Part I.  The Problem and the Context

Introduction: the need for an informed debate on the handloom industry

India’s passage into modernity/ industrialization has centred, to a significant extent, on the cotton textile industry.  Tracing the importance of the textile sector in the Indian economy also brings us face to face with the different components – such as the mill segment, the handloom segment and the powerloom segment – that make up this whole.  These segments differ in terms of volume of output, technology, the organization of production and so on and are often placed in competing positions with one another, competing for raw materials, markets, etc.  These differences render futile any attempt to generalize about the textile sector as a whole.  Indeed, successive textile policies of the government have been an exercise in striking a balance between these segments.

The terms on which these various segments are appraised, however, have changed from time to time.  For instance, while earlier policies stressed the employment potential of the handloom industry and sought to strengthen it with appropriate measures such as the provision of adequate yarn, reservation of products, etc., considerations such as productivity and competitiveness have become the ruling factors in judging performance of sectors over the last decade.  Indeed, it was the textile policy of 1985 that announced such a shift by setting up the single objective of increasing cloth production, without looking into the basic questions of credit and raw material requirements.  (An overview of textile policies is provided in part III of this Report).  The implications of this shift in perception, both for the lakhs of people employed in these sectors and for the industry as a whole have yet to be fully examined.

The focus of this report is on the handloom industry.  In the present economic climate where dependency on foreign capital and know-how is increasing all round, the handloom industry presents a sustainable model of economic activity that is not energy intensive and has low capital costs, as well as an extensive skill base.  Its survival in, and adaptability to, a wide range of economic conditions also needs to be understood in a proper perspective, in order to underline the inherent viability of this enterprise.  An objective appraisal of the handloom industry, therefore, is the need of the hour.  The paucity of reliable information on this sector has often been strongly felt.  Even as regards the information that is available, it is necessary to be aware of the specific viewpoints from which such data is collected. There is also the additional empirical difficulty of collecting such information, given the geographically dispersed and heterogeneous nature of the industry.  

This study attempts to provide a field appraisal of the industry as it obtains primarily in Andhra Pradesh, as well as comparative accounts and data from other states such as Kerala, Karnataka and Tamilnadu.  Such an appraisal helps in the identification of the specific needs of this sector, as well as orient research, as well as policy initiatives, in a more focused manner.  These field accounts, along with the data already available on the handloom sector, will help in the development of appropriate institutional structures that support and strengthen the industry.  

A number of perspectives have come to bear on the handloom industry: (a) the governmental view of a traditional industry in decline, (b) the scholar/academic’s view of contextualizing these trends and documenting the industry’s continued resilience, and (c) the weaver’s own perception of day-to-day problems of livelihood and survival.  The challenge lies in engaging with these and other perspectives critically, in order to create a context for re-defining the handloom industry in contemporary terms.  A thorough understanding of the characteristics of the handloom industry is of the utmost urgency and importance in such an endeavour.

The handloom industry is largely household-based, carried out with labour contributed by the entire family.  It is dispersed, spread across thousands of villages and towns in the country.  The industry also exhibits considerable diversity in terms of products, organizational base, as well as in relations between actors within the production structure.  This diversity is not reflected in the aggregate data on the industry.  And unfortunately, it is often such aggregate data, which form the basis not only for people’s impressions about the industry, but also in attempts to formulate policies for the sector.  The point we would like to emphasize is that there is no such thing as ‘the’ weaver, but rather, a diversity of conditions that characterize weavers and weaving.  It is this heterogeneity that needs empirical elaboration.  This Report seeks to provide this detail through accounts of handloom weaving from a number of regions, both in Andhra Pradesh and outside.  This input from the field is intended to facilitate an informed debate on the handloom industry.  Presenting regional specificities in weaving (in terms of product, organization, markets, etc) forms an important part of this Report.  From our observations in the field, we find that the dominant narrative of decline in the industry is not uniformly borne out.  In fact, as our field descriptions in part II of the Report show, handloom weaving industry has not only survived, but is doing well in certain regions. We have focused on the specific reasons for the expansion or contraction (as the case may be) of weaving in various centres.  We also elaborate the features of the handloom industry, identifying its fundamental needs/ requirements and the different ways in which these are handled.  This will allow us to identify areas of potential growth and reorganization, and also mark out areas for policy intervention.

The Report comprises of three parts.  Part I seeks to provide a brief overview of the context of the current study and elaborates its framework.  Part II consists of field reports.  In the course of presenting these, we will address three main aspects - organizational modes, the co-operative effort and marketing.  Part III analyses policy perspectives and presents the prospects of the handloom industry.

I.1.  An Overview of Textile Industry in India

The superiority and popularity of the cloth produced for centuries in India is a well-known fact that needs no reiteration.  The production of cloth for local consumption, which was the mode long prevalent in rural India, underwent some change with the opening up of sea trade routes and the consequent expansion of export trade in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.  Certain changes in the organization of production ensued, the most noteworthy being the emergence of an intermediary class of trader-financiers mediating between the producer and the market.  

British rule brought about further changes in the handloom industry and scholarly opinion is divided on the question of the kind of impact it had.  The debate, to put it simply, has centred on whether colonial contact destroyed traditional Indian industry, or whether it created conditions for a creative re-organization of the institutional structures and adaptation of the handloom industry (Roy, 1999).  The Marxist school of thought has argued that colonial contact destroyed pre-existing industrial systems and brought about economic retardation.  Marx himself observes: 

“It was the British intruder who broke up the Indian handloom and destroyed the spinning wheel.  England began with driving the Indian cottons from the European market; it then introduced twist into Hindustan, and in the end inundated the very mother country of cotton with cottons.  From 1818 to 1836 the export of twist from Great Britain to India rose in the proportion of 1 to 5200.  In 1824, the export of British muslins to India hardly amounted to 1,000,000 yards, while in 1837 it surpassed 64,000,000 yards” (1979:128).

By contrast, historians and other scholars working for a little over a decade have documented the dynamism of the indigenous artisanal economy that, during the last century of British rule, responded by changes in the conditions under which cloth was produced and sold (Baker, 1984; Harnetty, 1991; Haynes, 1996; Roy, 1994, 1998; Specker, 1989).  While this is a debate that can be extended with more studies on the division of labour, the nature of organization and so on, it is a fact that colonial contact brought about a disruption in hitherto integrated processes like the spinning of yarn and weaving of cloth.

Textile history informs us that with the setting up of textile mills in Britain during the Industrial Revolution, India’s position in world trade was dislocated.  This decline could be dated from approximately 1821, which was the year the first assignment of British textiles reached India (Das, 2001:19).  Running parallel to this, of course, is the systematic use of India as a supplier of raw cotton.  Britain had been on the look out for cotton supplied from outside, drawing first on the resources of Cyprus and USA; it then turned to India “as early as 1788 (with) British manufacturers…urging the East India Company to furnish them good cotton for their rising industry” (Buchanan, 1966:195).  Indeed, it has been well documented that this interest played a major role in the development of rail transport in India (Satya, 1997).  India’s emergence as the primary supplier of raw cotton to Britain led to a series of other changes such as the decline in handspinning of yarn.  In its place, imported mill spun yarn and cloth entered Indian markets.  This not only displaced the livelihood of millions of spinners, but, over a period of time, also brought about significant changes in how the weaving industry was organized.  For instance, the Report of the Fact-finding Committee (1942:6) says:

(W)hen yarn came from a distance and had to be bought, yarn-dealers and financiers became necessary, and as the average weaver had little credit, the industry fell more and more into the grip of middlemen.  Thus the independence of most weavers disappeared and the great majority of them came to work for a Mahajan either on the contract or on the wage basis.”

Till about the first decade of the twentieth century, handloom still retained an edge in the domestic market.  But this soon suffered due to the growth and consolidation of the mill sector.  Not only did the handloom sector become dependent on yarn produced by mills, but also faced increasing competition from cloth production by mills, which began in the period of the First World War.  A competitive relation between the two sectors emerged.  The problems being faced by the handloom industry came to be first emphasized in 1928 by the Royal Commission on Agriculture, “which expressed the view that the development of this village industry on co-operative lines was essential to the survival of weavers in the face of increased competition from organized industry” (GOI, 1986-87:1).  Between 1920s and 1930s, handlooms continued to grow.  This could be attributed to the nationalist movement and the demand for swadeshi cottons as well as an increase in demand for cloth during the Second World War.  However, yarn prices rose phenomenally due to war conditions (especially during the II World War) pushing raw materials out of the reach of weavers.  According to one estimate, “compared to pre-War levels, the price of yarn had increased from 600 to 700 %, while the price of handloom products had risen only by 200 to 250%, with the consequent closing down of many looms” (ILO, 1960:7-8).  It was realized around this time that the livelihoods of handloom weavers would be adversely affected by the indiscriminate expansion of mills.  Consequently, though the functioning of spinning mills was not interfered with, the growth of the mill sector was regulated.  Certain concessions came to be given to the handloom industry, while excise duty was levied on mill cloth.

The reasons for this were perhaps not internal to the handloom industry, but could have had to do with the emergence of a powerloom sector from the 1920s onwards.  A combination of factors contributed to the consolidation of this sector, which consisted largely of hundreds of small units set up by enterprising individuals, each with not more than 5-10 powerlooms (usually those discarded by the composite mills).  Some of these were owner-operated, others hired labour to work on the looms.  In this way, they got all the benefits of a cottage industry initially, but because of their size, were exempt from labour laws.  The powerloom sector thus emerged as an intermediary between the pre-existing handloom and mill segments of the textile industry.  Apart from other issues, such as the competition it offered to handloom products, we also find a significant number of handloom weavers faced with dwindling demand switching over to work in powerlooms.  According to a Report by the Ministry of Labour: “The growth of powerloom was so rapid that yesterday’s traditional handloom weaving centres also grew to be centres of powerloom industry.  The traditional handloom centres like Malegaon, Ichalkaranji in Maharashtra, Burhanpur in M.P., Belgaum in Karnataka, Karimnagar in A.P., Erode and Salem in Tamilnadu…became powerloom centres as well” (GOI, 1988:3).
*                            *

The textile industry, which encompasses the organized mill sector, the unorganized decentralized sector consisting of handlooms, khadi and powerlooms, plays a crucial role in the Indian economy today.  Taken together, it contributes to 8% of GDP, 20% of industrial production, 35% of export earnings and employs around 38 million persons.  However, there are also distinct differences between these sectors, with reference to production, technology, and so on.  The sector-wise distribution of cloth is depicted in Table 1, which shows that the most drastic decline has been in the production of cloth by mills.  Production of cloth in the handloom sector has stabilized around 18%.

Table 1. SECTOR WISE PRODUCTION OF CLOTH

(Million sq.mtr)

	Year
	Mill
	Handloom
	Powerloom
	Hosiery
	Khadi, Wool & Silk
	Total

	1950-51
	3727

(73.0)
	742

(14.5)
	636*

(12.5)
	-
	-
	5105

(100)

	1960-61
	5127

(69.3)
	1900

(25.7)
	375

(5.0)
	-
	-
	7402

(100)

	1968-69
	4699

(55.0)
	2201

(25.7)
	1646

(19.3)
	-
	-
	8546

(100)

	1980-81
	4533

(36.4)
	3109

(25.0)
	4802

(38.6)
	-
	-
	12444

(100)

	1987-88
	3178

(17.7)
	4370

(24.3)
	10429

(58.0)
	-
	-
	17977

(100)

	1988-89
	2902

(14.2)
	3993

(19.6)
	13123

(64.4)
	-
	367

(2.8)
	20385

(100)

	1990-91
	2589

(11.0)
	4295

(18.4)
	13348

(57.2)
	2696

(11.6)
	402

(1.8)
	23330

(100)

	1992-93
	2000

(7.9)
	5219

(20.5)
	14644

(57.5)
	3182

(12.5)
	430

(1.6)
	25475

(100)

	1994-95
	2271

(7.9)
	6180

(21.6)
	15976

(56.0)
	3748

(13.0)
	431

(1.5)
	28606

(100)

	1996-97
	1957

(5.6)
	7456

(21.4)
	19532

(55.5)
	5533

(16.0)
	540

(1.5)
	34838

(100)

	1998-99
	1785

(4.9)
	6792

(18.8)
	20689

(57.3)
	6277

(17.4)
	559

(1.6)
	36102

(100)

	1999-00
	1714

(4.4)
	7352

(18.75)
	23187

(59.1)
	6374

(16.25)
	575

(1.5)
	39202

(100)


Note: *includes powerlooms and hosiery. Figures in parentheses show percentage share in total. From 1994-95 production of cloth in mill sector include weaving units. Prior to 1989-90 the production of cloth by hosiery sector was included in the powerloom cloth production. From 1950-51 to 1987-88 production of cloth exclude Khadi, wool and silk

Source: 1. From 1950-51 to 1968-69, Various Issues of Five Year Plans, Government of  India

             2. From 1980-81 to 1999-00, Compendium of Textile Statistics (2000), Textiles Commissioner, Mumbai

Table 2 shows the fibre-wise production of cloth in the textile industry. Though the share of cotton has declined over the year, it is still holds highest share at 48.4% followed by 35% of non-cotton.

