Muskaan

Income Generation Program 2002-03


The income generation initiative in Ganga Nagar basti has matured much in the last nine months. Its gradual, yet extremely steady progress has been extremely enthusing for the basti and Muskaan alike.
Last year when we thought of the need for some income generation activity for the women* in the basti, it was essentially with the view of generative supplementary income in the families to support children's education and to see if the women feel gainfully engaged in something collective and useful. Both the purposes are being slowly met, but the most outstanding outcome of the initiative is the spurt of energy among the women of the Basti.

*As mentioned in the earlier report, after trying out the date palm leaf mats, the most appropriate choice for production seemed the regularly used brooms 'Jhadu' including "Seenk Jhadu" (used for wet sweeping) and the "phul Jhadu" (used for dry sweeping).

Growth:

There has been growth in various aspects of this enterprise. The numbers of women involved has grown from the initial 2 or 3 to 38 women. Another notable growth is in the skills of each woman involved. The Jhadu - making work involves various small tasks like weighing, winding a wire, weaving with plastic or jute rope, fastening with a wire again and cutting off the rough edges. In most commercial enterprises the tasks are divided among different people and thus remain as skills of specific people. In the Basti initiative, even as most women are involved in the weaving of the Jhadu, the number of women learning other skills has steadily grown. E.g.: initially just 1 woman used to do the weighing, now about 8-9 women are able to do it. Initially Bansilal, the person employed for production & marketing support used to do the wire winding, now about 5 women are able to do this. Since the women have joined the activity at different points (which is still continuing) their skills have also grown mostly in that order.

The other growth naturally has been in terms of total production initially about 50-60 Jhadu used to be produced in a day. Now on a fully functional work day (dependent on the availability of raw material, market demand and all producing women), the community can produce about 300 brooms daily. In monetary terms, this is seen in an earning between Rs.40 to Rs. 550 for different women, out of Jhadu making in the last four months. 
The date palm mats "chatai" making work has continued too. The number of women involved there too has increased from 4 t 8 women. It being more intricate work, many women prefer the broom work over it. Also, this skill is mostly available with the elder women in the community. In this period women have earned between rs.200 to rs. 1100 from chatai making.

The paper bag making work has also continued. About 9-10 women are involved in this work presently. Many of them also do either Jhadu or Chatai making.

Marketing and sales:

The other aspect of the enterprise is marketing and selling of the produce. Paper bags have always been made as per orders. The marketing of jhadus has been a challenge that is being overcome through different means. Initially, two persons were engaged part-time to support the marketing work; they would take Jhadus samples and tour shops in the city and procure small or big orders. This continues still to some extent.3 to 4 young men of the basti were also initially involved in this effort but, as sales cannot be guaranteed every day and the payment was on a commission basis slowly they withdrew.

The emphasis from the beginning had been on the women becoming sellers of their own produce. It was extremely tough in the beginning but has changed much in the course of time. About 4 women in 2 pairs tried selling Jhadus in the neighborhood weekly bazaar. The sales were a moderate success but it was the beginning of a courageous decision against basti odds to go out for selling. This has been the harshest challenge within the Basti in this activity. The issue of women going out of homes for work and that too sitting in the markets or roaming door to door was contested by most menfolk. The resistance still continues but many women have recognized selling as an essential part of the enterprise.

Many women could come out to sell & learnt various skills within it ~ those of display, responding to bargaining, money keeping etc in a series of "Melas" organized through the winter in Bhopal. Stalls for sale of Jhadus & Chatais were setup in different Melas. The Basti women were involved at all points from procuring permission for a stall to selling and final stock counting. Having never been in any commercial activity all these are steps of learning and demand much effort & energy from the women. In spite of limitations of literacy & formal marketing skills, the women undertook most tasks upon themselves. From one mela to another, there was also a steady increase in the number of women volunteering to go for selling. Yet perhaps selling is an aspects which genuinely interest only some of them.


An outcome of the other marketing efforts has been a bulk order from a business enterprise. Khandelwal & Co. had initially placed a test order and has continued there from creating a steady demand.

Processes:

At the basti level, besides increasing involvement of many, some critical processes in the Income Generation activity have proven to be extremely facilitative of confidence of individual women and a strengthened collective identity.

