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By: Dr Vigneshwara VarmuDy 

SILK INDUSTRY: NEED TO BECOME 
COMPETITIVE 
India has tremendous unexploited potential for silk development. It’s time the country moves 
from home- or cottage-based production to large-scale manufacturing. 

the commercially known varieties of 
silk. 

Varieties

There are five major types of silk 
of commercial importance obtained 
from different species of silkworms. 
These are divided into two broad cat-
egories:

Mulberry silk. This variety 
comes from the Bombyx mori L. 

silkworm, which solely feeds on the 
leaves of the mulberry plant. Bulk 
of mulberry silk produced in the 
world comes from this variety. In 
India, major mulberry silk produc-
ing states are Karnataka, Andhra 
Pradesh, West Bengal, Tamil Nadu 
and Jammu and Kashmir, which to-
gether account for 92 per cent of the 
country’s total mulberry silk pro-
duction.

Vanya or non-mulberry silk. 
This consists of all the other varie-
ties of silk, viz:

Temperate tasar silk. It is gener-
ated by the Antheraea myiitta silk-
worm, which mainly thrives on the 
Asan and Arjun food plants. Tasar 
is a copperish, coarse silk. It is pro-
duced in Jharkhand, Orissa, Ma-
harastra, West Bengal and Andhra 
Pradesh.

Tropical tasar silk or oak tasar 
silk. This is a finer variety of tasar 
generated by the Antheraea proyeli 
J. silkworm, which feeds on natural 
food plants of oak. It is mainly pro-
duced in the sub-Himalayan belt of 
India covering the states of Manipur, 
Himachal Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, 
Assam, Meghalaya and Jammu and 
Kashmir.

Muga silk. This is a golden-
yellow silk obtained from semi-do-
mesticated multivoltine silkworm 
Antheraea assamensis. These silk-
worms feed on the aromatic leaves of 

Silkworms eating mulberry leaves

S
ericulture, a cottage in-
dustry par excellence, is 
one of the most labour-
intensive sectors of our 
economy. It combines the 

features of both agriculture and in-
dustry. Sericulture is the art of rear-
ing silkworms for the production of 
cocoons, which are the raw material 
for silk production. India has the 
unique distinction of being the only 
county in the world producing all 
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som and soalu plants. This silk is the 
pride of Assam.

Eri silk. Eri silk is the product 
of a domesticated silkworm Philosa-
mia ricini, which feeds mainly on 
castor leaves. It is a multivoltine 
silk spun from open-ended cocoons, 
unlike other varieties of silk. This 
culture is practised mainly in the 
North-Eastern states including As-
sam. It is also found in Bihar, West 
Bengal and Orissa.

Lifecycle of sericulture

The following are the activities 
undertaken in sericulture:

Moriculture. Moriculture is the 
cultivation of mulberry plants. The 
cultivation is mainly taken up in ir-
rigated conditions. Flat, deep, fertile, 
well-drained loamy and clay-loamy 
soil with good moisture-holding ca-
pacity is ideal for mulberry cultiva-
tion.

Silkworm seed production. 
Seed production centres are called 
by different local names in the pro-
ducing states. The seeds are disease-
free layings, which are prepared in 
the centres and supplied to the farm-
ers for rearing. This supply is under-
taken both by the government and 

private-sector centres.
Silkworm rearing. Silkworm 

rearing is considered to be an agro-
based cottage industry. Silkworms 
are reared in well-ventilated rearing 
sheds by shoot rearing method.

Marketing of cocoons. Farm-
ers sell the cocoons in the nearest 
government cocoon markets. The 
price is fixed by scientific methods 
and the final selling price is decided 
in the open auction. In the market, 
silk reelers buy the cocoons from the 
farmers for producing silk.

Silk reeling. Extraction of silk 
filaments from cocoons by employ-
ing a set of processes is known as 
silk reeling. This reeling is done in 
three ways—charka, cottage basins 

and multi-end basins. At present, 
poor-quality cocoons are reeled on 
charka and about 50 per cent of 
silk is produced through this device. 
About 35 to 40 per cent is reeled at 
cottage basins and the remaining is 
from multi-end reeling.