Table 2 . FIBRE WISE PRODUCTION OF CLOTH BY THE TEXTILE INDUSTRY


(Million sq.mtr)

	Year
	Cotton
	Blended
	100%

Non-Cotton
	Khadi, Wool & Silk
	Total

	1980-81
	8368

(76.2)
	1270

(11.6)
	1350

(12.2)
	-
	10988

(100.0)

	1987-88
	12626

(70.2)
	1815

(10.1)
	3536

(19.7)
	-
	17977

(100.0)

	1988-89
	13658

(67.0)
	2321

(11.4)
	4039

(19.8)
	367

(1.8)
	20385

(100.0)

	1990-91
	15431

(66.0)
	2371

(10.0)
	5126

(22.0)
	402

(2.0)
	23330

(100.0)

	1992-93
	16343

(64.1)
	2684

(10.5)
	6018

(23.7)
	430

(1.7)
	25475

(100.0)

	1994-95
	17019

(59.4)
	3661

(13.0)
	7495

(26.2)
	431

(1.4)
	28606

(100.0)

	1996-97
	19841

(57.0)
	4888

(14.0)
	9569

(27.5)
	540

(1.5)
	34838

(100.0)

	1998-99
	17948

(49.7)
	5700

(15.8)
	13725

(33.0)
	575

(1.5)
	39202

(100.0)

	1999-00
	18989

(48.4)
	5913

(15.1)
	13725

(35.0)
	575

(1.5)
	39202

(100.0)


Note: Cloth production figures in 1980-81 is in linear metre, Figures in parentheses show percentage share in total  

Source: Compendium of Textile Statistics (2000), Textile Commissioner, Mumbai
Table 3 shows production, consumption and export of cotton yarn. Data on production and consumption of cotton yarn shows that production has always fallen short of consumption. At the same time, export of cotton yarn was on the increase which has led to increase in the domestic prices of yarn. This has rendered cotton textiles expensive and consequently, there has been a shift in demand in favour of cheaper non-cotton textiles. 

Table 3 PRODUCTION, CONSUMPTION AND EXPORT OF COTTON YARN

(Million kg)

	    Year


	Production
	% Change
	Consumption
	% Change
	Export
	% Change
	Shortage

	1993-94
	1697
	
	2051
	
	179
	
	-354

	1994-95
	1696
	-0.1
	2065
	0.7
	229
	
	-369

	1995-96
	1894
	11.6
	2295
	11
	260
	
	-401

	1996-97
	2148
	13
	2566
	11.8
	466
	
	-418

	1997-98
	2213
	3
	2719
	6
	489
	
	-506

	1998-99
	2022
	-8.6
	2485
	-8.6
	486
	
	-463

	1999-00
	2204
	9
	2652
	6.7
	555
	
	-448


Source: Compiled from Compendium of Textile Statistics (2000), Textiles Commissioner, Mumbai

Handloom Sector

The handloom sector, contrary to the general notion that its share of production has declined, however, has stabilized around 20% for the past two to three decades. At present it stands at 18.75% of the total cloth production. The major contribution of handloom sector is however in terms of providing employment to 124 lakhs people and thus stands next to agriculture. Out of this, 60% are women, 12% SC and 20% ST (Ministry of Textiles: 2001). There are 38.91 lakhs handlooms in India. Though its share in total textile exports is 10% (EXIM: 2001), its labour intensive character, decentralized nature and optimum utilization of scarce capital resources give it a unique position in the Indian economy. It weaves a range of fibres like cotton, silk, tussar, jute, wool and synthetic blends. Table 4 represents fibre wise production of cloth by handloom sector.

Table 4:  FIBRE-WISE PRODUCTION OF CLOTH BY HANDLOOM SECTOR                                                                    

                                                                                                                               (Million sq.mtr)

	Year
	Cotton
	Blended
	100% Non-Cotton
	Total

	1980-81
	2600

(97.0)
	60

(2.2)
	20

(0.8)
	2680

(100)

	1987-88
	4254

(97.3)
	72

(1.7)
	44

(1.0)
	4370

(100)

	1988-89
	3911

(98.0)
	26

(0.7)
	56

(1.3)
	3993

(100)

	1990-91
	4237

(98.6)
	11

(0.3)
	47

(1.1)
	4295

(100)

	1992-93
	4686

(89.7)
	8

(0.2)
	525

(10.1)
	5219

(100)

	1994-95
	5429

(87.8)
	13

(0.2)
	738

(12.0)
	6180

(100)

	1996-97
	6441

(86.4)
	52

(0.6)
	963

(13.0)
	7456

(100)

	1998-99
	5861

(86.3)
	111

(1.6)
	820

(12.1)
	6792

(100)

	1999-00
	6376

(86.7)
	119

(1.6)
	857

(11.7)
	7352

(100)


Note: Cloth production figures in 1980-81 is in linear metre and subsequent figures in square metre

          Figures in parentheses show percentage share in total  

Source: Compendium of Textile Statistics (2000), Textile Commissioner, Mumbai

Export Scenario
Table 5 shows the export of textile goods form the country in the last decade. The share of textile exports in the total exports of India has shown an increasing trend and now stands at 35.5%. Thus, textiles have grown over decades as the single largest foreign exchange earner. This is of great significance taking into account the fact that textile industry has low import intensity at 2-3%. The share of textile exports in total exports has increased from 32.41% in 1991-92 to 38% in 1997-98 but has decreased to 35.5% in 1999-00. In volume terms it has increased from Rs.52814.8 crores in 1998-99 to Rs.57736.9 crores in 1999-00, an increase of 9%.

Table 5:   EXPORT OF TEXTILES VIS-À-VIS TOTAL EXPORTS

(INCLUDING JUTE, COIR & HANDICRATS)

	Year
	Textile Exports
	Overall Exports
	Textile Exports as % of Total Exports

	
	Rs. (crore)
	US $ (million)
	Rs. (crore)
	US $ (million)
	

	1991-92
	14409.5
	5796.8
	44042
	17885
	32.41

	1992-93
	19114.2
	6566.6
	53668.0
	18537.0
	35.6

	1993-94
	25010.7
	7973.9
	69751.0
	22237.0
	35.86

	1994-95
	31336.3
	9980.2
	82674.0
	26330.0
	37.9

	1995-96
	35526.1
	10685.1
	106353.0
	31797.0
	33.6

	1996-97
	41828.2
	11839.1
	117525.0
	33105.7
	35.76

	1997-98
	46092.5
	12342.1
	120614.3
	32440.8
	38.04

	1998-99
	52814.8
	12558.8
	141603.5
	33641.5
	37.33

	1999-00
	57736.9
	13324.8
	162738.2
	37537.5
	35.5


Source: Compendium of Textile Statistics (2000), Textile Commissioner, Mumbai

Sector wise break up of export of textiles is given in Table 6.

Table 6:   EXPORT OF TEXTILES

                                                  





(Value in Rs. crores)

	Item
	1994-95
	1995-96
	1996-97
	1997-98
	1998-99
	1999-00

	Textiles (excluding RMG) of which;
	11963.4
	14500.1
	17266.1
	19163.5
	  18855.0
	21771.8

	Carpet handmade
	  1386.2
	  1406.3
	  1548.9
	  1526.0
	  1721.7
	  2204.7

	Carpet mill made
	    331.7
	    421.5
	    478.7
	    392.2
	    430.9
	    380.1

	Coir & Coir manufacture
	    172.8
	    210.3
	    216.5
	    254.9
	    316.6
	    190.3

	Cotton Yarn, fab, madeups, etc
	  7013.7
	  8618.6
	 11082.1
	12131.6
	11661.5
	13601.9

	Manmade yarn fab., made ups
	  1927.7
	  2511.3
	   2494.5
	  2991.3
	  2945.0
	  3554.7

	Natural silk yarn, fab, made ups
	    427.7
	    445.4
	    457.2
	    655.7
	    749.6
	  1000.3

	Silk Carpets
	      40.3
	      56.7
	      68.8
	    109.5
	    134.1
	      42.9

	Ready made Garments of which;
	10304.8
	12294.7
	13324.1
	14405.7
	18363.5
	20808.7

	Cotton incl.accessories
	  7856.1
	  9454.3
	10439.1
	10683.2
	13241.4
	15254.4

	Manmade
	  1435.7
	  1740.0
	  1881.0
	  2568.2
	  3885.4
	  3012.4

	Other textile materials
	    363.5
	    478.0
	    420.8
	    470.1
	    629.5
	    713.5

	Silk
	    364.4
	    347.8
	    275.2
	    350.7
	    249.8
	    677.6

	Wool
	    285.2
	    274.6
	    308.1
	    333.4
	    357.4
	  1150.7

	Grand Total
	22268.2
	26794.8
	30590.2
	33569.2
	 37219.5
	42580.5


Source: 1. DGCI & S, Government of India

2. EXIM Bank, Indian Handlooms: A Sector Study, Table 5.1, p. 73

Indian exports of textiles (excluding ready made garments) fell from Rs.19164 crores in 1997-98 to Rs.18855 crores in 1998-99, showing a fall of 1.6%. During 1999-00, however, exports of textiles registered a growth of 15.5% to reach Rs.21772 crores. Exports of ready-made garments have on the other hand increased from Rs14406 cores to Rs.18364 cores showing a growth of nearly 30% during 1997-98 to 1998-99. Export during 1999-00, registered a growth of 13.3% to reach Rs.20809 crores.  Exports of all textiles have shown an increase over the last five years from Rs.22268 crores in 1994-95 to Rs.37219 crores in 1998-99. During 1999-00, exports of all textiles amounted to Rs.42581 crores, reflecting a growth of 14.4%. 

Exports of handloom products constitute a small percentage (around 10%) of the total textile exports (other than readymade garments) of the country. Variety wise exports of handloom products are given in Table 7. 

Table 7 VARIETY WISE EXPORTS OF COTTON HANDLOOM PRODUCTS

(Figures in ‘000)

	Variety


	1995-6
	1996-97
	1997-98
	1998-99
	1999-00

	
	Qty

(Sq.mt)
	Value

(Rs.)
	Qty

(Sq.mt)
	Value

(Rs.)
	Qty

(Sq.mt)
	Value

(Rs.)
	Qty

(Sq.mt)
	Value

(Rs.)
	Qty

(Sq.mt)
	Value

(Rs.)

	‘A’ Cotton Handloom Fabrics
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	RMH
	  4538
	   241818
	   3592
	    205275
	  3732
	  218282
	  3800
	    207268
	  3823
	  189942

	Lunghies
	16504
	     51238
	 14594
	    512649
	10486
	  384792
	  8390
	    265901
	  8209
	  285610

	Dhotis/Sarees
	  1374
	     46079
	     836
	      25872
	    503
	    30580
	    369
	      21220
	    338
	    23108

	Shirting
	    801
	     33430
	     481
	      27710
	    370
	    22727
	    444
	      38757
	    193
	      9254

	Other Fabrics
	36415
	  1714422
	 28184
	  1552647
	27812
	1540454
	26987
	  1701734
	27507
	 1560076

	Fabrics Sub Total
	53632
	  2548187
	 47687
	  2324153
	42903
	2196835
	39990
	  2234880
	40070
	 2067990

	‘B’ Cotton Handloom Madeups
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Floor coverings
	37854
	45084453
	 38154
	  4429354
	37690
	4492260
	38572
	  4978926
	35371
	  4335803

	Bed linen
	  2893
	    583261
	   2630
	    515808
	  6226
	2202509
	  8249
	  1676924
	  7253
	  1369121

	Table linen
	17424
	  3399698
	20264
	  3692115
	22404
	5046655
	20220
	  5190702
	17745
	  4140952

	Towels
	  3397
	    556155
	  4997
	    841008
	  3135
	  478261
	  3202
	    477740
	  4996
	    962601

	Other made ups
	14490
	  3312079
	19469
	44158602
	18751
	4128522
	25622
	  5519908
	27326
	  6042653

	Made ups Sub Total
	76058
	12359666
	85514
	13893887
	88206
	16348207
	95865
	17844200
	92691
	16851130

	Grand Total

 (A + B)
	
	14907853
	
	16218040
	
	18545042
	
	20079080
	
	18919120


Source: 1. Handloom Export Promotion Council 

             2. EXIM Bank, Indian Handloom: A Sector Study, Table 5.4, p.77

The value of exports of cotton handloom fabrics during 1999-00 has declined by 7.2% over the last year. Though, the exports of Real Madras Handkerchief has increased slightly in volume terms, it has declined in value terms from Rs.21 crores in 1998-99 to Rs.19 crores in 1999-00. The exports of lungies, dhotis, sarees have shown a rise during 1999-00 in value terms while it has steadily fallen in volume terms. Exports of shirting and other fabrics have also declined during the same period. The exports of cotton handloom madeups have registered an increase of 9.1% in terms of value in 1998-99 with respect to the previous year, thus revealing a shift in export patterns from fabrics to made-ups.  Europe is the largest destination for handloom items accounting for nearly half of the total exports while Africa is the smallest market for handloom products from India in 1999-00. Our important markets are USA, EU, Japan and Australia (see EXIM, 2001).

The above statistics illustrate the current trends in textile production and marketing.  An appropriate matching of the extensive production base and demand patterns will give a further fillip to the performance of the handloom sector.

I.2.  Framework of the study: objectives and methodology

There is no such thing as ‘the’ weaver (this being a hypothetical construct) but rather, a diversity of conditions that characterize weavers and weaving.  This point is often strongly made in the course of criticizing macro policy perspectives that, in effect, iron out this diversity.  However, while it is imperative to keep this diversity in view, demonstrating such heterogeneity empirically is only a first step.  It is also necessary to go further and suggest that appropriate institutional supports be devised in such a way as to match this diversity, which may often be region-specific.  

A clear understanding of the specific features of the handloom industry, along with an identification of its most pressing needs is a preliminary necessity.  Some of the essential characteristics of the handloom industry are as follows:

1) It is extremely diversified in nature, in terms of product and relations of production.  From weaving coarse cloth for local needs to producing a range of medium and fine fabrics for a larger (usually urban) market, the varieties of cloth produced on handlooms are indeed vast.  Each region is known for a specific product that is unique in design and style.  What is woven (the product) is, however, inseparable from the question of where and how it is woven.  The last is not a reference to technology, but to the very structure of production itself, viz., to how production is organized.  These modes and relations of production are again very diverse.  There are independent weavers, weavers organized into co-operatives and those working under master weavers.  While a few areas may be characterized by one clear-cut mode of production, a combination of types and a multiplicity of relations of production are usually found elsewhere.

2) It is capable of great flexibility in processes, products and geographical shifts.  Alterations in the production process, and innovations in product are fairly easily achieved.  Unlike land resources that root an individual to a given place, a weaver is limited only by his skill and, being mobile, could shift from one production base to another.

