DEVELOPMENTAL MARKET PLACE 

SCRIPT FOR THE INTERVIEW
Q.  1.   Introduce Yourself. 

A.   
Kudumbashree mission is a participatory, women oriented, community based poverty reduction programme, which is being implemented in the State of Kerala, India.  Economic empowerment of poor women through micro enterprise development is one of our principal objectives. Our entry for the competition is titled as Eco-friendly palm-mat production-cum-training centre for poor women.  17 innovative income-generating units of the Community Development Society of Kayamkulam Municipality are the stake holders of the project.  This cluster of mat weaving units functions under the banner GOWRI.  In each Gowri unit there are 12 entrepreneurs. Apart from these units, we could hitherto give birth to more than 10,000 micro enterprises in Kerala –all under SJSRY (Swarna Jayanti Shahari Rosgar Yojana) scheme of Govt. of India and I am M.Nandakumar, one of the directors of Kudumbashree mission – 


(1 minute).

Q.  2.   How is your idea different from the existing solutions presently being applied?

A.
Uniqueness of our idea has at least 3 dimensions to it; namely, social, economical and ecological.  


The facts pertaining to the project, which would become very relevant from the social point of view, are: 

· The abject state of poverty, the entrepreneurs were in before the formation of Gowri units. Most of them were coolie labourers in paddy fields.  Employment related to paddy cultivation is seasonal and the ladies were jobless for at least 8 months during a year.

· As the earnings of these ladies were next to nothing, their status in the families and community was deplorable.  But after the formation of the Gowri units a sea change has happened in their lives and the attitude of the community towards them.  Now they are respected members of the society, capable of contributing substantially to their families and community.

· The confidence and self-respect of the entrepreneurs have gone up dramatically.  Now they are no more dispirited creatures, wriggling in the claws of poverty.  

· The phenomenal success of their activity gives them courage and confidence to tackle the problems which crop up in their families and community.  Now, they actively participate in the planning and implementation process of various poverty reduction programmes and courageously fight social evils and atrocities against them. 

· The project is a genuine initiative from the beneficiary community itself..  It was Smt. Devaki, one of the entrepreneurs of the project put forward the idea of mat weaving as an option for income generation.

· Another thing that is to be highlighted is the great enthusiasm shown by the ladies in imparting their skill to poor women from other parts of the state and the country.

From the economical & commercial point of view the value addition part, marketing innovations, promotion of the project as a training centre and the substantial increase in the earnings of the entrepreneurs deserve special mention. 

· Pandanus leaves is the only raw material required for screw pine mat products.  Pandanus is a thorny bush, grown in lines along the sides of the countries canals, paddy fields and marshy lands as hedges.  No other importance or commercial value is attached to this plant.  Until recently people could get the leaves of the plant free of cost.  The entrepreneurs of Gowri units managed to prepare a wide variety of value added products from these seemingly insignificant leaves.

· The entrepreneurs of the Gowri units exhibit great innovation and strategic brilliance in marketing their products.  Mat weaving is in fact a traditional skill of the women of poor families.  However, traditional mat weaving confines to the weaving of bed mats only.  But Gowri units prepare a host of innovative utility –products and handicraft items like executive bags, dinner mats, kids mat, vanity bags, provision bags, sun hats, table mats, office files, jewel boxes, cushion covers etc out of treated Pandanus leaves.  They participated in the Indian International Trade Fair (IITF) held at New Delhi during 2000 and captured export order worth U.S $ 7000 through a Delhi based exporting agent, Sheil International.  The cushion covers of the units were exported to Frankfurt, Germany.  Kudumbashree has given training to the entrepreneurs of Gowri units in all functional management areas and the awakened ladies make the most of the acquired knowledge.

· The idea of promoting the project as a training centre also came up from within the group.   From the training activities the groups are getting a considerable income.  Recently (on 24th of December 2001), a full-fledged training centre was inaugurated for the project.

· The average monthly income every entrepreneur gets from the unit is Rs. 2,700/-.  This is a handsome sum as far as a poor family is concerned.  

Ecological significance Gowri Products is really great. According to Ayurveda acharyas,  pandanus leaf has some medicinal values. People who sleep in screw pine mats will not  have any rheumatic problems.  Mat products are bio-degradable ones and they will not cause any ecological problem.  Mat products are getting popular as eco-friendly alternatives for synthetic products in several areas.  No chemical is used for the treatment of Pandanaus leaves or at any stage of the production process. Farmers of Kayamkulam and nearby areas now showing interest in pandanus cultivation. This new trend has an ecological significance.  Pandanaus plants can prevent soil erosion.  (4 minutes)

Q.  3.   Is there compelling evidence that clients or beneficiaries will not only accept your idea, but take it and use it if proven operational ?  If not how will you try and resolve the issue?


