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4.1 Introduction 
 
In the foregoing chapter, we extensively discussed about the historical genesis of the artisanal 
silk industry in India as well as in Bengal (Presidency) starting from the ancient period of 
time to British era via English East India Company’s incentive approach to exploit the 
sericulture potentials of the artisans of India. The present chapter will illuminate the growth 
pattern of the artisanal silk sector in post independence period till the emergence of 
liberalisation in India in 1990. The problems which restrained the scope of the industry to 
reach its goal of success will also be emphasized in the course of discussion.  

  
In the pre- independent period, the first authentic enquiry about the status of Indian silk 
industry was undertaken in 1914-15 by H. Maxwell Lefroy and E. C. Ansorge. They 
suggested the formation of a central organization to address the needs of the industry. 
Subsequent information by a Silk Panel in 1946 led to the formation of the Central Silk Board 
in post independence period, i.e., in 1949. Central Silk Board was established in Karnataka as 
a statutory body under the administrative control of Government of India. Inspection of 
quality of exportable silk goods had become the chief objective of this body. In order to 
promote exports of natural silk goods Indian Silk Export Promotion Council was established 
at Mumbai in 1983. Despite several endeavours, India’s position in global silk trade is still 
not up to the mark in the post–independence period, in spite of India being second position in 
raw-silk production in the world. This ambiguous situation between production and exports 
indicates two possible outcomes- (i) India is a large consumer of silk goods and thereby 
Indian silk-traders are catering to the domestic market needs instead of concentrating on 
foreign market. (ii) Indian silk (raw silk and silk goods) may not be suitable enough to have 
wide access in the foreign market due to comparative price and quality disadvantage. 

 
In India, sericulture is not only a traditional means of livelihood but also a living culture. It is 
a farm based, labour intensive and commercially attractive economic activity falling under 
the cottage and small scale sector. Sericulture is increasingly becoming popular through out 
the country due to its short gestation period and quick recycling of resources (Anantha 
Raman et al., 2007). It particularly suits rural based farmers, entrepreneurs and artisans as it 
requires small investment but with potential for relatively higher returns. It provides income 
and employment to the rural people especially farmers with small land holdings and the 
marginalized and weaker section of the society. It plays a significant role in ensuring 
inclusive growth giving women and people from backward sections enough scope to earn 
their livelihood. The forthcoming chapters will make an intensive research study on these 
issues of the artisanal sector, especially focusing on the state of West Bengal. But before that, 
it will be pertinent to elucidate the growth trajectory of this sector in post independence 
period.  
 
Section 4.2 will elaborately study the realization of growth potential of the silk manufacturing 
sector by traditional and non-traditional states of the country during pre-liberalization period 
in India; Section 4.3 will surface the lacunae of sericulture sector in India and will also throw 
some light on the problems faced by the farmer-artisans involved in this vocation; Section 4.4 
will deliver the performance analysis of artisanal silk sector in the traditional and non 
traditional  states while section 4.5 will conclude the chapter providing a way ahead prior to 
the emergence of liberalization in India 
.   
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4.2     Performance of Artisanal Silk Industry during Pre-Liberalization Periods  
(1950-1990) 

 
India is home to a vast array of silk secreting fauna, which includes an extensive diversity of 
silk moths. This includes all the four commercially traded variety, namely mulberry, tasar, 
eri and muga. Amongst these, only mulberry silk is domesticated and the rest are wild silks. 
In mulberry again mainly multivoltine silk is cultivated as it suits the agro-climatic condition 
of this tropical country, while bivoltine is also produced but in much less quantities. Mulberry 
sericulture is well suited for marginal, small and landless farmers. It always derives an edge 
over the other agricultural crops due to its undersized  investment requirement, short 
gestation period, employment generating capacities and gender promoting potentials in both 
on-farm and off-farm activities. It has been estimated that one hectare of irrigated mulberry 
sericulture would generate employment of about 13-16 persons round the year while the 
activity domain includes mulberry cultivation, silkworm rearing, reeling, twisting and 
spinning, dying, bleaching and weaving and finally trading (Vijaykumar et al., 2007). In 
every segment of this vertically integrated sector certain value is being added. For India, it 
has been estimated that farmer and silkworm rears add value of 48.34 percent while 21.64 
percent value is flown back to traders and rest of the value additions are shared by weavers 
(11.18 per cent), reelers (9.58 per cent), twisters (8.12 per cent) and dyers (1.14per cent) 
respectively (Lakshmanan and Geetha Devi, 2000).    
 
With the advent of economic planning in the economy the artisanal silk sector of India set out 
on its progressive course of development. Indian government along with state governments 
and Central Silk Board started launching various projects in different states for the 
development of both mulberry and wild silk. Though sericulture did not find its place during 
the First Plan (1951-52 to 1955-56), it was included under the broad head of “Other Village 
Industries”. Central assistance to the tune of Rs. 60.30 lakh was allocated to states as grants 
and loans through the Central Silk Board (CSB) and the utilization of fund during this plan 
was only Rs. 33.60 lakh, while Rs. 21.70 lakh was utilized by the states and the rest by the 
central sector.  
 
A separate allocation both for the central and state sectors was approved by the Planning 
Commission for sericulture development from Second Plan (1956-57 to 1960-61) onwards. 
Since then, several development projects under the Central sector were taken up along with 
the state programmes. Against an allocation of Rs 379.25 lakh for the implementation of 339 
state related artisanal silk promoting schemes, only 60%, i.e., Rs. 224.49 lakh were utilized. 
In the central sector, the expenditure (Rs. 26.13 lakh) was less than its allocation (Rs. 35.17 
lakh). Production of raw silk during this plan period was stimulated to 15.13 lakh kgs from 
14.86 lakh kgs. Emphasis during the Second Five Year Plan was laid on the development of 
the seed organization and improvement in silk reeling. Among major achievements, mention-
worthy are passing of legislation in Karnataka state to prevent the use of unexamined seed for 
commercial production and large scale introduction of improved cottage basins for promoting 
quality and quantity of raw silk, establishment of the Central Silkworm Seed Station at 
Pampore (in Jammu & Kashmir) and setting up of the All India Sericulture Training Institute1 
at Mysore by the Board. 
 
During the Third Five Year Plan (1961-62 to 1965-66), Rs. 702 lakh was approved for the 
development of this artisanal industry of which Rs. 552 lakh belonged to State schemes and 
the remaining was allocated for central schemes to be implemented by Central Silk Board. 
The total expenditure incurred by the states was Rs. 3339.42 lakh amounting to 61.48% of the 
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allocation while less than 50% was utilized in the Central schemes. During this plan period 
the production of raw silk rose from 15.13 lakh kgs to 20.65 lakh kgs. In the Third Plan, the 
seed organization was further consolidated in the states of Jammu & Kashmir and Karnataka. 
Organization of research received adequate attention in this period. The Board established the 
Central Sericultural Research & Training Institute at Mysore in 1961 and the Central Tasar 
Research Station at Ranchi in 1964. It also reorganized the Central Sericulture Research 
Institute at Berhampore (West Bengal). Modernization of reeling with a view to improve the 
quality of silk made commendable progress during this plan period. A spun Silk Mill was 
also set up in Assam for utilizing muga and eri silk cocoons and silk wastes produced in this 
region of North East India. 

