Part III.  Policy Perceptions and Prospects of Handloom Industry

III.1  Assessing the Policy Framework

True that post industrial revolution era saw the disruption of handloom weaving in India; it also showed the resilience of hand weaving against the onslaught of modern techniques in weaving. This section will deal with policy issues and its impact on handlooms with respect to the time period immediately preceding independence as well as in the decades after independence.

The twentieth century, as mentioned earlier, saw the emergence of mill industry as well as the decentralized powerloom sector which has now become the serious competitor to the handlooms. The policy discussion would address the following:

1. The role of policy in mitigating the problems of handlooms;

2. Evaluation of the effectiveness of implementation of policy; and
3. Distortions in policy which has directly and indirectly aggravated the problems of handlooms
In the pre-Independence era, little efforts were taken to develop the handloom industry. No concrete steps were taken until 1935. On the other hand, the discriminatory colonial policy made every possible effort to encourage the use of mill made cloth and yarn from Lancashire. In 1935, the Government provided Rs.5 lakhs as a subsidy to each state for a period of five years under the subvention scheme. During the Second World, the shortage of yarn became acute and the handloom industry received major setbacks. The Committee set up to study the problems of the industry, the Fact Finding Committee on Mills and Handlooms 1942 concluded that the major reasons for the crisis in the industry were due to changes in tariff policy, shift in consumer taste, competition from mill sector and powerloom sector and the strong dependency relationship between weavers and middlemen. On the recommendation of this committee, All India Handloom Board was set up in 1945 with the object of supplying raw material and assisting the marketing of handloom products. Handlooms witnessed greater emphasis in the policy formulation in the post-Independent era.

In all Five Year Plans, emphasis was given for the development of handloom industry. The major thrust was on the co-operativization of handloom weavers. The Industrial Policy Resolution of 1948 assigned a crucial role to the cottage industries. In 1948, the acquisition and installation of powerlooms were prohibited without the permission of the Textile Commissioner. In 1948, Government of India passed the Cotton Textile (Control) Order in which the mills were prohibited from producing certain varities of cloth. Thus, in 1950, the government reserved a whole variety of items for the exclusive manufacture by handlooms - mills being legally prohibited from producing these items. However, the reservation was applicable to powerlooms as well and it was treated on par with handlooms. Except for three items of production - piece dyed dhotis; lungis and piece or yarn-dyed coloured cotton saris - which were exclusively for handlooms, the rest of the eight items were reserved for both handlooms and small powerloom units (with four or five looms) (Eapen, 1984: 583). In 1949, excise duty was imposed on mill cloth of medium and coarse to superfine varieties in order to collect revenue.

All India Handloom Board was reconstituted in 1952 to develop the handloom industry on co-operative lines; increase production; and help in the marketing of cotton. In the same year, the Government announced RBI scheme to assist handlooms by supply of yarn and in return purchase of cloth. Also, the mills were required to restrict the production of dhotis to 60% of the average monthly packing. Consequent on the passing of Khadi and Other Handloom Industries (Additional Excise Duty on Cloth) Act of 1953, additional excise duty was levied on mill made cloth and the amount was used for the growth of handlooms. In the same year, Handloom Rebate Scheme was introduced. The Kanungo Commission or the Textile Enquiry Commission set up in 1952 which submitted its report in 1954 (GOI, 1954: para 75 & 81) was of the view that there was no future for handlooms and recommended a progressive conversion of handlooms into powerlooms through organized effort over a period of fifteen to twenty years. It was of the opinion that for ordinary cloth 'the pure and simple handloom is and must be a relatively inefficient tool of production. With the exception of those textile items with an 'intricate body pattern', there seemed 'to be no variety of fabric which the handloom industry could produce in a better quality or at a lower price (consistent with a reasonable wage being paid to the handloom weaver and his assistants) as compared to the mill or the powerloom industry'. On the other hand, the recommendations of Karve Committee 1955 (on Village and Small Scale Industries, Second Five Year Plan) (GOI, 1955: p.89) were in sharp contrast with that of the Kanungo Committee. Karve Committee not only recommended the freezing of both mill and powerloom output at existing levels but also recommended deferring of any proposal for additional spinning capacity in the mill sector, in order to promote the hand spinning sector. On the recommendations of the Karve Committee, the Government of India announced the Textile Policy of 1956. The RBI Scheme for Handloom Finance, 1952 was widened to extend working capital to handloom weavers' co-operative societies for production and marketing of cloth. The Ninety Percent Loss Guarantee Scheme was introduced in 1956 with a view to provide guarantee cover to co-operative banks in respect of losses arising out of the non-recovery of loans to handloom weavers' societies.

Nevertheless, the Asok Mehta Committee (1964) echoed the views of Kanungo Committee and recommended that powerloom be allowed to acquire a paramount position in the textile economy of India. It questioned the long-term viability of handlooms and argued for the removal of regulations on powerlooms. Though the Government did not accept the recommendations in total, the permission for planned expansion of powerlooms marked the official recognition of the role of powerlooms in India (GOI, 1964: 164-172)

In 1974, Sivaraman Committee on Handlooms was constituted to study exclusively the problems of the handloom industry. It pointed out the inadequacy of government support and the product reservation which actually benefited the powerlooms. The major observation of the Committee was that for every powerloom set up, six handlooms are rendered dormant i.e. for every job created 14 handloom weavers were displaced. It pointed out that between 1963 and 1974 the overall growth of powerloom sector was 9.67% per annum and that of cotton powerlooms was 21.94% (GOI: 1974, Srinivasulu, 1996: 3202). It urged the government to introduce fiscal arrangements to narrow the cost handicap of handlooms over the powerlooms and also to abolish the distinction of excise duty between the mills and powerlooms [both use same technology of semi automatic looms with powerlooms having the added advantage of low fixed cost per unit of output and low wages].