3) It is decentralized, located both in rural and urban centres.  Handloom weaving as an economic activity predates modern industrialization.  Within the village economy that obtained in the past, weavers catered primarily to local needs and were one of the service castes.  Thus every village, or every cluster of villages, would have a number of weaving families.  Running parallel to this was also market-oriented production, located largely in weaving centres near port towns, where master traders organized weaving for export.  Sometimes, these were organized as karkhanas, or weaving ‘factories’, but by and large, unlike the highly centralized mill sector, handloom weaving today continues to be dispersed and decentralized in nature.

4) It is largely home-based, with labour inputs form the entire family.  The second sense in which the handloom industry is decentralized is that it is largely household-based.  While weaving sheds do exist occasionally, more widespread is the weaver weaving at home, drawing on the labour of all the family members.  In each stage of the production process, whether it is pre-loom processing, weaving or finishing – every member of the household has a clear role to play.  In many ways, it is similar to the subsistence agricultural household that engages in the self-exploitation of labour in order to remain at the subsistence level.  

A proper understanding of these fundamental characteristics of the handloom industry is indispensable for policy formulations and creation of supportive institutional infrastructures.  This household-based industry, with its low capital and energy requirements and its ability to provide livelihoods to a large number of people, has immense economic potential.  What is required is a systematic identification of the heterogeneous nature of its needs and problems and the designing of suitably flexible inputs that would tackle these issues.  Most of the steps taken to tackle such needs as credit, raw material and marketing have had a centralized structure that has been unable to reach out to the inherently decentralized nature of the industry.  The development of support systems that would match the characteristics of the industry is urgently needed today.

Needs of the industry:

1.  Raw materials:  the de-linking of yarn production from cloth production has been a major historical development that has affected the handloom industry in a number of ways.  We have seen in the earlier section the factors that led to India becoming the supplier of raw cotton and importer of millspun yarn during British rule, and the consequent development of composite mills in the country.  This change in source of yarn supply – from local to distant – altered the very organization of the industry, necessitating a role of increased importance to the middleman.  

Today, a major difficulty of handloom weavers across the country is the non-availability of adequate quantities of good quality yarn at reasonable prices.  The gap between the supply and demand for hank yarn – which is what is used by the handloom sector – is around 150 million kgs (SRUTI, 1995).  The government took certain measures to deal with this problem: (a) the setting up of co-operative spinning mills to ensure supplies to the handloom sector (but the experience in Andhra Pradesh shows that several of these have closed down over the past 3 to 4 years).  (b) the obligation on mills to pack 50% of their total marketable yarn as hank yarn (but this is rarely adhered to).  Since the production and supply of yarn vests with the mill sector, the fortunes of the handloom sector get tied to this.  The supply of yarn contracts or its price goes up whenever mills require it, forcing handloom weavers in the decentralized sector to turn to private traders for yarn.

Yarn shortages and steep prices are continuing problems in the handloom sector.  The yarn availability scenario is also affected by the proliferation of the powerloom sector.  Though powerlooms use cone yarn, they seek to avoid high yarn duty imposed on it by buying up hank yarn and converting it to cones (the cost of re-reeling being minimal).  There is thus a considerable diversion of hank yarn meant for the handloom sector to other players, creating conditions of shortage, high rates, etc.  Estimates of this linkage range from 15 to 25% (Chakraborty, et al., 1999) to 40% (Dastkar, 1988:11).  

There are other problems as well.  One, governmental intervention regarding yarn supply is confined to the co-operative sector.  However, according to one estimate, only 20.3% of weavers come under this umbrella (EXIM, 2000:13).  For the rest working outside the co-operative fold, yarn access remains difficult.  Since it passes through various hands, and dealers at each level add their own commissions, the price is considerably higher than mill rates.  Most of this cost burden is transferred onto the weaver, especially since weavers are unable to bargain with yarn merchants or master weavers.  Second, weavers in different regions require different counts of yarn.  This is not always available, leading to a mismatch in demand and supply.  Third, the supply and process of yarn have fluctuated with the fortunes of the cotton crop as well as with policies pertaining to the export of yarn.

2.  Credit needs: The credit facilities currently available to weavers are far from adequate.  Even those made available through co-operatives rarely reach the sections for whom it is intended.  This is because master weavers control a number of co-operatives and tend to corner a substantial proportion of institutional credit.  As indicated earlier, the majority of weavers are to be found outside the co-operative fold, weaving usually for master weavers or on their own.  The credit needs of this sector have remained unaddressed.  The existing situation is one where the local master weaver provides consumption loans and/or advances, which, over time, render the weaver completely indebted to the master weaver.

3.  Marketing:  There is a significant mismatch between cloth production and marketing which has yet to be seriously tackled.  The decline of local markets for handlooms is a reality today, which has to be addressed both in terms of cost factor as well as other strategies.  The separation of producers from the marker has given rise to middlemen.  Trader entrepreneurs who may know the market well, and thus be able to meet new demands often dominate existing marketing channels.  But as traders, they also block the trickledown of benefits even though the profit margin is quite high.  The centralized marketing bodies of weaver co-operatives too have been malfunctioning.  Not receiving payments in time for the products supplied by the apex marketing agency, has led to the collapse of a number of co-operatives, since they are unable to generate/rotate capital for subsequent rounds of production.

Objectives and methodology: 

Against this background, the objectives of the study are two-fold.  

(i) to offer a realistic appraisal of the handloom industry particularly in A.P., and thereby to identify areas of potential growth.  Such an appraisal is based primarily on field reports, which (a) document regional specificities and trends in weaving with reference to product, organization of production and markets, and (b) examine particular reasons for the expansion or contraction of weaving, as the case may be.  

(ii) to suggest possible strategies for intervention based on field experience. 

The handloom industry has, unquestionably, been going through periodic crises, and the situation has been particularly acute in the last couple of decades.  This has resulted in the erosion of rural livelihoods in weaving, and also a displacement of labour.  This sense of crisis, it could be argued, is not new, and that this has been the case for nearly a century now.  However, that would be to misperceive the basic fact that the nature and intensity of the crises has been changing.  There have been several new developments in the Indian economy over the last two decades that need to be taken seriously, and new strategies to deal with the situation have to be worked out.  It is such changing conditions that have to be emphasized, rather than simply repeat the dominant perception that the handloom industry has always been on a path of decline, etc.  This study will contend that a number of dominant perceptions that orient one’s opinion of the handloom industry are based on certain ‘myths’ that have no basis in ground realities.  We will draw on a few such myths and present evidence to the contrary, thereby arguing that perceptions of the handloom industry have to be rebuilt on contemporary terms.  

Though there have been attempts to address some of the problems (such as credit, marketing, etc) faced by this sector, most of the solutions have been overwhelmingly centralized in nature.  This discrepancy has led to low rates of success in the interventionist measures.  The needs of the handloom sector as an industry have to be addressed keeping in mind the diversities obtaining at the ground level and the problems faced by primary producers, rather than developed in a top-down fashion.  A number of policy recommendations are based on aggregate data, which do not reflect the radical diversity in forms of organization, production patterns and types of product in each region.  The focus in this study is on the generation of detailed empirical data on weaving regions and on a range of socio-economic aspects of weavers’ lives, which will provide the basis for support initiatives for the industry.

The study has drawn on both primary and secondary data.  While the former has comprised of field visits to various weaving centres, the latter has included archival research, as well as the compiling of data from official and non-official published sources.  Given the goals of the study, we have chosen two main modes of presenting data, i.e., statistical and qualitative.  The former consists of data collated from earlier reports and records as well as data from sample surveys.  A schedule was formulated with the intention of getting some base level data on products woven, marketing agencies, wages, and so on.  Members of weaver organizations as well as other individuals located in the field collected the information for these schedules.  In addition to these, we also prepared descriptive case studies of specific weaving regions, which sought to provide a realistic account of the field as well as analyse and contextualize the changes taking place.  We have chosen important weaving centres in each of the three parts of Andhra Pradesh (that is, Coastal Andhra, Rayalaseema and Telengana) to represent the existing scenario: Yemmiganur, in Kurnool district (Rayalaseema), Chirala, in Prakasam District, Tenali in Guntur District and Polavaram in East Godavari (Coastal Andhra) and Koyyalagudem and Warangal in Nalgonda District (Telengana).  A comparative perspective on weaving from selected villages and towns in Kerala, Karnataka (Gulbarga District) and Tamilnadu (Kanyakumari District) is also provided.  A field report from West Bengal, prepared in the context of this study, is included in the volume of papers prepared for the seminar on the ‘growth and prospects of the handloom industry’. 

Part II.  The Study:  Field Accounts

II.1.  Scale and organization of weaving in Andhra Pradesh (past and present)

Handloom weaving has been an industry of prime importance for centuries in India.  The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were a period of unquestioned prosperity, whereas the nineteenth and twentieth centuries have seen certain significant changes in the structure and organization of this industry.  A number of historians have documented the production and trading systems pertaining to handloom cloth in earlier centuries (see, for instance, Arasaratnam, 1990; Brennig, 1990; Ramaswamy, 1985; Sudhir and Swarnalatha, 1992).  The Coromandel Coast as a whole and Masulipatnam fabrics in particular had achieved world-renown.  It is well established that production was not only for an insular rural market, but also catered to a sizeable export demand.  For example, the chintz or checked rumalls of Masulipatnam were in great demand not only within India, but also in Persia and later Europe.  Muslins and calicos too were important items of production and formed a significant component of trade.  It was this textile trade that the British sought to control in South India.  It has been observed that while local merchants used to link weavers with the export market earlier, “as deliberate colonial policy the English sought to use their power to alter the conditions of production of handloom textiles and to transform existing relations between producers and middlemen” (Arasaratnam, 1990:190).  This gave rise to major alterations in the organization of production itself.  Rather than deal directly with weavers themselves or use the existing marketing intermediaries, the East India Company appointed Gumasthas as mediators in the process of accessing cloth.  The system worked through advances and contracts, where money was advanced to the intermediary rather than to weavers directly.  A well-established trading system thus took shape in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, formalizing the dealings between the Company and the intermediaries (Chaudhuri, 1974).

Records and studies of maritime trade reveal to us the importance of the handloom industry in that period.  However, there are not many direct studies of the industry per se, that is, of its structure and organization, of how production was actually carried out and what the social relations of production were.  There are clear indications, however, of trends in the industry when we consider the labour angle.  As the export demand increased, it is said that traditional weavers scaled up export-oriented production, and cut down on weaving coarser fabric for the domestic market.  This lacuna was filled by the entry of individuals from non-weaving castes, who were from the lower-castes.  “Such entrance of low-caste labour into the weaving caste is evident in surveys conducted in the nineteenth century when Malas and Madigas, important untouchable castes of the Andhra region, are prominent as participants in the textile industry” (Brennig, 1990:80).  A more precise dating of this process needs to be done, especially since the Report of the Fact-Finding Committee opines (1942:64) that such large-scale entry of lower castes into weaving in a nineteenth century phenomenon.  What is incontestable, however, is the great degree of mobility and flux that characterized workers in this industry, into the twentieth century as well.

As briefly mentioned earlier, the ‘deindustrialization’ thesis has argued that like other artisanal forms of production, the handloom textile industry too was disrupted in the nineteenth century due to colonial rule.  However, as Mukund and Syamasundari (2001:43) point out, the picture was different in the South, where one can even see an increase in the number of looms in this period.  Two arguments are made in this connection: one is that of a shift in what weavers produced.  In order to survive, they did not produce what the English mills produced, but concentrated on weaving coarser cloth for local consumption, that is, for a market that was not yet absorbed into a larger national market (see also Specker, 1989).  The second is that there was also a diversification in product – such as weaving finer varieties - to meet demand from other segments (see also Yanagisawa, 1996), which allowed the industry to survive.  In addition to these possible factors, we should also consider the other internal changes that were taking place in the organization of cloth production.  Writing of the Deccan area, Tirthankar Roy (1993:73) notes that a certain amount of internal differentiation seemed to have emerged among the weavers by the 1930s, that is, when the system of ‘contracts’ was the most widespread mode.  The number of independent weavers declined, and their dependence on traders increased (‘tied sale’).  The ‘putting-out’ system, where weavers wove at home on their own looms for a trader, or a master weaver, or his agent, continued.  Factories or karkhanas also emerged side by side with these systems.  

These larger descriptions of the structure and organization of the handloom industry can be juxtaposed with reports that provide more detail of how these systems actually work on the ground.  Two important reports from the Andhra region in the late 1920s and early 1930s provide us with considerable information on these aspects.  N.G.Ranga’s survey into the economic and social conditions of the handloom weaving industry (conducted during 1925-26 and 1928 and published in 1930) describes the conditions prevailing in substantial parts of AP and Madras Presidency.  Such an account, he argues, is indispensable “before any constructive scheme of industrializing the country can be developed” (1930:1).  While there could exist governmental records of number of looms, kinds of cloth produced, kinds of machines used, etc., there is hardly anything on “economic organization, the relations between the employers and the employees, the wages or earnings of the weavers, or their standard of living” (1930:6).  Measures to improve work conditions and end exploitation of weavers, provision of credit and encouraging co-operative methods of organization are some of his suggestions.  Similar problems of labour and finance are mentioned in Raghubir Sahai’s enquiry into the industry (1933).  “The crux of the problem is indebtedness to local sowcars and yarn dealers”(1933:70), and one way of freeing them will be to take up co-operative forms of associations, it is argued.  

