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Mumbai is new conduit for sandalwood smuggling

Grown in Andhra Pradesh, red sandalwood is smuggled to Far East in the guise of beauty cream and refined wheat 

Prabhat Sharan 

Mumbai, November 20: SMUGGLING gold and silver is passe. 

Rakt chandan or red sandalwood is the ‘in’ thing with smugglers today, and Mumbai has become one of the key conduit points for the clandestine export of this endangered species of flora. 

In the last two years alone, the Directorate of Revenue Intelligence (DRI, Mumbai Zonal Unit) seized 319 metric tonnes of Red Sanders worth over Rs 30 crore.  Meanwhile, seizures jumped from Rs 6 crore worth in 2004 to Rs 23 crore already this year. 

And the jump has set alarm bells ringing in Customs and the DRI.  A senior DRI official said the market for this wood was mainly in China and Japan. Though its use in Asian medicinal systems is quite extensive, in countries like China and Japan, it is also used for furniture and musical instruments. 

India is the only place in the world where red sandalwood grows. And even here, it grows only in Cuddupah and Chittoor in Andhra Pradesh.  India’s Exim Policy, 2002-2007, prohibits its export and it is also covered in CITES (Convention of International Trade in Endangered Wild Species of Fauna and Flora). DRI records show Chennai port and Manipuri outpost, Moreh, bordering Myannmar, have been the favoured routes to smuggle it out of India.  However, with a clampdown at Chennai Port and an increase in protection money demanded by a section of the Kuki tribe, which controls the National Highway near Moreh—which incidentally has a significant number of residents from Tamil Nadu—smugglers now prefer Jawaharlal Nehru Port Trust where export-import volumes have risen sharply. 

According to DRI officials, the modus operandi is simple: Traders buy Red Sanders from Cuddupah depot; take the consignment to Red Hill, near Chennai, where they duplicate their forest bills and transport the illegally chopped wood via road to Mumbai.  Just outside Mumbai, at places like Kalamboli, Talegaon and Chakan, the contraband is transferred to either 20-ft or 40-ft export containers under shipping bills for goods like beauty cream, coriander powder, refined wheat flour and Indian wooden art wares. 

DRI sources said the smuggling of Red Sanders is primarily controlled by syndicates in South India, with patronage from South Indian politicians.  Early last year, DRI officials found one consignment had been transported by K G Krishnaswamy, a close aide of Kanchi Kamakoti Shankaracharya and co-accused in the murder of temple priest and accountant Shankaran.  DRI officials, however, feel Mumbai syndicates are fast becoming organised, with names like the Satam brothers, Suresh Jain and Monesh Dedhia regularly cropping up in every seizure.  Most of them have forged close links with South-based outfits like the Vellu and Raju gangs, which specialise in this illicit trade.  And the reason for this fast evolving relationship is simple: A transporter rakes in, after all his costs, around Rs 4 lakh to Rs 5 lakh on every container successfully smuggled out. 

Running for red

* Name: Rakt chandan, also called Red Sanders and red sandalwood. Botanical name: Pterocarpus Santalinus
* Grows nowhere else in the world except Cuddupah and Chitoor, Andhra Pradesh

*n Rate at forest depot in Cuddupah: Rs 25 per kilo to Rs 150 per kilo (depending on grade). Rate in Far East: Rs 750 to Rs 1,000 per kilo

* Smuggled to: Hong Kong, China, Malaysia, Japan and Indonesia 
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