In 1978, the Janata government announced its textile policy. To assist the growth of handlooms, the capacity of the powerloom and mills sectors were to be frozen at existing levels with expansion allowed only in handloom and khadi sectors. This strategy however was not implemented. It also recommended the production and sale of controlled cloth by both mill and handloom sector initially and only by the handloom sector eventually. The 1981 policy laid down that fresh expansion of capacity of powerlooms to be regulated such that by the end of 1984-85, the growth is restricted at 5% of the base year. It also emphasized on the need for the revival of dormant looms as well as sustained modernization of handlooms. It also provided for the setting up of National Handloom Development Corporation which will ensure the procurement and distribution of adequate yarn at reasonable prices to the handloom sector. A new Indian Institute of Handloom Technology at Gauhati was also proposed to be established along with the strengthening of existing infrastructure in other IIHTs and Weavers Service Centres. 

The most comprehensive textile policy of independent India was the New Textile Policy of 1985. It differed from other textile policies with the shift in emphasis from employment potential to that of enhancing productivity. It also viewed the textile sector in terms of processes involved – spinning, weaving and processing rather than the sectors involved – handlooms, mills, powerlooms and khadi (GOI, 1985: 4). The important policy initiatives for handlooms under the New Textile Policy were as follows:

1. Development of handlooms through co-operatives and corporations to be intensified;

2. Greater emphasis on modernization and provision of technological inputs for improving productivity, quality and finish;

3. Special efforts to ensure the availability of yarn and other raw materials through the operations of National Handloom Development Corporation (NHDC).

4. Production of mixed and blended fabrics to be encouraged;

5. Protection to handloom sector under the Handloom Reservation Act;

6. Removal of cost handicap of handlooms vis-à-vis powerloom products through suitable fiscal measures;

7. To improve the marketing of handlooms products, strengthening the infrastructure of marketing complexes, organizing the training of marketing personnel and intensive publicity;

8. To strengthen the database and better planning in the handloom sector a census of handlooms was to be undertaken;

9. Welfare schemes for handloom weavers such as a Contributory Thrift Fund Scheme and Workshed-cum-Housing Scheme were to be introduced; and

10. The entire production of control cloth was to be transferred to the handloom sector by the end of the 8th Five Year Plan.

Under the Workshed-cum-Housing Scheme introduced during 1985-86, weavers were to be provided with financial assistance for the construction of workshed-cum-houses. In case, weavers own their homes, assistance will be made available for worksheds only. Government would provide subsidy and HUDCO loan component through State Housing Corporations. During 1989, Government of India introduced Market Development Scheme in lieu of Rebate and Share Capital Contribution Schemes. The State and central Governments would meet the expenditure on 50:50 basis. Government of India, in exercise of its power under Section 3 of the Essential Commodities Act, 1955, issued Cotton Textile Control Order 1986 asking the spinning mills to pack 50% of yarn produced in the form of hanks to ensure the availability of hank yarn to handlooms (EXIM, 2000: 14). 

In 1990, the Abid Hussain Committee reviewed the working of the Textile Policy of 1985. The committee categorized handloom weavers into three – high skilled, high earning; medium skilled, medium earning and low skilled and low earning. It suggested the strengthening of existing welfare schemes and the introduction of a General Welfare Fund and a Weavers Rehabilitation Fund. It suggested the need for setting up an institutional mechanism, “ a decentralized form of production successfully linked with a highly centralized market” (GOI, 1990: 17). The recommendations of the committee were:

1. Focus on the weaver rather than looms;

2. Area based promotion to enhance weaver's earnings and productivity;

3. Result oriented institutional infrastructure;

4. Search for new organizational forms for target oriented handlooms; and

5. Stepped up plan provision for handloom promotion.

In view of the unprecedented crisis in handlooms following the suicide of handloom weavers in different parts of the country, Mira Seth Committee on Handlooms was set up. The focus of the committee was on increased earnings to weavers. It recommended the strengthening of existing provisions for timely and adequate credit, technological upgradation and so on. It emphasized on the training of weavers through Weavers' Service Centres (WSCs) in Computer Aided Designing (CAD) and Computer Colour Matching (CCM) to meet the challenges of globalization. In short, the Mira Seth Committee Report recommended an export-oriented strategy for the survival of handlooms. The committee recommended the reduction of items reserved for handlooms from 22 to 11 (Srinivasulu, 1997: 1382). 

To formulate a new textile policy for the millennium, the Government of India appointed a Committee in 1999 under the chairmanship of S.Satyam (GOI: 1999). The Committee had the following recommendations for handlooms:

1. Cone yarn be converted to hank yarn by weavers to meet the requirements of handlooms i.e. removal of hank yarn obligation of mills to handlooms;

2. 50% of weavers to change over to weaving for exports;

3. Conversion of 3rd tier of handloom weavers producing plain and low cost items to 1st tier handloom units producing commercial items or into 3rd tier of powerloom weavers with semi-automatic looms;

4. Strengthening of the existing welfare schemes with no additional schemes;

5. Research and Development, design intelligence, testing, training and HRD support would be provided by WSCs and IIHTs;

6. Establishment of marketing complexes in the main commercial centres;

7. Removal of the Handloom Reservation Act;

8. Setting up of IT booth for weavers;

9. Excise duty exemptions available to handloom sector at the fabric stage to be phased out; and

10. Strengthening of the database with regard to the handloom sector.

These were the major policy announcements with regard to handloom sector in the pre- and post-Independent era. The ensuing section will deal with the impact of such policy on handloom sector.

