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SAFFRON FACES SLOWDOWN 
Low prices and competition from cheaper imported Iranian saffron have forced many  
traditional saffron farmers to abandon this crop. The government needs to step in urgently  
to protect this sector before it’s too late. 

traced back 3000 years and is men-
tioned in various historical docu-
ments found in the Mediterranean, 
Asian and European countries. The 
Chinese historical documents of the 
3rd century AD referred to saffron 
as being from Kashmir. According 
to other historical evidence, saffron 
was brought to India by the Persian 
rulers around 500 BC. They planted 
it in Kashmiri soil. According to an 

ancient Chinese historical account, 
an Indian Buddhist missionary 
named Madhyantika sowed Kash-
miri saffron in other parts of Asia 
during his travels in the 5th century 
BC. The huge popularity of saffron 
during that time made it the official 
colour for Buddhist robes and man-
tles, immediately after the death of 
Lord Buddha.

The Phoenicians began buying 

A
mong the 85 spe-
cies belonging to the 
Creous genus (Irida-
cee), Crocus sativus 
(saffron) is the most 

popular. Its odour (derived from the 
safranal component), taste (from 
picrocin) and pigment (from crocin) 
are located in the red stigmatic lobes 
of the flowers.

The origin of saffron can be 

Saffron flowers 
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and subsequently marketing Kash-
miri saffron in the 6th century BC, 
by utilising their extensive trade 
routes. Saffron has been used over 
the centuries for religious purposes, 
like anointing the statue of Lord 
Gomateshwara in Sravanabelagola 
during the Mahamastabhisheka fes-
tival, since 978-993 AD.

Nature of saffron

Saffron is a small bulbous peren-
nial plant. It grows 15 to 25 cm high 
and has an underground globular 
corm. It is mainly cultivated for its 
large, scented, blue or lavender flow-
ers. The flowers of the saffron plant 
have orange coloured stigmas, which 
have to be harvested between late 
October and the first or second week 
of November. However, the number 
of flowers and the time of blooming 
in any year are dependent upon the 
temperature prevalent in spring and 
autumn, and upon the amount of 
rainfall.

Uses of saffron

Saffron is frequently used for 
culinary and medicinal purposes. 
In ancient times, Kashmiri saffron 
was used as a fabric dye and also for 
treating depression. Saffron stigmas 
were soaked in water to yield a gold-
en-yellow solution, which was the 
base for the dye.

Saffron has a bitter taste and a 
penetrating aroma. It is added to 
various food items for colouring and 
flavouring. In fact, it is considered 
as one of the oldest and most expen-
sive spices in the world. Saffron has 
also been used for several medicinal 
purposes since ancient times. It has 
carminative and emmenagogic prop-
erties. It is also used in herbal medi-
cine for curing respiratory infections 
and disorders like coughs, common 
cold, scarlet fever, smallpox, cancer, 
hypoxia, asthma, etc. Saffron is also 
used in the treatment of blood disor-

ders, insomnia, paralysis, heart dis-
eases, stomach upsets, eye disorders, 
etc. 

The use of saffron in the cosmetic 
industry is now increasing because 
of its aroma and ability to remove 
pimples. It is also used as a perfume.

World production

Saffron is cultivated in Iran, In-
dia, Greece, Spain, Italy, Morocco and 
other countries. However, Iran is the 
biggest producer, followed by India 
and Greece. By the end of the first 
decade of the new century, saffron 
production in Iran was 300 tonnes, 
which accounted for 97 per cent of 
the world’s saffron production. In-
dia’s output was 8 tonnes, mainly 
from Jammu and Kashmir. The pro-
duction in Greece was 5 tonnes, Azer-
baijan 3.7 tonnes and Morocco 0.8 
tonnes. Spain was once the world’s 
leading producer of saffron, particu-
larly in the 1990s, but now it is strug-
gling to get back on its feet.

Saffron in India

In India, the state of Jammu and 
Kashmir is the largest producer of 
saffron. In fact, Kashmir is consid-
ered one of the three most promi-
nent saffron cultivating centres in 
the world. The state of Himachal 
Pradesh is also an important cul-
tivating region in India. In Jammu 
and Kashmir, the district of Pulwa-
ma accounts for 78.91 per cent of the 
area under saffron cultivation, fol-
lowed by Budgam (12.27 per cent), 
Srinagar (7.32 per cent) and Doda 
(1.5 per cent).

As per the official sources, in 
the past 10 years there has been a 
steady decline in saffron production. 
In 1998, the crop was grown over 
4161 hectares, which came down to 
2880 hectares in 2002. The output in 
1998 was 6.52 tonnes. Interestingly, 
in 2004, while the area under saffron 
increased to 3025 hectares, the out-

put was only 4.83 tonnes. As per the 
available data for 2009-10, the area 
under saffron cultivation was 3715 
hectares and the production output 
was 8 tonnes.

Overall, the area under saffron 
cultivation in India has been declin-
ing over these years. 

A few challenges 

Pre-harvest problems. 1. Farm-
ers in Kashmir follow a planting cycle 
of 10 years, while researchers have 
found that the average age of the saf-
fron corms in a field is 15 years with 
many fields having corms as old as 
30 years. Many farmers have no idea 
about how long ago the corms in a 
field were sown.