 
Table 4.1 Financial Allocation & Expenditure of Indian Artisanal Silk Industry during 

the Five Year Plans (1950-1990)  (Rs. in Lakh) 
Central Sector State Sector Total Plan Periods 

Allocation Expenditure Allocation Expenditure Allocation Expenditure 
I Plan 

(1951-56) 
14.30 11.90 46.00 21.70 60.30 33.60 

II Plan 
(1956-61) 

35.17 26.13 379.25 224.49 414.42 250.62 

III Plan 
(1961-66) 

150.00 72.32 552.00 339.42 702.00 411.74 

Transitional 
Period 

(1966-69) 

70.23 62.75 482.28 218.98 552.51 281.73 

IV Plan 
(1969-74) 

130.00 81.61 839.00 593.38 969.00 674.99 

V Plan (1974-
78) 

861.20 586.17 1693.18 1109.06 2554.38 1695.23 

Transitional 
Period 

(1978-80) 

1320.00 1105.46 1589.71 1259.26 2909.71 2364.72 

VI Plan 
(1980-85) 

3100.00 3715.00 13637.00 8923.00 16737.00 12638.00 

VII Plan 
(1985-90) 

7000.00 8816.00* 24078.00 20680.00 31078.00 29496.00 

* It includes an expenditure of Rs. 240 Lakh on NSP initiated during the year 1989-90.  
Source : CSB (1999) [Compendium of Statistics of Silk Industry. CSB Ministry of Textile. Govt of India] 
 
During the transitional period under the rolling plan 1966-67 to 1968-69, there was allocation 
of Rs. 482.28 lakh for the states and utilization was Rs. 218.98 lakh only.  Compared to 
utilization of state funds, central allocated funds were utilized to a greater extent i.e., out of 
Rs.70.23lakh allocation, Rs.62.75lakh was utilized. At the end of the transitional period, the 
raw silk production was 23.20l akh kgs. Among the important schemes initiated during this 
period, mention may be made of the initiation of price support scheme for tasar cocoons in 
December 1966 by the Board to arrest the steep fall in prices sustained by the industry to 
ensure a fair return to primary tribal rearers. 
 
The expansive objective envisaged in the Fourth Plan was attainment of self sufficiency with 
regard to the country’s demand for raw silk through increased productivity, reduced cost of 
production through rationalization of production technique and creating additional 
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employment opportunities to about 4 lakh persons. The allocations of state and central 
projects were Rs. 839 lakh and Rs.120 lakh respectively, the corresponding utilization being 
Rs. 593.98 lakh and Rs. 81.61 lakh. Under the central sector, research and seed organization 
were further strengthened while Regional Research Stations were set up at Majra (Uttar 
Pradesh) for mulberry and at Batote (Jammu & Kashmir), Bheemtal (Uttar Pradesh) and 
Imphal (Manipur) for oak tasar. The eri and muga research unit at Titabar (Assam) was taken 
over by the board and action was taken to reorganize the same into full fledged research 
station. Important achievements during the plan period were introduction of oak tasar in sub-
Himalayan regions of the states of Jammu & Kashmir, Himachal Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh and 
Manipur on one hand and introduction of bivoltine rearing in the traditional multivoltine 
areas of Karnataka, Tamil Nadu and West Bengal along with consequential break through 
achieved in silkworm rearing technology by the research institutes of the Central Silk Board. 
In 1972-73, the Central Silk Board set up a raw material bank at Chaibasa in Bihar in order to 
support the tribal artisans practicing sericulture in that region through stabilizing tasar 
cocoon market conditions. Raw silk production at the end of the plan rose to 28.94 lakh kg.   
 
During the Fifth  Plan (1974-75 to 1977-78), the Planning Commission approved a total 
outlay of Rs. 2554 lakh for planting mulberries in state (Rs. 1693 lakh) and central (Rs. 861 
lakh) schemes. Out of this, Rs. 1109.69 lakh were spent on state schemes and Rs.586.17 lakh 
on central schemes.  In 1975-76, a special scheme of supplying mulberry cutting at subsidised 
rate under the central projects was launched to promote mulberry sericulture especially in 
backward areas. During this plan period, the program for introduction of bivoltine silk 
production in the traditional multivoltine states at  Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh 
was further reinforced by establishing 11 grainages to supply quality bivoltine and cross 
breed silk worm seeds. The Central Silk Board launched a scientific program of tasar 
silkworm seed production which included setting up of Basic Seed Multiplication and 
Training Centres (BSM&TCs) under the direct control of the Central Tasar Research and 
Training Institute, farming for production of qualitative and disease-free seeds. In addition to 
that, eight pilot projects under the state sector was launched for multiplication of basic seed 
supplied by BSM&TC. The capacity of each BSM&TC was fixed at 60,000 dfls, to be 
supplied to 8 PPCs in the states. One more spun silk mill was set up at Bhagalpur under state 
sector. These resulted in the increase in the level of raw silk production to the level of 
37.11lakh kgs while export earnings touched Rs. 33.06 crores. 
 

Table 4.2 Physical Growth of Silk Sector in India during the Plan Period (1950-1990)  
(Unit in tones) 

Wild Silk Plan 
Periods 

Mulberry 
Silk Tasar Eri Muga 

Total 

I Plan 
(1951-56) 

1098 141 127 71 1437 

II Plan 
(1956-61) 

1185 179 110 39 1513 

III Plan 
(1961-66) 

1545 262 201 57 2065 

Transitiona
l Period 

(1966-69) 

1781 256 214 69 2320 

IV Plan 
(1969-74) 

2421 257 141 75 2894 
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V Plan 
(1974-78) 

3186 434 56 35 3711 

Transitiona
l Period 

(1978-80) 

4193 384 183 45 4805 

VI Plan 
(1980-85) 

6895 444 279 55 7673 

VII Plan 
(1985-90) 

10805 329 704 72 11763 

Source : CSB (1999) [Compendium of Statistics of Silk Industry. CSB Ministry of Textile. Govt of India] 
 
During the transitional period between 1978-80, Rs. 2909.71 lakh rupees was allocated for 
state and central projects while 83.7% was utilized by the Center and 79.2% was utilized by 
the states. Most of the projects were for continuance of Intensive Sericulture Development 
Schemes which was being administered by CSB. Production of raw silk was augmented to 
48.05 lakh kg from the level of 41.77 lakh kg in the previous year. On the export front, the 
achievement amounted to Rs.48.83 crores against the target set of Rs.50 crores for the year.  
 
During the Sixth Plan (1980-81 to 1984-85), the Planning Commission allocated Rs 16737 
lakh for the implementation of state (Rs. 13637 lakh)  and central (Rs.3100 lakh) projects. 
The utilization-allocation ratio was more than 100 percent for the central projects and 65.4 % 
for the state projects. The production of raw silk was 76.73 lakh kgs and export earnings were 
Rs. 129.00 crores against the target of Rs. 100 crores. In the year 1980, an International 
Centre for Training and Research in Tropical Sericulture (ICTRETS) was established in 
Mysore under the Indo-Swiss Technical and Scientific Programme to provide advanced 
sericulture training to the rural artisans. In 1981, the National Silkworm Seed Project was 
established to extend the activities of systematic seed organization through proper linkages 
between seed production centers and three tier basic seed multiplication farms and to supply 
basic seeds to seed cocoon growers in different parts of the country (CSB, 1999). A Central 
Silk Technological Research Institute was set up at Bangalore to deal with the problems of 
post-cocoon technology at some point in 1982-83. During this plan period, inter-state tasar 
project of Rs. 11.56 crores under Indo-Swiss Development Program was implemented and an 
additional area of 7,850 hectares of forest land was brought under tasar food plants2. This 
benefited 7,850 families in the tasar grown areas of Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Orissa, West 
Bengal, Andhra Pradesh, Maharashtra, Uttar Pradesh and Rajasthan. On the other hand, a 
muga seed development plan was launched in North Eastern Region to produce and supply 
100 crores of muga commercial dfls3 to the tribal rearers. The Central Eri & Muga research 
stations  at Titabor (Assam) was reorganized and separate regional research stations were set 
up at Boko (Assam), Titabbor (Assam) and Mendipathar (Meghalaya) for muga, mulberry 
and eri silk respectively. To provide more assistance in marketing of tasar, two sub depots of 
RMBs (Regional Marketing Blocks) one each at Raigarh (Chhattisgrah) and Bhagalpur 
(Bihar) were established by the Central Silk Board. Karnataka government had launched a 
project with the assistance of World Bank during this plan involving an outlay of Rs.101.13 
crores for the development of sericulture in the state. The project inter alia envisaged 
providing of necessary R&D support by CSB and to accomplish that support CSR&TI, 
Mysore was further strengthened (ibid, 1999). 
 