Policy Performance: A Critique

Policy of Reservation

Since the days of independence, as mentioned in the above discussion, many regulations were imposed on both mills and powerlooms to protect the handlooms from their unequal competition. The most important among these was the reservation of products for the exclusive production of handlooms. However, the reservation introduced for 8 items in 1950 was not very effective. Out of these 8, 5 items were reserved for both handlooms and small powerloom units. And studies point out that by 1974, almost 90% of the powerloom units fell into the category of ‘small’ with less than 5 looms and the reservation actually benefited these powerloom units than handlooms (Chandrasekhar: 2001). To correct this, the Handloom Reservation Act of 1985, reserving 22 items for the exclusive production of handlooms was introduced. However, it could not be implemented till 1993 due to the legal dispute posed by the mill and powerloom lobby in the Supreme Court. To overcome this, Abid Hussain Committee recommended the inclusion of the Act under the Ninth Schedule of Constitution but this was never considered (GOI: 1990). The Mira Seth Committee recommended the reduction of the number of items reserved from 22 to 11 and recent annual report of ministry of textiles indicates that this has been implemented (Ministry of Textiles: 2001). Even after the Act came into effect from 1993, the number of violations reported in the annual reports has been shocking low, to the tune of five to fifteen all over the country (Ministry of Textiles: 2001). Thus, despite the demands of weavers the Reservation Act has never been implemented efficiently. In addition to this, the approach paper to Tenth Plan [Approach Paper to Tenth Plan (2002-7): p19], suggests that reservation is uneconomical in the wake of liberalization and hence has to be phased out eventually. 

As mentioned earlier, the serious threat to handlooms come from powerlooms rather than mills. It is argued that powerlooms are the result of expansion of successful handloom weavers. Recent studies, however, show that synthetic mills enable the setting up of powerloom units and sub-contract their weaving provided they procure yarn from these mills. Thus, powerlooms are in part the result of self-expansion of mills. It should also be noted in this context that 93 million metre weaving unit of Reliance (Srinivasulu, 1998: 897) come under the category of ‘powerloom’ by definition. They enjoy cost advantage vis-à-vis not only handlooms but also mills. Similar techniques of production followed by mills and powerlooms enable it to produce cloth of comparable quality. In addition to this, low overhead costs per unit of output, low wages due to lack of unionization, small size of the units enabling it to remain outside the ambit of any protective labour legislation give them a competitive edge over both mills and handlooms.

Competition from Powerlooms

Another cause of concern is the phenomenal growth of the number of powerlooms despite all regulation. The Sivaraman Committee observed that between 1963 and 1974 the overall growth rate of powerloom sector was 9.67% and between 1975 and 1982-83 was 11.7%. In numerical terms, the growth was phenomenal, an addition of 2.3 lakhs new cotton powerlooms to the 1.93 cotton powerlooms already existing in 1975, with the overall addition of around 2.9 lakhs powerlooms, the total tall going upto 6 lakhs with another 1,60,000 awaiting regularization (Srinivasulu, 1996: 3202). Today, authorized (registered) powerlooms stand at 16.55 lakhs (Ministry of Textiles: 2001) with the total being 34 lakhs inclusive of the unauthorized (EXIM, 2000: 14).

Availability of Yarn

Non-availability of sufficient yarn in the form of hanks has been the bane of handloom industry. The mills were supposed to deliver 50% of their total yarn production in the form of hanks to handlooms. Abid Hussain Committee observed that this was to the tune of only 40% (GOI, 1990: 11). However, data from 1988-89 onwards show that it has always been around 22 – 24% (Srinivasulu, 1996: 3204). Moreover, there has always been the diversion of hank yarn for handlooms to powerlooms which will be rewound into pirns and used for powerloom weaving. In addition, there is a gross mismatch between the figures of cloth produced and the hank yarn delivered, the former being many times more than the latter. This is due to the marketing of powerloom cloth as handloom cloth which is very widespread and takes place with official connivance. The rise in prices of yarn of 40s and 60s count used by majority of weavers by 86.95% and 128.57% in 1985-90 has been attributed by the Abid Hussain Committee itself to the non-fulfillment of hank yarn obligation by mills (Srinivasulu,1996: 3203, GOI, 1990: 11). This can also be attributed to the export of yarn in the 20s and 40s count (64% of the total export of yarn) without taking into consideration the domestic requirement. Weavers complain that National Handloom Development Corporation set up to provide yarn requires the weavers to pay in advance 25% of the total amount which they are unable to meet. 