· Sunday meetings: Around the time when Jhadu making began, discussions among women about work, learnings and earnings were informal and scattered, but as the number of women increased they themselves felt the need to sit together and discuss various issues.  This need was felt the most when some women began to go out to sell the jhadus; the other women would be curious to know what happened and so meeting up regularly on Sundays was suggested. They began on a slow pace and with low attendance, but as some women and Muskaan persisted with them, slowly they started catching the attention of many women. Many women, who were not involved in the Jhadu making enterprise would also glance in or sit at the meeting for some time, this increased steadily. Initially it was quite chaotic and much hurried. Much time had to be spent in calling the women, when they did come all would say what they wanted to and leave. Many a time there were loud fights on work related or personal issues. In the last 3 months the Sunday meetings have emerged as a forum for mature discussion. The attendance has both increased and regularized. Issues are taken up one by one mostly and much deliberation takes place. There have been discussions on different angles of the IG activity, as production, participation of the women in selling, distribution of earnings and others. These meetings have also always been a forum for other issues. It has also been observed that nowadays if something comes up someone would say-' we'll discuss it in the Sunday meeting.' 

· The Basti Centre: Initially, women would sit at Shanti aaji's house in the basti and make Jhadus at different timings or have a particular number weighed and take them home for weaving. This was not serving the purpose of it being promoted as a collective enterprise, nor was leadership being distributed. A conscious decision was the taken to shift the setting to the Muskaan Centre in Kotra, about half a kilometer from the Basti. Women began to come here regularly and would work through the day. This truly contributed to accelerating the pace of learning and work itself. The scale of production could also be increased much here. Monitoring each woman's work closely could take place, thereof leading to sharpening of skill. 

   However, women with small children or other responsibilities at home were left out of the lot. Hence, some other alternative had to be thought through. It was then that it was felt that a centre at the basti itself might be useful, but it should be independent. A meeting was held with the women and they were asked to identify a space (a room) for the purpose and also fix up appropriate rent. Thus the centre was found, a part of the house of one of the women themselves. The Basti Centre is today is truly a bustling place, with no exaggeration. It now functions as space for –

· Storing raw materials for Jhadu making 

· Women to sit and make the brooms

· Children to study (when it is not needed by the IG group)

· Sunday meetings 

· Sewing classes for two hours in the afternoon (A nominal fee of Rs. 15 is charged off the women or girls learning here. Six women are presently coming to learn here)

The women do the Lipai (patting the floor with mud and dung) and all of us try to keep it clean. The center has been successful in further attracting some women to Jhadu making. 

Emerging Issues: 

The income generation initiative has involved an intensive interaction with the women leading to a sharing of their various concerns. Muskaan's familiarity with the families has constantly impelled the team to identify with their realities more closely. Various aspects including indebtedness, health and education have come up for constant discussion. Sunday meetings have had deliberations about the uses of the women's earnings from the jhadu work. There have been suggestions of it being linked up to household food consumption, collective purchasing, and children’s school fees. This became a critical concern for us when it was noticed that some women would gamble away their earned money within a few days. The need for small savings and the possibility of reviving the group savings started some time back has also come up. Informal discussions and interventions have also begun around the health of pregnant women, vaccination, family nutrition, hazards of tobacco use, etc have also been on. All this is gradually creating an atmosphere of collective deliberation. 


· Exposure visits, sharing and converging concerns: 

In this period women of the Basti have also had various 

kinds of exposures (see Box). The most interesting part has

been the sharing of these experiences among all women,

during the Sunday meetings and small clusters. 

It is most interesting to see the transition from when women 

having gone out for a visit would hesitate, even not come 

to a sharing meeting, to a stage- when they could be overheard telling each other that they will be insisted to share, to a situation now- when women come prepared and eager to share what they have seen or learnt.

· Individuals as part of the group: Like all group activity the income generation activity too has been a challenge for facilitation in terms of group dynamics. Shanti aaji has wide acceptance as the basti elder and so was the natural leader in this activity too. But as work has progressed skills and capacities of various other women have come to the fore. We have tried to encourage all the women for participation at different points, and it is heartening to see leadership and initiative emerge from various women who used to be silent and not so active. Many women who are not involved in production have joined in too, e.g., Kurke does not make Jhadus but used to go for selling; Attar is not involved in the production or selling but became a significant negotiator for finalizing the Basti centre.