The silk obtained out of the reel-
ing process is called as raw silk. It 
is reeled by drawing together the 
filaments from six to twelve cocoons 
based on the thickness required for 
the weaving sector.

Marketing of raw silk. Raw 
silk produced by the silk reelers is 
marketed directly to the weavers or 
through silk exchanges functioning 
in different states. All the raw silk 
lots brought by the silk reelers are 
tested for quality in the silk exchang-
es. On the basis of this, floor price is 
fixed. The silk lots are then auctioned 
and immediate payment is made.

Silk weaving. Raw silk cannot 
be directly used for weaving. It is to be 
twisted before being fed into the looms. 
The operation of converting raw silk 
into twisted silk is termed as twisting. 
This twisted silk is referred to as ready 
silk. The traditional silk sarees and 
dhotis are made on handlooms, where-
as printed sarees, dress materials, etc 
are made on power looms. 

World production of  
raw silk

China is the leading producer of 
raw silk in the world. It accounted 

Table I 

world raw silk Production in 2009
(metric tonnes)

Country Mulberry Per cent in total Total Per cent share  
 raw silk (mulberry) raw silk of the country

China 84,000 80.77 104,000 81.89
India 16,322 82.89 19,690 15.50
Brazil 811 100.00 811 0.65
Uzbekistan 750 100.00 750 0.59
Thailand 665 100.00 665 0.53
Vietnam 550 100.00 550 0.44
Korea Republic 135 100.00 135 0.10
Japan 90 100.00 90 0.07
Others 304 100.00 304 0.23
Total 103,627 81.60 126,995 100

Source: ISC Web as on January 2010 quoted by the Ministry of Textiles 

Table II 

area and Production of raw silk
Type 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11

(A) Mulberry area (hectares) 185,000 178,000 187,000 188,000
     Production (metric tonnes) 16,245 15,610 16,322 16,957
(B) Vanya production (metric tonnes)
     (i) Tasar 428 603 803 1166
     (ii) Eri 1530 2038 2460 2760
     (iii) Muga 117 119 105 122
Total (all) (metric tonnes) 18,320 18,370 19,690 21,005

Source: Central Silk Board 
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for 81.89 per cent of the total raw silk 
production in the world during 2009. 
India ranks second and its share was 
15.5 per cent. Other producers in-
clude Brazil, Uzbekistan, Thailand 
and Vietnam. The total production 
of raw silk in the world during 2009 
was 126,995 metric tonnes, of which 
103,627 metric tonnes were mul-
berry, which is 81.60 per cent of the 
total silk produced. Country-wise 

production of silk is given in Table I.

Area and production

Sericulture industry in India is 
entrenched in Karnataka, Andhra 
Pradesh, Maharastra, Orissa, Mad-
hya Pradesh, Manipur, Uttara-
khand, Tamil Nadu, West Bengal, 
Jammu and Kashmir and Bihar. 
Among these, Karnataka tops in the 

list followed by Andhra Pradesh, Ta-
mil Nadu, West Bengal and Jammu 
and Kashmir in production.

Estimated total area under mul-
berry in India during 2010-11 was 
about 188,000 hectares and the pro-
duction was 16,957 metric tonnes. 
Compared to the production of 
16,322 metric tonnes in 2009-10, it 
has increased by 3.89 per cent during 
2010-11. Production of vanya silks 
(tasar, eri and muga) during 2010-11 
was 1166 metric tonnes, 2760 metric 
tonnes and 122 metric tonnes, re-
spectively, corresponding to 803 met-
ric tonnes, 2460 metric tonnes and 
105 metric tonnes produced during 
2009-10 as can be seen in Table II.

As far as state-wise mulberry raw 
silk and vanya raw silk production is 
concerned, data is given in Tables III 
and IV, respectively. From these it is 
clear that except Karnataka, in all 
other states both mulberry and vanya 
production is taking place.