Implementation of Welfare Schemes

With regard to welfare schemes, there is no dearth of schemes introduced at the State and Central Government level. A detailed compendium of handloom schemes is given in the appendix at the end of the report. Comprehensive note on schemes – developmental and welfare – are available with respective Directorates of Handlooms and Textiles in various states. The package of ‘loom to loomless’ weavers introduced in 1993 to provide looms to 3.27 lakhs (Census of Handlooms, 1987-88) over a period of three years failed to understand that these weavers have actually migrated to major handloom centres. Thus, the package would add only 3.27 lakh looms to the already existing 2.79 idle looms as on 1987-88 and many more that would have gone idle (Srinivasulu, 1996: 3205). The scheme of setting up 3000 Handloom Development Centres and 500 Quality Dyeing Units was envisaged at a whopping cost of Rs.849.15 crores. At the end of 8th Five Year Plan, only 1588 HDCs and 313 QDUs were sanctioned to the tune of 80.92 crores which is well behind the target (Ministry of Textiles: 1999). Moreover, the various Committees had recommended the introduction of Computer Aided Designing and Computer Colour Matching under Weavers Service Centres; setting up of marketing complexes, IT booth for weavers and so on when the immediate concern of weaver is to procure sufficient yarn in the required counts. Deen Dayal Hathkargha Protsahan Yojana 2000-01 is conceptually the same as the Project Package Scheme. Handloom Export Development was launched in 1996. Thus, multiplicity of schemes and duplication of efforts by a number of agencies has been the bane of the handloom industry. Abid Hussain and the Sub-Group on Handlooms for 8th Five Year Plan had proposed to institute a Handloom Weavers Rehabilitation Schemes. However, no serious move have been made in this regard except the mention in the Textile Policy, 2000 to enable handloom weavers find alternate employment in textile or allied sectors. Since the First Five Year Plan, there have been concerted efforts to co-operativize the weavers. Despite this, the level of co-operativization stands at 20.3% of the total weavers as on 1998-99 (EXIM, 2000: 13). A closer look at the compendium of handloom schemes and the implementation agency would reveal that majority of them are applicable only to weavers in the co-operative societies or to weavers who will be able to organize into societies or have access with the apex societies. Thus, there is no justification for the contending argument to discontinue all concessions to handlooms, as it has not led to the growth of the industry. Scheme for modernization of looms was transferred to State Governments in 1991. Presently the progress of this scheme is not known. Release of funds by the State Governments (including those received from Central Government) takes a long time, at least a gap of 8 to 18 months. This time lag has to be reduced. Further more, weavers did not have access to banks for getting credit and working capital loans from banks/financial institutions, as they do not have assets for mortgage. Establishment of weavers co-operative banks run by themselves could be a possible alternative (Raoot, nd: 2, 6,7)

Absence of Reliable Database

Paucity of reliable data with respect to number of looms or number of weavers or productivity is another major shortcoming of the handloom sector. Till 1964, the production of decentralized sector, except khadi, was computed on the assumption that 90% of the free yarn delivered by the mills is consumed by this sector and the share of handlooms was computed on the assumption that 76% of the yarn was consumed by the latter. On the basis of the quantum of yarn consumed, the output of each sector was arrived on the basis of some accepted conversion factor (1 pound of yarn= 4.5/5 yards of cloth or 1 kg of yarn=10 metres of cloth) (Chandrasekhar: 2001). The number of weavers is often arrived at by multiplying the number of looms by an employment co-efficient. Likewise, there is also difference of opinion in the calculation of dormant and idle looms especially while taking into account the domestic looms of North Eastern India. Besides, if 2.9 lakhs powerlooms were added between 1975 and 1983, it should have displaced 17.4 lakhs handlooms but the Census of Handlooms show only a decline of 4.85 lakhs handlooms (Srinivasulu, 1996: 3202). In addition to all these, it is very interesting to note that the Abid Hussain Committee’s field visits for the purpose of review did not include any of the handloom centres in the country [GOI, 1990: ii]. 

Technological Issues

Hand weaving has been associated, especially in the post-Independent policy formulations, with notions of  ‘cultural heritage’, ‘ancient’, ‘traditional’ industry in the country. In this rhetoric, its significance as an indigenous technology was often forgotten. On the basis of their structure, handlooms can be divided into a) primitive looms, b) pit looms – throw shuttle and fly shuttle - and c) frame looms*. In the name of technological upgradation, since early Five Year Plans, it was envisaged to convert pit looms into frame looms. Nevertheless, such conversion should take into account the increase in the amount of cloth woven, for frame looms are capable of weaving greater volumes than pit looms and the possibility of marketing this. The greatest disadvantage of frame loom is that it occupies more space and is not easy to operate due to increased vibrations while weaving. Moreover, it also costs much more than a pit loom. Pit loom has the advantage of saving space, less expensive and more health friendly. Besides, only pit looms are capable of making sarees of finer counts with intricate extra weft patterns. Since 1985, technological upgradation of handlooms has been synonymous with the conversion of handlooms into powerlooms. Nonetheless, a detailed study of the impact of such a conversion on labour involved in handlooms, the infrastructure required, channels of marketing the increased volume of cloth produced, rehabilitation of the affected handloom weavers, has never been paid heed. Any conversion, in the name of modernization or technological upgradation, should have the welfare of the weavers as their paramount goal. 