Before the appearance of liberalization in the Indian economy, the Seventh Plan was the last 
plan which allocated Rs.310.78 crores of budget for implantation of different state and central 
projects in sericulture. The utilization-allocation ratio remained higher for the central projects 
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(125.9%) than the state projects (85.9%), though the ratio was improved for states compared 
to the previous planning periods. By the end of the plan period, production of raw silk 
reached the level of 12016 tonnes and silk export earnings amounted to Rs.400.61 crores. 
Thirteen sericulture training schools for farmers have been established in various states under 
TRYSEM4 to impart training to farmers in sericultural aspects for self–employment. Multi-
end reeling machines were introduced and partly subsidised by CSTRI, Bangalore. Intensive 
Sericulture Development Project amounting to total outlay of Rs. 967 lakh was introduced in 
West Bengal. The project envisaged expansion of area under improved mulberry varieties by 
4000 acres besides developing infrastructure for encouraging the systematic seed production, 
supply and marketing of cocoons. In Orissa, Bivoltine Sericulture Development Project was 
implemented which included development of 1000 acres of mulberry in tribal area and 
infrastructure for seed production, cocoon marketing and reeling. The total cost of the project 
was Rs.  427 lakh which was shared by Central Silk Board, Government of Orissa, Financial 
Institutions and NCDC etc. Similar to this, a follow up project with the assistance of Swiss 
Development Corporation was launched in Maharashtra. Like mulberry, Muga Seed 
Development project was established by CSB during Sixth Plan for the development of Muga 
silk industry. The infrastructure development under this project continued as a normal 
development program of CSB, while those set up under the State sector were handed over to 
the respective state governments. During 1989-90, the terminal year of Seventh Plan period, 
Central Silk Board and Department of  Sericulture in five traditional states viz, Karnataka, 
Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, West Bengal and Jammu & Kashmir initiated National 
Sericulture Project (NSP) over a period of seven years for the development of mulberry 
sericulture in the country with a credit line from IDA of 113.87 million SDRs and grant from 
SDC of 25 million US Dollars. The project envisaged expansion of mulberry by bringing in 
additional area of 55,000 hectares, while setting the target of incremental raw silk production 
of 6072 tonnes, introducing sericulture in new states generating additional employment to 
one million persons and improving the quality and productivity of Indian silk strengthening 
infrastructure for Research Extension, Seed Production, Processing, Quality Control and 
Marketing of Cocoons etc. During this Plan, the performance of bivoltine silk was very 
disappointing, i.e., in the tune of 150 tonnes against the set target of 500 tones. The export of 
silk made-ups and silk-goods were, however, satisfactory. The imports of silk were doubled 
from about 1181 tones in 1984-85 to about 2500 tonnes in 1989-90 ((Compendium of 
Statistics of Silk Indudtry-1999). 
 
The growth rate of silk production during 1950-85 was at 6.4 per cent (Sinha, 1989). It was 
high in the early 1950s but relatively slow after that until the late 1970s.The country which 
merely produced 825 tonnes of raw silk in 1950-51, increased to 11488 tonnes, which 
actually witnessed around 14 fold rise within four decades. The increase in mulberry acreage 
was also more than six folds. From 0.05673 million hectare in 1950-51 it increased to 0.3131 
million hectare. Productivity parameter also revealed a significant increase, i.e., from 14.54 
kg/ha in 1950 it rose to 36.690 kh/ha. This stupendous growth was possible more due to 
acceleration in the later decades as greater and greater amounts of allocated funds were being 
properly utilized. But Lakshmanan and Geetha Devi (2000) commented that even this 
remarkable growth was not a significant achievement compared to China and Japan. It was 
estimated that the realization of the mulberry yield per hectare was to the extent of 20-25 
metric tones /ha while the potential yield would be 35-40 metric tones/ hectare. According to 
the findings, the reasons included low level of adoption of cultivation-practices by farmers, 
low scale of replantation of hybrid varieties, lack of irrigation facilities (as evidenced by 
more than 70 percent of plantation under rain fed condition) etc.    
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Another major constraint due to non realization of potential yield is for the low-yielding 
variety of silkworm races. Indian sericulture is totally hinging on multivoltine5 silkworm 
varieties or crossbreeds6 which have relatively poor yields (CSB database, 2007). The 
cocoons produced by these varieties are unsuitable for reeling in sophisticated reeling 
machine and the raw silk produced by these breeds are characterized by lower filament length 
and lesser tensile-strength7 leading to breakages making it unfit for high speed powerloom 
weaving (Kumaresan et al., 2002). These made the power-loom of the silk industry heavily 
dependent on the imported Chinese raw-silk which is of superior quality (Vasumathi, 2000 
and Thomas et. al., 2005). The import of raw silk (both mulberry and non-mulberry) rose 
from 26 tonnes in 1971 to 641 tonnes in 1981 and 1380 tonnes in 1990. This huge demand of 
imported raw silk is justified through the intensive requirement of raw silk by the power-
loom weavers. On the other hand, the indigenous raw silk is largely consumed by the 
handloom sector and partly by the powerloom as weft8 (Vasumati, 2000). These crossbreeds 
and multivoltine varieties are largely cultivated  as it suits with the local environment. 
Besides, the technology diffusion of the improved bi-voltine variety is also low in sericulture 
rich states too. Due to backwardness of the mulberry silk sectors at farmer-artisan level, the 
rate of technology adoption of such improved variety is within 5-10 percent (Lakshmanan 
and Geetha Devi, 2000). The next subsection will deal with the problems faced by the silk 
manufacturers in India during the reference period of time. 
 

Table 4.3: Performance of Indian Mulberry Silk Sector during 1950-1990 
Year Area under 

Mulberry 
(million hectare) 

Mulberry Raw Silk 
Production 

(tones) 

Productivity 
(Kg/hectare) 

1950-51 0.056 825 14.542 

1960-61 0.083 1264 15.237 

1970-71 0.094 2258 27.018 

1980-81 0.17 4593 27.018 

1990-91 0.31 11488 36.69 
Source : Lakshamanan & Geetha Devi (2000) 
Table 4.4 Production & Import of Raw Silk in India during 1971-1990 (in tonnes) 
 

Production of Raw Silk (tones) 
 

Year 

Mulberry Non-
mulberry 

Total 

Share of 
Import in 
Domestic 

Availability  
(%) 

Raw Silk 
Import 
(tones) 

1971-72 2046 554 2600 0.99 26 
1975-76 2541 526 3067 2.82 89 
1980-81 4593 448 5041 5.95 319 
1985-86 7029 868 7897 18.28 1767 
1990-91 11486 1074 12560 15.00 1598 

Source: CSB (1999), DGCIS, Calcutta 
 
Silk production in India is largely oriented for domestic market. India is the largest consumer 
of silk in the world which provides an extra edge to this motivation. An analysis of the 
availability and import contribution to domestic availability during the post-independent and 
pre liberalized India portrays a picture which shows how the overall availability of silk 
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(including both mulberry and non-mulberry) has been considerably expanded by the share of 
imported raw silk. The import share in domestic availability had touched the level of 18.28 
per cent during 1985-86 and from 1971-72 to 1990-91 the percentage increased almost fifteen 
fold, i.e., from 0.99 to 15.00 respectively. This import growth was both for reeled and spun 
silk. Sinha (1989) opined that domestic consumption is equivalent to availability deducting 
the exports and that appeared around 80-90 percent of all available raw silk. During this pre-
liberalised phase, it has been found that domestic consumption had exceeded the domestic 
production which is justified with the rising trends of imports during pre-liberalized phase 
(See Fig-1). Similarly, exports have grown tremendously starting form 0.52 crores in the First 
Plan to Rs. 400.61 in the end of the Seventh Pan period. Within 40 years of independence the 
exports rose to 40 fold from the initial level of economic planning. The percentage growth 
accelerated from Fourth Plan onwards and it was phenomenal in Sixth and Seventh Plan 
periods. 

