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INTRODUCTION 

C o c o n u t i s an e s s e n t i a l f o o d c r o p , p r o v i d i n g 2 0 p e r c e n t o f 
t h e p e r c a p i t a c a l o r i f i c r e q u i r e m e n t i n t h e d i e t o f S r i 
L a n k a n s . At t h e r a t e o f 1 2 0 c o c o n u t s consumed by a p e r s o n 
o v e r t h e y e a r , i t i s e s t i m a t e d t h a t n e a r l y 80 p e r c e n t o f t h e 
t o t a l c o c o n u t c r o p i s consumed l o c a l l y . To c a t e r t o t h e i n ­
c r e a s i n g demand f o r c o c o n u t s i n t h e l o c a l m a r k e t a s w e l l a s 
m e e t i n g e x p o r t r e q u i r e m e n t s , p r o d u c t i o n o f c o c o n u t s h a s t o b e 
i n c r e a s e d by a t l e a s t 3 . 5 p e r c e n t a n n u a l l y . The p r e v a i l i n g 
p r i c e s o f c o c o n u t s and c o c o n u t p r o d u c t s s h o u l d b e an i n c e n t ­
i v e f o r t h e g r o w e r s t o i n c r e a s e p r o d u c t i o n . U n l e s s i m m e d i a ­
t e s t e p s a r e t a k e n t o i n c r e a s e p r o d u c t i o n , n o t o n l y w i l l t h e 
l o c a l p r i c e o f c o c o n u t s c o n t i n u e t o i n c r e a s e , b u t c o c o n u t 
w i l l g r a d u a l l y c e a s e t o b e a m a j o r e x p o r t c r o p w h i c h p r o v i d e s 
v a l u a b l e f o r e i g n e x c h a n g e t o t h e c o u n t r y . 

The A g r o n o m i s t i s o f t e n s c e p t i c a l a s t o w h e t h e r a d e q u a t e mea­
s u r e s h a v e b e e n t a k e n by t h e m a j o r i t y o f c o c o n u t g r o w e r s t o 
a c h i e v e t h e h i g h e s t p o s s i b l e n u t y i e l d s from t h e i r p l a n t a t ­
i o n s . T h e r e a r e t h r e e p r i n c i p a l ways by w h i c h c o c o n u t p r o d ­
u c t i o n o f e x i s t i n g p l a n t a t i o n s c o u l d b e i n c r e a s e d . 

1. By a d o p t i n g i m p r o v e d management p r a c t i c e s t o a l l e ­
v i a t e a d v e r s e e f f e c t s o f d r o u g h t . 

2 . By e n c o u r a g i n g t h e u s e o f i n o r g a n i c a n d o r g a n i c 
f e r t i l i z e r s . 

3 . By r e p l a n t i n g s e n i l e p l a n t a t i o n s w i t h s e l e c t e d and 
i m p r o v e d p l a n t i n g m a t e r i a l . 
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DROUGHT EFFECTS AND THE NEED FOR MOISTURE CONSERVATION 

In recent years, frequent droughts have become a recurring 
feature in the agro-climate of Sri Lanka, particularly in the 
Intermediate and Dry Zones. As coconut plantations are mai­
ntained under rainfed conditions, rainfall i s considered the 
most important factor influencing the yield of coconuts. Un­
certainty in the distribution pattern of rainfall , particul­
arly in the Intermediate and Dry Zones where more than half 
the coconut acreage is found, results in more frequent 
drought periods, A drought period is referred to as the 
period receiving less than 50mm of rainfall per month. Mois­
ture stress caused by the drought i s mainly responsible for 
a considerable loss of the potential coconut yield as button 
and immature nuts fa l l . Drought also markedly reduces both 
the number and size of nuts. It has been shown that by e l i ­
minating moisture stress , i t i s possible to achieve at least 
a 25 per cent increase in production. 