Specific Policy Issues

The Textile Policy of 1985 marked a vital shift in the policy towards handlooms in particular and textile industry in general. It characterized the onset of liberalization in the textile economy of India. Removal of regulations and control over mills and powerlooms was indeed a shift from hitherto policy emphasis on employment potential to that of productivity. Further, the division of the textile industry in terms of processes rather than sectors completely ignores the intersectoral linkages between these sectors and their inherent strengths and weaknesses. Policy recommendations succeeding 1985 policy are not different in their tone in hailing liberalization as the need of hour without taking into consideration the specificities of the textile economy of India. Policies recommend shifting of the production of controlled cloth to handlooms by the end of the 8th Five Year Plan with the objective of enabling weavers to earn reasonably well. Parallel to this, it also advocates the conversion of handloom weavers into the production of high value items to increase their earnings. Such inherent contradictions are frequent at the policy formulation level. The Satyam Committee recommendation of converting cone yarn to hank by weavers themselves does not take into account the level of infrastructure required, the supervising agency, controller of quality of such converted yarn, maintenance of adequate supply of yarn and so on. Furthermore, the committee does not take into account the impact of the conversion of low skilled handloom weavers into powerlooms on the labour involved and the level of structural changes that will be brought in with such conversion. In addition to this, the recommendation to switch 50% of handloom weavers for the production of exports appears absurd when only 28,300 looms out of 3.6 million working looms in the country i.e. less than 1.3% are producing export varieties (Mukund & Syamasundari, 2001: 36). Such shift will also leave the handloom sector more vulnerable at the hands of the volatile global market. Nevertheless, the National Textile Policy 2000 on the whole echoes the views of the Satyam Committee though its objective takes note to 'sustain and strengthen the traditional knowledge, skills and capabilities of our weavers and craftspeople’.

Thus, policy in the intitial days has indirectly helped the growth of powerlooms by treating it on par with handlooms. Further more, the small size of powerloom units enabled it to remain outside the ambit of any Factory Act or imposition of special taxes. This facilitated their capture of the market with their cost advantage over handlooms arising out of low overhead costs, low wages, proximity and nexus with mills ensuring adequate supply of yarn. In the post 1985 scenario, the powerlooms are allowed to operate even without a license. Even in the past with licensing and other regulations such as freeze on capacity, the Government was unable to restrict the growth of powerlooms.  

In fact, Government should realize the great potential of handlooms as a generator of employment in the non-farm sector. It should also realize the fact that any industry can reap benefits abroad only when there is a stable domestic market.

*

· Primitive Looms – where weft is threaded by hand for interlacing the warp ends. These include vertical looms like some of the woolen blanket looms, durree looms, newar looms and tape looms.

· Pit looms are of two kinds – throw-shuttle and fly-shuttle. Until the invention of fly-shuttle in England in the 18th century, the throw-shuttle was the most prevalent loom. Famous throw shuttle pit looms are – Gadwal looms, Jamadani looms, Balaramapuram looms, Banaras looms, Chanderi looms, Aurangabad Himru looms and Kanjeevaram looms.

· Fly-shuttle pit looms produces 3 to 4 times more cloth than throw-shuttle except that it cannot weave intricate extra weft patterns. It weaves colour bedsheets, towels, handkerchiefs, door curtains, bedcovers, quilt cloth, colour shirting, napkins, etc. Famous fly-shuttle pit looms are the Uppada loom, the Venkatagiri loom, the Salem loom, the Madras Handkerchief loom, the Mauloom, the Sandifa loom and the Nagpur loom.

· Frame looms can weave heavy furnishing material, bed sheet of greater warp (upto 100-110” width), towels, dress material, striped check material, gauze cloth, and so on. Ordinary saris with plain border, with extra warp and cross border designs. Popular frame looms are the Malabar loom, Rajasthan loom, the Shantipur loom and the Sholapur loom.

III.2  Prospects of the Industry:  Conclusion and Recommendations:

The handloom industry and its entitlements:

Handloom weaving is a significant industry that employs lakhs of people in the country.  The most urgent task today is one of devising appropriate institutional and structural supports that could help the industry realize its potential.  In order to do this, a major shift in the existing perspectives on the industry will be necessary.  Far from being a traditional activity that is on the verge of decline, handlooms must be approached as a productive industry and as a major generator of employment, especially in the rural, non-farm sectors.  Having defined it as a productive industry, the various entitlements of the industry and its practitioners have to be emphasized and attended to.  In other words, the handloom sector is entitled to support vis-à-vis its needs as a productive industry (for example, in areas of raw material access, credit and marketing), rather than receive support that is extended merely through welfarist schemes.  The general thrust of a government policy on handlooms has to be based on a clear recognition of such needs.  An identification of such needs and entitlements has been made in this Report.  At the same time however, enough attention has to be paid to the macro-economic environment and how it affects the performance of the handloom industry.  Even the most well-intentioned policy measures could fail if wider trade and fiscal policies go against the sector.

One of the inalienable features of the handloom industry is its equity participation.  Unlike certain other industries where a handful of owners control and direct the entire production process, in the handloom sector, control over resources is not concentrated but more dispersed.  This follows from the very nature of the industry, which uses only small amounts of capital while drawing on traditional skills and household-based labour in order to produce cloth.  It is necessary to build on such strengths while articulating the prospects of the industry.  Successive textile policies have been an exercise in balancing the interests of the various sectors of the textile industry, such as, mill, powerloom and handlooms.  A growing tendency, which has become increasingly pronounced today, is to see the prospects for the handloom industry in niche (both national and international) markets.  Our study indicates that, to the contrary, the prospects of the industry can be developed along many other lines.  To do this, it is necessary to shift from the above niche perspective and to focus on local markets as the most obvious targets of decentralized cloth production.  Expanding local markets is a challenging task that will have to be supported by ancillary research on such questions as suitable cotton varieties, local spinning units, and so on.  In the long run, the growth and prospects of the handloom industry depends on such a market expansion, and policy formulations should address the needs of the industry that follow from such an objective.