2. As per the official sources, care 
and maintenance are lacking in the 
saffron fields. Pests plague many 
fields. Poor hygiene and long plant-
ing cycles have resulted in the corm 
rot epidemic. This fungal disease 
currently plagues about 41 per cent 
of the fields, further reducing the 
production output.

3. The farmers are not skilled in 
the initial stages of cultivation. Even 
though corms are required to be 
sterilised by fungicide before plant-
ing, many farmers are not aware of 
this precaution and tend to drop the 
corms by hand while planting, pay-
ing little attention to the placement.

4. Though the saffron fields in 
Pampore are situated on the banks 
of the Jhelum river, there are no irri-
gation systems, making the fields de-
pendent solely on rainfall. In recent 
years, the winter seasons have been 
dry and rainfall has also decreased 
during the summer months, creating 
drought-like conditions.

Harvesting problems. Har-
vesting or plucking the flowers has 
to be completed early in the morn-
ing, which is a tiring and time con-
suming job. As many as 160,000 to 
170,000 tiny flowers are required to 
collect one kilogram of saffron. The 
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harvesting is normally undertaken 
by women and children.

Post-harvest problems. 1. Af-
ter the flowers are harvested, they 
are stored for two or three days be-
fore the saffron threads are extract-
ed to be dried in the sun. During this 
time, saffron is exposed to microbes 
and pathogens, which results in a 
loss of quality.

2. Marketing is also one of the 
main problems. An average saffron 
grower finds it troublesome to sell 
the small quantity he produces. 
Grading and packing individu-
ally is not highly profitable. 
The abundance of middlemen, 
who facilitate sales, leads to an 
uneven distribution of profits. 
Farmers tend to receive little 
benefits from the sale. More 
than 67 per cent of the grow-
ers fall into this group. Twen-
ty per cent of farmers sell to 
wholesalers while the remain-
ing sell through cooperatives.

3. The problem of adulteration is 
a major issue. Because of high pric-
es, saffron smuggled from Iran to 
India is added to the superior qual-
ity Kashmiri saffron, and then re-
branded as Kashmiri saffron.

Other problems. 1. Pollution 
from nearby cement factories.

2. Even though, under the Saf-
fron Act, there is a complete ban on 
converting land used for saffron cul-
tivation into residential plots, this 
practice is going on unabated.

A few positive steps

Indian or Kashmiri saffron, fa-
mous as being the best in the world, 
has almost halved in value since 
2009 from Rs 270,000 per kilogram 
to only Rs 130,000 per kilogram. 
Faced with multiple constraints, 
Kashmir’s saffron farmers are strug-
gling. However, recently, the central 
government, state government and 
some research institutions have tak-
en several steps to bolster the value 

to Kashmiri saffron. These are listed 
below:

Value chain on Kashmir saf-
fron. With the support of the Indian 
Council of Agricultural Research, the 
World Bank has launched a project 
called the ‘Value chain on Kashmir 
saffron,’ which aims to boost produc-
tion and quality using environment-
friendly techniques. Through this, 

farmers will get improved planting 
material that has been treated with 
fungicides, and researchers will con-
duct nutrient–management trials 
and demonstrate more productive 
agri-practices. This project has al-
ready helped farmers to establish 240 
nurseries to expand the crop area and 
is in the process of setting up a state-
of-the-art packing-house unit where 
farmers will be able to dry and pack 
the final product.

Demonstration plots in Jam-
mu. The Jammu and Kashmir gov-
ernment, in a bid to introduce the 
cultivation of world famous ‘Kash-
miri saffron’ in the Jammu region, 
has laid saffron-growing demonstra-
tion plots at Basantgarh in Udampur 
district.

The National Saffron Mis-
sion. Recently, the central govern-

ment has sanctioned Rs 3760 million 
for the National Saffron Mission. 
The mission aims at enhancing 
quality, productivity and organised 
marketing for the growers. In this 
regard, the J&K government has 
requested the SKUASTK (Sher-e-
Kashmir University of Agricultural 
Sciences and Technology of Kash-
mir) to prepare a project for the sci-
entific implementation of this mis-
sion.

Establishment of the SMSC 
nursery. The agricultural depart-

ment of J&K has set up a Saffron 
Multiplication Seed Corms 
(SMSC) nursery, a first of its 
kind, which is spread over 20 
hectares at the Seed Multi-
plication Farm in Allowpora 
in South Kashmir’s Shopian 
district.

Collaborative activi-
ties. A plan has been prepared by 

the Agriculture Department in col-
laboration with the SKUASTK. This 
plan consists of providing seeds and 
fertilisers as well as borewells for ir-
rigation to the farmers. 

Indian saffron, which is famous 
for its high quality, has to regain its 
popularity. As per trade estimates, 
domestic demand is in the range of 
20 metric tonnes per annum, while 
current domestic production is in 
the range of only around 10 metric 
tonnes per annum. To enhance the 
production and to protect the farm-
er, there is the need to provide good-
quality and high-yielding seeds, 
extend the area under cultivation, 
provide alternative drying facilities 
like solar driers, and also provide 
training to farmers. A proper strat-
egy must be devised, and the whole 
process must be organised such that 
the average small growers get the 
full benefit from government initia-
tives.
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