter-creams-b.aspx 
 
4 Personal communication, 27-12-2014 
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4. Market  dynamics: 

The market dynamics of sal seed is influenced by the following factors: 

• Price of cocoa butter and other CBEs 
• Local production of sal seed (bumper crop/crop failure) 
• Location of processing industries  
• Policy changes. 

Most of the sal seed oil mills such as Manorama Industries are based in Chhattisgarh. 
Andhra Pradesh has a big industry known as Food, Fat, & Fertilizers Ltd.. The chief supplying 
areas of sal seed are Odisha, Chhattisgarh, Madha Pradesh, Jharkhand, and Maharastra.  

The value chain usually has five stages as under:  

primary collector          petty trader          big supplier  miller                export market 

A lot depends upon the millers as their pricing decision is critical for the regional trade 
dynamics.  

 

 

5. The ground situation in 2014: 

Odisha:  

Having denationalized sal seed in 2006 and putting it under the panchayat regulation the 
Odisha government apparently had no accountability in ensuring a fair business and proper 
procurement of this forest produce. However, its undertaking the Tribal Development 
Cooperative Corporation(TDCC) did have some accountability as it had to implement the 
MSP scheme in the state being the nodal agency for this. However, TDCC authorities did not 
and could not actually carry out this responsibility. The reasons are as under: 

• The MSP scheme requires a lot of ground-level arrangements so as to comply with 
the mandate of FRA/PESA, and TDCC was not in a position to ensure this 
immediately. For instance, the Gram sabha has to appoint a person who would act 
like the point person for TDCC and the concerned Gram sabha, and TDCC would 
procure sal seed through him/her.  

• The assembly- as well as parliamentary elections being ahead in Odisha the code of 
conduct was imposed under which announcing MSP on sal seed as a pro-poor 
scheme was not possible.  

• TDCC had lost most of its infrastructural capacity during the last 10 years or so after 
many MFPs were transferred to the Gram Panchayat, and TDCC could no more get 
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monopoly leases.  Without monopoly it was hardly possible for TDCC to sustain a 
profitable trading. Valuable items, for which leases were earlier granted, now came 
under the restricted category and TDCC was denied lease. So it had to lose its MFP 
focus and had to manage its affairs somehow by trading in agricultural produces. 
Now when the government wanted TDCC to play the role of a competent and 
capable MFP procurer, it was not ready for that internally.  

• Hence, even when the code of conduct expired and the sal seed season was in its 
last phase, TDCC authorities did not expedite the process of procurement under MSP 
taking the plea that their procurement plan was approved quite late and hence there 
was almost no time to practically do anything5. Hence, the agency notified in public 
that it would procure select MFPs including sal seed under the scheme from 1st July 
onwards whereas the sal seed season was over by the end of June.  

These internal dynamics had significant external impact. Traders had already got 
information that the government was to procure sal seed at Rs.10/kg. They however did not 
have the clear understanding of the MSP mechanism, and hence were not aware that TDCC 
would not be able to procure directly from them as the scheme is for primary collectors 
only. The market was being influenced slowly with the anticipated price of Rs.10, but there 
was not systematic and clear built up as things were yet to be announced formally.  

In the meantime, processing units from Andhra Pradesh (Food, Fats, and Fertilizers Ltd.) and 
Chhattisgarh(like Manorama Industries) had approached the local traders in Odisha for 
ensured supply of sal seed6. Things were clear from their side, unlike in case of TDCC; 
although the rate was lower. As private parties simply concerned with their own profit, 
these units started their offer from as low as Rs.900/quintal (Rs.9/kg) at the factory gate, 
which meant a price as low as Rs.4.50/kg or at best Rs.5/kg for the primary collector7. The 
value chain involved minimum four phases, and each phase had an added value of 1 rupee 
per kg (see the figure below). While the traders had almost nothing to lose, the only loser 
was the primary collector as ultimately he/she had to negotiate with the price of his/her 
labour.  

5 This researcher met the top TDCC authority in this phase and he did not seem to have any concern for losing 
the sal seed season. His last plea was late approval of the procurement plan.  
6 Manorama Industries wrote formal letters to local traders as early as 3rd March 2014 requesting for the 
supply of sal seed and mango kernel.  
7 A petty trader of Nayagarh district confessed that while he was supposed to procure 5 truckloads of sal seed 
from his area, the actual procurement was only few bags(quintals) @Rs.4/kg and he sold it @Rs.5/kg.  
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(Sal seed value chain in Odisha with the company price at Rs.9/kg; courtesy Jagdish Prasad 
Saralia, Angul) 

The implications of this were diverse, as under: 

• Many traders realized that they couldn’t lure the primary collectors at such a low 
price, that too when the latter have good alternatives such as PDS rice and NREGS 
work. So they just ignored the procurement, and this is why in many areas there was 
no marketing link to the produce who ultimately got rotten on the forest floor being 
uncollected.  