While the formation of co-operatives is seen as a panacea for such ills, the situation today, where the co-operative mode of functioning is more or less disintegrating (at least in AP), needs close and careful analysis.  A detailed history of this movement in the textile sector is also necessary in order to learn from mistakes and devise implementable strategies for future action.  Much has happened in the intervening decades, with the situation deteriorating in the post-1980s.  Unlike in other states, in AP, weaving continues to be a household-based activity, located largely in rural and semi-urban areas.  Weaving is often the sole occupation pursued by weavers whose earnings are quite low.  Mukund and Syamasundari (2001) have analysed the crisis in handloom weaving in AP today in terms of loomage and output. They find that while Adilabad, Karimnagar and Nizamabad  districts of Telengana and Chittoor and Cuddapah districts in Rayalaseema have seen a decline, all the districts of Coastal Andhra have done well (ibid.: 54-55).  Changes in macro-economic policies since the 1990s have also pushed up yarn prices phenomenally.  Rather than increase product prices (since they compete in a market dominated by cheaper powerloom products), master weavers responded by depressing wages paid to weavers.  The starvation deaths among weavers in Andhra Pradesh in the 1990s were a result of such shifts.

A thumbnail sketch of the scale and spread of handloom weaving in Andhra Pradesh has been provided in the preceding section.  Against this background, we will present reports from the field.  The field data is divided into three main heads:  (a) organizational structure and relations of production  (b) the co-operative effort and (c) markets.  The remaining part of this chapter will deal with organizational structure, whereas the subsequent chapters will take up the other issues.

Organizational structure

Understanding the way in which handloom weaving is organized is not just a matter of academic curiosity, but is indispensable in order to identify the varied needs and problems of weavers and can provide the basis for formulating appropriate policy measures.  As a matter of convention, handloom weavers have been divided on the basis of how production is carried out.  Accordingly, weavers are categorized either as independent (one who works on his own, buying yarn, weaving and selling the final product), or as working under the master weaver, or as coming under the co-operative fold.  Usually the master weaver does not engage in weaving, but controls the production of weavers under him, either directly or indirectly, through agents.  Using this broad classification as a point of entry, we find other unique features obtaining in the field, which suggest that a more complex system is actually in practice.  Departing from the conventional modes of classifying weavers in terms of productive modes, the new textile policy recommends that they be categorized on the basis of the quality of weaving (into producers of higher value, medium value and lower-value cloth).  The assumption here is that producers of high value cloth will also receive high remunerations, unlike producers of lower-value cloth. Based on this assumption, policy recommendations suggest either a shift in the direction of producing finer cloth, or a shift away from handloom weaving altogether.  The rationale for such an assumption is questionable, since field visits reveal that producers of ‘luxury’ fabrics are not necessarily well-paid, that is, the ‘high value’ of the cloth is rarely translated into wage terms.  A weaver’s earnings depend on a number of other variables such as whether he weaves independently, for a master weaver, or for a co-operative.  These different organizational contexts also influence the flexibility with which weavers respond to changes in demand.  Extremely complex and variable organizational structures of weaving obtain in the field, where there are no watertight compartments, but rather combinational modes at work.  A field-based survey of types of weavers is invaluable in such contexts.  An attempt is made below to capture and represent some of these complexities through a case study of Chirala in Prakasam district of Andhra Pradesh.  A small sample survey was also conducted in the area and information from the schedules are provided wherever relevant.

Case Study 1 - Chirala:

An important concentration of weaving in Prakasam district lies in the Chirala belt.  Within an 8-10 kilometre belt, we have the following towns and villages noted for handloom weaving: Ipurupalem, Perala, Chirala, Ramakrishnapuram, Hastinapuram, Jandrapeta, Amodagiripatnam, Dantampeta, Vetapalem, Desaipeta, Ravoorapeta and Pandilapalli.  Spread across these locations are 16,000 working looms, reputed to be one of the largest concentrations in the state.  Whenever there is a crisis of some sort, either a natural calamity or a yarn scarcity, weavers from East and West Godavari regions migrate into Chirala.  This is because of the reputation for weaving that Chirala region has traditionally had.  More often than not, the wages earned are not very different, but the fact that there is continuous work all round the year makes all the difference to weavers and they have often settled permanently here.  While weavers often articulate their concerns in terms of wages and the availability of work, it is also necessary to place these perceptions within a larger economic context that dictates the fortunes of weaving to a significant extent.  Periodic crises in the availability of raw materials, especially yarn, are one such factor.  Historically, yarn availability was affected during British rule (during the world wars) and has fluctuated subsequently, following government policies regarding cotton export.  In more recent times (1988, 1991, 2000), the phenomenal increase in yarn prices has been a major blow to handloom weavers.  It is said that in Prakasam region, the position of master weavers was strengthened during a severe drought during 1957-62, since only they had the resources to access yarn from private traders.  The impact of all this on the organization of weaving in Chirala has to be kept in mind.  It has been observed that: “more than 90% of the weavers work for master weavers, most in their own houses, but there are also several weaving sheds with appalling conditions.  Both men and women weave.  Taking the number of looms as 15,000 and the value of one loom’s daily output at Rs.100, the area’s annual production comes to almost Rs 50 crores” (Uzramma, 1996).

The number of looms and the extent of their productivity are indicators to reckon with and reveal a great deal about the scale of handloom weaving in this region.  For instance, Mohan Rao, the president of the weavers’ organization, puts the average output of a weaver at 5 metres per day.  Since pre-loom processes take between 5-10 days, the average number of working days per month is 22; this puts the monthly output per weaver per month at 110 metres.  The entire region, with approximately 16000 working looms, will then be producing 1760000 metres of cloth!  In addition to the productivity aspect, a number of other issues will also have to be addressed.  How is production organized in this area, and how is it changing?  What is the nature of the larger economy?  How widespread is migration of weavers?  What is the kind of product being woven, and where is it being marketed?  What are the roles played by different actors in this process?  What is the division of labour in weaving itself?  What is the quantum of earnings? And so on.  By presenting a field account, this report will engage with these and other issues.

The extent to which the local economy in Chirala and its surrounding areas revolve around cloth production is easily apparent.  Cloth traders, big and small, yarn traders, shops selling dyes, spinning mills and of course, thousands of looms lend a distinctive air to this town.  In addition, since communities and/or families who have specialized in this task do a lot of the pre-loom work here, there are also supportive activities such as dyeing (there are 15 dye-houses in this area), sizing, warping, etc, going on continuously.  Locals underscore this interdependence by saying that if one handloom is active, it keeps alive 16 related occupations, ranging from the growing of cotton to the marketing of the final product woven.  

Changing markets and adaptability of the industry:

Despite certain fluctuations in fortunes, it is clear that the Chirala region continues to exhibit vitality especially as far as handloom weaving is concerned.  As we look into the possible reasons for this, we find that weavers here have been responding and adapting production to changes in market demand, a situation that does not obtain in many other places.  This is clear when we consider the changes in the kind of products that are woven here.  The nature of markets they have had access to is also a significant point to note.  These have not been confined to an immediately local or rural market alone, but have been predominantly domestic urban markets as well as specific export ones.

Telia rumals (used as head-cloths by the labouring classes) were the most famous product of this region in the 19th century.  This technique of tying and dyeing the warp and weft threads before weaving was introduced here at the beginning of the 19th century.  In the late 19th century, some rumal weavers from Chirala migrated to Pochampally in Nalgonda district to take advantage of the vicinity of the Hyderabad market.  These rumals are no longer produced in Chirala today.  In addition to other centres like Kalahasti and Venkatagiri, kiles (a term used to refer to the lungis and susis worn by Muslims) were also reportedly produced in Chirala and Vetapalem as well.  The demand for this came from an export market, which was handled by merchants in Madras; exports were to “Singapore, Penang, Saigon, Aden, East Africa for the Muhammadan emigrants of India” (Ranga, 1930:32).  By 1926, the trade in kiles had already declined, and the production of Real Madras Hand Kerchiefs (RMHK) took the place of the earlier products.  These (also called pattimarpu locally) were produced primarily for an export market (Nigeria, Africa), especially in villages in and around Vetapalem and Jandrapeta near Chirala town.  These 45” squares were made in bright colours and were of 40s count, on which extra weft designs were made using jacquard.  According to an old weaver, jacquard was brought to Chirala in 1974.  Till very recently, that is, four to five years ago, a majority of the looms in this region wove RMHK for export.  Now there has been a drastic drop in production and only 1% are said to be weaving this.  The reasons given for this is that powerlooms from Madras have copied the product, and exporters are exporting these in the name of handlooms.  The Chinese too are said to have begun meeting this export demand.  Production immediately shifted to the weaving of jacquard sarees, and various blends were tried, like polycot, sico, etc.  Currently, production of dress materials and dupattas has taken over.  This ability to keep pace with changing market trends could be a major strength of the handloom industry in this region.  Some of the products being woven are described in Table 1 below:

Table 1:  Product description

	Product
	Type (counts)

	Real madras Handkerchiefs (RMKH)
	40s – jacquard

	Sarees, dress materials
	80s count

	Polycot zari
	80s

	Cotton dress materials
	80s x 60s

	Plain yardage, dupattas
	60s

	Shirting
	60s x 40s

	Sarees 
	60s


Closely related to the changes in markets and products is the overall organization of production in the area.  This refers to the ways in which yarn and capital are sourced by the weavers, where they weave, how their products reach the market, and so on.  It appears that while there have been minor changes in the organizational structures, no new actors have emerged to replace or reorder the existing system.  Though weavers working for the master weaver are in majority here, there are variations as well.  This will be brought out through the descriptive accounts of weaving in (a) Hastinapuram (b) Ipurupalem (c) a new and adjacent weavers’ colony and (d) Vetapalem, all of which fall within the Chirala weaving belt.

(a) Hastinapuram:

A sprawling weaving village, Hastinapuram is adjacent to Chirala town.  There are about 800 looms here, and approximately 350 weaving families, a majority of who are Devangulas.  A mix of organizational modes in production obtains: weavers working for master weavers are more common (there are about 10 master weavers here); there are also a decreasing number of independent weavers who try to control all aspects of the process, and a slowly increasing number who weave on their own looms at home, but sell the final product to the master trader.  Small master weavers, who themselves weave and also give out work to others who weave in their own homes constitute another category; there are also about 3-4 sheds, where loomless workers weave; the co-operative structure is not very strong here.  Details from our sample survey reveal the following categories:

Table 2: Categories of weavers

	Category of weavers
	Number

	A] Independent (from yarn to marketing)

B) Weaves for co-operative  

C) Weaves for master weaver at home:

        (i)  own loom

        (ii  master weaver’s loom

D)  Combinations:

    (i) independent and for master weaver

    (ii) independent and for co-operative

     (iii) for co-operative and master weaver


	01

01

07

08

01

-

13

	E]  Mini master-weaver
	01

	F] Wage-weavers: (i) Shed workers

                              (ii) In co-operative
	01

02

	    Total
	35


(i)Working for the master-weaver is a common phenomenon here.  The master-weaver supplies the raw materials; for example, the yarn supplied is already dyed and sized.  Some families also buy the warp ready-made.  The master weaver specifies the designs, and also does the marketing once the product is woven.  Typically, the entire family works continuously on the looms.  For instance, V. S. Rao’s family consists of his wife, three daughters aged 12, 16 and 20 and an eighteen-year-old son.  All of them weave.  They work on two pit looms (their own), which are fitted with jacquards.  They weave jamdhani type.  Sarees and dress materials of 80s count and RMHK (of 40s count) with silk borders are the main products.  The women in the family said there is a lot of physical strain in manipulating the two pedals of the jacquard.  So the mother operates one pedal and the daughter the other.  Accessory operations (like pirn-winding) are also done by the girls and their mother.  The division of labour within the family is shown in the table below:

Table 3:  Family size and labour

	Family size

1-4
	5-7
	Labour

Husband

W
	PLP
	Wife

W
	PLP
	Offspring

W
	PLP
	NW

	25
	10
	35
	02
	27
	08
	06
	03
	01


Note: W – Weaving; PLP – pre-loom processes;  NW: Non-weaving, in this case, a teacher].

Most of those who work thus for the master-weaver have their own looms and work at home, but rely on the master weaver for yarn supply and marketing.  Details of loom ownership as revealed by our sample survey are as follows:

Table 4:  Loom Ownership

	Details of loom ownership
	Number

	Own
	22

	Own loom, accessory belongs to master weaver (jacquard)
	02

	Co-operative
	-

	Installed by master weaver
	11

	      Total
	35


(ii) Castes taking up weaving:  While a majority of the weavers here are Devangulas, there are also a few weavers here who belong to other castes.  Dalit Christians are one such group.  For example, Srinivas is now primarily a weaver.  His family was originally from Molapalem near Bapatla, where they were employed as farm labout.  They moved to Hastinapuram about 25 years ago, when cyclone struck Bapatla area.  Young Srinivas, who was born here, learnt the rudiments of weaving over the years.  As a boy, he assisted weaving activities in the surrounding areas and was also paid for doing tasks like pulling the jacquard chord, etc.  He also used to go to school at this time.  Later he stopped studying and learnt how to weave.  Now, his wife works on the loom as well.  The pitloom, with two jacquards of 120 hooks each is his own, set up about 10 years ago, with a borrowed capital of Rs. 10,000.  He still has not repaid that debt and wages are cut regularly by about Rs. 50 per warp.  He and his wife weave 80s count ‘kanyadan’ sarees (polycot with zari, but no butas) for the master weaver, who supplies the yarn, specifies the colour, design, etc.  The design cards are changed every 3-4 months.  He had no idea of the market, where the sahukar sells, or how much he sells the sarees for.  Due to their repeated borrowings, he is forced to remain with the master-weaver and take whatever wages are given.  Though aware of this situation, he continues working since he feels that he is paid something at least.  On the other hand, if he were an independent weaver, he is afraid that stocks may accumulate, and he may not earn even that little.   The caste/religious affiliations of weavers in our sample are as follows:

Table 5:  Caste Composition of Weavers

	Caste/ Religion
	Number

	Padmasali
	06

	Devangula
	26

	Dalit Christian
	02

	Muslim
	01

	  Total
	35


(iii) mini master-weavers:

In-migration into the Chirala belt happens fairly regularly.  Weavers from East and West Godavari districts have migrated to this area over the last three decades.  While many of them are comparatively unskilled and work in sheds, (an arrangement that will be described in the next section), there are a few who have used their skill and entrepreneurial resources to rise from the ranks of ordinary weavers, so to speak.  This latter group, while continuing to weave at home, also gives out work to a small number of weavers who work from their own homes.