Domestic demand

The Indian silk industry caters 
mainly to the domestic saree indus-
try, which has a round-the-year mar-
ket across the length and breadth 
of the country. Almost 80 per cent 
of silk production goes for domes-
tic consumption and the rest goes 
for exports. There appears to be a 
marked imbalance in recent times 
between the demand and supply in 
the domestic silk market. India pro-
duced around 21,005 metric tonnes 
of raw silk in 2010-11, while the total 
consumption per annum is around 
29,000 metric tonnes. The additional 
requirement of about 8000 metric 
tonnes of silk, particularly bivoltine 
mulberry silk of international qual-
ity, is imported from China.

Silk centres in India

Silk is intermingled with the life 
and culture of Indians. Indian silk 
sarees are world-famous. These have 

Table III 

state-wise mulberry raw silk Production
(metric tonnes)

State 2008-09 2009-10
 Bivoltine CB Total Bivoltine CB Total

(A) Traditional states
Karnataka 374 6864 7238 335 7025 7360
Andhra Pradesh 130 4362 4492 105 5014 5119
Tamil Nadu 377 1034 1411 351 882 1233
West Bengal 1 1808 1809 1 1864 1865
Jammu & Kashmir 102 — 102 110 — 110
Sub-total (A) 984 14,068 15,052 902 14,785 15,687
(B) Non-traditional states
Assam 15 — 15 16 — 16
Arunachal Pradesh 4 — 4 3 — 3
Bihar — 9 9 — 16 16
Chhattisgarh 2.25 3 5 2 7.7 9.7
Himachal Pradesh 22 — 22 20 — 20
Jharkhand — 1 1 — 3 3
Kerala 20 — 20 22 — 22
Madhya Pradsh 36 60 96 39 56 95
Maharashtra 26 174 200 56 162 218
Manipur 80 16 96 77 24.5 101.5
Mizoram 8 1 9 7 9.5 16.5
Meghalaya 2 — 2 5.2 — 5.2
Nagaland 2 — 2 3.5 — 3.5
Orissa 2 2 4 3 5.8 8.8
Punjab 4 — 4 5.3 — 5.3
Rajasthan — 1 1 — 1.55 1.55
Sikkim 1 — 1 3 — 3
Tripura — 8 8 — 12.5 12.5
Uttarakhand 17 — 17 14 — 14
Uttar Pradesh 25 17 42 22 38.45 60.45
Sub-total (B) 266 292 558 298 377 635
Grand total (A+B) 1250 14,360 15,610 1200 15,122 16,322

Source: As reported by DOSs of states (adopted from CSBs Annual Report 2009-10) 
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their own brands and 
the brands are named 
after the place of ori-
gin. Some of the im-
portant silk centres 
in India are given in 
Table V.

Among these cen-
tres, Varanasi is fa-
mous for its finest 
silk sarees and heavy 
gold-silver brocades. 
The sarees are known 
for rich and intri-
cately woven motifs of 
leaves, flowers, fruits, 
birds, etc on a soft col-
our background. On 
the other hand, patola 
sarees are the pride 
of Gujarat. These 
are created by using 
the resist dying tech-
nique. Maharashtra is 
known for its paithani 
silk sarees, which 
generally come from 
kumkum colours. 
The state of Madhya 
Pradesh is famous for 
chandan, maheshwari 
and tasar silk sarees.

South India is the 
leading silk producing 
area of the country, 

famous for heavy and light silk sa-
rees. Tamil Nadu is famous for mag-
nificent heavy silk sarees of bright 
colours with silver or gold zari 
works, while Karnataka is famous 
for excellent printed silks.

Raw silk import

To meet the domestic demand 
of raw silk, India imports silk from 
China, Uzbekistan, Vietnam and 
other countries. The total volume 
of imports during 2010-11 was 5870 
tonnes valued at Rs 9384.4 million 
as can be observed from Table VI.

Apart from raw silk, India also 
imports natural silk yarn and silk 
fabrics. India imported natural silk 
yarn worth Rs 1473.7 million and 
Rs 6201.6 million of fabrics during 
2010-11.