• Some frankly told the processing industries that such a low price could not ensure 
procurement, and hence the price should be increased. This was successful towards 
the later phases.  

• Some petty traders spread message of procurement at Rs.10/kg, but when the poor 
collector reached them he/she was told to sell the sal seed at Rs.5/kg. The betrayed 
poor fellows thought that taking the produce back would be more painful than the 
low price, so they just disposed their produce.  

• Some traders reportedly suffered loss at the initially fixed rate8, some stopped the 
supply, and some others just ignored their commitment to the processing unit.  

The situation was commercially, socio-economically, and socio-ecologically chaotic. When 
the end users realised that the impact of low price was ultimately meaning low raw material 
stock, they agreed to offer better rates which ranged from Rs.1000 to Rs.1400/quintal at the 

8 Source: Ajay Goel, Lahunipada, Sundargarh district 

Factory
• Cost to the processing industry in Chhattisgarh: Rs.900/quintal

Wholesaler
(Odisha)

• Cost to the supplier at Angul: Total Rs.800-850/quintal (Rs.650 for 
procurement +Rs.200 transporting to Chhattisgarh and allied expenses) 

Middlemen  
(Odisha)

• Cost to the petty trader in local areas(Angul district): Rs.550/quintal

Village
• Cost to the primary collector: Rs.450/quintal
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factory gate depending on the running out of time, but it was too late by then. About 75% of 
the sal seed production in Odisha had lost its commercial viability as the season was about 
to over or almost over. Intermittent rains had further damaged the scope.  And TDCC was 
active(by notification atleast) only after the season was over.  

It is ironic that the political parties did not give due weightage to this issue. There was 
neither a hue & cry over the non-procurement of sal seed, nor any debate over TDCC’s 
failure to timely implement the MSP.  

The panchayats practically played no role in controlling the matter. As per the prevalent 
arrangement of the Odisha government they are supposed to see that the primary collector 
gets atleast the minimum procurement price fixed by the Panchayat Samiti of the area every 
year, but they neither have interest nor the capacity to effectively do their job in managing 
MFP affairs under their regulatory control. Traders even do not care to register themselves 
with the Gram Panchayat for MFP collection.    

Although exact figures of sal seed procured and supplied this time are not known, but it 
must be atleast few thousand tons. As regards the issue of the primary collectors, the 
average reaction was more or less neutral as most people now have the confidence to stop 
collecting MFP unless unit the price is remunerative9. Thus, Thana Sundar Bariha, a poor 
tribal of Jadibahal village in the Lahunipada block, sold 20 kg of his total collection of 25 kg, 
and decided to keep rest 5 kg for his goat as he saw no justification in disposing his produce 
at a poor price. If however he still sold most of his collection then that is probably because 
last year he sold 3 quintal seeds @ Rs.2/kg, and if he received a relative better price this 
year then that may be attributed to the MSP.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9 The author had an opportunity to understand the status in Horhap village in the Mahilung GP, Namkum 
Block, Rachi district(Jharkhand) where the extensive sal forest exists as a RF. It is about 20 km from the state 
capital Ranchi, but there were no takers of sal seed this year. The villagers had no idea if sal seed collection 
would be marketable this year. This shows government apathy.  

A case from Rairakhol area in Sambalpur district 

RCDC tried to assess the perception of primary collectors in the villages Jaripani and 
Sanamahalinga of Rairakhol Block. The main source of livelihood of the villagers here is 
agriculture, but they depend on forest produces like mahua, char, and sal seed. They say that it 
is a drought prone and high land area, so agriculture is not quite promising. This is why 
dependency on NTFPs is still significant. However, productivity the local sal forest is said to be 
decreasing and hence the sal seed collection. “Current price of the sal seed which we sold in the 
last summer was Rs.5.50/kg. The price was same from start of harvesting period to its end”, say  
Bharat Kishan and Thiburu Majhi. “We are not satisfied with this rate. We need more, but we 
are not getting any help from the government. You know the current price of rice, dal and other 
household needs including vegetables. So how can we be happy with the current price of sal 
seed? It needs to be increased; at least 12 rupees per kg. Before few years there was a 
government agency which was collecting sal seed from us, but now-a-days we are not able to 
see the authorities. What we see are only the middlemen. By the way we want to earn some 
money, and only for this reason we are selling sal seed to a local trader who comes to the 
village with the cargo auto and purchases sal seed from us. He pays hard cash immediately. 
There is a specific place to sale the sal seed in the village. “ 