Figure 4.1: Imports of Raw Silk by India (1971-1991) 
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Table 4.5 Certified Exports of Silk Goods & Silk Wastes during 1950-1990  

(Rs. in Crore) 
Plan Silk Goods Silk Waste Total 

First Plan* (1951-56) 0.26 0.26 0.52 
Second Plan* (1956-61) 1.04 0.48 1.52 
Third Plan* (1961-66) 2.68 0.64 3.332 

Transitional Period 
(1966-69) 

6.37 0.46 6.83 

Fourth Plan (1969-74) 12.37 2.09 14.46 
Fifth Plan (1974-78) 31.60 1.46 33.06 
Transitional Period 

(1978-80) 
47.57 1.26 48.83 

Sixth Plan (1980-85) 125.33 3.72 129.05 
Seventh Plan (1985-90) 392.48 8.13 400.61 
* refers to calendar year;  Source: CSB (2003) 
 
From 1969 to 1980 the annual growth rate of silk exports was 11.7% while if we extend the 
duration period to 1969-1990, we will observe an average annual growth of  17.1%. The 
corresponding growth of imports during 1971-1980 & 1971–1990 was 32.1% and 24.2%. 
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Therefore, though Sinha (1989) spoke about healthy growth of net trade surplus in silk during 
1978-79 to 1986-87 from Rs.41 crore to Rs.140 crores at a rate of 11.4 percent, high import 
dependence of Indian silk sector had been clearly exhibited during this pre liberalisation 
period. In 1970, India’s production rank was at 3, producing 5.6 percent of global raw silk 
which within 20 years changed to 15.4 per cent of global share including upgradation of 
production rank to 2. However, India remained all along a leading consumer of silk.   
   
The high demand in domestic market kept the silk sector ever-expanding and widens up job 
opportunities in an extended market. With the increasing demand in export and more 
importantly in domestic market, sericulture acts as an income generating as well as 
employment boosting sector in the pre-liberalised regime. Though the macro-level data in 
this reference period is far from comprehensive, Planning Commission in their Sixth Plan 
documentation indicated that employment was at 16 lakh persons in 1979-80 (GOI, 1980), 
while Statistical Beinnial (1986) of the Central Silk Board declared employment at 51.52 lakh 
during 1985-86. This leads us to infer that approximately the employment growth rate during 
the pre-liberalised phase in India was annually at 21.5%. 
 
4.3 Problems of Sericulture & Sericulturists in Independent India 
 
This section will attempt to address twin issues - the first is to discuss the overall problems of 
sericulture in India during pre-liberalized regime and then it will delve into the major issues 
specifically faced by the farmers and artisans in their process of production. It has been 
grossly identified by many researchers and commentators that Indian sericulture was void of 
modern concepts during that pre-liberalised period which included ecological farming, 
sustainable sericulture and location specific research and development (Thangavelu, 1993). 
Quality of Indian silk was very low as capacity to absorb technology which depended on 
several socio economic factors prevented the use of technology intensive production 
procedure by the Indian sericulturists. Due to fluctuating prices of raw silk which again 
provoked fluctuating income uprooting of mulberry plantations seemed to be common 
phenomena during this phase. There was also frequent outbreak of silkworm diseases and 
parasitoids (i.e., an insect whose larvae live as parasites which eventually kill their hosts) 
which used to kill the entrepreneurial spirit of many silk artisans. Though several high 
yielding silkworm races and mulberry as well mulberry varieties were successfully evolved in 
laboratory research, very few of them were being popularized. For instance, the cocoon yield 
level of one particular cross breed silkworm race (Pure Mysore x Bivoltine) was 
predetermined in the laboratory at 40 kg/ 100 dfls under irrigated condition but in practical 
field the average yield of the said breed was around 20-30kg/100dfls. This reinforces our 
previous claim regarding gap between research work and implementation. This section will 
try to identify the causes behind the overall maladies faced by sericulture farmers and 
artisans. 
 
In India, there are 100 mulberry varieties and evolved lines and climate of sericultural region 
varied from hot summer (exceeding 400C) to severe cold (40C). Along with climatic 
variations, soil types vary immensely across the region from sandy to clayey. Besides, 
mulberry is cultivated in different altitudes from coastal regions to hilly regions where 
sericulture is widely practiced. It has been observed by the scientists that there exists 
preponderance of few varieties over different varieties that can be practiced at variable soil 
and agro-climatic conditions. Unless these region specific varieties are properly 
recommended, sericulture sector would hardly be able to realize its true potential. 
Swaminathan (1991) pointed out that genetic diversity and location specific variety breeding 
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could help the sector in achieving its desired target. A similar approach could cure the 
problems of non-traditional regions too. 
 
Silkworm races are also dominated by fewer races in practical field while more than 100 
silkworm races are available in the country and more than 2000 silkworm strains are 
available across the globe. Despite the advantage of having diversified climatic zones, ideal 
for breeding of bivoltine species, Indian sericulturists largely produce crossbreed races 
(multivoltine female x bivoltine male). Nistari is a popular multivoltine race widely 
cultivated in West Bengal. Bivoltine races fetch higher returns and it has larger demand in 
foreign market due to its premium quality. However, Indian sericulturists were averting a 
practicing bivoltine race which according to the analysts was due to lack of climatic 
congeniality. It was suitable for the temperate climate of China and Korea but not for India’s 
tropical climate (Chandranath, 1995). Besides, bivoltine cultivation involves a greater 
percentage of risk factor while the return which may be lower but assured for the multivoltine 
variety. Thus the bivoltine rearers have a high chance to end up with greater penalty for 
undertaking those risks which keep them averted from rearing bivoltine. Sinha (1989) called 
for an introduction of incentive prices where bivoltine can be sold at premium prices over 
cross-breed depending upon the associated perceived risk factor in bivoltine cultivation. 
Attempts have been made later in 1997, under the ‘Project for promotion of Popularising the 
Practical Bivoltine Sericulture Technology (PPPBST) with Japan International Technical Co-
operation in breeding region specific qualitative race. Convergence of mechanism is highly 
required for successful implementation of these schemes. Unless the fruits of innovations are 
being practiced largely in the field no tangible development is practically possible. The 
success of China and Japan was mainly due to transfer of technologies in the field to a large 
scale (Laksmanan and Geetha Devi, 2000). India’s rank in this performance report is 
abysmally low.  
 
Price volatility is another feature which constantly worsens the situations of several 
stakeholders associated with artisanal silk industry, starting from farmers, reelers, twisters to 
weavers and traders. Issues related to every other silk producing and processing sections are 
discreetly heterogeneous. Crossing this flow chain while some stake holder derives the 
advantage of price soaring, the counterparts are left with disadvantage and vice-versa. This 
has been indicated by Lakshmanan and Geetha Devi(2000) while explaining the dynamics of 
price fluctuations. According to them, the cost of production seemed to follow a rising trend 
while price of reeling cocoon remained constantly volatile and that made the farmers subject 
to poor returns on many occasions besides frequent crop loss due to outbreak of silkworm 
epidemic and environmental factors. Giridhar et al. (2011) provide a detailed explanation of 
these obvious price fluctuations. The vulnerability of sericulture, according to that 
explanation, depends upon vagaries of nature. Often a bad monsoon resulted in bad 
cultivation and shortage of cocoons which again led to pushing up of cocoon prices for the 
reelers. At the same time, Chinese raw silk might have been available in the domestic market 
at cheaper rate, which in turn might have forced the local reelers to undercut their prices. 
Another justification which was put forward for this lowering of cocoon price is regarding the 
short period of the shelf life of the cocoon. Since silk moth pierces out of the cocoon after a 
brief stipulated period making it unsuitable for reeling, the farmers always attempt to dispose 
off the cocoon even at throw away price. All these situations ultimately make the price of 
cocoon volatile in Indian sericulture.  
 
Regulated marketing was introduced in cocoon markets in the 1970s in different states of 
India with the objective of controlling malpractices in dealings between weak sellers and 
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strong buyers. Price fluctuation and market speculation was expected to come to an end with 
the introduction of this regulated market. In 1985, Rayappa and Ajmal Pasha pointed out that 
after introduction of regulated market there had been no deceleration in price increase (Sinha, 
1989). Cocoon price rose from Rs. 22 per kg in 1979-80 to Rs. 35 per kg in 1983-84, filature 
silk rose from Rs. 316 per kg to Rs. 445 per kg and charka silk from Rs. 250 per kg to Rs.375 
per kg. By 1987-88, these had recorded further extensive increment of Rs. 70 per kg of 
cocoon, Rs.750-800 per kg of filature silk and Rs. 650-700 per kg of charka silk (ibid, 1989).   
  