N. Rao is one such typical min master-weaver, who weaves himself and also hands out work to other weavers.  Originally from Peddapuram in East Godavari District, the family moved to Hastinapuram in 1976-77.  His father used to weave cotton sarees of 100s and 120s count for co-operative societies there.  He says that over the years, many of these closed down, so they were forced to migrate, and Chirala region, where continuous work was more likely, was an obvious choice.  When they settled here, he first wove pattimarpu (RMKH) for several years, but the demand for this declined when similar cloth began to be produced by the powerlooms.  Since the last five years, there has been a further change, and saree and dress material weaving has been taken on.  They have two pit looms now, worked by himself, his son and daughter-in-law.  One is fitted with a jacquard, the other has a dobby, both of which work continuously throughout the year.  They weave both polycot sarees, and 80s count cotton sarees with zari.  

N. Rao supplies yarn to six other weavers, who work in their own homes.  Designs are chosen by him locally from designers and incorporated or given to the weavers.  Undyed yarn (of 80s count) is bought from Chirala itself, and then dyed by the local dyer.  Zari, which is produced in Bangalore, is also bought in Chirala.  Both the warp-making and sizing are done by different local communities [the rates of processing of one hank of yarn are: sizing – Rs. 2; dyeing – Rs. 3, warping – Rs.1.75].  Once the cloth is ready, N. Rao collects it from the weavers, and sells it to shop dealers in Chirala.  The dealers also give him information about which designs are in demand and moving well, what he could weave and what not to.  Sales are quite good during the wedding season, broadly from September to March.  The transition from a struggling weaver to a hard-working mini master-weaver can perhaps be attributed largely to individual enterprise.  

(iv) shed-weavers:  

Weaving under ‘sheds’ is the other mode under which production is organized.  There are 3-4 such sheds in Hastinapuram, owned by local master-weavers, where migrant job workers weave.  As Mukund and Syamasundari (2001:105) observe: “In Chirala, migrant weavers from several parts of the state are working in worksheds under ‘mini’ master weavers.  These mini master weavers are under contract with master weavers who supply yarn and designs.  The mini master weavers themselves continue to weave and also employ migrant weavers in their worksheds…The working conditions and wages are both extremely poor, but there does not seem to be any shortage of work”.  All the sheds in Hastinapuram have between 8-10 looms, placed extremely close to one another.  Several are jacquard pitlooms.  The weavers produce cotton dress materials that are 80 x 60 (which resemble Mangalagiri fabric, which is 80 x 80s), elaborately zaried dress material and dupatta sets, polycot and jacquard sarees with butas.  All the workers in these sheds are migrants.  One of them came from Ongole about 2-3 years ago because wages were very low there.  Here he weaves jacquard sarees (for which he earns Rs. 700 per warp) and zaried dress material and dupatta fabric (Rs. 1100 per warp).  Those weaving plain fabric earn much less, Rs.400 per warp.  Another shed weaver migrated to this part of the district along with his family from Mangalagiri about 5 years ago.  He first worked in a shed at nearby Ramakrishnapuram, and then at Chirala town, before coming to Hastinapuram three years ago.  He says: “the sahukar owns the shed, the looms, the product that comes off it, as well as the rooms adjoining the shed (where the weavers and their families live).  Everything is the sahukar’s except for us human beings, whom he doesn’t own. … if a weaver does not own a loom he is looked down upon, and has no standing in the village.  All the weavers working here are migrants form East Godavari, Nellore, etc.  There are also women weaving.  Sometimes, a husband and wife weave on different looms.  Its difficult…but in Ipurupalem, the conditions of shedweavers are much worse than this”.  

A wide range of weavers and weaving situations are prevalent here.  ‘Outside’ entrants, usually working in sheds and living in rented rooms, to local inhabitants working from home; among the latter, those who work on rented looms (installed in their own homes) for the master weaver; those who own looms and weave at home for the master-weaver; and those who produce independently and try to market on their own to middlemen or local traders.  Of these, those working at home for a master weaver seem to be the dominant trend.  Any attempt to categorize weavers must be flexible enough to take this heterogeneity into account, for monolithic schemes will do little to mitigate problems in particular areas.

(b)  Ipurupalem

Juxtaposing a description of the organization of weaving in Hastinapuram with that of Ipurupalem is important for a number of reasons.  Despite their proximity to one another, there are certain crucial differences.  At the same time, the two villages share a few general features that appear to be characteristic of the region today, namely, barely functional co-operatives and the dominance of the master weaver.  What are different in Ipurupalem, however, are the sheds and the large number of migrants who work there.  Weaver indebtedness is also a major problem.

This weaving village has mainly weavers who are Devangulas, with a handful of Muslim and Mala families, and about 15 from the Reddy caste.  Most of the people are settlers.  Weaving sheds, in which migrant weavers work, are greater in number here than in Hastinapuram.  Master weavers control over 95% of weaving in Ipurupalem area.  Another 5% work for the co-operative from their own homes.  A few decades ago, there were more independent weavers, that is, who would weave at home and sell to master-weavers.  But these are being edged out, and the scale of activity of master weavers themselves is increasing.  Local weavers observe that there could be as many as 110 master-weavers in this area, with the size of their operations ranging from 10 – 500 looms.  (We learn that there is a master-weavers’ association, which decides on the wages to be paid.  According to the statistics put out by this Association, there are 32 master weavers in Chirala-Perala and 110 in Ipurupalem).  In Ipurupalem and surrounding villages, there are estimated to be about 8000 active looms, of which a thousand would have jacquards.  The actual figure (of working looms) fluctuates, due to constant migratory movements.  Only a small section of the weavers (about 10%) are originally from Ipurupalem itself; another 40-50% have become permanent settlers here over the last twenty years or more.  The rest are still fairly mobile, and work mainly in sheds.  Migrants come from East and West Godavari districts, Chittoor, Nellore, Proddattur (Cuddappah), Ongole, and so on.  They work in sheds for the master weaver and move out when there is no work.  (There were 12 co-operative spinning mills in the area, all of which have shut down now, due largely to malpractice in cotton purchase, bad administration and so on).  

Many of the sheds have between 8 - 18 pitlooms, all belonging to the master weaver.  A number of families have come from Proddatur, some in recent times, but mostly over a decade ago.  The general pattern is where the master weaver advances loans, of Rs.2000 or more, to weavers.  Once the weavers begin to work on the sahukar’s looms, they get more and more deeply caught in a vicious circle of debt and dependence.  For example, the wages are Rs. 270/- per warp of six sarees (each saree is of six yards).  Weavers say they can weave one saree in a day, so a warp would take about a week to complete.  Their monthly earnings would be to the tune of Rs. 1080, after deductions.  Loom rent is deducted from the wage, as is room rent.  If the loan taken is bigger, a greater amount is cut from the wage.  Most of the weavers have not been weaving very fine fabric.  A weaver from Prodattur, who came 18 years ago to Ipurupalem, used to weave sada shirting for the sahukar there, and weaves plain cotton sarees here.  Another from Tadpatri, who migrated 20 years ago, used to weave Janata sarees there, and weaves 60s count sarees with butas here, and sometimes polycot sarees.  He says the actual wage is Rs. 325, but after various deductions, such as rent and labour to be paid for warp winding, Rs. 270 is what they get in hand.  The problems of shed workers are distinctive and need to be addressed immediately.  Low wages, bad working and living conditions, heavy indebtedness and non-ownership of looms are ground realities that remain untouched despite the various government schemes for weavers.

The table below tells us about the migrational status of weavers in our sample survey.

Table 6:  Residential/ Migrational Status of Weavers

	Native place
	Number
	Reasons for migration

	Hastinapuram, Chirala
	24
	-

	Peddapuram, East Godavari
	01
	Closure of co-operative there in late 1970s

	Molapalem, near Bapatla
	01
	Cyclone

	Mangalagiri
	01
	Domestic problems

	Narasipatnam, Vizag
	01
	Stocks destroyed in riot, started afresh

	Salem, then, Ongole
	01
	Low income as peon, domestic troubles

	Annavaram, Rajamundhry
	01
	Cyclone

	West Godavari
	01
	Politics in co-operative – not getting work

	Proddatur, Ongole, Tadpatri
	01
	Low wages there

	Nalgonda 
	01
	-not indicated

	Palapura, Pandilapalli
	01
	-           “

	Vetapalem
	01
	-           “

	     Total 
	35
	


These shed weavers work for master weavers who are usually from Ipurupalem itself.  According to one master weaver, close familiarity with production aspects is necessary to succeed and therefore non-weavers cannot manage the trade side.  Though he claimed to have 100 looms under him, dispersed across 15 sheds and several homes, others pointed out that is closer to 500.  Sarees (cotton with zari and polycot) are his main products, and production is 2000 sarees a month.  His markets are both local – through wholesalers in Vijayawada, Guntur, Chirala, Hyderabad, etc – and national, in Madras, primarily.  He earlier had access to an export market in Sri Lanka which has stopped now due to political unrest there.

In addition to the weavers and sahukars, there are also other groups that facilitate and are indispensable to the production process.  Families who specialize in pre-loom processes such as dyeing, warping and sizing form one such cluster.  There are Devangula families, which do only sizing, and a separate community of dyers.  There are about 30 families of dyers in the entire region, of which 15 are in Ipurupalem itself, and 4 in Chirala town.  None of these families weave.  The sizers provide sized yarn to the rest of the weaving community, selling usually to master weavers and the Society when it pays.  Four people work on the sizing of warps, between 7-12 in the morning, and 2-6 in the evening.  Mostly this is family labour, but at times, hired labour is used.  They earn Rs. 60 per warp of 36 yards.  Of this, Rs.5 goes towards ganji costs and Rs 15 towards wages.  They make four warps in a day.  There are also professional warpers, who do upto four big warps in a day.  Each warp has 25 ladis, the earnings are Rs 25 for one bundle.

Trade merchants are the other conduits in the production chain.  Lining the main road are nearly fifteen small yarn shops, which the locals patronize.  Weavers explain that often, out of the yarn that is given to them for weaving, they are able to save some amount.  If this quantity is large enough, they are able to weave it into cloth and sell it themselves.  But more often, they sell this dyed yarn to these local traders, and earn a bit on the side.  This yarn, usually cheaper than that bought from other town-based private traders, is bought by those weaving independently, or sometimes by smaller master-weavers, and re-enters the weaving cycle.  Table 7 below gives details of yarn sourcing in our sample survey.

Table 7: Yarn: type and access

	Yarn count
	40s, 60s and 80s

	Source
	In most cases, the master weaver, who buys it from Chirala itself, gives it.

The independent weavers buy it from shops in Chirala, as well as small yarn vendors (in Ipurupalem).

	Procurement problems
	High prices


Given the pre-dominance of master weavers, the local co-operatives are not very strong.  After the Duggirala Society was closed down, the Venkateshwara Co-op Society was set up in 1988.  It worked well upto 1993, fell into a crisis in 1994, revived again, and worked upto 1999, and plunged again in 2000.  They produce sarees, lungis and dress materials.  Like other co-ops they get their yarn from NHDC and supply finished products to APCO, the apex marketing body.  Unfortunately, though the society has 400 looms, only 50 are working.  They say that because they are unable to provide work to weavers continuously, several have shifted to working for master weavers.  The last procurement by APCO was in December 1999, which they paid for in 2001. 

(c) a new weavers’ colony:

Advancing of loans, as is apparent in Ipurupalem, appear to be the most frequent way in which migrant weavers begin working for master weavers in their sheds.  Over time, these debts accumulate, and with the meagre wage they earn, it is hardly possible to think of alternatives.  Emerging out of the vicious cycle of debts is in itself a major step.  But what alternative avenues for production are available to such weavers is still an unresolved issue.  

The new weavers’ colony that has come up is unique in this respect.  The two phases of the weavers’ colony are a little over a year old.  There are about 80 weaving families in the first phase.  A new co-operative has been set up, though production and sales have yet to start off in a big way.  Most of the weavers here were earlier shed workers at different places, or working for master weavers.  Here they have got individual houses built under a government scheme and a loom has been sanctioned for each weaving family.  Many of the weavers who have moved here were earlier at Jandrapeta and other centres.  Though the loom is their own, they weave for a master weaver, and invariably the jacquard accessory fitted to the loom belongs to the master weavers.  Some of them, however, weave only plain cloth and yardage.  For example, C. Raja Rao and his son can weave on both jacquard and dobby, but now their loom has neither.  They were earlier working in a shed for a master weaver in Hastinapuram for eight years.  When they decided to leave the shed and move to the new house, the master weaver refused to provide capital to set up the jacquard on their loom.  Not wanting to give up the house allotted to them in the colony, they decided to move in spite of this.  In order to do so, they first had to pay off their debts, which they did by selling off a patta of land they had in their native place, Annavaram, in Rajamundhry.  Rather then borrow money again to attach accessories and fall into a debt trap, they have confined themselves to weaving plain cloth for the time being.  Access to capital is therefore a major problem.  The sources tapped by weavers in our sample survey are given below:

Table 8:  Capital source

	Source of Capital
	Number

	Own
	01

	Money lenders (sahukar)
	14

	Banks
	-

	Co-operatives
	03

	Combination, i.e., from co-operative and consumption loans from sahukar
	15

	 Total*
	33


*  Two of them (who had their own looms) reported that they would not seek further capital, as it would bind them further to the sahukar.