The villagers said their new generation was not interested in sal seed/MFP collection, and only 
some and not all of the households go for the collection. As the reserve forest is far away, they 
prefer to limit their collection to the local patch of sal forest where they burn the collection and 
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Chhattisgarh: 

This state had been treating sal seed as a nationalized produce till April 2014. However, the 
state government also wanted to implement the MSP scheme which requires 
denationalization of the item to be procured under MSP. Hence, the Chhattisgarh 
government denationalized sal seed on 24th May 2014 and all the district collectors as well 
as Managers of district unions of MFP Corporation(TDCC counterpart in Chhattisgarh) were 
issued instructions on 26th May 2014 to prepare themselves for procurement of sal seed 
under MSP. The announcement being official, the message was clear in the market which 
was then influenced accordingly.  

Chhattisgarh MFP Corporation has been in constant touch with MFP trade dynamics, unlike 
TDCC. It has good infrastructure too, under the patronage of the government. It had been 
procuring sal seed as a monopoly agent till 2013, and this time although the monopoly was 
lost the experience, linkage, and confidence became very useful in handling the matter 
under the MSP scheme. There was no issue of election code of conduct as assembly election 
was already over. Hence, it was in a position to make the procurement quickly. Some of the 
norms that were required to be complied with were managed or ignored. The Corporation 
procured total 1.25 lakh quintal sal seed this year10. It invited tenders for disposal of the 
same, and received good offers: as high as Rs.1528/quintal whereas including operational 
cost it expected a minimum viable price of Rs.1200 or so per quintal11.  

However, some of the internal norms of the Corporation were not perceived people-
friendly. Payment over Rs.500/- was to be made in cheque whereas people preferred cash. 
Traders, who were free to compete with the Corporation, took advantage of this. They 
offered lower price(for example, Rs.7 /kg in the Bhaisamunda village12 in the Gariabandh 
block) in cash but at or near the doorstep of the primary collector. Convenience was 
preferred by the primary collectors over the value of labour, and private traders mobilized a 

10 Vide report of the CGMFP Corporation prepared for its general body meeting on 29 -09-2014.  
11 Source: MFP Corporation, Raipur 
12 Source: villagers of Bhaisamunda 
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good procurement on their side. Some big traders procured sal seed at Rs.1000(retail)-
1100(lots) per quintal in the later phase and got Rs.1225 to Rs.1400 per quintal from the 
processing units13.  

The activeness of the government authorities in Chhattisgarh made the private traders 
active too, and this in turn benefited the primary collectors of sal seed. The production in 
the state this season did not go waste. Of course the private parties as well as the millers did 
play their commercial tactics so as to maximize their gain, but the primary collectors gained 
in terms of cash income which is still important for them.   

6. Conclusion: 

Sal seed procurement can generate huge person-days of employment and can add 
significantly to the income of the poor if policy mechanisms are clear, uniform, pro-people, 
commercially viable, and implemented sincerely. Mere MSP can’t help as the government 
has its own limitations to procure the stock available. The concerned states should work in a 
coordinated manner and on a campaign mode during the season so as to ensure proper and 
remunerative procurement of this produce in their respective areas. Moreover, the 
Government of India must revise its policy so as to allow sal butter in chocolate and ice 
cream making in India. Opening of domestic market would be a big boost for the trade, 
ultimately benefiting the poor.  

_____________   

 

 

 

 

 

Annexure-1 

SPECIFICATION OF SAL SEED UNDER MSP GUIDELINE 
A. General Characteristic: 
i. Sal seed shall be dried ripe seed of Shorea robusta, Gaertn family, Dipterocarpacea. 
ii. Sal seeds shall have uniform size shape and color( light green to yellow); 
iii. Sal seed shall be wholesome, free from insect infestation, obnoxious smell, 
deleterious substance and other impurities. 
 
B. Special Characteristic: 
1. Moisture percent by weight- (Max) 10.00 

13 Source: Md.Hussain Memon, Mainpur(Gariabandh) 
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2. Foreign matter, percent by weight- (Max) 4.00 
3. Split and Broken seed percent by weight-(Max) 15.00 
4. Oil percent by weight (Min)-10.00 
Definition: - 
I) Foreign matter: -shall include dust, stone, lumps of earth, leaves any other edible or 
non- edible seed. 
II) Split and broken seeds: splits shall be the seeds which are broken in two parts 

length-wise broken seeds shall be those which are smaller than splits. 

(Source: Guidelines & operational manual for MSP, Government of India, Ministry of Tribal 
Affairs) 
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