In view of the continuous bearing habit of the coconut palm, 
the majority of growers are inclined to adopt a 'lethargic 
approach' in the management of their plantations. A complete 
appreciation of improved practices wi l l undoubtedly help to 
step up production. Conservation of moisture in coconut 
lands appears to be an essential management practice, espec­
ia l ly in Kurunegala and Puttalam Districts where the annual 
rainfall i s irregularly distributed. In high rainf a l l areas, 
coconut palms do not normally respond to rains over 35 mm 
in a month and the surplus rain water would be lost as run 
off. In sloping and undulating lands moisture conservation 
i s necessary to reduce run off and increase inf i l trat ion, 
thereby preventing drying of the top s o i l . Proper management 
of water derived from rains i s therefore important in reduc­
ing drought effects on the nut yield. It has been observed 
that in estates where regular moisture conservation measures 
were taken, plams have stood the drought much better than 
others and yielded satisfactory crops a l l the year round. 
This emphasises the usefulness of adopting so i l moisture con­
servation measures in coconut lands. 

UTILISATION OF HUSK 

This i s perhaps the best method of conserving so i l moisture 
and reducing the effects of drought. There i s ample evid­
ence to show that husks do trap a lot of water that would 
otherwise be lost as run-off. It i s claimed that coconut 
husk can absorb about six times i t s own weight of water and 
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t h a t t h e b e n e f i c i a l e f f e c t s o f b u r y i n g h u s k s l a s t f o r a b o u t 
5 - 7 y e a r s . Husk b u r i a l i s p a r t i c u l a r l y b e n e f i c i a l i n g r a v e ­
l l y and s a n d y s o i l s b u t s h o u l d n o t be e n c o u r a g e d on l a n d s 
s u b j e c t t o w a t e r l o g g i n g . The method t h a t i s w i d e l y a d o p t e d 
i s t o b u r y t h e h u s k s i n p i t s a l t e r n a t e l y a r r a n g e d a l o n g t h e 
c o c o n u t r o w s . F o r a h u s k p i t o f 2 . 4 x 1 . 2 x 0 .9m d i m e n s i o n 
dug a g a i n s t t h e s l o p e o f t h e l a n d , a b o u t 6 0 0 - 8 0 0 h u s k s a r e 
r e q u i r e d and s h o u l d b e a r r a n g e d i n l a y e r s w i t h s p o n g y c o n ­
c a v e s i d e f a c i n g u p w a r d s , a l t e r n a t i n g w i t h a l a y e r o f s o i l . 
The t o p m o s t l a y e r o f h u s k i s p l a c e d w i t h c o n v e x s i d e f a c i n g 
upwards and f i n a l l y c o v e r e d w i t h t h e r e m a i n i n g s o i l . In l a r g e 
e s t a t e s , h u s k t r e n c h e s 2 . 4 m w i d e , 0 . 4 5 t o 0 . 9 0 m d e e p and 
o f c o n v e n i e n t l e n g t h c o u l d be o p e n e d u p , p r e f e r a b l y i n a l t e ­
r n a t e a v e n u e s b e t w e e n c o c o n u t r o w s . Husk b u r i a l s h o u l d be 
d o n e w i t h t h e commencement o f r a i n s and t h e p i t s o r t r e n c h e s 
s h o u l d b e c l o s e d a f t e r t h e r a i n s h a v e c e a s e d . S i n c e c o c o ­
n u t h u s k h a s a h i g h C a r b o n / N i t r o g e n r a t i o , w h i c h i s n o t c o n ­
d u c i v e t o b a c t e r i a l g r o w t h , i t w o u l d be d e s i r a b l e , p a r t i c u ­
l a r l y i n s a n d y s o i l s t o grow a l e g u m i n o u s c o v e r c r o p on t o p 
o f t h e h u s k mound and w e l l s u p p l e m e n t e d w i t h p h o s p h a t e f e r t ­
i l i z e r . 

