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Abstract   

 

‘Cashew exporting industry’ is one of the traditional 

resource based industries in Kerala, South India. 
Though this industry has immense potential in 

sustaining the export potential of the cashew industry 

in the state, it has been beset with serious issues of 
declining workforce engaged into the industry due to 

low wages and unsafe work related factors. Of late, it 

has been identified that the sustenance of the cashew 
export industry requires a thorough overhauling in 

terms of technological upgradation that can address the 

issues of shortage of workforce on the one hand and 

the reduction in wastage facilitated by the new 
processing technologies. In this context, this paper 

examines the relevance of technological upgradation 

in sustaining the traditional resource based cashew 
export industry in Kerala. The paper suggests that the 

new processing technology being adopted by the 

industry helps to significantly improve the export 

performance of the industry by way of increasing the 
quality of processed cashew along with employment 

benefits to the rural households. The paper also 

suggests that technological upgradation with minimum 
loss of employment opportunities can be an effective 

model for sustaining the traditional resource based 

industry in the global context, with significant benefits 
in terms of export earnings while sustaining the 

livelihoods of the rural labour households. 4.16 area 

(2015-16). 
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I. Introduction 

 

The fast-growing and evergreen perennial Cashew trees 

producing ‘Cashew nuts’ native to Brazil was introduced in 

India by the Portuguese in the 16th century. Cashew is 

typically a traditional resource based product and has 

immense potential in the global export market with 

significant employment benefits in the state of Kerala, south 

India. India itself has a dominant share in the global market 

with a relative share of 60% followed by Brazil (31%). India 

is also the biggest producer and second biggest consumer of 

cashew kernels in the World. Indian cashew kernels are 
exported to more than 60 countries in the world, mainly to 

USA, Canada, The Netherlands, UK, Germany, Japan, 

Australia, UAE etc. Exports of cashew kernels from India 

are normally subjected to voluntary control and pre-

shipment inspection. Cashew kernels from India are well 

known for their quality and taste and are well accepted 

throughout the world. There are regular shipping facilities 

from India to all ports of the world. Major shipments in 

India take place through Cochin Port. Other ports are 

Tuticorin, Mangalore, Chennai, Visakhapattanam and 

Mumbai. Regular service of container ships are available 
from Indian ports on India – USA, India – UK / Continent, 

India – Australia, India – Japan, India – Middle East and 

India – Singapore routes. Cashew Kernels in bulk as well as 

in consumer packs are available through-out the year from 

India. India has to import a large quantity of cashew, as its 

domestic production capacity (7 lakh tonnes) is much lower 

than half of the processing capacity of 17 lakh tonnes.  

 

Kerala has been growing cashew over the past several 

decades and is historically known for many uses, 
including domestic food preparations, besides exports. 

Currently, Kerala grows cashew in about 50,000 ha, 

which is hardly 2-3% of the total cropped area of the 

state. The cashew growing areas in the state are spread 
in the central and northern districts, vz., Kasargode, 

Kannur, Kozhikode, Malappuram and Thrissur 

districts. On an average, the state produces about 
7000-8000 metric tonnes. While production of cashew 

is spread in the northern districts, the cashew 

processing industry is geographically concentrated in 
the southern district of Kollam district and is 

dominated by the private sector. Labour intensive 

production process is the characteristic of the cashew 

processing industry and it has been reportedly 
employing more than 0.3 million workers, majority of 

whom are illiterate women with less skill and 

entrepreneurial capacities. In India, the share of Kerala 
in the national output of cashew hovers around 10% 

with the state ranked in the fourth position. Kerala’s 
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share in the national exports of cashew kernels has 

been estimated at 52.6% during 2015-16 (Government 
of Kerala, 2016). In terms of value of exports realized 

from Kerala’s ports, cashew kernels (Rs. 1983 crores) 

accounted for the second largest source after seafood 

exports (Rs. 2804 crores) during 2012-13.   

 

However, the cashew industry in Kerala has been facing 

major challenges in terms of declining workforce engaged 

into the processing activities in view of lower wages as well 

as the unsafe cashew processing practices being followed in 

the factories. High levels of cashew processing costs and 

raw cashew crunch make the cashew processing industries 

hard-pressed even leading to a potential threat of closure. 

Though the other major states with cashew processing 

industries, such as Maharashtra, Goa, Karnataka, Tamil 

Nadu, Andhra Pradesh and Orissa have been facing 

problems of shortage of raw cashew, they are able to 

maintain lower costs of processing compared to Kerala. 