Identifying the specific requirements of the handloom industry and its heterogeneous organizational base has been an important part of this study.  The handloom industry exhibits extreme diversity in terms of products, modes of production, as well as in relations within the production structure.  This diversity is not reflected in aggregate data on the industry, but it is aggregate data that becomes the basis for forming impressions and policies pertaining to it.  Aggregate data do not tell us what is happening to the industry at the grassroots level; nor do they reflect diversities in organization and products according to state, region, or even district.  What is needed is a realistic appraisal of the industry, facilitated by direct inputs from the field.  This should be the starting point for policy exercises, which should come to recognize regional specificities as the greatest strength of the handloom industry.  

The present study has sought to fill this lacuna in most appraisals of the handloom industry.  It focuses on the field realities of handloom weaving primarily as they obtain in Andhra Pradesh, besides drawing on comparative data and accounts from a few other states such as Kerala, Karnataka and Tamilnadu.  Rather than take the so-called ‘decline’ in handloom weaving as given, we have preferred to go into specific reasons for expansion or contraction in particular areas of the state.  Based on these field accounts, it has been possible to identify key problem areas as well as to indicate certain lines of intervention in dealing with these problems.  The Report has comprised of three parts.  Part I provided a brief overview of the context of the current study and elaborated its framework.  Part II consisted of field reports, in the form of case studies.  In the course of presenting these, three main aspects were highlighted – organizational modes, the co-operative effort and markets for handlooms.  Part III analysed policy perspectives on the handloom industry.  

A point of departure for the study has been some of the dominant perceptions of the handloom industry today, especially those that depict it as traditional, unable to withstand the onslaught of modernization and hence as on the verge of decline.  Most responses to the periodic crises that have gripped the industry have been coloured by this view.  However, this is not borne out by field-based views of handloom weaving.  On the contrary, one notices significant diversity as well as vitality as characteristic of this industry.  A contraction in the scale of handloom weaving in one area is offset by a regeneration and even expansion in other areas.  The reasons for these developments are also area-specific and not always comparable.  For example, while in Chittoor District, handloom weaving may suffer because of the proliferation of powerlooms in the vicinity, the expanding demand for ikkat has supported weaving in Koyyalagudem.  While links with local markets have sustained some co-operatives, local power lobbies have vitiated the co-operative ventures at other places.  Over and above recording such area-specific differences, the study also affords certain lessons regarding the very structure of the industry, and the re-organizations in markets and production that are taking place today.

As part of this study, a seminar on ‘Growth and Prospects of the Handloom Industry’ was organized in Hyderabad.  Participants in this seminar provided contemporary accounts of handloom weaving from different states, which were located in the context of perspectives on the economics of the industry as a whole.  The seminar also provided a forum for the exchange of views and experiences between weavers, government officials and academicians.  Officials from the top policy-making body (Planning Commission in Delhi) and the apex marketing co-operatives from states like Tamilnadu also participated in the sessions and discussions (see the collection of seminar papers appended to this Report).  Weavers sought to highlight the impact of the textile policies on the handloom sector, and raised the issues of product reservations, marketing strategies and yarn availability for discussion.

A brief summary of the main points highlighted in the course of the study follows:

· A homogeneous category such as ‘the weaver’ is a misleading one, which can lead to policy distortions.  In reality, there exist several different types of weavers and several organizational modes under which they weave.  A rigid classification of weavers into one or the other category (such as co-operative weavers or those under the master weaver) is also unrealistic, since very often a combination of types obtain.  It is also to be borne in mind that the problems and needs of weavers in each category are different.  For successful programme formulation and implementation, therefore, a close examination of field realities and the identification of the needs of different segments of the weaving industry are indispensable.  

· The issue of migrant weavers has to be taken up seriously.  Our field visits showed that migrant weavers, who had neither looms, dwellings nor good working conditions, let alone access to capital or any kind of social security, dominated shed weaving.  

· The functioning of weaver co-operatives is another issue that demands attention.  Though, generally speaking, co-operatives seem to be crumbling, it was found that the precipitating factors were not always the same.  Politicization, lobbying for power and mismanagement of funds were common stories, but the role of other related aspects such as the collapse of the apex marketing agency and its impact on weaver co-operatives has to be looked into in greater detail.  The problems with the structural aspects of co-operatives need to be addressed and corrective measures worked out.  Further, the fact that less than half the total number of weavers are covered by co-operative ventures, raises the equally pressing question of what happens to weavers outside this fold?  Their credit needs remain especially unaddressed throughout.  

· As a result of these developments and circumstances, the question of what alternative forms weaver collectives could take becomes extremely pertinent.  Ideally, these will have to sidestep the pitfalls of the pre-existing systems of production, and organize production and marketing on a different footing.  

· The market for handlooms also requires extensive consideration and well thought out strategies as will be elaborated shortly.  At present, the emphasis is on export markets and niche national markets.  In addition to such existing markets, developing the local market is essential.

· Field interventions will have to be preceded by research inputs on a range of factors affecting the handloom industry, such as technology, markets, socio-economic conditions of weavers in different areas and an accurate identification of their most urgent needs, such as access to raw materials and credit.

Strategies for intervention:

An objective appraisal of the handloom industry is only a first step that has allowed us to identify some of its most urgent needs and to indicate areas that require intervention.  A larger question to be considered would be of the agents of intervention: what should be the role of the state towards these issues, and how would primary producers participate in the decision and policy-making process?  

We will here go into certain major problem areas as well as indicate strategies for intervention/ action.  