Export of silk goods  
from India

India exports natural silk yarn, 
fabrics, readymade garments, silk 
carpets and silk waste to the US 
and European countries in large vol-
umes. The exotic designs and array 
of colour combinations of silk materi-
als produced in our traditional hand-
looms and our ability to supply these 
in small quantities within short pe-

Table IV 
state-wise Vanya raw silk Production

(metric tonnes)
States 2008-09 2009-10

Tropical tasar (A)
Andhra Pradesh 13.00 10.00
Bihar 16.00 27.00
Chhattisgarh 147.00 161.00
Jharkhand 296.00 404.00
Madhya Pradesh 30.14 74.00
Maharashtra 4.28 8.00
Orissa 57.00 71.00
Uttar Pradesh 4.15 6.00
West Bengal 31.23 37.00
Total 599 798
Oak tasar (B)
Arunachal Pradesh 0.10 0.10
Manipur 3.00 3.50
Mizoram 0.10 0.20
Nagaland 0.50 0.50
Jammu & Kashmir — 0.50
Uttarakhand 0.50 0.50
Total 4 5
Total (A+B) 603 803
Eri
Andhra Pradesh 7.00 8.00
Arunachal Pradesh 14.00 15.00
Assam 1141.00 1410.00
Bihar 2.00 2.50
Chhattisgarh 1.50 2.00
Jharkhand 0.10 0.50
Madhya Pradesh 4.00 4.00
Manipur 240.00 280.00
Meghalaya 435.00 450.00
Mizoram 6.00 6.00
Nagaland 160.00 250.00
Orissa 8.50 9.00
Sikkim 0.50 2.00
Uttar Pradesh 5.78 6.00
Uttarakhand 1.40 2.00
West Bengal 11.23 13.00
Total 2038 2460
Muga 
Arunachal Pradesh 0.50 0.50
Assam 105.00 93.00
Manipur 0.60 0.50
Meghalaya 12.00 10.00
Mizoram 0.20 0.30
Nagaland 0.50 0.50
West Bengal 0.20 0.20
Total 119 105
Grand Vanya total 2760 3368
Source: As reported by DOSs of states (adopted from CSBs Annual Report 
2009-10) 

Table V 

important silk Centres in india
State Silk centres

Andhra Pradesh Dharmavaram, Pochampalli, Venkatagiri, Narainpet
Assam Sualkuchi
Bihar Bhagalpur
Gujarat Surat, Cambay
Jammu & Kashmir Srinagar
Karnataka Bengaluru, Mysore, Anekal, Melukote, Kollegal
Maharashtra Palthan
Tamil Nadu Kanchipuram, Arni, Salem, Tanjavur
Chhattisgarh Champa, Chandri, Raigarh
Uttar Pradesh Varanasi
West Bengal Bishnupur, Murshidabad, Birbhum 
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riod is considered as the strength. 
The brocades and satins of Banaras, 
intrinsic designs of kancheevaram 
sarees, patola of Hyderabad, dupion 
of Bengaluru and hand-knitted car-
pets of Kashmir are the favourites of 
Europeans and Americans.

India’s image is fast changing 
from that of a traditional exporter of 
dress material to a finished apparel 
exporter. In recent years, fabrics are 
dominating followed by readymade 
garments. As far as the export of 
fabrics is concerned, Bengaluru and 
Bhagalpur are the major exporting 
centres. Indian silk carpet continues 
to be in demand in Europe and the 
US.

The export earnings from silk 
are growing steadily over the years. 
However, the value came down dur-
ing 2010-11 to Rs 27,238.6 million from Rs 28,924.4 million in 2009-10 

as can be observed from Table VII. 
For country-wise silk export earn-
ings see Table VIII. 