Cashew being a seasonal product, the raw cashew available 

for processing falls short during the entire year, which 

results in the state importing huge quantity of cashew of 

other major producing countries in Africa and countries 

within the Asian region, viz., Brazil, Ghana, Papua New 

Guinea, Indonesia, Thailand, and Vietnam. Further, other 

issues related to obsolete machinery, a non-conducive 

import and export policy and price disparity have been 

affecting most processing industries in the country, 

including Kerala. 

 

Of late, it has been observed that the traditional industries 

like cashew processing industry in the state of Kerala need a 

significant revival and thorough overhauling in terms of 

improving capacities through technology upgradation and 

infrastructure development. In this regard, it was also 

identified that the state can achieve tremendous progress 

through technological upgradation so as to improve the 

processing practices which will benefit in terms of reducing 

the wastage in the processed output as well as safe working 

environments for the workers, especially, women. Further, 

being a resource based production activity, growing cashew 

can help the small and marginal producers of the state along 

with employment opportunities for the workers during 

harvesting and processing and certainly increasing the 

export earnings for the state. 

 

For further promotion of the cashew export processing 
sector, the State government in Kerala has set up a Cashew 

Board to serve as a special purpose vehicle (SPV) for the 

development of the traditional cashew industry and 

promotion of exports. The primary objective of the board is 

to ensure adequate procurement of raw nuts for the industry 

in Kerala from producer countries. 

 

Objectives, data and methods 

 

In this backdrop, this paper examines the need for 

revamping the cashew processing industry in Kerala. This 

paper also discusses about the current scenario, the 

developments and the technological involvement with 

Partial Mechanization. The paper presents a critical 

review of the status of the cashew export processing 

sector in Kerala with a case study of the major state co-

operative agency, the Kerala State Cashew Workers Apex 

Industrial Co-operative Society (CAPEX). The paper also 

looks at the important challenges facing the sector and 

suggests that a strategy of partial mechanization without 

laying off the workers would help improve and sustain the 

financial and economic strength of the cashew export 

processing industry with corresponding beneficial impacts 

on the workers.  

 

The paper uses the secondary data gathered from the 

CAPEX and literature as available from the web resources. 

We have used simple data analytical methods to present the 

data gathered. Also, we have used a cashflow analysis of the 

available data of the CAPEX to examine the impact of 

partial mechanization on the economic performance of the 

cashew processing sector.  

 

The paper is organized into four sections, including the 

introduction. Section 2 presents a brief account of the 

cashew industry in India and Kerala with particular 

reference to the CAPEX. Section 3 presents the analysis of 

data on the status of performance of the sector along with 

identification of the major challenges. Section 4 concludes 

the paper with certain policy suggestions for revamping the 

sector in the emerging context of trade openness. 

 

 

 

 

II. Cashew Industry in India and Kerala 

 

In India, cashew is mainly produced in the states of Kerala, 

Karnataka, Goa, Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh, Orissa and 

Tamil Nadu, which together account for almost 88% of the 

cashew area and 89% of the total cashew production during 

the period 2016-17. In relative terms, the state of Kerala 

accounts for almost 9% of the area and 10.8% of the cashew 

production in India. Kerala is ranked 5th in the total 
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production, following Maharashtra (32.9%), Andhra 

Pradesh (14.3%), Orissa (12%) and Karnataka (10.9%). 

Although Kerala only accounts for about 9% of the total 

area under cashew, productivity of cashew in this state is 

relatively high when compared to those in other states and 

the national level. Estimated cashew productivity in Kerala 

was in the range of 850-1070 kg (9 year average being 943 

kg) raw cashew nuts per ha during the last 9 year period as 

comapared to the national average productivity of 734 kg/ 

ha as reported in Table 1. Kerala has a centralized 

procurement system and much of the processing is done on 

an outworker basis by families. 

 

Table 1: Area, production and productivity of Cashew in 

Kerala and its relative status in India 

 

Source: Government of India, Department of Agriculture, 

Agricultural Statistics. 

 

The number of cashew processing units in India has 

increased rapidly over the last four decades, from 170 in 

1959 to over 700 today. Over two-thirds of the processing 

units are in the State of Kerala, while the remaining are 

scattered throughout the other producing states. Together 

these units have a processing capacity of over 800000 

tonnes per year and provide employment to over 500000 

people, 95 percent of whom are women. The industry is 

dominated by small-scale, single-owner or family-owned 

businesses.  

 

As India’s production of cashew has been far lower than the 

export demand, the country has been importing raw cashew 

kernels with a negative balance of trade in the quantity of 

trade (Table 2). On the other, the trade balance in the value 

of exports has been on the increase during the first two 

periods 

 

Table 2: Exports and Imports of Cashew kernels/ 

products and trade balance, 1993-94 to 2012-13 

Note: Cashew products include cashew kernels and cashew 

shell liquid. 