A n o t h e r a d v a n t a g e o f u t i l i s i n g h u s k i n c o c o n u t l a n d s i s t h a t 
i t p r o v i d e s a v a l u a b l e s o u r c e o f p o t a s h t o t h e p a l m , p r o v i d e d 
h u s k s a r e s t o r e d i n t h e s h a d e w i t h o u t b e i n g e x p o s e d t o h e a v y 
r a i n s . I t i s e s t i m a t e d t h a t on a v e r a g e a b o u t 1 0 0 , 0 0 0 h u s k s 
c o n t a i n p o t a s h e q u i v a l e n t o f o n e t o n o f m u r i a t e o f p o t a s h . 
The c o n t r i b u t i o n o f p o t a s h from h u s k s a p p e a r s t o b e p a r t i c u ­
l a r l y v a l u a b l e i n l a t e r i t i c s o i l s w h e r e p o t a s h a b s o r b i n g c a p ­
a c i t y i s h i g h . I t i s a l s o b e l i e v e d t h a t p o t a s h r e g u l a t e s t h e 
w a t e r economy o f t h e pa lm by p r o m o t i n g t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f a 
l a r g e r o o t z o n e and i n c r e a s i n g w a t e r u p t a k e , t h e r e b y i n d u c ­
i n g a c e r t a i n amount o f d r o u g h t t o l e r a n c e t o t h e p a l m . 

COVER CROPPING 

C o v e r c r o p p i n g h a s b e e n s u c c e s s f u l l y p r a c t i c e d f o r c o n s e r v a ­
t i o n o f m o i s t u r e on c o c o n u t l a n d s . Once e s t a b l i s h e d , a w e l l 
managed c o v e r c r o p o f t e n a c t s a s a l i v e m u l c h , r e d u c i n g e v a -
p o t r a n s p i r a t i o n , s m o t h e r i n g w e e d s and i n c r e a s i n g i n f i l t r a ­
t i o n o f r a i n w a t e r . B e s i d e s , l e g u m i n o u s c o v e r c r o p s h e l p t o 
e n r i c h t h e s o i l w i t h b i o l o g i c a l l y f i x e d n i t r o g e n , e q u i v a l e n t 
t o a b o u t 1 5 0 kg N / h a . 
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Cover crops suitable for coconut lands should have a vigor­
ous growth habit, covering the ground rapidly during rains 
and producing seeds profusely towards the end of rainy sea­
son. With the onset of the dry period, the cover should die 
back completely forming a thick mulch of dried leaves on the 
so i l surface but re-establish from the seed bank with the on­
set of next rains. Among leguminous covers, CALOPOGONIUM 
MUCUNOIDES and MUCUNA UTILIS (Wandhuru ma) are more sui t ­
able for l ight so i l s in al l agro-climatic regions, whereas 
PUERARIA PHASEOLOIDES and PSOPHOCARPUS PALUSTRIS are more 
suitable for heavy so i l s in the semi-wet and semi-dry regi­
ons. To obtain a satisfactory cover, seeds should be f irs t 
treated in hot water (75°C) for about three -minutes and soa­
ked in water overnight. About 5 kg. seeds/ha are required 
when sown in 30 cm. rows or 8 kg/ha when broadcast sown. To 
promote vigorous growth and spread of the cover, i t should 
be supplemented with P and K fer t i l i zer . 

MULCHING 

Mulching i s another eff icient method of conserving moisture 
on coconut lands, particularly in areas subject to periodic 
Droughts. Mulching with a layer of coconut husks placed with 
convex sides facing upwards, coconut fronds without butt 
ends, fibre dust and paddy straw, about 30 cm away from the 
base of palms upto a distance of 2 m, helps to reduce evapo­
rative demand, increase infi l tration and suppress weeds. 
Husk mulching i s particularly beneficial on gravelly so i l s 
but should not be encouraged on sandy s o i l s . Also, fibre 
dust can absorb as much as eight times i t s weight of water 
and thereby increase water holding capacity when incorpora­
ted into hard la ter l t i c s o i l s . 

GREEN MANURING 

The majority of coconut growing so i l s such as sandy and lat ­
er l t i c so i l s are deficient in organic matter, which is consi­
dered very essential for increasing the water holding capac­
ity of so i l and also for obtaining the maximum benefit from 
the application of inorganic fer t i l i zer . 