Most of the weavers here are wary of accumulating debts again.  Narrating his story, M. Sathyanarayana says, “no self-respecting man would be in debt”.  His family comes originally form West Godavari.  He used to weave sarees of 100-120 counts there, for local co-operatives.  But these societies were ridden with politics; favouritism was rampant in payment of wages, which was anyway quite low.  He then sold the little land he had, moved to Hastinapuram and set up a loom with that money, and worked on his own, buying yarn on his own, selling sarees locally (with plain cotton border, priced Rs 140) etc.  They stayed in a rented house, paying a rent of Rs.300.  He moved to the new colony since they could now live in their own house.  At present, a master weaver from Ipurupalem gives him the necessary yarn to weave, and also buys the product directly from him.  He says with conviction: “Wherever co-operatives work well, no master weaver would flourish, but unfortunately most co-operatives are very corrupt.  Even then, if a co-operative starts functioning in the colony, I will definitely weave for it...Not having access to markets is our main problem.  The master weaver deducts the wage to be paid by claiming that the market is dull, and there is no way of knowing if this is the truth”.  While on the one hand, he despairs of the fact that even if all the family members work, they can earn only about Rs.70 a day, on the other, he still considers weaving a respectable occupation; “the work is in our own hand, and we don’t have to go others for everything”.

His observations beg the question of what alternative structures of production and marketing could emerge.  

(d) Vetapalem:  

In contrast to the production patterns described earlier – that is, weavers weaving under a master weaver, and shed weavers – we will focus here on the issue of co-operative structures for weavers.  Vetapalem is a comparatively prosperous-looking weaving town.  Between Vetapalem, Desaipeta and Ravoorapeta panchayats, there are estimated to be approximately 2000 looms.  The Vetapalem Co-op Society was started in 1936, with a mere 15 looms.  Though their formal membership is around 1000, there are at present only 50 running looms, with an annual production of Rs. 14 lakhs.  In the late 1940s, weavers in Vetapalem region were weaving pattimarpu (RMHK) for export.  Export channels were fairly well established, and from Madras, the products would go on to Iran, Iraq and Nigeria.  A few Devanga families from Vetapalem have entered into this trade, moving to Madras and even Nigeria, as parts of the trade link.  In later decades, this product came to be called ‘Avayyar’, and its production continued upto 1992.  The President of the society says that a conflict over wage and mode of export stopped the whole thing.  Parallel to the export market, there was always separate production for a local market as well, mainly MLA dhotis, Angavastrams and shirting.  A fairly well functioning co-operative such as this one, however, declined by the mid-1980s.  In order to curtail the mushrooming of co-operatives over the years, the government effected a merger in 1984, when several functioning societies were merged with those running huge losses.  Vetapalem Society did not recover from this development.  

The issue is not one of co-operative structures alone.  Master weavers dominate the entire area, and Vetapalem is no exception.  Old weavers here say, “forty years ago, we could count the number of master weavers on our fingers.  Now, there is one on every street”.  Feeding this development have been the migratory waves of weavers from the entire Prakasam belt and Cuddapah.  Often there are strong caste links between the master weavers and the migrant weavers, and many of the migrants have now settled here.  Weaving for the master weaver is the predominant mode in which production is organized.  In fact, whenever the society is not able to provide full finance to weavers for the installation of jacquard looms, master weavers are stepping in.  Thus, not only do master weavers gain some control over the co-operative structure, but also, over time, weavers switch to working for the master weaver.  There are very few independent weavers, since yarn access and marketing would be major problems.  The major modes of marketing adopted by weavers in our sample in Chirala area as a whole is shown in the table below:

Table 9:  Marketing Modes

	Marketing Agency
	Number

	Co-operative
	02

	Independently (to dealers in Chirala)
	01

	Master-weaver
	17

	Combination, i.e., co-operative and master weaver
	15

	Others (independent groups)
	-

	 Total
	35


According to the President of the Vetapalem Co-operative Society, co-operatives need to explore and expand markets to cope with the scale of weaving, which is not being done.  Worksheds are easily sanctioned and set up, but no attention is paid to other facilities and infrastructure.  For example, cycles have been given to weavers to sell in local markets, but this has proved to be unrealistic.  Many have begun using the cycles to sell powerloom products as well.  While under a co-operative wages are fixed and some schemes made available to weavers, they do not get personal loans, which is what they need most.  The master weaver meets this need.  In Vetapalem, weavers are advanced sums upto Rs 10,000 for personal consumption by master weavers, though in the last few years, ever since weaver organizations have begun agitating for higher wages, the size of this advance has been cut.  Yet, the advantages with a master weaver are that of easy availability of yarn; also, if one works longer and harder, can earn that much more.  The wages have remained unchanged since 1994.  Earlier, the master weaver used to bear the costs of setting up the design, but this has changed over the last five years.  Many master weavers are asking weavers to bear the cost themselves since the loom is their own, but weavers hesitate to invest frequently in this.  

The President of the Society emphasizes that the 1984 merger and the collapse of APCO were two major factors for the decline of co-operative structures in this region.  In some ways, the recent problems in procurement and payment have to do with the centralized nature of the apex body.  He points out that if the prices of the master weaver and that of APCO are compared, the former’s is lesser.  But inspite of the mark-up by APCO, no margin reaches the weaver, but goes toward meeting overhead costs.  The reasons for the losses incurred by the co-operative structure have to be carefully gone into.  According to him, direct channels both to markets and to financial institutions like NABARD are needed.  A clear budgetary provision for handlooms is also necessary; this is often being vitiated locally because several politicians have links with powerloom sector.

The above example highlights that the strengths and limitations of the co-operative structure too need attention, since they were effective earlier, but have begun to disintegrate over the last two decades.  The larger developments that have precipitated this process also need to be examined.  Some of these will be taken up for discussion in the next chapter on the ‘co-operative effort’.  

Conclusions:
The case study of Chirala region illustrates several of the key problem areas that have not been adequately addressed in general accounts of handloom weaving.  The following aspects may be highlighted in particular.

· Market adaptability:  This case study has focused on providing a field picture of how weaving is organized in the region.  This understanding is indispensable in order to assess the extent to which weavers are able to adapt their production to changing market demands.  The access to export markets that Chirala has traditionally had gives it a unique position in AP’s handloom industry.  Today, with changes in the pattern of export demand, weavers have responded by changing their product to jacquard and dress materials, the primary target being the domestic, urban market.  The organizational structure corresponding to this production has been one where a large chunk of weavers work under the master weaver, though there have been a noticeable number of independent weavers too.  The term ‘independent’ needs to be carefully qualified, however.  Complete independence would be practically impossible, because even if the ‘independent’ weaver has access to raw materials, he would have no access to markets.  Any production outside the master weaver/ co-operative bases will encounter these questions (of the market) in a big way.  Rather than allow markets to dictate production entirely, we must examine what organizational structures of production obtain on the field, how adequately these are responding to the market and what re-organizations in the production process will ensure a better match between markets and production.  The preceding case study provides the input for this kind of exercise.

·  Categorization of weavers:  The case study also strongly contests the notion of a homogeneous category of ‘the weaver’ who is the focus of policy efforts.  It draws detailed attention to various categories of weavers such as those owning looms and working for master weavers at home; those owning looms as well as buying yarn and weaving independently, but marketing their products through the master weaver/trader; mini-master-weavers and weaving sheds that attract migrant weavers.  It is clear that weavers’ needs and difficulties are specific to each category.  Programmes targeting weavers should be region-specific and flexible.  All such programme formulations should be preceded by a close examination of field realities and identification of the needs of different segments of the weaving industry.  

· Migration of weavers:  Like other regions of handloom weaving that have exhibited vitality, the Chirala belt too has had an inflow of weavers from other areas.  This phenomenon of weaver mobility needs further examination.  Field visits indicate that migratory inflows became noticeable 18-20 years ago, by about the early 1980s.  We find that the large scale migration of weavers, the emergence of shed weaving and heavy indebtedness among weavers have also contributed to a consolidation of the master-weaver’s position in this area.  The old ‘putting out’ system (working at home for the master weaver) now exists side by side with the ‘karkhana’ mode of shed-weaving, many of which are managed by smaller master weavers or agents of the bigger ones.  Migrant workers, with neither dwellings, looms nor capital of their own, work in these sheds.  The requirements of this category of weavers would be different from the other groups, and would include aspects such as low wages, bad living and working conditions, etc.  A suitable policy for handloom weavers will have to seriously address the above circumstances.

II.2 The Co-operative Effort

Early surveys of the handloom industry in Andhra Pradesh (Ranga, 1930; Sahai, 1933), while identifying the urgency of problems such as indebtedness and low wages among handloom weavers, also urged for the formation of co-operative bodies that could handle at least some of these problems.  Even the Report of the Fact-Finding Committee (GOI, 1942) had emphasized the strengthening of weavers’ co-operatives as an important strategy in supporting this sector.  The history of the co-operative movement with particular reference to weavers’ co-operatives in A.P. has yet to be written.  But by and large, once the nationalist movement took on the co-operative suggestion, the latter began to gain ground as a movement and was visualized as a significant tool of change.  In A.P., by the 1930s itself, weaver co-operatives had emerged in different regions.  Initially, providing yarn at subsidized rates was the primary concern, and only later did marketing and other concerns emerge.

Roughly from 1937 onwards, irregular yarn availability remained a major issue, aggravated by the World War.  At one stage, the scarcity was so acute that the Nizam’s government deployed textile inspectors to issue a limited number of coupons to each working loom.  As the demand was considerably more than the supply, irregularities and corruption in the issuing of coupons was high.  Also, the government allocated a certain amount to the existing dealers of yarn.  Many of these dealers came together to establish local depots for selling yarn, but often resorted to underhand practices in the sale.  It was against this background that a need for forming handloom co-operatives was felt.  As in other parts of the country, the co-operative movement here too found its inspiration, and indeed owed its birth to the increasing momentum of the freedom movement.  In 1949, around hundred co-operative societies were formed in the Telengana region.  In 1950, Hyderabad Central Handloom Co-operative Society (HYCO) was formed to co-ordinate the working of these primary societies.  (The Rayalaseema region had its own apex body, which, along with HYCO was integrated into APCO in 1975).  The aim of HYCO was to procure yarn from the mills directly and disburse it to the primary co-operatives.  In the beginning it dealt only with the purchase of yarn and its distribution, but later started trade in dyes and also in the marketing of handloom fabrics. It was, to a large extent, instrumental in improving the lot of weavers at that time.  Over time, however, with the proliferation of such organizations, the initiative degenerated, rendering futile any generalization on the effective functioning of weavers’ co-operatives as a whole.  Mukund (2001:2) provides details of the number of co-operatives working in A.P. and their role in sustaining handloom weaving as a whole.  According to her:

“In A.P., there were 1024 registered societies in 1975-76.  These had increased to 1690 by 1977-78, to 1932 in 1980-81 and 2115 by 1982-83.  Thus, in half a decade, their number had more than doubled.  Since this was done with no reference to their viability or sustainability, a corrective policy had to be introduced in 1983, by which about 1/3 of the co-operative societies (668) were liquidated as being beyond all hope, and another 1/3 (662) societies, considered potentially viable, were merged with 323 existing societies.  Only 502, or less than ¼ were considered independently viable, and retained, making a total of 825.  In 1996, according to the State Government sources, there were 812 societies in the State, of which 551 were working societies.”

A recent estimate (Dept. of H&T, 2000-1:1) puts the number of weavers within the co-operative fold in Andhra Pradesh at 1,01,264 and those outside the co-operative structures at 1,00,608.  

Table 1:Cotton weavers’ co-operative societies and members – 1995-96, 1996-97, 1997-98.

	Name of district 
	1995-96 No. of societies
	1995-96 No. of members
	1997-97 No. of societies
	1996-97 No. of members
	1997-98 No. of societies
	1997-98 No. of members

	Srikakulam
	50
	14,223
	50
	14,336
	50
	12,426

	Vizianagaram
	17
	  4,501
	16
	  3,729
	16
	  3,729

	Visakhapatnam
	20
	  6,084
	20
	  5,591
	20
	  5,591

	East Godavari
	53
	22,968
	53
	21,692
	53
	15,726

	West Godavari
	24
	11,517
	24
	11,526
	24
	  6,448

	Krishna
	44
	  7,370
	44
	  6,821
	44
	  6,794

	Guntur
	48
	22,324
	48
	22,324
	48
	22,324

	Prakasam
	30
	12,039
	30
	20,575
	30
	  8,309

	Nellore
	52
	13,734
	52
	12,586
	52
	10,609

	Chittoor
	34
	13,116
	34
	  1,463
	34
	1,463

	Cuddapah
	107
	21,000
	107
	20,751
	107
	  7,720

	Kurnool
	39
	14,582
	39
	14,582
	39
	  3,275

	Anantapur
	28
	  1,846
	35
	  1,847
	25
	  2,609

	Hyderabad
	4
	  2,577
	4
	  2,559
	4
	   251

	Rangareddy
	3
	   869
	3
	   869
	3
	   194

	Mahbubnagar
	34
	17,921
	34
	17,921
	34
	17,921

	Nalgonda
	45
	19,410
	45
	19,410
	45
	19,650

	Warangal
	72
	24,075
	72
	23,865
	72
	33,859

	Khammam
	10
	  2,805
	10
	  2,603
	10
	  3.491

	Karimnagar
	56
	15,780
	36
	  4,867
	35
	  4,650

	Medak
	16
	  6,500
	14
	  7,000
	18
	13,500

	Nizamabad
	 9
	  7,989
	  9
	  7,989
	  09
	  5,407

	Adilabad
	10
	  4,391
	  2
	    357
	  02
	    285

	       Total
	805
	2,67,621
	781
	2,43,263
	774
	2,06,231


Source: State Administrative Repots of various years.

However, we do not get a clear picture of the functioning of the co-operative societies and the factors influencing them through such statistics alone.  Mukund and Syamasundari (2001) have examined the working of some societies in Andhra Pradesh, as well as the reasons for their failure.  The arbitrary merger of co-operatives, control exerted by master weavers and local power groups, the politicization of co-operatives, misappropriation of funds and overall mismanagement are some of the factors mentioned by them (ibid: 115-6).  Several of these were very much in evidence in places like Yemmiganur, Vetapalem and Warangal district, as our case studies will show.  Other problems include the near-total control of flow of credit to co-operatives by the government as well as excessive bureaucratizationof the co-operative structure.  In 1995, Andhra Pradesh passed the Mutually Aided Co-operative Society (MAC) Act which was supposed to simplify procedures considerably and allow autonomy to weaver-members in the managing of their societies.  But only an appraisal of their implications and functioning in the coming years will give us an idea of what aspects alternative attempts at group formation should take into account and what it should beware of.