Source: The Cashew Export Promotion Council of India 

(CEPCI). 

 

III. Cashew Industry in Kerala: the role of CAPEX 

 
 As a part of rejuvenation of cashew industry all 

Capex factories had undergone   modernisation and 

upgradation of facilities, some of the major 

projects are still in process. 

 

 Turnover during the year 2009-2010 was Rs. 48 

crores, 2010-11 Rs. 49 crores, 2011-12 Rs. 68 

crores, 2012-13 Rs. 69 crores, 2013-14 Rs. 63 

crores, 2014-15 Rs. 74 crores, 2015-16 Rs. 74 

crores, 2016-17 Rs. 80 crores.  

 

 Domestic Market has been explored by introducing 

new packs of various grade kernels and is 

participating in trade shows and other festival 

shows in Kerala State. Domestic market had been 

more explored during 2016-17. 
 

 Maximum capacity Utilization in factories has 

been made effective by increasing the Employee 

strength and thus enhanced the Roasting capacity 

up to 50 M.T/day. 

 

 Fully automated Export Packing Machine has been 

purchased and got it installed at the new packing 

centre at Mundakkal, Kollam. 

 

 We have paid off most of the arrears pertaining to 
the statutory liabilities like ESI, EPF, and RWF, 

Year 

Produ

ction 

(‘000 

MT)  

Productivity 

(Kg/ha)  

Kerala’s 

share in 

India 

Kerala 
India 

Are

a 

Produ

ction 

2008-09 75 1071 778 7.84 10.79 

2009-10  66 957 695 7.48 10.77 

2010-11  71 947 720 7.94 10.87 

2011-12  73 948 749 7.85 10.55 

2012-13  76.96 898 772 8.45 10.56 

2013-14  80.12 910 782 8.24 10.88 

2014-15  80 946 706 8.23 11.03 

2015-16  72 851 650 8.41 10.74 

2016-17  83.98 962 753 8.73 10.78 

Average 75.34 943.33 733.89 8.13 10.77 

Period 

Imports 

Exports of 

cashew products Balance of trade 

Qty 

(MT) 

Value 

(Rs 

lakhs) 

Qty 

(MT) 

Value 

(Rs 

lakhs) 

Qty 

(MT) 

Value 

(Rs. 

Lakhs) 

1993-

94 191322 48270 73509 104892 

-

117813 56622 

1999-

00 200584 95352 93225 245329 

-

107359 149977 

2005-

06 564500 216295 120548 252195 

-

443952 35900 

2012-

13 892160 533112 113207 409705 

-

778953 -123407 
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Sales tax etc, payment of arrear salary, wages and 

Bonus to workers.  

 

 Capex was awarded expert House status from 

DGFT office (valid up to 2020) for the excellence 

in export performance  
 

 Capex has been accredited with ISO: 22000 

certificates. 

 

 Steps taken for finally procurement of raw cashew 

nuts of good quality at lowest rate from Indian 

market and foreign market and increasing exports.  

 

III.1. Technological upgradation in cashew processing at 

CAPEX 

 
Replaced old traditional bormas at the 10 factories and 

Installed 16 Electric Bormas at 10 factories of CAPEX to 

reduce and nullify the   quality loss; and thus to improve 

profit margin. 

 

III.2. Technological upgradation and partial 

mechanization 

 

Earlier a lot of people from various backgrounds were 

involved in the cashew industry but with time due to more 

employment opportunities and diversification; these workers 

shifted to different sectors. Moreover, old aged people are at 

the verge to leave the organization and the rest of the 

workers are in general capable of adapting to technological 

changes when trained as it would make their work easier to 

a large extend and also make their standard of living better.  

 

Thus, even if technological revolution happens in this 

industry; there’s no fear of employee layoff. As the main 

concern of the government would be to safe guard the jobs 

of Cashew industry workers as it is the only source of 

income for them. Moreover, this would help these workers 

at individual level to develop their knowledge of the work 

they do and also think beyond their usual scope of work. 

This is an apt period to have technological up gradation as 

with the available workforce who can be trained; it’ll be 

easier to shoot up the Cashew Industry’s market in India. 

New technology has been brought up by their competitors in 

the Global Market, to have a big hand on the cashew 

industry, So the state owned cashew companies have to 

bring in Partial Mechanization, to have an at par healthy 

competition with their competitors. 