Sun hemp, both cultivated and wild species, are the most 
suitable green manure crops for growing in s i tu on coconut 
lands, capable of producing 10-15 tons of green matter/ha. 
The green matter yield could be increased substantially by 
the application of 250 kg. super phosphate/ha. Shrub legumes 
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s u c h a s i p i l - i p i l ( L e u c a e n a ) , G l i r i c i d i a and T e p h r o s i a c o u l d 
be e a s i l y c u l t i v a t e d a l o n g e s t a t e b o u n d a r i e s t o p r o v i d e an 
a d d i t i o n a l s o u r c e o f o r g a n i c m a t t e r f o r i n c o r p o r a t i n g i n t o 
t h e s o i l w i t h t h e o n s e t o f r a i n s . 

In s l o p i n g and u n d u l a t i n g l a n d s , c o n s t r u c t i o n o f husk bunds 
( c r e s c e n t b u n d s ) a r o u n d e a c h p a l m , c o n t o u r bunds and d r a i n s 
h e l p s t o r e t a i n r u n - o f f w a t e r and i n c r e a s e i n f i l t r a t i o n . 
C r e s c e n t s h a p e d husk w a l l s s h o u l d b e b u i l t on t h e l o w e r s i d e 
a t l e a s t 1 . 5 m. away from t h e p a l m . A l e g u m i n o u s c o v e r c r o p 
may be e s t a b l i s h e d on t o p and i n s i d e e d g e o f t h e husk bund. 

USE OF FERTILIZER 

P a s t r e c o r d s r e v e a l t h a t n o t more t h a n 25 p e r c e n t o f t h e 
t o t a l a c r e a g e o f c o c o n u t s a r e r e g u l a r l y f e r t i l i z e d . I n r e c e n t 
y e a r s , u s e o f f e r t i l i z e r h a s b e e n f u r t h e r r e d u c e d t o a b o u t 
18 p e r c e n t , o w i n g t o t h e h i g h c o s t o f i n o r g a n i c f e r t i l i z e r 
and due t o t h e t h r e a t o f n a t i o n a l i s a t i o n . In t h e p a s t , a 
mere 14.0% i n c r e a s e i n t h e a c r e a g e f e r t i l i s e d h a s g i v e n a 34 
p e r c e n t i n c r e a s e i n c o c o n u t p r o d u c t i o n . A l t h o u g h c o c o n u t 
pa lm i s c a p a b l e o f g i v i n g s u c h a h i g h y i e l d r e s p o n s e t o f e r ­
t i l i z e r a p p l i c a t i o n , u s e o f f e r t i l i z e r on c o c o n u t s l a g s f a r 
b e h i n d t h o s e o f t e a and r u b b e r . 

U n l e s s t h e q u a n t i t y o f n u t r i e n t s removed by t h e palm i s r e g ­
u l a r l y r e p l e n i s h e d , t h e p r o d u c t i o n w o u l d d e c l i n e c o n s i d e r a b ­
l y . Among t h e m a j o r n u t r i e n t s , p o t a s h i s t h e d o m i n a n t r e q u ­
i r e m e n t o f t h e c o c o n u t p a l m . T h e r e f o r e e v e r y e f f o r t s h o u l d 
be made t o e n c o u r a g e t h e u s e o f i n o r g a n i c f e r t i l i z e r on c o c o ­
n u t p l a n t a t i o n s and s t e p up p r o d u c t i o n . Owing t o t h e h i g h 
c o s t o f i n o r g a n i c f e r t i l i z e r , i n c r e a s e d p r o d u c t i o n s h o u l d be 
a t t e m p t e d by g e t t i n g a h i g h e r a c r e a g e r e g u l a r l y f e r t i l i z e d 
w i t h a q u a n t i t y e v e n b e l o w t h e recommended d o s a g e , s a y 2 kg 
o f u r e a b a s e d f e r t i l i z e r m i x t u r e p e r p a l m , r a t h e r t h a n i n s i ­
s t i n g on t h e o p t i m a l f e r t i l i z e r d o s a g e s . From t h e n a t i o n a l 
p o i n t o f v i e w , a p p l i c a t i o n o f a s u b - o p t i m a l d o s a g e o f f e r t i ­
l i z e r o v e r a l a r g e a c r e a g e w i l l e n s u r e h i g h e r r e t u r n s p e r 
u n i t i n v e s t m e n t . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , a d d i t i o n o f 2 5 - 5 0 k g . d r i e d cowdung o r c o m p o s t 
p e r pa lm w i l l n o t o n l y i m p r o v e t h e e f f i c i e n c y o f a p p l i e d 
f e r t i l i z e r b u t a l s o i n c r e a s e t h e w a t e r h o l d i n g c a p a c i t y o f 
s o i l by a b o u t 6 - 1 0 t i m e s . O r g a n i c f e r t i l i z e r a l s o adds n i t ­
r o g e n t o t h e s o i l e q u i v a l e n t t o a b o u t 4 0 0 k g . N / h a and c o u l d 
b e e a s i l y b l e n d e d w i t h f i b r e d u s t t o i m p r o v e t h e w a t e r h o l d -
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ing capacity of so i l s t i l l further and promote conservation 
of moisture. 

