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Degrading sericulture in Assam
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If timely measures are not taken the Muga (Antheria assamensis)
heritage of Assam may face extinction in the next three decades or
within 2040. The production of famous Muga silk of Assam has not been
augmented. The state has a demand of more than than 5000 MT of
Muga silk anually, but the state has been producing average 90 MT per
year. In 2010-11 the state produced113.28 MT Muga and in 2011-12 this
amount was 114.56 MT. According to Sericulture Department sources
production in the year of 2013 may be same as the average production,

not more.
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The decline of Som and Soalo plantation areas in government
sericulture farms have pushed Muga silk towards the verge of
extinction, the report said. Encroachment in government Som plantation
areas is one of the prime causes of decreasing food availability of Muga
silk worm. There are 106 government Muga farms in Assam and most of
them have no plantation and encroached. So a large area has been lost
to illegal occupants and some of these occupants have allotted such
lands by corrupt district commissioner and government circle revenue
officers. There are 265.84 hectares of Government Sericulture Farm
areas are in encroacher’s own pockets and all plantation were destroyed

in these land.

Despite sincere efforts of some scientist, government officials and
farmers the production of the exclusive silk of the state has not been
increased due to climate change” an sericulture scientist said. Air
pollution and vagaries of weather are responsible for premature death
of worms. Muga is very sensitive to the odour of toxic chemicals,
temperature and humidity. There are hundreds of silk rearing families in
Jorhat district, especially in the Titabor region where Muga is
decreasing compared to other varieties of silk. In Golaghat district few
families are cultivating the tradition. Muga worms has been dying
prematurely for years in these districts due to air pollution. The affected

farmers blame the use of pesticides in neighbouring tea gardens.
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A large number of people of various districts in Assam now have tea
plantations and they use large amount of pesticides, insecticides and
herbicides which are killing Muga worms. Mostly in upper Assam,
mushroom growth of small tea gardens have marginalized the heritage
silk cultivation and it is moving towards extinction. The excessive use of
pesticides for pest and mites, mites an diseases control. Silkworm dies
when they breathe toxic components mixed with air from pesticides
used in tea garden nearby. Toxic pesticides like lindane, aldrin, dieldrin,
dicofol, endosulfan, ethion, alphamethrin, cypermethrin, metasistox ,
acephate, paraquot, fenzaquin and others are being used in tea garden
in Assam and silkworm has not a little resistance to smell of these mixed
in the air. Climate change makes tea cultivators compelled to use
excessive pesticides in their gardens. It becomes almost impossible for
Assam tea to survive without the use of these chemicals because of the
subtropical climatic condition in the state where the use of toxic
chemicals are necessary to away with pests. But it threatens the Muga
heritage . The excessive use of pesticides is happening on account of

vagaries of weather attributed to climate change.

Muga worms have been dying for last two decades due to air pollution
from brick factory, coke industry, cement factory and oil refineries also.
Oil and and Natural Gas Commission (ONGC) has been carrying o their
oil explorations near the farms with seismic survey. This process is
followed to detect presence of crude with explosion. Thousands of Muga
silk worms die every year due to vibration caused by the explosions.
Such incidents are very common in Tinsukia, Dibrugarh, Sibsagar,
Jorhat and Golaghat districts in upper Assam where oil companies like
ONGC and Oil India Limited (OIL) have been carrying out oil
productions for decades and the silk cultivation has been marginalized

in these areas.
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Climate change is effecting Muga production with flood and vagaries of
weather. Sands and sediments carried by flood waters covered Som
(Persea bombycina) and Soalo bushes up to three to four feet. Muga
worm feeds on leaves of these trees. After the desertification and being
affected by stagnant flood water Som and Soalo trees die within few
months. This has been happening for years and most of Muga rearing
areas are now almost free of this cultivation. At least 1500 farmers of
Dhemaji districts have lost average 100 som trees due to such
desertification and stagnant water. Recently almost five thousand
families of the state have abandoned silk cultivation as the food is not

available for silkworm, mostly Muga rearing.

On account of sufficient raw Muga yarn and lower production, people
buy Tassar silk cost of which is comparatively low. The Tassar products
which are not native silk of Assam have invaded into the market more
than half of the Muga products in Assam. sas pure Muga. It is to be
noted that three varieties of silk (Muga, Paat, Endi) are reared in Assam
and Muga is an exclusive product of the state Pure Muga is now rare
and Tassar silk mixed with Muga is being sold in the name of Muga. So
the adulterated silk is replacing Muga gradually as its production
cannot meet with customer’s demand according to Krishnakanta
Chetia, Assistant Director of Government Sericulture Department. He
said that production of Muga cannot be raised in erratic environments
and changing climate and is likely to face extinction in the decades to

come.
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Muga, the unique golden-yellow silk of Assam was granted the
Geographical Indication (GI) registration in 2007. It is the first item
from the state to obtain the GI tag. To save the Muga heritage it will
need a comprehensive effort covering common people and everybody
will have to work toward improving the general environment. Muga
needs special measures to survive climate change else Assam will lose a

part of its rich traditional heritage.

Chandan Kumar Duarah

The writer is a former Robert Bosch Fellow, an environmentalist and Guwahati
based journalist.
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