The fluctuating price of reeling cocoon leads to disruption in the raw silk as well as silk 
fabric markets, too. Price variations accentuated by seasonal supply fluctuations of cocoons 
actually imply that there must be some periods when no domestic reelers were in operative 
mode. On the other hand, cost of raw silk production keeps on escalating due to sporadic 
supply of cocoons and purchase of inferior cocoons. This causes less price realization. 
Besides, investment in silk growing and reeling sector increases abruptly due to increased 
cost of labour and raw materials.  
Similar observations could be obtainable within weaver communities. Cheaper imported 
Chinese silk brings down the prices of both domestic reeling cocoon as well as raw silk 
causing frequent price volatility in the domestic market. The subsequent two sections will 
throw some light on the sericulture related issues of Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh which 
crafted their position ahead of West Bengal. Instead of merely weaving a success story the 
sections would explicate the factors through which the successes have been achieved by these 
states. 
 
4.4 Performances of Artisanal Silk Industry in Traditional & Non-traditional Silk 

Producing States 
 
Silk production has remained confined to five traditional states i.e., Karnataka, Andhra 
Pradesh, West Bengal, Tamil Nadu and Jammu & Kashmir due to favourable agro-climatic 
conditions including temperature and humidity. Traditional skill and market potential was 
also available in these states. In response to the growing realization about the development 
impact of sericulture, artisanal silk industry has started gaining its ground in non-traditional 
states too. From the available statistics of 2011-12, the five traditional silk producing states 
collectively produce 97 % of the silk production in the country leaving 3% to be produced by 
the non-traditional states (CSB-Annual Report, 2011-12). The performance of the five 
traditional states is discussed below along with that of the non-traditional silk producing 
states in India. Prominent non-traditional silk producing states are Maharashtra, Uttar 
Pradesh, Manipur, Madhya Pradesh, Mizoram, Himachal Pradesh, Assam and Bihar.  
 
 
4.4.1 Karnataka 
 
Sericulture in Karnataka bears a glorious history of 215 years. It was initiated by the Tiger of 
Mysore, Tipu Sultan, in 1785. His dream of upgrading Mysore Silk the equivalent world-
class silk was fulfilled in the later periods. It reached its distinct place through many ups and 
downs. During the early decades of 19th century when Bengal silk was on its wane, Mysore 
silk survived the shock and continued its prolonged journey. In 1800, the Royal Government 
of Mysore established sericulture in Mogenahalli near Channapatna, which gradually became 
the centre of sericulture activities in Karnataka. In 1880, an Italian industrialist founded the 
first silk filature in Bangalore. During this period various races were used to cross breed 
layings for this silk filature. In 1896, Tata set up a silk farm with a filature attached to it in 
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Japanese pattern in Bangalore. In the first half of the 20th century, the architect of Mysore M. 
Vishveshwaraiah stressed much emphasis on sericulture for rural development. He hired the 
services of Signor Washington Mari from Italy to organize and develop silk industry in 
Mysore, who brought twelve varieties of pure European and Chinese silkworms to conduct 
experiments.  
 
Karnataka is the largest silk producing state in India. The state accounts for more than 60 
percent of silk production in India (Exim Bank, 2002) Sustained efforts of Government of 
Karnataka have resulted in the spread of sericulture all over the state and increase in 
production of cocoon and silk. Though all the districts are practicing sericulture, the five 
major which account for over 50 percent of sericulture cultivation are Bangalore, Kolar, 
Mandya, Mysore and Tumkur. The World Bank assisted Karnataka Sericulture Project 
implemented during 1980-87, which helped to build up the infrastructure and laid emphasis 
on expansion. The National Sericulture Project (1989-96) further helped the state to 
strengthen the sericulture in the state. According to recent accessed (3rd April, 2014) CSB 
online statistics, sericulture is practiced in 11835 villages of Karnataka where 141528 
families are involved with this rural avocation. Among them only 10.4 percent belong to the 
backward classes, i.e., SC and ST. This confirms that sericulture is also being taken up as a 
livelihood choice by upper castes in the society in Karnataka. 351 total grainages are 
available including both mulberry and wild silk. 246 technical service centres are catering the 
need of the sericulturists to bring down the laboratory research into direct field. This is the 
highest number of TSCs available in any state which in a way explains the leading status of 
the state. The other significant infrastructure like Cocoon markets and Silk Exchanges are 
also highest across the states, i.e., 66 and 10 respectively. 7358 silk reelers and 180 lakh 
weavers are operating in the state, while the number of handlooms and powerlooms are 
18000 and 35000. The higher number of powerloom also points toward better quality of raw 
silk availability in the state. However, the average productivity and quality of multivoltine 
raw silk is lower than that of China. The number of registered cooperative society is only 85.   
 
According to Nandur (2000), the constraints of Karnataka in producing international quality 
of silk lies in its nature of soil which contains less organic matter and thereby making it 
unsuitable for sufficient mulberry cultivation. This in turns affects the quality of leaf. A few 
silkworm races are only available due to insufficient development of technology and 
inadequate synergy between laboratory and TSCs as well as low adoption rate of 
technological expertise. This results in low productivity per unit area. The silkworms 
produced are susceptible to various diseases and hygienic conditions that can not be sustained 
as the vast majority of farmers conduct rearings in dwelling houses. The pathogen9 load is 
high due to improper disinfection which ultimately results into crop losses. Separate rearing 
houses are not available with most of the sericulturists. Thus quality cocoons can not be 
ensured uniformly. The reeling sector is also unorganized. Reelers use devices without 
quality consciousness. The quality silk is not gradable and fetches low prices. Quality linked 
price for cocoon and silk is not available in the cocoon and silk market (Nadadur, 2000). 
However, performances of some sericulturists in the state are very commendable which is 
why Karnataka excels in silk production compared to other states in India. The quality of 
cocoons produced by these farmers is no way inferior to the cocoons produced in China. The 
silk reeled out of such cocoon is superior with improved renditta10. The silk produced by 
some reelers is of 2A grade and above which is equivalent to international standard.  
Originally, the Mysore Race with yellow colour cocoon, which was an indigenously 
developed race, was reared. Later hybrids with better yields and resistant to diseases were 
introduced. In the 1980s, the Bivoltine hybrids have been introduced which increased the 
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production parameters both in quantity and quality scale. In order to retain the purity of the 
races two separate seed areas have been classified by the state, one which is called Mysore 
race seed area and the other is bivoltine seed area. The former includes Kunigal taluka of 
Tumkur district and Magadi and Ankel taluka of Bangalore district. The rest of the state is 
permitted to grow the hybrids as also the pure races of Bivoltines (Bindroo and Verma, 
2014). 
 
4.4.2 Andhra Pradesh 
 
Andhra Pradesh occupies second position in production of silk in India and accounts for 19 
percent of national production of silk. Although 22 districts are involved in production of 
silk, mulberry acerage is mainly concentrated in the duought prone areas of Rayalseema, 
particularly in districts of Anatapur, Chithoor, Kurnool and Cudappah. Tasar sericulture is 
practiced in Adilabad, Karimnagar, Warangal and Khammam districts. Sericulture avocation 
has been possible in these regions mainly due to rich soils and ideal agro-climatic conditions. 
The small and marginal farmers also took intensive care which was responsible for successful 
silkworm rearing in the state. There is a well organized three tier system of seed organization 
in the state to meet the requirement of foreign race and local race of cocoons needed for the 
production of hybrid layings and thereby satisfying the demand of the sericulturists.  
 