REPLANTING/UNDERPLANTING 

It has been estimated that about 15 per cent of coconut plan­
tations are becoming economically unproductive (senile) annu­
al ly . Generally, plantations over 60 years old showing pro­
gressive decline in yield up to 20 nuts/palm/year are consi­
dered as seni le . Apart from seni l i ty , cyclone andpest dama­
ge cause a considerable loss in coconut production over the 
years. As i t wil l take at least 10 years to realise econo­
mic benefits from replanting/underplanting, i t should be tr­
eated as a routine management practice on coconut lands. The 
progress of replanting/underplanting has, however, lagged 
behind the expected annual targets. The threat of nationa­
l isat ion and want of capital are major reasons attributed for 
the slow progress in replanting. Since there i s limited sc­
ope for opening up new plantations, replanting/underplanting 
of seni le plantations and dud palms in favourable areas sho­
uld be given priority. 

Replanting/underplanting with selected and improved high yie­
lding coconut seedlings is certainly a necessary step towar­
ds increasing production in the future. According to obser­
vations, selected ta i l s and ta l l x ta l l seedlings (CRIC 60) 
are suitable for the main coconut growing areas, whereas 
planting of dwarf x t a l l hybrid seedlings (CRIC 65) should 
be undertaken in wetter areas in the Districts of Colombo, 
Gampaha, Kegalle, Galle, Matara and parts of Kurunegala. 
Deeper planting of seedlings, say 60 cm below ground level 
wi l l result in a greater tolerance to drought. In hard 
la ter i t i c s o i l s , i t would be advantageous to plant seedlings 
in cruci-form planting holes (90 x 90 x 90 cm by 45 x 45 
x 45 cm) and add 2-3 kg. of common sa l t , to promote develop­
ment of a larger root system and thereby induce a certain 
amount of drought tolerance in the palm. 

Once the seedlings are transplanted, proper care and atten­
tion should be given i f they are to bear early and heavily. 
Seedlings should be provided with temporary shade for a per­
iod of 2-3 years until they are well established, and kept 
weed free and mulched up to a distance of 1m. Regular fert­
i l i sa t ion with a young palm mixture (YPM) and supplementary 
irrigation during dry periods wil l result in a rapid vegeta­
tive growth, early flowering and higher yields in subsequent 
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y e a r s . P i t c h e r i r r i g a t i o n , e s p e c i a l l y i n t h e dry a r e a s w i t h 
s a n d y o r s a n d y loam s o i l s i s a c h e a p and e f f i c i e n t method o f 
s u p p l y i n g w a t e r t o y o u n g p a l m s . 

I t w o u l d a p p e a r t h a t t h e i m p o r t a n t d e c i s i o n t o r e p l a n t / u n d e -
r p l a n t l a r g e l y d e p e n d s on t h e s i z e o f h o l d i n g and f i n a n c i a l 
s t a t u s . A l a r g e e s t a t e f o r i n s t a n c e can a f f o r d t o p h a s e o u t 
i t s r e p l a n t i n g programme. In s m a l l h o l d i n g s , h o w e v e r , t h e 
o n l y way t o e n c o u r a g e r e p l a n t i n g i s t o i n t r o d u c e c a t c h c r o p ­
p i n g w i t h a n n u a l s and s e m i - p e r e n n i a l f o o d c r o p s , p r o v i d i n g a 
r e g u l a r s o u r c e o f i n c o m e u n t i l t h e t r e e s s t a r t b e a r i n g . 