· The complete family: Slowly we are witnessing many men in the basti taking the Income generation activity more seriously. Resistance against participation in Jhadu making and in Sunday meetings has mellowed much. There are instances where fathers have stayed home to take care of children when mothers had to go to sell at the mela till late evening. The Basti men mention in conversation 'ab mahilaen to line se lag gayin hain'. Recently we had held a meeting with the men of the basti to plan for a proposed mela. A couple of women brought their husbands to the meeting and came along. Another few made it a point to remind their husbands and send them to the meeting.
Problems and overcoming them:

The problems in the activity have been mostly those relating to combating the taboos around participation of women in the enterprise. Resistance of men in the women moving out of home was the major impediment at the basti level. Persistence with the activity and constant motivation has been the sole strategy to combat this.  Individual time was also spent with families- men, women and children to know of the problems in each home. But once about 15 women became regular, the activity just picked up on their own strength. Not only were they able to involve new women, there was also rapid transfer of skills among them.

The initial meetings had much time spent on women talking at length about how their men folk would not let them go out for selling; we have witnessed how among themselves they would tell each other why can they not confront the men if they were convinced about selling. Gradually at each instance one or two women volunteering to go out for selling increased.

There have been within group issues like that of sub groups of close relatives reserving Jhadus for each other, the more vocal women taking away a whole lot for weaving while others waited long for the second lot. These issues were closely observed and countered, some through intervention and some through facilitating reflection.

Marketing is a challenge, also because we ourselves come with almost nil expertise in any commercial activity. Jhadu is also a much-used commodity and has a huge market. Very old and established businesspersons dominate the Jhadu market in Bhopal and in the whole region. Much time has been spent in understanding the market and looking for possibilities suitable to our capacity. 

Muskaan has always believed in promoting environment friendly behavior. The initial initiative of paper bag production was also to support the disuse of polythene. However, in spite of much effort to sell the jhadus in various attractive ways all retail and wholesale buyers have insisted on a plastic wrapping on the jhadu. After much thought and discussion with the women we decided to agree to the plastic wrapper. For the time being we are constantly exploring customers who might come without this insistence.

As Jhadu production increased we were faced with another dilemma of whether to only promote small door to door or shop to shop sales or to go for bulk orders. The problem with bulk orders seemed that any refusal might just bring down the whole enterprise. However we have taken on one bulk order customer the daily selling continues.

Another issue has been that of participation of children in the enterprise, elder girls, some of them school going have learnt jhadu making too. Most of them are very deft and fast. A few months back we witnessed the girls spending much time in jhadu making, sometimes skipping school or classes at Muskaan. It was discussed at length with the women and girls and decided that they should get to make only a limited number of jhadus such that it does not interfere with their studies. The same problem was confronted with the boys when some older boys were engaged in selling jhadus on a thela  (wheel cart). Many smaller children accompanied them skipping school. This has been discouraged too.

Future Plans:

The future plans are more around slowly entrusting the more formal responsibilities of stock keeping accounting and payments to the women themselves. The Muskaan staff carries out many of these tasks right now. With limitations of literacy this poses a definite challenge, but we have initiated several small processes that could lead to this takeover too. Monitoring of quality of Jhadus and chatais within the basti and widening of skill base in all the tasks is the production related future plan. Further from there we need to start discussing the possible formal shape that this enterprise can take (separate from Muskaan) in order to ensure control of women over it and it being sustainable. Linking up of earnings with expenses and savings, though an activity separate from the IG program, is a normal outflow of this and would take shape in the coming quarter. 

The fairs were varied in size and contents. An initial mela was organized by a charitable organization, another was a mela for sale of products of self help groups from all over M.P., another was a Handicrafts mela & a fourth was a massive shopping mela containing all kinds of articles.





Kinds of exposures –


- Melas (for selling brooms)


- Community Mobilization workshop (organized by NIWCYD, an NGO here)


- Community managed education efforts (in an Eklavya field area)


- Savings groups (in Indore; this trip was more focused on Muskaan’s team)
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