Andhra Pradesh has its own Regional Training Centres to cater to the needs of the front level 
functionaries and sericulturists. In addition to that a well equipped Reelers Training Centre is 
also established in Chittoor district for training the entrepreneurs, supervisors and workers. 
The state has also got a strong and traditional weaving base with 1 lakh 25 thousands 
handlooms and 600 powerlooms. Under National Sericulture Project (NSP), Andhra Pradesh 
State Sericulture and Development Institute has been established for evolving high yielding 
mulberry varieties, region and season specific silkworm races. Kuppam, Paderu and 
Vikarabad have been chosen for cultivating bivoltine silk and thereby producing international 
grade silk. Cultural heritage of silk and weaving patterns in Pochampally, Gadwal, 
Narayanpet, Dharmavaram, Venkatagiri, Patru and Peddapuram offer abundant opportunities 
for the farmers, reelers and twisters to avail forward linkages with weavers in their immediate 
neighbourhood.  According to CSB (accessed on 4th March, 2014) silk reelers available in 
Andhra Pradesh are in the tune of 1612 while 125600 weavers are attached with silk weaving 
in different corners of the state. As a whole 115665 families are involved with this rural 
vocation in 6483 villages while 8.70% are from backward communities. This indirectly 
establishes that sericulture is not only practiced by the members belong to the backward 
communities but also to a greater extent by the upper caste community people in Andhra 
Pradesh. 
 
Several socio economic surveys affirmed that the cost-benefit ratio of sericulture is highest 
among comparable agricultural cash crops. It generates a steady income of Rs. 45,000 
annually from one acre of mulberry field for its practitioners, if four or five times cultivated. 
The industry has immense potential to generate employment of 5 persons throughout the year 
from 1 acre of cultivable land. However, Venateswarlu (2000) mentioned some constraints 
responsible for its inability to reach its potentials, Adverse climatic and unhygienic 
conditions prevailing in rural areas are responsible for low productivity of the field. There 
exist weak linkages in post cocoon operations and inadequate availability of region and 
season specific races. Silk weavers are adhered to traditional weaving methods and wide gap 
between technological advancement and field level practice.  
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To promote the artisanal silk industry at par with international level, Andhra Pradesh 
Sericulture Department provided 5% interest subsidy on working capital for the reelers 
having cottage and multiend basins so that interest burden on the entrepreneurs could be 
reduced to some extent. Department of Sericulture encouraged the setting up of improved 
multiend reeling machines besides producing quality bivoltine cocoons in selected pockets. 
Since the price of silk yarn is fluctuating, the information about this market has been made 
available to the cocoon buyers so that they can judiciously revise their decision. There are 
about 324 silk weaver’s cooperative societies covering about 125 thousand silk weavers. 
These cooperatives perform a multi-level tasks to promote situation of the weavers class, 
which includes market development assistance, assistance for worksheds, assistance for 
training, modernization of looms, godown, design development. Apart from the state and 
central schemes, the department also implements CSB schemes and externally added scheme 
like Seri 2000 for stimulating productivity and quality of both bivoltine and multivoltine silk. 
 
 
4.4.3 West Bengal 
 
West Bengal ranks as third largest silk producing state, manufacturing all four varieties of 
silk in India. It contributes more than 8 percent of silk produced in the country. Mulberry 
sericulture is practiced in almost all the districts, though Malda, Murshidabad and Birbhum 
are the three significant silk producing districts. Tribal population in Birbhum, Bankura, 
Burdwan, Purulia, and Midnapur districts produce tasar silk. Eri silk production is done in 
the traditional district of Jalpaiguri and muga silk has made inroads in Coochbehar and 
Jalpaiguri. Sericulture is practiced in 2523 villages and 120449 families are involved with 
this livelihood. This reflects that spatial concentration of sericulturists is largest in West 
Bengal and more than 32 percent of those families belong to backward communities which 
imply that inclusive development in West Bengal is possible through promotion of 
sericulture. The number of reelers and weavers are 7428 and 31,260 respectively. West 
Bengal has largest number of reelers and lowest number of weavers compared to the other 
three traditional silk producing states leaving Jammu & Kashmir. This will be discussed at 
length in the forthcoming Chapter-6. 
 
4.4.4 Tamil Nadu 
 
Tamil Nadu is the fourth largest traditional silk producing state in India and accounting for 
around 5 percent of country’s silk production. Sericulture cultivation was initiated in 1956 in 
limited pockets of Coimbatore and Dharamapuri district with mulberry cultivation in an area 
of 500 hectares. After implementation of many developmental schemes sericulture activities 
were introduced into the plains of the state. Starting from an acreage of 300 acres of mulberry 
and negligible silk production in 1956 the state has reached production level of 600 tonnes of 
silk in the turn of the century (Swain, 2000), This has been made possible with flow of 
resources from various schemes, such as Integrated Rural Development Programme, Integrate 
Tribal Development Program, State Sector Plans and World Bank Aided National Sericulture 
Project. Sericulture in Tamil Nadu had long been confined to a few districts alone. However, 
the introduction of the Intensive Sericulture Development Programme by the Government of 
India, in the Seventies, led to a rapid expansion of sericulture in the state. The National 
sericulture Project (NSP), initiated in 1989, has become a boon to the development of 
sericulture, bringing more districts with substantial sericulture concentration in the sericulture 
map of Tamil Nadu. Dharmapuri district in the north western region of Tamil Nadu, which is 
bordering Karnataka state, is the pioneering district in Tamil Nadu, in going for sericulture in 
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a big way. Its share in the total sericulture output of Tamil Nadu has been over 60 per cent. 
As on 1 April 1993 - as the records of the Department of Sericulture, Tamil Nadu show, 
mulberry occupied an area of 12,200 hectares in the district, constituting about three per cent 
of the total cropped area of the district. The irrigated mulberry area accounts for about 83 per 
cent of the total mulberry area and forms about 12 per cent of the net irrigated area of the 
District (Thayammal, 2011).  
 
There are 23 sericulture divisions under the Department of Sericulture, Tamil Nadu. These are 
spread over 22 districts of the State. Significantly, five sericulture divisions are located in the 
Dharmapuri district alone. These include Pennagaram, Hosur and Dharmapuri. Each sericulture 
division is under the jurisdiction of an Assistant Director of Sericulture. Till 1995, the emphasis 
was mainly on expansion of mulberry acreage and creation of balancing infrastructure such as, 
grainages, markets and reeling units to support the increasing production from an expanding 
acreage. However, entry of Chinese silk in 1992 and subsequent fall in domestic prices brought 
in a lot of instability in the sector including uprooting in certain areas and since then caused a 
reorientation of strategy for future development in artisanal silk industry in Tamil Nadu. 
 
Chinese silk price is 40% less than the domestic price and therefore the only way to withstand 
this competition is to make the price more competitive by raising the cocoon productivity and 
the silk content in cocoons to assure a renditta of at least 8. The planners decided that this 
would ensure higher income to the farmers even in a situation of falling cocoon prices and 
would thus stabilize the mulberry area too.     
  
Presently, sericulture is practiced in 26 districts of the state and five major districts amongst 
them are Dharmapuri, North Arcot, Erode, Salem and Coimbatore. These five states alone 
produce 60 percent of the state’s production. Sericulture is being practiced in 4674 villages 
and 22633 families are involved with this village out of which 6.13 percent belong to 
backward communities like SC and ST. The number of reelers and weavers are 333 and 
60,000 respectively. This reveals strong weaving base of the state. In fact, Tamil Nadu is well 
known for its traditional silk saree and dhotis woven on handlooms. Presently, Tamil Nadu 
has 55 thousands of handlooms. Kancheepuram, Arani, Kombakonam, Salem, Coimbatore, 
Madurai and Tirunelveli are pronounced weaving centres in Tamil Nadu. Infrastructure 
facilities include 22 grainages, 105 TSCs, 19 cocoon markets and one silk exchange. 
 
 
4.4.5 Jammu & Kashmir 
 
As we have noted earlier, sericulture industry in Jammu & Kashmir is very old origin. The 
Department of Sericulture was created in the year 1889 under the monopoly control of the 
British Government to promote the silk industry in the state. A very good infrastructure 
including mulberry nurseries, silkworm seed stations and silk reeling and weaving factories 
were established which made Jammu & Kashmir one of the leading states in the pre 
Independent period of India. Sericulture was virtually the only cash crop available to the 
people of Jammu & Kashmir at that time. By 1940, about 52 thousand families were engaged 
in this activity and the production of cocoon was 1500 lakh kgs. Silk yarn, apart from its use 
as textile fibre, was also being used as materials for parachutes. In post Independent India 
cultivation of mulberry plants in Jammu & Kashmir was monopolized by the state 
government and private entry in the cultivation was totally restricted. The Jammu & Kashmir 
Mulberry Plantation Act, 1949 regulates mulberry tree production in the state and the 
Kashmir Silk Production Act, 1964 prohibited unauthorized cocoon production and 
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transaction in the state covering both cocoons and raw silk. There are 12 districts, which are 
involved with silk production in the state. However, it has been flourished in the rainfed areas 
of Rajouri, Udhampur and Kathua districts because mulberry being deep-rooted plant gives 
leaf during the whole season. Sericulture has been taken as subsidiary occupation in these 
districts and more than 4000 families especially women are involved with it. The marketing 
of cocoon is assured as it is organized by the department itself. 