OTHER MEASURES FOR INCREASING PRODUCTION 

A l t h o u g h i n f o r m a t i o n a v a i l a b l e i n S r i Lanka and e l s e w h e r e i s 
l i m i t e d , t h e r e a r e c l e a r i n d i c a t i o n s o f t h e many a d v a n t a g e s 
o f s u p p l e m e n t a r y i r r i g a t i o n a s an a i d t o i n c r e a s e p r o d u c t i o n . 
P r o v i s i o n o f i r r i g a t i o n c a n b e e x p e c t e d t o m i n i m i s e e f f e c t s 
o f m o i s t u r e s t r e s s d u r i n g d r o u g h t and i n c r e a s e n u t p r o d u c ­
t i o n , e s p e c i a l l y i n t h e I n t e r m e d i a t e and Dry Z o n e s . For 
i n s t a n c e , a p p l i c a t i o n o f 3 7 3 l i t r e s o f w a t e r t o m a t u r e pa lms 
o n c e a week d u r i n g t h e d r y s e a s o n h a s i n c r e a s e d t h e n u t 
y i e l d s by 2 5 - 3 0 p e r c e n t i n t h e I n t e r m e d i a t e Z o n e . F u r t h e r , 
c o p r a c o n t e n t o f n u t s c o u l d b e i n c r e a s e d by 46 p e r c e n t by 
i r r i g a t i o n . 

A m a j o r drawback t o t h e p r o v i s i o n o f s u p p l e m e n t a r y i r r i g a t ­
i o n i n c o c o n u t l a n d s i s t h e h e a v y c a p i t a l o u t l a y i n v o l v e d . 
The i n t r o d u c t i o n o f a s u b s i d y s c h e m e , s u c h a s t h e o n e l a u n ­
c h e d by t h e C o c o n u t D e v e l o p m e n t A u t h o r i t y , t o e n c o u r a g e c o n ­
s t r u c t i o n o f d e e p w e l l s f o r c o c o n u t l a n d s i n K u r u n e g a l a and 
P u t t a l a m D i s t r i c t i s a u s e f u l s t e p t o o v e r c o m e t h i s p r o b l e m . 

T a p p i n g o f y o u n g p a l m s f o r s w e e t t o d d y , e s p e c i a l l y i n t h e 
main c o c o n u t b e l t p o s e s a n o t h e r t h r e a t t o i n c r e a s e d p r o d u c t ­
i o n . A w e l l managed y o u n g c o c o n u t p l a n t a t i o n comes i n t o peak 
b e a r i n g i n 1 0 - 1 5 y e a r s from t r a n s p l a n t i n g and w i l l c o n t i n u e 
t o b e a r h e a v i l y u n t i l t h e a g e o f 4 5 - 5 0 y e a r s o r s o . Age o f 
t a p p i n g t h e e x i s t i n g y o u n g p l a n t a t i o n s h o u l d b e t h e r e f o r e 
c h e c k e d and b r o u g h t u n d e r s t r i c t l e g i s l a t i o n , i f we a r e t o 
a c h i e v e a f u r t h e r i n c r e a s e i n c o c o n u t p r o d u c t i o n . 
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CONCLUSION 

If the growers are to meet the challenge of steadily increas­
ing local and export market demand for coconuts, i t i s absol­
utely essential that they take adequate measures to increase 
production from existing plantations. Among the incentives 
provided for increased production are a cash subsidy for re­
plant ing/underplanting, new planting, rehabilitation, and for 
husk pits and cover cropping. Availability of coconut fer t i ­
l izer mixtures at reduced prices, supply of selected and imp­
roved coconut seedlings at subsidised rates and f a c i l i t i e s to 
obtain agiicultural credit from state banks are the other in­
centives. 

The steps discussed above will no doubt afford a useful aid 
for maximising production in coconut lands and maintaining 
the market price of coconuts within the means of the average 
consumer. 
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