Problems of the sector

Indian sericulture sector is cur-
rently facing several problems which 
have restricted full utilisation of its 
potential. Some of the problems are:

1. Decline in the area under mul-
berry and fluctuations in its produc-
tion. The reasons for these are:

(i) Urbanisation in traditional 
silk producing states

(ii) Fluctuations in prices
(iii) Inflow of Chinese silk in In-

dian market
(iv) Shortage of agricultural 

labourers
(v) Absence of strict disease con-

trol measures
(vi) Poor grading system of 

cocoons
(vii) Lack of efforts to increase 

the area
2. Fragmented and ad-hoc ap-

proach
3. Improper forward and back-

ward linkages
4. High cost of production and 

low productivity
5. Prevalence of old technologies
6. Manipulations by the interme-

diaries in the trade of raw silk
7. Failure to capture internation-

al markets due to poor quality

Future prospects

Sericulture has been promoted 
as an agro-based, labour-intensive 

Table VI 

Country-wise imports of 
raw silk in 2010-11

Country Volume Value  
 (tonnes) (million)

China P.R. 5591 9078.6
Uzbekistan 126 96.5
Vietnam 31 29.4
Malaysia 25 30.9
Thailand 19 29.3
Others 78 119.7
Total 5870 9384.4

Source: DGCI&S Kolkatta / http://www.csb.gov.in 

Table VII 

export earnings of  
silk items

(Rs million)

Items 2009-10 2010-11

Natural silk yarn 294.2 307.8
Fabrics, made-ups 19,425.6 15,476.2
Readymade garments 8549.5 10,951
Silk carpet 405.9 158.4
Silk waste 249.2 345.2
Total 28,924.4 27,238.6

Source: http://www.csb.gov.in 

Table VIII

Top Ten Country-wise 
silk export earnings  

in 2010-11
Country Value (million)

Hong Kong 6188.0
US 3703.5
UK 2528.4
UAE 2391.1
Germany 1388.4
Italy 1241.4
France 1131.6
Spain 865.7
Malaysia 703.5
China P. Rep. 547.0
Total (incl. others) 27,238.6

Source: DGCI&S Kolkatta / http://www.csb.gov.in 

Silkworm cocoon 
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rural-oriented cottage industry in 
India. It provides gainful employ-
ment, mainly to the weaker and 
marginal sections as well as women. 
In India, sericulture is best suited 
for women empowerment. Hence 
efforts are needed to overcome the 
problems of this sector not only to 
increase the employment opportu-
nities but also to promote exports. 
In this regard, following measures 
can be taken:

1. Enhance the production of bi-
voltine silk though proper incentives 
like evolution of tropical breeds

2. Introduce high-yielding mul-
berry varieties

3. Increase cocoons productivity
4. Introduce tasar reeling tech-

nology package
5. Develop integrated nutrient 

management measures
6. Develop bio-control agents 

against diseases
7. Develop pest-management 

measures against various pests of 
mulberry and silkworms

8. Increase non-mulberry silk 

production
9. Quality-based pricing
10. Provide assistance to produc-

ers to shift to bivoltine silk
11. Adopt clusters of villages for 

better marketing conditions
12. Impose anti-dumping duty
13. Implement silk mark in a 

strict manner
Given the global and domes-

tic demand for India’s distinct and 
traditional silk products, overseas 
investment including that in silk 
plantations and measures to pro-
mote captive silk production are 
gaining momentum. The union tex-
tile ministry is reportedly exploring 
the opportunities in Africa to se-
cure supply of silk. Several African 
countries are seeking overseas direct 
investment by Indian companies to 
promote silk production and export. 
However, a strong case exists for 
encouraging domestic production of 
silk and sustaining traditional silk 
crafts and skills.

India retains tremendous un-
exploited potential for silk develop-

ment. Unlike other countries, where 
climate-related factors allow not 
more than a couple of cocoon crops 
a year, in India even four to six crops 
are possible. Fortunately, India has 
the technology to produce bivoltine 
silk with desired traits but what 
lacks is investment in new technolo-
gies.

On a whole, India’s silk-based 
industry has to move from home- or 
cottage-based production to large-
scale manufacturing as in China. 
So as to compete with China, Indian 
manufacturers should develop their 
production technology, since Chinese 
authorities have actively promoted 
silk development and are encour-
aging the production of Indian silk 
textiles, including traditional Indian 
silk textiles. So before China-made 
kanjivaram, banarasi or mysore silk 
floods the Indian market, we need to 
be more competitive.



The author is a professor in the depart-
ment of economics in Vivekananda Col-
lege, Puttur, Karnataka 