 
Fig 4.2: Mulberry Silk Production in Traditional Si lk Producing States in India 
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According to the statistical database provided by CSB (accessed on 4th April, 2014), 
sericulture is being practiced by 27 thousand families in 2262 villages of Jammu & Kashmir. 
26 percent of these families belong to backward communities. The number of reelers and 
weavers are 21964 and 5000 respectively. Jammu & Kashmir has the largest number reelers 
and lowest number of weavers among the five traditional states. The infrastructural facilities 
include six grainages, 101 Chawki Rearing Centres, 25 cocoon markets and 2 silk exchanges. 
The number of handlooms and powerlooms are 18 and 119 respectively. During 2008 to 
2012, the silkworm rearers have increased from 5568 to 8339 while the cocoon production 
rose from 254.2 MT to 305MT registering annual growth of 6.26 percent while income 
generation rose from 140.67 lakh to 350lakh. 
 
4.4.6  Artisanal Silk Industry in Non-Traditional Silk Producing States 
 
There are 12 non-traditional silk producing states which have taken up sericulture under the 
World Bank aided National Sericulture Project (NSP). These states are Assam, Bihar, 
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Gujarat, Haryana, Himachal Pradesh, Kerala, Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, Orissa, Punjab, 
Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh. Around 90 percent of the total silk consists of mulberry silk in 
India and within that contribution of the non-traditional states is only two per cent (CSB, 
2003). In the 1980s, mulberry sericulture was spread to non-traditional states like, Kerala, 
Maharashtra, Rajasthan, Arunachal Pradesh, Sikkim and Gujarat. While other crops/ grains 
perish due to very little precipitation, mulberry survives such acute climatic conditions where 
even ground water is also not available for raising crops.  
 
As we have noted earlier that non-mulberry silk is called Vanya Silk which comprises of eri, 
tasar and muga. Although all four varieties are cultivated in India, mulberry silk alone 
produced 80 percent of the country’s total silk production in 2010-11. Nonetheless, 
Jharkhand, Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Orissa and Chhatissgarh are leading tasar silk producing 
states, where silkworms are fed on leaves of Oak, Asan and Arjun trees. Eri silk, on the other 
hand is spun from cocoons belonging to saturniidae family, which are fed on castor leaves. 
Assam, Bihar, Meghalaya and Manipur are the leading eri-silk producers, while muga silk is 
only being produced in Assam from the cocoons of silkworms belonging to the saturniidae 
family and are fed on som and soalu leaves. Muga silk has rich golden colour.     
 
The statistical data base reveals that sericulture is being practiced in 22960 villages by 4.88 
lakh sericulture families (CSB, 2003). Within the sericulture families 12.7 % belong to the 
SC communities while 50.1% of the sericulture families belong to the tribal belt. It confirms 
that sericulture is chosen as livelihood options in the poorer tribal belt in these non-traditional 
states. These non-traditional states involve 4.12 lakh of weavers while most of these sections 
belong to Uttar Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Bihar, Jharkhand and Maharashtra. On the other 
hand, more than 2000 rearers are from these non-traditional states of Bihar and Assam. 
Infrastructural facilities including grainages, TSCs (Technical Service Centres) and CRCs 
(Chawki Rearing Centres) are 1111, 164 and 444 respectively while the number of 
handlooms and powerlooms are 10016 and 1184 respectively. The non-traditional states 
which have progressed outstandingly during the last few decades were Maharashtra, Madhya 
Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh. Efforts provided by different development agency (like, BAIF 
Development Research Foundation etc.) in promoting mulberry and tasar sericulture in post 
technology refinement stage have proved to be a success in leading non-traditional state like 
Maharashtra. Sericulture not only provided a better livelihood opportunity to the 
downtrodden of the state, but also resulted in gainful self-employment at the door step of the 
farmer-artisans. These resulted in enhanced household income and reduced the tendency of 
migration especially in tribal families (Patil et al., 2009). 
 
Table 4.6 Performance of Non-Traditional States in Mulberry Silk Production  

(in Metric Tones) 
Non-

Traditional 
States 

1980-81 1990-91 2000-01 2010-11 

Assam 7 18 17 18 
Arunachal 
Pradesh 

Negligible 1 1 3 

Bihar 1 65 3 18 
Chhattisgarh - - 2 6 

Haryana - - - 2 
Himachal 
Pradesh 

2 5 13 0.2 
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Jharkhand - - 1 2 
Kerala - 3 4 26 

Madhya 
Pradesh 

- 11 3 104 

Maharashtra - 6 35 212 
Manipur 5 23 57 97 
Mizoram - 0.4 4 26 

Meghalaya - 1 3 9 
Nagaland - 1 Negligible 3 

Orissa - 3 5 4 
Punjab - 1 Negligible 5 

Rajasthan - 1 Negligible 2 
Sikkim - - - 3 
Tripura - 2 4 8 

Uttarakhand - - 15 20 
Uttar Pradesh 5 21 23 86 

Source : CSB (1999, 2003, online) 
 
4.5 Process of Sericulture & its Impact on Artisanal Family Dynamics in India 
 
The advent of the British in India was also accompanied by a series of progressive 
development measures causing radical changes to the Indian society, in general, and for the 
rural society, in particular. The changes accelerated in post Independence. With most Indian 
population living in villages, rural development assumed immense significance in the 
planning process in independent India. As a matter of fact, rural development programmes 
may not evoke similar response from all sections of people, though it is assumed that ‘people 
everywhere respond to economic incentives perceiving their significance in much the same 
way as the managers' (Gabriel, 1991). In reality, there could be multiple responses, depending 
on multiple factors and situations. Sericulture as practised by the people of India after 
independence could serve either as meeting their subsistence needs alone or as providing 
substantial cash income. Elements of both aspects could also be present in the practice of 
sericulture only in varying degrees. Thus, sericulture could be viewed in continuities with 
both these aspects representing their extremes.  
 
There are some basic indicators that could help in understanding the nature of sericulture 
practice in India after Independence. The level of subsistence-dependency, the intensity of 
family labour, the scale of operation, the extent of risk-taking and readiness to adopt new 
technology, etc., are some such indicators through which the development of this artisanal 
sericulture can be fathomed. Considering these aspects, artisanal sericulture in India could be 
defined mainly as an enterprise of subsistence nature in some areas, while as a full-fledged 
commercial enterprise in some other areas. It could also vary among different sericulturists of 
the same area. Naturally, the practice of sericulture as a commercial enterprise would entail a 
high cost technology and may appear to be more successful. On the other hand, at a 
subsistence level, it may be practiced as a way of life. Charsely (1982) conceives two 
categories of people: One who considers sericulture a 'practice' and the other who consider it 
as a 'business'. The differential responses and considerations are developed within certain 
conditions and situational compulsions. Sericulture, in a broader sense, implies all phases, in 
the process of silk production, starting from mulberry cultivation to weaving, with the inter-
phases of silk-worm rearing, silk reeling and silk twisting. However, in a restricted sense, the 
term ‘sericulture’ has been referred to mulberry cultivation and the rearing phase of the 
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activity that leads to production of cocoons, the basic raw material for silk production. It is 
this phase of the activity that involves a majority of the labour force, employed in the whole 
process of silk production (Sinha 1989). There are two dimensions that constitute the practice 
of sericulture. One concerns the practitioners and the other concerns the practice.  
 