 

Large amount of expenses that are faced by government 

cashew industries is paying wages, because government 

cashew industry workers depend only on their income, so 

government cannot layoff the workers, instead they have to 

bring partial mechanization so as to compete with the 

private cashew industry and should produce in a bulk way 

as there is all time demand and thus can increase revenues, 

so there will be of no need to layoff the workers, since they 

are increasing revenues by  bringing partial mechanization. 

When compared to private cashew industries, the only 

drawback is that the state owned cashew should concentrate 

on technological upgradation so that they can produce 75 

metric tonne per day when compared to 

private cashew industry. Now the state owned cashew 

industry is producing only 45 metric tonne per day, which is 

not sufficient to meet the real time demand and to meet the 

competition. In most of the cashew industry there is 

shortage of workers, because workers are getting diversified 

because of no technological up-gradation, but in 

government cashew industry there are adequate skilled 

labours, by bringing in the technology they can increase the 

production capacity and can tackle with the problem of 

paying more expenses as in the form of wages, thus the 

revenues of cashew government industry can be increased. 

 

It has been found that the proposed technological 

upgradation in terms of partial mechanisation, would help 

the industry in the long run to increase the cashflows 

without any bearing on the workers’ welfare (Table 3). 

 

The cashew processing sector in Kerala composes of the 

organized sector and the unlicensed sector with distinct 

patterns of management and worker protection. For 

instance, the Kerala State Cashew Development Corporation 

(KSCDC) and Kerala State Cashew Workers Apex Co-

operative Society (CAPEX) are the two agencies in the 

organized sector. Obviously, these agencies make a 

significant impact in terms of welfare of the workers, 

including women. On the other hand, there are innumerable 

units identified as the unorganized processing units with 

very less of social protection cover and welfare provisions. 

Technology of processing also has been quite traditional 

involving manual labour for processing the raw cashewnut. 

While the organized sector, including the Kerala State 

Cashew Development Corporation (KSCDC) has been 

facing problems of continuous losses over the yeas due to 

the increasing competition from the unorganized/ unlicensed 

sector without any social protection measures. One of the 

reasons for the consistent losses has been the inability of the 

KSCDC in raising the working capital.  

 

The Kerala State Cashew Workers Apex Industrial Co-

operative Society (CAPEX) is the second major state 
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agency and is the only one co-operative organization 

engaged in the cashew processing sector in Kerala. Capex 

was registered in September 1984 under Kerala Co-

operative Societies Act 1969 as an Apex Society of Cashew 

Workers Primary Societies with headquarters at Kollam in 

Southern Kerala. The main object of the Apex society is to 
organize Cashew Industry in the State on commercial basis, 

rendering assistance to affiliated societies, in the matter of 

procurement and distribution of raw-nuts, making available 

funds for processing and marketing of kernels and other 

items produced in the factories of the affiliated societies. 

Capex commenced its commercial activities in the middle 

of 1985. The Government of Kerala has Government has 

acquired 10 Cashew factories from different private owners 

during the period 1984-1992. They were converted into 

primary societies and handed over to CAPEX. The ten 

factories together had a worker strength of 5100 during 

2010, which had declined to 3488 during 2016.  
 

However, from Figure 1, it may be observed that the 

average number of working days had increased and was 

consistent during the last 10-15 years, which indicates that 

the reduction in number of workers has been compensated 

with the rise in number of working days. 

Figure 1: Trends in Average number of working days 

of CAPEX 

 
 

Source: CAPEX 

 
 

IV. Conclusion 

 

Government cashew industry has to bring in new 

technology or Partial mechanization as to compete with the 

private cashew industry as there is only less labors and more 

mechanization which would result in more profit for the 

private cashew industries. Moreover, the poor workers are 

to be relieved of their drudgery and hazardous working 

conditions. To provide better working condition and to 

attract employees to cashew sector and sustain the industry 

in the state this upgradation has to be put in practice. So that 

the government can uplift the cashew industry by bringing 

in Partial mechanization without laying off its workers so as 

to produce raw nuts in a bulk quantity that has high 

demands, especially for the raw nuts. Thereby, increasing 

revenues for the government cashew industries as compared 

to the private cashew industry. 

 

The relevance of the study lies in the fact that the future 

growth potential of cashew industry is considerably high 

with immense benefits to the rural producers and workers to 

sustain their livelihoods. The technological upgradation 

proposed in the study should get a further impetus by way 

of proactive interventions by the state as well as private 

sectors investing for improving the technological capacity of 

the industry. Efforts for enhancing the skills and 

technological capability of the workforce would also help 

the cashew industry to achieve significant gains in the 

emerging scenario of global market integration.  
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