We provide below two case studies on the co-operative effort, from Yemmiganur in Kurnool District, Gangadevipalli and Koyyalagudem in Nalgonda District and Polavaram in Krishna District, where we see different sets of circumstances influencing the initiative.

Case study 2 -  Yemmiganur:

This case study draws on a micro-context of handloom weaving in Yemmiganur town, A.P.  this will be supplemented by information from a small sample survey done in that area.  Once famous for the largest and most well-functioning weaver co-operative society, Yemmiganur today has been witness to a number of changes.  In particular, the role of the local co-operative society and master weavers in initiating production of handloom cloth in the region has been distinctive.  The multi-caste base of weavers in Yemmiganur is also noteworthy and highlights the internal differentiations that obtain among weavers as a group.  While on the one hand, recurrent problems within the co-operative raise questions regarding that very structure, on the other, the seeming lack of conflict between master weavers and the co-operative is unsettling, forcing us to ask who dominates and controls trade in handloom cloth.  In this case study, we will (a) examine the formation and working of the Yemmiganur Weavers’ Co-operative Society (YWCS), (b) highlight changes in product and shifts in weaving, and (c) draw attention to the varied caste/community basis of weaving in the context of Yemmiganur.

Background:  Kurnool district, in the Rayalaseema region of Andhra Pradesh, has a number of villages and towns noted for handloom weaving.  Adoni, Gudur, Kodumuru, Kosagi, Nagaladinna, Nandavaram, Gonigandla, Gudekal, Pattikonda, Parla and Yemmiganur are some important centres.  A Manual of the Kurnool District, published in 1886 (reprinted in 1992, A.P District Gazetteers) offers this description of economic activity in the area:  “The chief trade is weaving.  The number of weavers in the district, exclusive of women, is 15,122.  They do work in their own houses, partly on their own account, and partly on account of traders who advance money for cloth.  Gudur and Kodumur are the chief weaving stations.  Ravikas with silk borders are manufactured here for export.  Cotton carpets are manufactures at Cumbum and Kurnool.  Cotton turbans made by the Mussalman weavers of Kurnool town are much prized and are occasionally indented for by military officers.  Woolen blankets are also made, chiefly by the Kurubas. …Cotton tape for cots is generally made by Muhammadan women” (1992:231).  The products woven across the district are much more extensive now, ranging from cotton and silk border sarees to mosquito nets.  In certain villages and towns (like Yemmiganur), the entire economy is based on weaving, while agriculture dominates in the district as a whole.

Historically, both cotton and silk weaving has been prevalent in Kurnool district.  Though spinning was practiced earlier, it is said to have stopped with the establishment of local spinning mills and the Co-operative Society at Yemmiganur.  The coarse white cloth produced by weavers of the Mala caste was sold locally as well as exported to Ceylon and some African countries. In the nineteenth century, mixed silk and cotton handkerchiefs produced fairly extensively in Adoni and Yemmiganur were sold to Lingayats in the then Mysore State (this was apparently used by the Lingayats to tie the ‘lingam’ – an insignia of divinity within the sect – around their necks) [Francis, 1904].  In addition to these, sarees in 20s and 30s count, usually dyed in dark blue, were popular among coffee plantation workers in Mysore State.  Similarly, sarees in red, yellow and green were also sold in places like Hubli and Dharwad.  Seven standard colours were used in the production of sarees  - white, green, scarlet, yellow, black, dark-red and indigo, the last being particularly popular (Mahammad, 2000:108).  A report on handloom weaving in Andhra Pradesh around the 1930s (Ranga, 1930:17) says: “Nayapattu sarees, ravikas, susis (for Muslim women), rough dhotis and ordinary dyed sarees are manufactured in this centre, apart from the very important silk weaving industry of Kodumur”.  The fact that the Kurinis, the dominant weaver caste in this region, had extensive social and kinship contacts helped in tapping extended markets.  

Prior to 1938, largely master weavers controlled the weaving industry.  Several weavers worked under these masters.  A certain degree of internal differentiation amongst the weavers themselves was noticed around this time.  As Tirthankar Roy observes (1993:77): “ Broadly speaking, weaving in Bombay-Deccan, Hyderabad and the deep south was witness to much greater development of intra-producer differentiation.  In these regions weavers were a powerful class, and many new systems of work were really results of rich weavers beginning to trade.”  Independent weavers who had direct access to buyers declined.  What emerged instead was a ‘putting out’ system, where a rich trader gave yarn or production loans and the final product had to be handed over to him alone.  The weaver sometimes owned his own loom, or wove on the master’s loom.  Consumption loans were also given in order to bind the worker to the loom-owner.  According to Ranga (1930:18)  “In Kurnool, Tadpatri, Proddatur and Nagari centres, the Mungani system of organization is generally prevalent.  There are three parties under the system: the capitalist, the actual employer and the workers.  The capitalist advances yarn at the market rate to the employer and sometimes lends him some money.  The latter agrees in return to sell the cloth of equivalent weight to the same capitalist at the market rate prevalent on the day of delivery.  This employer engages one to ten workers to work for him.  Some workers are allowed to work in their own houses, while others are obliged to work in the employer’s workshop.  (While there are some independent artisans)…90%…are Mungani workers…(who) are poor, heavily indebted and devoid of all credit”.  The relations between a dhani/sahukar (master-weaver), dalari (middlemen weaver) and jithagadu (hired labour) manifested dependency to varied degrees.  Today, in Yemmiganur, inspite of a fairly active co-operative society, a majority of weavers produce for the master-weaver.

(a) The co-operative:

The origins of the YWCS can be traced to a unique set of circumstances dating back to the famine that affected the area around 1936.  The severity of the famine was such that mass migration of people became very common.  This was apparently true of earlier famines as well (in 1854, 1866, 1976-78 and 1891-91).  Despite the attempt by the British government to alleviate the crisis by providing livelihood through relief-work, migrations seem to have continued (Francis, 1904:126).  It is reported that in 1936, a relief centre for agricultural workers was set up at Yemmiganur, but the weavers did not find it suited to their skills and abilities.  In 1937, a temporary weavers’ relief centre was set up, and this succeeded in stemming migratory trends among weavers.  Though this was closed down a year later, the weavers had found the centre so effective, that under the initiative of Machani Somappa, a Kurini master weaver, a co-operative was set up in 1938.  

YWCS is even today reputed to be one of the largest co-operative societies in India.  Beginning with 20 members in 1938, it reached a high point of 3590 in 1980-81, had 3330 in 1995 and now has 2587 members.  It has six branches: Kosigi (100 members), Gudur (100), Gonegandla (119), Nagaladinne (232), Nandavaram (262), Gudekal (356) and Yemmiganur (1620) [YWCS Working Paper, 1995-96].  YWCS has 64 sales depots spread across Andhra Pradesh and a few in Karnataka.  (Its products have had a strong local market traditionally, so export avenues have not been explored much). It also owns several acres of prime land in the town and possesses infrastructure of imposing size.  Work-sheds and equipment for various pre-loom processes such as bleaching, mercerizing of yarn, dyeing and warping are to be found, though not much work seems to be going on at the time of our visit.  Almost all the weavers we met during the field visit are thoroughly dissatisfied with the fact that they do not get regular work/yarn from the co-operative and hence have had to look elsewhere for more regular sources of income.  Despite its fame, the society supposedly pays the lowest wage among all the co-operatives in AP (Mukund and Syamasundari, 2001:158).  Several scams (regarding sale of land for a pittance), diversion of funds and non-implementation of schemes, manipulation of statistics, etc are alleged.  At one point the society used to employ nearly 600 people, but this has been drastically cut down now.  Very recently, 170 women who used to do bobbin-winding for the co-operative have been retrenched.  Weavers complain that they get work from the society only for about 10 days in a month.  They also allege that stocks are being brought in from villages around and sold under the name of YWCS, which is not only illegal, but also affecting their own production.  YWCS stopped selling to APCO in 1991; today there is a considerable amount of stock pile-up, and rotation of capital is not happening rapidly enough.  The management complains of a problem in yarn supply.  Local spinning mills nearby (the Yemmiganur one and the Rayalaseema mill) have recently closed down; even the co-operative spinning mills have ceased to function.  As a result, the yarn has to be got from private traders (whose rates are higher) in A.P and Karnataka.  Apart from this is the larger problem of the lack of funds for buying of yarn.  As a result, there is not enough work for all the looms, or even for a few looms all the year round.  This has resulted in members turning to master weavers in order to have a steady source of income.  The main products produced by them under the master weavers are Gadwal sarees, for which there are well-established markets in Kakinada, Tenali and Guntur.  The YWCS is also beset by political problems; it is said that the original office bearers of the Co-op had pro-Congress affiliations, but successive non-Congress governments (like the Telugu Desam Party) have tried to destabilize the YWCS and gain some control over its functioning.  

If the YWCS has managed to stay afloat despite these odds, it could have something to do with product diversification over the years.  While this is at times adopted to clear accumulated stocks, often, the introduction of a new product also meant certain technological variations being introduced into the weaving process (for example, dobby, jacquard, etc).  According to one account (Mahammad, 2000:106), four phases can be noticed in this process of market adaptation.  “In the first phase, its production was limited to the famous coarse variety of indigo saris with allizarine red stripes in 10 and 20 counts only.  It started producing bandage cloth (gazu gadda) and mosquito net cloth (domtera batta) for the army during the Second World War in the second phase.  It introduced bed sheets and crepe shirting; and started exporting crepe shirting to the United States and bed-sheets to Oman, Singapore, Malaysia and Sri Lanka during the third phase.  After the yarn crisis (in the 1980s) and other problems in the organization, there emerged the threat of Master weavers in silk weaving.  To counter their threat, it has started producing silk products as well”.  

(b) Changes in product and shifts in weaving:

While it is one thing to see the above (as a manifestation of entrepreneurial characteristics by the YWCS, recent developments (particularly the last phase mentioned above) have to be seen in the larger context of changes in the organizational bases of weaving in Yemmiganur itself.  Low wages seem to have been the order of the day in Yemmiganur.  While the wages paid by the co-operative were always low, master weavers have not done much better.  (It is also to be noted that the wages between the two are, strictly speaking, not comparable, since the products woven under each are different).  Weavers reported during our field visit that wages have remained stationary for the last four years; in fact, they have successfully resisted a proposed wage decrease by master weavers during the last wedding season.  The low wages paid by the co-operative had compelled weavers to shift to other occupations.  It was around this time, in 1986-87, that the weaving of Gadwal sarees was begun, and many households took up this work.  (Gadwal is in the neighbouring district of Mahbubnagar).  Largely the younger age group weaves these sarees, we were told.  An increasing number of women have taken to doing this.  The men folk say: “The most distinctive aspect of the Gadwal saree (and the one most difficult to do) is where the silk pallu is joined to the cotton body – this is called ‘doing the kechchu’ - back-breaking work that involves long hours of work and is invariably done by women.  If, for any reason, the women in the family cannot do this work, then outside labour will have to be called in.  They have to be paid Rs.300 for this work, and we have to meet this expense out of the wages we get.  We are paid Rs. 2000 for a warp of five sarees”.

Weaving of Gadwal sarees in Yemmiganur can be traced back to the yarn shortage in the 1980s.  The economic situation of weavers was particularly bad at that time.  The father-in-law of one of these weavers’ was a master weaver in Gadwal town, and he provided finance and technical training to Parushuram, his son-in-law, in starting a silk loom.  Over time, he familiarized himself with business aspects as well, and introduced silk weaving in Yemmiganur.  The initiative therefore came from master weavers in Gadwal, who sought to make the most of the high demand for their products.  In order to increase production, they began to rope in weavers from other surrounding areas, such as Yemmiganur.  “Labour is cheap here, and production is assured.  That’s how it has spread so much here”, the weavers say.  Local weavrs estimate that at present, about 8000 looms are engaged in the production of Gadwal sarees.

©Weaving communities:

We find, in Yemmiganur, a range of systems and contracts of weaving at work, redefining relationships between the mass of ordinary weavers and the rich ‘master’ weaver.  Unlike in other places, here, we come across traditional weaving castes as well as castes/groups who are not traditional weavers, but have taken up weaving as a means of livelihood.  In Yemmiganur town proper, the dominant traditional weaving castes are the Kurini and Padmasali (in other nearby villages, we also find Devangula, Togata and Sukrasale castes dominating weaving).  The other groups weaving are the Muslims and Malas (in other villages, these are Telagas and Boyas).  The following table provides the details:

Table 2: Caste Composition of Weavers                                           

	   Caste/ Religion
	Number

	 Kurini
	06

	Muslim
	01

	Atkar
	01

	Total
	08


This diversity in castes practicing weaving can perhaps be attributed to the fact that weaving was promoted as an income-generation activity when the co-operative was first set up.  Records also suggest that not only did this stop the out-migration of weavers to other areas, but also attracted weavers from surrounding areas as well.  Within Yemmiganur town itself, the M.S.Nagar locality is dominated by Padmasalis and Kurinis, Mugitipeta by Muslims, Laxmipeta and Therbazaar by Kurinis.  Most of the master weavers are also from the Kurini caste group and thrive on extensive kin networks.