The life span of silk worms is about 23 to 26 days. The rearing of silkworms starts with the 
appropriate growth of mulberry leaves that are used for feeding the silkworms. The farmer 
anticipates in advance, the time of maturation of the leaves and the scale of rearing. 
Assessing the situation, ‘indent’(order in advance) is given to one of the government or 
private grainages for the required number of ‘Disease Free Layings' (DFLs). At the 
appropriate time, the layings are procured and kept at home to complete the process of 
incubation and hatching. Incubation normally takes about ten days. Meanwhile, a few days 
before the actual hatching of the layings, preparations are carried out for accommodating and 
rearing of the hatched worms. The rearing trays and the sheds are cleaned and disinfected. 
Hatching generally takes place on the tenth day, from the date of its laying. Uniform hatching 
ensures a better crop. So, the rearers are expected to be skilled enough to identify the time of 
hatching and provide appropriate conditions, including appropriate temperature and humidity. 
When hatched, the tiny worms are fed with leaves chopped into tiny bits. Later, the worms 
are brushed into trays, preferably wooden ones, providing with adequate spacing for the 
worms. In the process of growth, the worms pass through five stages that are known as 
‘instars’ before they reach the stage of spinning their cocoons and maturing into pupae. After 
each instar, up to the fourth stage, the worms undergo a period of respite during which they 
shed out their skins. This process is known as ‘moulting’. During moulting, the feeding is 
stopped. This generally lasts for about twenty to twenty-four hours.  The sericulturists get the 
much needed rest during these breaks. The time of moulting and its release has to be 
skillfully gauged for best results. Preventive measures, suitable to the situations are to be 
carried out to keep the worms safe from any possible attack of diseases. Some artisans prefer 
chawki-worms and thereby availing about ‘ten-days’ rest and at the same time foregoing the 
strain of preparing the chawki. The feeding is carried out at regular intervals. The worms are 
fed with mulberry leaves for three to five times a day depending on the general practice of the 
area. First feeding usually starts at the early hours of the day and the last feeding in the late 
evening. There is a direct correlation between the size and maturity of the worms and the 
maturity and chopping-size of the leaves that are fed to the worms. Adult worms are 
generally fed with fully grown leaves without chopping. In some areas, farmers resort to 
branch feeding instead of leaf feeding, as a traditional practice or as a result of labour 
scarcity. With the passing of days, worms grow in their size.  
 
‘Bed cleaning’ is carried out as the bed becomes thicker with leaf-waste and with the litters of 
the worms. Simultaneously, trays are also increased, along with the growth of the worms. 
Consequently, work load increases multi-fold. As the worms near the process of reaching full 
maturity, preparations are carried out to get the mountages , also known as ‘chandrikas’ 
ready for mounting the silkworms for cocoon formation. Worms are mounted as and when 
they are mature, the process of which may be stretched to two- three days. Once mounted, the 
worms engage themselves in the spinning of silk cocoons. At the end of the process of 
spinning, the cocoons are collected and cleaned. The cocoons are then taken to one of the 
regulated cocoon markets. The reelers come to the cocoon markets to bid for the cocoons. 
The cocoons, thus bought, are put to undergo further transformation, by way of reeling, in the 
process of silk production.  
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The entire process of rearing is repeated, generally with a gap of about a month unless there 
are alternative plots of mulberry available to go for rearing immediately. All these activities 
imply certain intrinsic features which are unique only to Indian sericulture. Gregory (1997) 
observed some such features in sericulture as follows:  
 

• The activity is mostly carried out within or in proximity to the living premises of the 
artisans. The work is quite intensive in nature and is quite different from other types of 
agricultural activities.  

• It necessitates one person to be a main participant in the activity who needs to involve 
and participate in the activity intensively for a continuous one month, at each rearing. 

• The activity also demands equally supporting participants within the household for 
better results. 

• To appropriate a successful crop, there needs to be perfect understanding and co-
ordination among the participants who should also display a great dedication and 
commitment to the work. 

• Since the work is carried out within or nearby the living premises, it almost becomes 
part of the household chores. This enables women to take an active part in the artisanal 
work without much affecting the traditional rhythm of a rural household. 

• It provides opportunities for the main participants to have wider contacts, frequent 
interactions and greater familiarisation and networking. The sericulturists develop 
closer contacts with other participants in the same village, with the department officials 
and with other related agencies and fellow entrepreneurs from different areas. 

• The frequent and substantial returns from the enterprise allow the main participants to 
claim credit for the achievement and assert their economic capacity. The same 
accomplishment equally demands a due recognition to be given to the other active and 
to a certain extent to the passive supporters too, within the family, if the enterprise has 
to sustain successfully. 

 
4.6 Conclusion 
 
The foregoing sections of this chapter attempted to throw some light on the initial few 
decades of economic planning in post independence period, where planners strived hard to 
restore the past glory of Indian silk. Although Central Silk Board was established prior to the 
inception of the planning period, separate allocation for this sector was introduced from 
Second Plan onwards. Multivoltine and Cross-breeds were the most preferred mulberry silk 
varieties widely chosen by the silk farmers in India possibly due to its easy technology and 
guaranteed returns. On the other hand, bivoltine silk is highly qualitative and have higher 
demand both in domestic superior powerlooms and in foreign markets. Rearing of this 
superior quality of Bivoltine variety was introduced in traditional states like Karnataka, Tamil 
Nadu and West Bengal in the early 1970s, while Jammu & Kashmir cultivated only bivoltine 
silk due to its temperate climate. However, in course of time, Tamil Nadu fared well than the 
rest of the traditional states and became the leading state in bivoltine production in 2011-12. 
In West Bengal, nistari multivoltine is largely popular across the sericulture rich districts and 
the state has negligible percentage of bivoltine silk production. The subsequent section also 
indicate some grave issues attached with the silk farmers and artisans, which include volatile 
price of silk cocoon and silk yarn, lack of region specific mulberry variety as well as 
inadequate coordination between technology yielding laboratory and cultivating field, 
competitive import price  threat from China and infrastructural bottleneck across the states. 
Some of these acute situations call for immediate intervention from the government. On one 
hand, the successful performances of non-traditional states are confined within few regions 
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like Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh and Andhra Pradesh, while traditional silk producing 
states have progressed ahead of the former. The imbalance in progress across the traditional 
and non-traditional states as well as within non-traditional states needs to be reduced through 
judicious policy decisions. The demand for silk is growing all over the world while India 
itself is the largest market of this product. Therefore, policy restructuring needs to be done in 
appropriate manner so that India could be self reliant on silk. The forthcoming chapter will 
throw light on emerging issues in the silk industry especially in the post globalisation phase 
when abolition of Multi Fiber Agreement opened vast opportunities and threats at the same 
time in the Indian domestic silk market.   
 
 
End Notes 
 
1.   All India Sericulture Research Institute was merged with Central Sericulture Research & Training Institute 

in later phases. 
2. Major food plants for Tasar silk worms are Terminalia Tomentosa and Terminalia Arjuna. Rearing of 

worms is conducted outdoor in the forest above these food plants. 
3.  Disease –free-layings i.e., disease free eggs of silkworm.  
4. TRYSEM (Training of Rural Youth for Self Employment) scheme aimed at providing basic technical and 

entrepreneurial skill to the rural poor in the age group of 18-35 years, enabling them to take up income 
generating activities.   

5. Multivoltine silkworm yields several times in a year and are largely cultivated in India despite their 
inconsistent and unsatisfactory performance. Nitsari is a popular multivoltine race cultivated in West 
Bengal. 

6.   Cross Breed (CB) is a hybrid variety between a indigenous multivoltine race (known for its hardiness) and a 
bivoltine breed developed in India. CB is comparatively easy to rear but produce relatively poor quality of 
silk. 

7. Tensile-strength , here, refers to the maximum load that a silk fabric can withstand while being stressed. 
8.    Weft is the yarn which runs breadth-wise in fabrics. The required mechanical tensile strength is lower than 

the warp, which is run lengthwise. If the warp yarn is not strong enough, it is liable to break, rendering the 
weaving process difficult. 

9. a bacterium or virus that can cause diseases.  
10. improved renditta means lower renditta count which refers to the kilogram of cocoons required to yield 1kg 

of raw-silk. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 


