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VIABILITY OF SERICULTURE PROGRAMME OF BRAC: RESULTS 
OF A COST-BENEFIT ANALYSIS 

 
Shantana R. Halder 

 
ABSTRACT 

 

      Sericulture is a part of BRAC's Employment and Income Generation (EIG) programme started in 1978. 
Major components of the programme are: a) nursery; b) mulberry plantation; c) rearing of the silkworms; d) 
reeling and e) weaving. The study aimed to measure the efficiency of the programme from the participants' 
as well as the organizer's point of view. Results showed that the programme involved a significant proportion 
of full-time housewives and created employment opportunity for them. All the participants earned accounting 
profit from the activities they were involved in. The net economic gain was also found positive for most of 
them although the amount was negligible. For BRAC the cost of services provided to the programme 
participants was higher than the amount it received as service charge which has even increased over time. 
 

I .  INTRODUCTION 
 

      Silk is a high value, low volume commodity that is in high demand around the 
world. While it is a luxury product consumed mainly by affluent people, silk is 
perhaps unusual in that mainly poor people derive direct income from its production and 
distribution - sericulturists, reelers, twisters, weavers and traders. The soil, rainfall, 
temperature and humidity of Bangladesh being well suited to mulberry cultivation and silk 
worm rearing (Jagannathan, 1995; Islam, 1994; Bakht, 1988). 
 
      Bangladesh has a long history of sericulture. In 1857, production of silk in Rajshahi 
district alone was 186 tons. In subsequent decades the industry declined due to frequent 
epidemic of diseases, competition for land generated by an increased price of foodgrains, 
and a failure to introduce new technology. On the eve of the partition of India in 1947, 
Bangladesh's silk industry - was on the verge of extinction, producing only 50 kg of silk 
from in a few villages in Rajshahi district (Morton and Sinha, 1995). After 
independence the government of Bangladesh together with a number of local and 
foreign non-government voluntary organizations tried to rehabilitate the silk industry 
which helped increase production up to 32 tons in 1994. But domestic demand for raw silk 
is estimated at around 200 tons which is mainly supplemented by imports of Chinese silk 
(ibid, p.1). 
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chawki rearing unit generates maximum 97.6 person days employment and 35.5 person 
days of employment for a late age rearer. Although all household members including 
children shared the total workload, major activities were done by the member-women. In 
maximum cases male household members helped collect mulberry leaves from the 
roadsides. Since rearers did rearing with other household work which did not hamper other 
job responsibilities and, therefore, the opportunity cost of their labour is virtually zero. 
 
      Reeling is a full-time paid employment. Nearly 40% of the workers in BRAC owned 
reeling centres were the unmarried female BRAC school graduates. In reeling centres 50% of 
the workers came from non-BRAC households. None of the workers had any previous 
experience on the activities they were carrying out in the centre. They received training in 
respective field of their work in the centre. There are five different types of workers namely 
boilers, reelers, re-reelers, fuel suppliers and helpers. The first three were paid on production 
basis and the last two were paid on daily basis. 
 
      Spinning of unreelable or waste cocoon by pedal charka is done by full-time housewives. 
They do spinning throughout the year in addition to their household work. On an average, a 
spinner reeled 8.9 kg of cocoon in a month and spent more than six hours per day. It is estimated 
that a total of 27.13 person days are required for reeling of one kg of yarn by pedal charka. 
 
Table 2. Employment Generation by BRAC Through Sericulture Programme 
 

Indicators Sapling 
raising/bush 

plantation in one 
acre of land 

Rearing of 100 
DFLs 

Reeling of 1 kg 
yarn in the 

centre 

Reeling of 1 
kg yarn in 

Charka 

Weaving 
of 1 metre 

of silk 
cloth 

Labour 
requirement 
(person days) 

121 23 person days .42 27.13 .64 

Source: Halder Shantana R.,'Cost-Benefit Analysis of BRAC's Sericulture Programme', 1998, 
BRAC 
 
       Weaving is a home-based labour intensive full-time activity. BRAC has only three 
small weaving centres where a small amount of silk fabric is produced. Maximum silk weaving is 
done on a contract basis by individual weavers who are weaving in the handlooms set-up in 
their houses. They get silk yam from BRAC, weave it, and sell fabric back to BRAC. A 
weaving household produced 171 meters of silk on handlooms and received Tk. 25 per metre of 
fabric produced. In BRAC 
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weaving centres all work are done by unskilled female BRAC members. They received training 
in the centres. The contract weaving is done by professional weavers, mostly men. 
Degumming, washing of silk yarn, dyeing, rolling and other support work are done by 
female household members. It is estimated that from washing to marketing a total of 5.1 
hours (0.64 person days) are spent for one metre of fabric production. Weaving took 42% of the 
time spent. The rest was spent for other activities. The contribution of female to total time 
spent was almost 50%. Employment generation in different sericulture activities is shown in 
Table 2. 
 

V. THE ROLE OF BRAC 
 

      Except contract weavers who weaved cotton previously most of the other programme 
participants did not have any attachment with sericulture before BRAC. For them sericulture 
is a new activity. By launching sericulture programme BRAC created an additional 
employment opportunity for these women who were basically the full-time housewives. All 
participants gained skill by receiving several days of formal training in their respective field in 
sericulture. The direct interaction with BRAC staff, frequent visit to BRAC Area Offices 
and other places also increased their mobility. For all participants except contract weavers the 
income earned through their involvement in sericulture might be considered as an addition 
to their total household income. It is likely that for contract weavers involvement in silk 
weaving also increased their total household income, otherwise they might not have continued 
silk weaving. Net economic gain due to their involvement in silk weaving could not be 
calculated due to lack of data on their previous income from cotton weaving. 
 