1. Credit needs:  Credit, or rather the lack of it, is the single largest block in the growth of the handloom industry.  Despite all the claims of subsidies to the handloom sector, the amount of institutional credit that is made available to weavers is abysmally low.  While banks have an inbuilt bias against small producers, the credit facilities available to the co-operatives are far from adequate.  Very often, master-weaver controlled co-operatives manage to siphon off a large chunk of the credit available.  The credit needs of the majority of weavers outside the co-operative fold also remain unaddressed.  Also neglected are the different kinds of credit needs of weavers.  While adequate and timely credit for input procurement is the main need, at times, capital may be required for repairs or for domestic and social expenses.  There is just no agency that can meet this wide spectrum of credit needs, and invariably weavers end up indebted to the local moneylender or master weaver.  Credit institutions need to be designed which will provide credit in the way that is needed, large number of small loans, to suit the dispersed nature of the handloom industry and to suit market seasonality.  Mechanisms must also be developed to support well-functioning producer groups and to ensure productive use of credit.  The growth of self-help groups and thrift groups among weavers must be encouraged with matching grants and other incentives for this purpose.  

2. Input support:  In spite of the reservation of the spindle capacity in the spinning mills in favour of hank yarn, there has been persistence of shortage of yarn when it comes to the actual weaver.  This happens because of several practices that go against weavers, such as: a) the hank-yarn being siphoned off by powerlooms; b) the cornering of the yarn by master-weavers through their bogus co-operatives, and c) fluctuations in yarn prices to the levels which often go beyond the reach of the individual weaver.  The management of production of the co-operative spinning mills is unprofessional, and the technology of production is cost-intensive, often leading to the mills turning to subsidized export of yarn in order to meet their running costs.

To capitalize on the strengths of the handloom industry, it is necessary to build ancillary support systems specifically suited to its dispersed nature.  At present yarn is produced in spinning mills located in distant towns and cities.  The pre-spinning process is also technologically intensive which affects the inherent strengths of the cotton fibre.  Since the end users of yarn, that is, the handloom weavers in this case, are dispersed across different regions and villages, developing smaller units of yarn production to cater to their needs will be feasible.  Small-scale, decentralized yarn production located near cotton fields and weaving clusters will provide crucial linkages between these sectors through which direct flows can be established between cotton cultivation and textile production.  This direct relation would also eliminate many of the costly and unnecessary stages of the current pre-spinning process such as baling and reduce the need for carding.  Research and development should be taken up in this direction.  In addition, continued attention needs to be paid to the right kind of yarn availability (for example, the counts woven and required in a particular region), price regulation and policies regarding the export of yarn, since all of these directly affect the viability of handloom weaving as an industry.  While setting up of smaller retail yarn outlets would be beneficial, linkages between credit provision and yarn availability also need to be worked out. 

3. Product Reservations:  The idea of Product Reservations was primarily to protect the handloom sector from powerlooms and mills taking over the production of items hitherto being produced exclusively by the handloom sector.  Though it is seen in protectionist terms in this sector, in reality, the concept is not very different from market segmentation, which is the identification of market boundaries for different products and linking them up with best-suited production units, without entering into unnecessary competition across the whole production range.
The implementation of Handloom Reservation Act has always been the bone of contention between officials and handloom weavers.  Officials cite the technical specifications of products reserved under the Act as the main difficulty for effective implementation.  To illustrate, though ikkat (tie and dye) fabric is reserved for production by handlooms, such a type can be produced by others if the fabric contains more than 45% of blended fibres.  This provides a loophole that mills exploit to the maximum.  A feasible solution would be to reserve entire categories of items for production by the handloom sector, such as bordered sarees, dhotis, lungis, carpets, towels and so on.  Local district level committees could be set up to closely monitor the proper implementation of the Reservations Act.  Mechanisms for the local resolution of reservation violations should also be developed.  

The situation today is one where market demand dictates production; as a result, what were regionally specific products are now being produced in a number of distant centres across regions.  The concept of fostering an ‘area-based industry’ (indicated by the Abid Hussain Committee Report) should be explored in order to promote handloom production.  Also, as it has been suggested in the case of other small industries (Morris, et al., 2001), there is a need to protect ‘geographical indicators’ in products and to promote common brand names (that are regionally defined), such as, for example, Ikkats, Uppada sarees, Gadwal sarees, and other kinds of fabric.  In the absence of this, handloom production will lose out on important market segments.

Handloom products are not just ‘luxury’ items, but also ‘wage-goods’ that are capable of catering to different kinds of national and local markets which need to be linked (Chandrasekhar, 2001).  It is also capable of producing a much larger volume of output for any given level of investment when compared with other sectors of the textile industry.  Handlooms also have a substantial input of intangibles such as skill and dexterity of handloom weavers, which are not properly priced in the present market system.  Protection by way of reservation of items will at least enable the handloom weaver to be paid for their dexterity, which is otherwise eroded by the cost advantage of powerloom products.  

Further, given the effects of WTO and liberalization and the reality of international competition in cloth production, it is imperative to expand patent protection.  Just as patents protect individual products, we must press for protection on the basis of cultural heritage.  Market pressures and the incessant demand for variety are pushing producers to constantly look out for something new.  In India, we have a permanent demand for certain kinds of products such as sarees and dhotis, since culture defines dress codes.  In order to protect this market demand, it is necessary to patent these categories of items, and reserve for ourselves the exclusive right to produce them.  Such rights could vest in the hands of the weaving community as a whole, rather than specific individuals.