I think the question is to be answered in two parts; the acceptability of the project and the acceptability of the products are to be analysed separately.  


As far as the acceptability and replicability are concerned Gowri project is certainly an ideal model.  The prime rationale of the project is to revive and rejuvenate the weaving skill of the poor people to produce value added products with locally available raw material; i.e., pandanus leaf and the ultimate objective is to liberate the poor women from the chocking world of poverty.  Considering the wide spread growth of pandanus plant all over Kerala, availability of raw material is assured for similar units, which may come up anywhere in Kerala.    Moreover, the cultivation of pandanus is quite economical and simple.  Bio-technological researches are in progress for the development of superior quality pandanus plants, having healthy leaves and better organic value.  As the skill of mat weaving is an inherent talent of the rural population, especially of the poor women, the scope and replicability of mat weaving and related activities are immense.  Apart from Kerala, pandanus plants grow in several other Indian states like Arunachal Pradesh, Meghalaya, Tripura and Manipur.  Using the training facilities available in Gowri units of Kayamkulam, the poor ladies of the said states can also be brought into the mat weaving and marketing field.  In fact, they have already shown keen interest in the project.  


The enormous scope of the project for replication has been manifested in Kayamkulam CDS itself .  There was only one mat weaving unit with 12 members in Kayamkulam in 1999.  Soon six more units ventured into the field.  Attracted by the phenomenal success of the mat-weaving units, more and more women came forward to start similar type of units.  Today, there are 17 mat-weaving units in Kayamkulam Municipal area alone.  CDSs functioning in other districts of  Kerala are sending beneficiaries from their area to Kayamkulam for getting skill upgradation training in mat weaving and manufacturing of new varieties of pandanus products. The facts to be considered when we talk about the replicability of the project are : 

· Availability of raw material through out the year – all over the state.

· The poor women of the state have the basic skill in mat weaving.

· No technical intricacy is involved.

· The project cost of mat-weaving units is comparatively low.  

· Considering the project cost, the profit rate is very high.

· Women can undertake this project, without neglecting their regular household chores.

· Members of the whole family can help the woman in weaving. 

· It doesn’t involve strenuous physical labour.  Hence, even the children can lend a helping hand.

· The activity doesn’t cause any occupational or health hazards.

When we consider the marketing aspect of pandanus products,it is quite obvious that the scenario is getting more and more amiable.  The demand for eco-friendly mat products is defenitely on the increase.  As eco-friendly and bio-degradable products are becoming the order of the modern world, marketing is not a big problem.  However, it may not be prudent to rely only upon internal market for the huge chunk of products likely to come from the ever- increasing mat weaving units Hence Kudumbashree has to launch innovative marketing strategies to promote pandanus products in global market and other Indian states. (4 minutes)

Q.  4.   Has your team (including your partners) worked together before?  How do you envision the relationship in trying to get your idea of the ground?     


In conclusion


When we consider the uniqueness, replicability and sustainability of the 
eco-friendly palm mat production-cum-training centre for poor women, prospering under Kudumbashree mission, the project deserves the recognition of international community.  The salient features of this small but ambitious project are :

· The fact that it is a genuine and imaginative initiative from the grass root level.

· The lady entrepreneurs of the project have managed to transform a traditional skill into an innovative income generating activity.

· Locally available natural raw material is made use for production.

· They could successfully do away with the involvement of middlemen and their exploitation.

· The ladies can run the mat-weaving units without neglecting their household works.

· They have managed to reap advantage from an unattended potential sector, where planned interventions from organised agencies were lacking.

· The project rejuvenated a conventional handicraft sector for the up-liftment of the poor.

· As raw material is available everywhere in the state and the trade doesn’t involve complicated techniques and machinery, the project replicability is very high.

· The resolution of the Gowri mat-weaving units to impart training for poor women from other parts of Kerala and India is an ample proof for their innovative mindset and helping mentality.

· The project has set a new trend of replacing synthetic commodities with natural and eco-friendly products.  

· It has opened a new avenue and access to the poor women and now they produce for the global market.

· The entrepreneurs of the units get a decent sum from their activity every month.  Their status in the families and society has gone up.  Their approach to life has become more optimistic.

· The poor ladies have managed to provide eco-friendly options to international community in several areas.  

· In short, they have transformed the thony pandanus leaf to an effective weapon to fight poverty.

On behalf of the lady entrepreneurs of Gowri units, Kayamkulam Municipal CDS and Kudumbashree let me solicit the encouragement and recognition of International community for this humble but sustainable project.  Thank You (2 minutes)