VI. TRENDS IN ACHIEVEMENTS DURING 1995-2000 
 

      Table 3 describes BRAC's year-wise achievements in sericulture activities during 1995 to 
2000. Although by 1995 BRAC planted around 25 millions of mulberry trees along government 
roadsides and in the homestead of beneficiaries, since 1996 it shifted its focus on bush 
plantation for several reasons. Firstly, of all the survivality rate of trees planted along 
roadsides is very low, less than 50% (Halder, 1998). Secondly, roadside plantation could 
not produce high quality leaves necessary for better quality cocoon production. Thirdly, 
BRAC realized that there would be little scope for extension of roadside plantation over time. 
Finally, beneficiaries of BRAC sericulture programme are the poorest section of rural 
population majority of whom do not have excess space for mulberry plantation at their 
homestead. Basically 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



Viability of Sericulture Programme of BRAC: Results of a Cost-Benefit analysis                      113 
 
5)  The cost-benefit analysis of different components of the programme shows that 
     all the participants earned accounting profit from the activities they were involved 
      in. Net economic gain for all the participants except pedal charka spinners was 
      found positive, although the amount was negligible. Key reasons for the limited 
      returns are the supply driven nature of the programme. The quality and  
      productivity of output produced by the programme participants are fully 
      dependent on what is supplied by BRAC. BRAC is the only supplier of major  
      inputs, equipment and training. It is also the main buyer of the produce, including  
      cocoons, silk yarn and fabric although the participants have the right to sell their  
      products in the open market. 
 
6)  The retention of reeling workers and cost recovery of reeling are the other -areas of 
     concern. Overall programme cost of BRAC is much higher than it receives through 
     service charge. In 1997 the programme recovered only 21% of its expenses. Floods 
     in 1998 deteriorated the present situation. 
 

XIII. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION 
 

      To resolve problems faced by the programme and to make it more viable for the rural poor 
women several alternatives are being tested. This study suggested that BRAC should take 
alternative policy and reduce the existing dependence on roadside plantation for ensuring 
sufficient quality leaves. Based on this finding the programme is considering expansion of 
mulberry bush cultivation. However, financially viable bush cultivation require a significant 
amount of land (Esim, 1999). The programme participants, who are the poorest section of the 
population, do not own that much of land. If BRAC plans to go for bush cultivation with the 
same population it should go for long-term lease of land which will require subsidy. Another 
alternative would be to work with the moderate poor. The separation of leaf production from silk 
worm rearing would open up the leaf market. If so, rearers who do not pay for leaves 
collected from roadside have to do it in future which will increase the cost of cocoon 
production. On the other hand, it will also be difficult for BRAC to encourage the land 
owners for mulberry cultivation in the absence of leaf market. 
 
      To reduce dependence on BSF supplied DFLs and to improve the quality of the egg 
study suggested to go for seed production on a large scale by establishing more BRAC-
owned seed production centres (grainages). Although the productivity of DFLs produced in 
BRAC's own seed production centre is higher, the cost of BRAC 
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supplied DFLs was relatively higher than the BSF ones due to the higher establishment cost of a 
grainage centre. Presently BRAC produces eggs which is a small part of the total demand of the 
programme. Recently BSF stopped supplying eggs to BRAC and as a stop gap arrangement 
BRAC resorted to using contract seed farmers for egg production. 
 
       The study found that the skilled rearers those who raised more cocoons earned relatively 
higher profit. So, number of rearers could be reduced by enlarging the scale of operation in 
rearing. In such a case, the income earned from cocoon rearing could form a more significant 
part of total income and this could have positive impact on poverty alleviation. At the same 
time, it could make sericulture relatively a more costeffective enterprise. But the scale of 
cocoon rearing mainly depends on the availability of sufficient quality mulberry leaves. 
 
       Since good quality of cocoon is the prime criteria for producing good quality silk the 
programme has taken a three-tiered strategy to divide all the rearers into three groups. The 
successful rearers will be given high quality eggs to rear in favorable seasons and these cocoons 
will be sold to reeling centres. Medium quality rearers will be given the same eggs but their 
products will be sold to the charka- the handoperated reeling machine. The low quality cocoons 
produced by others will be sold to the spinners to convert them into spun silk (Khan, 1999). 
 
       The lowest earning of charka spinning was due to the higher price of rejected cocoon 
which constituted 88% of their production cost. Since this is a labourintensive activity, 
there is a limited scope to increase income. The study suggested either to reduce price of waste 
or rejected cocoons or to increase price of the yarn they produced to retain the involvement of 
the participant households. The programme has already taken necessary steps based on it. 
 
       For retention of workers in reeling it is suggested to make some changes in the recruitment 
policy of the centre and not to involve adolescent girls or unmarried women. To reduce cost 
and increase income, the scale of operation of the reeling centres can be expanded. For maximum 
use of the capacity of reeling centres it will be not so realistic to depend only on the supply 
of cocoons from BRAC's own rearers. Recently the productivity (in terms of renditta) of 
the reeling centres has increased. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 



 