4. Research needs:  Extensive research into technological and organizational aspects of the handloom industry is necessary.  Rarely have the research needs of the handloom industry been pursued systematically.  Research institutes undertaking technical research into each stage of the weaving process, including pre-loom processes are required, since it is in these early stages that the need for technical improvement is most keenly felt.  Research and documentation of designs as well as of existing markets also need to be undertaken.  The paucity of a reliable database regarding various productive and socio-economic aspects of handloom weavers has also been felt (see also Raoot, n.d:8).  In fact, an unreliable database has been the bane of the handloom sector.  A comprehensive collection of data on handlooms covering all aspects of the industry should be immediately initiated not only through official machinery, but also with the help of weaver organizations and responsible non-governmental organizations.

5. Market needs:  As seen above, the reliance on an export market alone is fraught with difficulties such as – a) the highly differentiated nature of the export market, since each country will have its own requirements; b) the infrastructure supporting and regulations governing export trade necessitate that it is in the hands of large business houses, from which little benefit will trickle down to the primary producer; c) it creates instabilities in demand and livelihoods that impact negatively on weavers.  In this context, there are several different aspects that merit attention:  it is necessary to expand and develop the market beyond the upper reaches.  The view that a domestic demand for handlooms has no prospects of growth and that there should be more of export-oriented production is far from the truth.  There is a large and growing domestic demand for handlooms.  Handloom production is well integrated into local demand and this sector cannot be ignored.  The potential for growth of this sector in fact lies in the medium and heavier plainer fabrics, rather than the complex patterned or high-count ‘fine’ fabrics, which are more suited to a small niche market.  This is because such production draws on simple and affordable technology and does not require expensive loom attachments.  Also, there is a large-scale demand in the burgeoning middle-class markets in cities and towns that can easily be tapped.  The commissioning of market surveys will provide a more accurate picture of the customers’ preferences.  This market information is to be disseminated by the surveying agency to all the concerned agents, especially primary producers.  The role of the state in market development (in addition to the responsibilities of state-appointed marketing agencies) should also be discussed.  For instance, state marketing support should focus on areas neglected by private traders, such as the thicket fabrics that form the basis of domestic (and also export) demand.  Since the margins are not very high here, it is often neglected.  Similarly, joint ventures between competent and committed handpicked state agencies, NGO’s and representatives of producer groups could provide models for successful market development.  

6. Correcting misperceptions:  Though successive committee and other reports concede that handloom sector is extremely heterogeneous, this recognition is not reflected in textile policy formulations.  While the paucity of reliable data is part of the problem, we also need to understand the patterns of production, organization and changes in the industry better.  A uniform approach cannot be adopted merely to suit administrative convenience.  The question of how to categorize weavers is very important here.  We have indicated in earlier chapters that from 1985 onwards, weavers have been seen as falling into three categories (high income skilled weavers, medium income weavers and low-income weavers).  This division is artificial, and though weavers making ‘fine’ fabrics do earn marginally more than those weaving plain cloth, the market demand for these high value fabrics is restricted to a small niche market, so the number of weavers depending on this are relatively fewer.  It has to be emphasized strongly that a categorization of weavers is also a categorization of organizational modes (in other words, weavers under master weaver, under co-operative, etc).  These will clearly differ from region to region.  To capture this variety, we need a functional categorization where factors of production combine in specific ways.  These are not fixed, but undergo change in relation to changes in the wider economy.  A more realistic understanding of the problems of weavers and a suitably flexible categorization has therefore to be devised based on realities obtaining at the field level. 

Another common misperception has to do with the phenomenon of weaver migrations.  Migrations are often interpreted to mean a decline in weaving, which is not necessarily the case.  This is because the migrant weavers do not give up weaving, but continue to weave, though under a different set of circumstances and conditions.  Such migrations will also have to be understood in the context of larger changes and shifts in employment, especially in rural areas. 

Yet another problem area pertains to the prevalent suggestion that the large number of handloom weavers of the third tier be converted into powerloom weavers.  There are several pitfalls if this policy shift is indeed put into practice.  The internal organization of the handloom and powerloom sectors – for instance, their units of production, financial requirements and social relations of production – are not the same.  There can be no easy transition from one mode to another without major structural changes and expenditure.  The recent downward swings in the powerloom segment make such suggestions even more questionable.  In case such a conversion does indeed take place, it will entail enormous social costs, the loss of skills and existing livelihoods which will have a decelerating effect on the economy as a whole.

Future action

This study has provided detailed field level data regarding cotton handloom weaving, in order to assess the strengths and problem areas in this sector. From the findings, it is clear that contrary to the general perception, the industry exhibits vitality in a number of places.  If, due to a combination of circumstances, there is a decline of weaving in some areas, this is offset by a reorganization and rejuvenation of the industry in other regions.  Our report suggests that by addressing the urgent needs of the handloom industry, substantial growth in both employment and output can be achieved.  Each of the needs and entitlements of the industry discussed above - such as credit and yarn support, - needs to be further examined and analysed.  Detailed research into yarn production, yarn availability and the major agents and factors in this process is necessary.  Similarly, an objective and detailed assessment of the structure of weaver co-operatives is necessary.  Such evaluative exercises will indicate forms of co-operatives suited to responsible functioning among primary producer families, and what the functions of such entities would be. It is also necessary to realize that while specific issues such as product reservations and the hank yarn obligation are vital ingredients of the textile policy and must be systematically pursued, the impact of wider economic reforms (such as industrial and trade policies) on the handloom sector also require research.  Only a holistic approach to these interlinked issues will provide an impetus to the growth prospects of the handloom industry.
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