The kinds of systems under which weaving takes place are not uniform.  While a number of weavers in Yemmiganur continue to retain their membership of the YWCS, many of them have also taken to weaving for the master-weaver.  Some indications emerge from the following table:

Table 3: Categories of Weavers

	Category of Weavers
	Number

	A) Independent 
	-

	B) Weaves for Cooperative
	02

	C) Weaves for M.W. at Home

i) Own loom

ii) Master weaver’s loom
	01

03

	D) Combinations:

i) Independent & M.W

ii) Independent & Coop

iii) Cooperative & M.W

iv) Group
	-

-

02

-

	E) Master Weaver
	-

	F) Wage Weavers :

i) In shed

ii) In co-operative
	-

-

	                  Total  
	08


   M.W : Master Weaver                 Co-op: Cooperative

According to the weavers’ estimate, there could be about 5000 looms in the town (of which about 1600 are under the co-operative), and in the remaining taluks put together it could be approximately 15,000.  A few weavers retain the looms given by the YWCS, but in turn lease it out to non-members, while they themselves may weave for a master weaver since they earn more that way.  (Such weavers hired under this system are invariably poor, often without family support, and usually work in the loom-owner’s house.  They do not have direct access to either master weavers or to the co-operative).

During the field-visit, most of the houses we went to had between 2 to 3 looms.  Typically, if one was a frame loom belonging to the co-operative society, and the others were pit looms belonging to the master weaver.   On the frame loom were woven bedsheets, lungis, towels, etc, but only when yarn is provided by the Co-operative.  A person from the concerned department in the Society usually sets up the design frames for these products.  But we found that invariably there is a break of two to three weeks in work.  Even the little work/yarn there is was apparently rotated among all the members.  Nagappa, wearing thick glasses and sitting on the frame loom said that he earns Rs.1200 per warp, but there’s often a break in production.  The only reason why he has not shifted to working for a master weaver was his poor eyesight.  Mahmood Ali, in his 30s, said that he used to work for the co-operative, but switched to working for the master weaver early on.  He and his wife weave one saree in a week and get a wage of Rs 430 for it.  His father works on the co-op frame loom, and weaves lungis.  He is paid Rs. 10 per metre of lungi cloth.  Since one warp consists of 84 metres, he gets Rs. 840 per warp, which takes between 20-30 days to weave.  Chennabasappa is an Atkar by caste.  His house had two frame looms (since he and his wife were both members of the co-operative) on which bedsheets were being woven, and one pit loom, on which Gadwal sarees were woven for a master weaver from the town.  There are several families like this, working for master weavers in Yemmigannur (who are said to be comparatively fewer) and in Kodmur (which is dominated by master weavers).

Usually, the yarn given by the master weaver is already dyed, sized and warped (this is prepared in Chirala and Venkatagiri).  Sometimes, the silk dyeing – border and pallu of the Gadwal saree – has to be done by weavers themselves.   More often, it is pre-prepared, and only the weaving has to be done by the weaver.  Out of a sample of 8, the majority had large families of between 5-7 members.  Entire families worked on weaving, with women involved not only in pre-loom processes, but also in weaving.  One or two combined tailoring with weaving.  In most families, the sons were working on looms.  The products woven for the cooperative were shirting & lungis (for which weavers are paid Rs. 10 per metre, Rs. 840 for one warp) and bed sheets (Rs 1200 per warp). Mosquito nets and bandage cloth is also woven. Those weaving for the master weaver produced sarees.  For a cotton 80s count saree, which takes 5 days to weave, they are paid Rs. 400 per piece.  For a Gadwal saree (woven on a belu maggam) the weaver is paid Rs. 460 per piece (they say it is sold for Rs 1410); for intricate jacquard design sarees which takes 8 days to weave (Sico), they earn Rs. 750 per piece (again, it is sold for Rs.2600).  Though the wages are slightly higher for Gadwal sarees under the master weaver, there are other problems; the master weaver will reject it outright if there is any flaw in weaving, and cut 30% from the wages due to the weaver.  Almost none of them own the pit looms at their homes.  Typically, they seem to have entered into a loan/debt trap with the master weaver.  The weaver then takes on looms on rent for the master weaver and weaves for him for a wage.  Though no interest is charged on the loan, wages are cut regularly because of the pending loans.  

While such weavers are the majority, there are also a few independent weavers, some of whom combine working for the co-operative with independent production.  This is not very common because of the capital it would require, but there are a few who own pit looms and are producing and selling on their own.  Here, the yarn is got independently and the sarees woven.  Sales take place in one of two ways:  whenever the demand is good, agents usually come around asking for sarees from time to time.  If this does not happen then the weaver himself takes the sarees to the trader/master weaver and sells it off.  The main marketing avenues as indicated through our sample are given in the table below: 

Table 4: Marketing Modes

	Marketing Agency
	Number

	Cooperative 
	02

	Independently
	-

	Master weaver
	04

	Combinations (Co-op & M.W)
	02

	Others 
	-

	Total 
	08


   Co-op: Co-operative; MW: master weaver

As this case study shows, the role of the weavers’ co-operative (even with all its mal-functioning) has been significant.  However, since the co-operative has been unable to provide continuous work, weavers are pushed into a process of self-exploitation of labour in order to earn a living.  They have now begun to work on looms belonging to the master weavers as well, producing specialized products with zari.  As we noted earlier, master weavers have always dominated in this area, even when cotton sarees were being produced for the local market and for specific categories of consumers in Karnataka.  The YWCS in its ascendant phase extended the markets considerably, besides diversifying its product range.  (We could perhaps remind ourselves that the YWCS too was backed by Kurini master weavers at one point in time).  Now, with the entry of Gadwal sarees into production, there is a further restructuring of weaving in this region.  A specific segment of the market is being catered to here – the local wealthy classes – and there continues to be a sustained demand for such products.  So while on the one hand the weavers have to work much harder to earn a living, the control exercised by master weavers of a particular caste (Kurini) over trading networks does not seem to have changed much.  Even independent weavers ultimately depend on master weavers and traders for marketing.  We also find that despite weaving costlier products (the Gadwal saree), the weaver does not necessarily earn very much more.  This contests the suggestion (of the Abid Hussain Committee) that weavers weaving fine products are better off.

Case study 3 - Gangadevipalli

While the Yemmiganur example is one where the co-operative had remained fairly strong (supplemented by the role of master weavers both within the co-operative and in the local weaving scene), this has not been true of a number of other co-operatives, especially small ones.  The merger of co-operatives attempted in the mid-1980s sounded the death-knell for several of these.  The co-operative venture in Gangadevipalli, near Warangal, is an example.  It is also a reflection of the absolute decline of weaving in this area.  

Gangadevipalli is a small village about 15 kms from Warangal.  There were once about 20-25 Padmasali families weaving here.  Now only about ten remain, and none of them weave anymore.  They say that weaving stopped completely here around about the 1980s.          Many padmasalis went away in search of work and better wages, since they could barely make ends meet.  They used to weave mainly dhotis, sarees, drill cloth and dupattas. Earlier, sales were largely local, that is, within the village.  People from surrounding villages too used to come here to buy cloth.  The main weaving village nearby was Shyamapeta, which had more than 250 looms.

In 1975, there was an attempt to set up a co-operative in the area.  The main reason was to try and get back the weavers who had left the village in order to work outside.  A small karkhana/shed was set up, and production took place with the yarn provided by the government (through the co-operative).  Sales were to APCO, but there were several problems, ranging from the quality of yarn to pending payments, the latter especially compelled the weavers to seek other alternatives.  The merger of co-operatives in the 1980s was not a good thing, since well-functioning groups were clubbed together with slack ones, leading to a general decline in weaving.

Case study 4 – Koyyalagudem and Polavaram

There have been other co-operatives, which have managed to work successfully over the decades.  Again, the factors contributing to this could to location-specific.  Yet, it will give us some idea of what aspects go into the making and functioning of such societies.  Polavaram Society in Krishna District is an important example of such a co-operative.  Similarly, despite a number of problems, Koyyalagudem Co-operative Society in Nalgonda District has managed to reap the benefits of an expanding market segment to provide work to its members.  A reference to these Societies follows.

Koyyalagudem is popular for its ikkat products.  There are several other villages in the vicinity where weaving is equally prominent, such as Choutuppal, Puttapaka, Pochampalli, and so on.  In 1950, a handloom weavers’ co-op society was set up in Koyyalagudem, with a membership of around 1100, drawn from surrounding villages such as Choutuppal, Pochampalli and Lingotam.  Over the next decade and a half, some of these other villages also formed their own co-operatives (for instance, the Pochampalli Co-operative in 1955 and the Choutuppal Co-operative in 1966).  At present, the Koyyapagudem Coo-op has 640 members; it covers four other villages in the immediate vicinity, Bata Singaram, Malkapuram, Dharmajiguda and Peepalpahad, though a majority of the members are from Koyyalagudem itself.  However, of these 640 members, there are only about 400 active weavers.  In fact, this is one of the more successful working co-operatives in the area, but report a significant decrease in orders in recent years.  (Ikkat products have had an export demand; the case of Koyyalagudem will be discussed in the next section on the nature of markets).  To compensate for the lack of work in recent years, members have begun working for the master weaver as well.  A balance between the two is maintained in several ways.  For instance, those with two or more looms devote looms exclusively to weaving products for the co-operative or for the master weaver.  Others find that since the work from the co-operative is not continuous, they are able to weave a warp or two for the master weaver in between.  But overall, the Koyyalagudem Society has been a well-functioning one.

Polavaram is a weaving village in Krishna District, with approximately 1200 weavers.  There are a number of other weaving villages in the vicinity, such as Aidugullapalli, Mallavolu and Rayavaram.  Polavaram itself has three weaver co-operatives – the Polavaram Co-operative Society with 236 members (this is broadly affiliated to the CPI); the Mahatmaji Society with 200 members (Congress affiliations) and the Shyamaprasad Society with 180 members (BJP affiliations).  The latter two are offshoots of the first group, and their formation seems to have been guided by political considerations.  In addition to these, there are an equal number of weavers working under master weavers.  

Polavaram Society was started in 1944 with 50 members.  It now has 236 members, with one loom each, of which 205 are working looms.  This Society has an annual turnover of Rs 75 laks, and is one of the few that gives a regular bonus to its members.  The Society gives out dyed yarn to weavers, which they buy from Super Spinning Mills in Hindupur.  Dyes, chemicals and zari are sourced from private traders in Mumbai, Gujarat and Surat.  Over 95% of its production consists of cotton sarees (using combed yarn).  They weave abour 25 varieties of these.  Also woven are bedsheets and towels, which occupy only about 10 looms.  Sales to the apex body APCO is nil now.  The Society sells locally, and do not export.  They have a sales depot in Polavaram itself, and two depots in Vijayawada and Guntur.

Conclusions:

The formation of weaver co-operatives has been seen as the most important strategy in reviving and supporting the handloom sector.  Their functioning, however, has not been uniformly successful.  This has been influenced by a number of factors such as local elites lobbying for power, political parties seeking to consolidate their strengths, or sheer mismanagement of the co-operative.  On the contrary, there have also been positive experiences, such as that of Polavaram Society.  Given these differences, evaluating the performance of existing weavers’ co-operatives is not an easy task.   

· While in certain cases, individual initiative resulted in the setting up of mammoth institutional infrastructure (Machani Somappa in Yemmiganur, for instance) these have disintegrated somewhat in recent times, due largely to political interference and internal malfunctioning.  In some cases, master weavers hold all the key posts in the co-operatives and control its functioning.  However, in other places, master weavers have no access to, and do not control the local co-operatives.  In Polavaram, for example, weavers run the entire society and most of the important positions are also held by practicing weavers.  The success this co-operative had had in providing continuous work to its members and in marketing demands that we take into account such factors as who actually controls the co-operative while evaluating their functioning.  The issue of political control is a factor that looms large in this context, since the competition between political parties and local elite groups has often led to the break up of co-operatives.  

· In addition to issues of control and political interference, changes in state policy towards co-operatives have also to be borne in mind.  The phenomenon of mergers is significant in this connection.  In both Vetapalem (Prakasam district) and Gangadevipalli (Warangal disrict), we found that smaller, well-functioning societies had suffered after the merger of co-operatives in the mid-1980s.  The merger of non-functioning societies with the good ones seems to have precipitated the downfall of even the latter.

· The role of the apex organization APCO should also be mentioned in this connection.  This apex body of Andhra Pradesh weavers’ co-operative societies has failed especially where effective marketing is concerned.  The recent crisis of APCO (see Mukund and Syamasundari, 2001:122-3) raises the question of its relevance in protecting weavers’ interests today.  Indeed, a primary reason for the disintegration of co-operatives of handloom weavers in AP could be APCO’s way of functioning itself.  It not only owed large sums of money to co-operatives across the state but has also not been lifting stocks.  The extent of the problem becomes clear when we consider the reduction in APCO’s procurement, from Rs. 112.45 crores in 1992-93 to Rs. 6.36 crores in 2000-01 (Dept. of H & T, 2000-01:16).  Ironically, after a spate of weaver deaths in AP, the government ordered APCO to release money to the co-operatives.  The crisis was aggravated due to the fact that for nearly three years (1998-2001), regular payments were not made by APCO to societies; it also refused to lift fresh stocks, leading to a huge pile-up.  Thus, there were neither fresh work orders, nor were wages paid by co-operatives, putting severe pressure on weavers.  Inspite of not receiving payments from APCO, the societies had to continue to pay the interest toward bank loans, resulting in the drying up of working capital (Sekhsaria, 2000).  The link between this and the near collapse of a number of co-operatives are not difficult to see.  And the repercussions do not end here, since one of the most widespread modes of handloom production (the other being working for the master weaver) has itself been disrupted in the process.

· Ideally, the formation of weaver co-operatives was meant to tackle problems such as yarn, market access and of course, employment.  In reality, we find that its working has been vitiated by the aspects indicated above.  However, this does not mean doing away with co-operative forms of organization.  The question is, what structure should new weaver collectives adopt, and how could this structure sidestep some of the problems of functioning encountered in the earlier so-operative system?  Indications obtaining from the field suggest that the promotion of thrift groups among weavers could be an answer to the multi-faceted credit needs of weavers.  Similarly, it is necessary to pay attention to new group strategies in marketing and social entrepreneurship as well. 
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