SASHA, CALCUTTA

Context

SASHA is a craft marketing non-governmental organization based in Kolkata. It exports handcrafted goods through Fair Trade Channel to European and other countries. Domestic sales are made through its own showrooms. SASHA is different from others as it produces to meet customer orders rather than market what it produces. It has always tried to bring the buyers close to the producer groups while designing the product as well as in the production process. SASHA has found that once the groups internalize the professionalism necessary in managing the interface with buyers and satisfying them on the twin parameters of quality and delivery schedules, the groups are capable of dealing on favorable terms with domestic buyers. A strong network with persons who are engaged in some way with the aesthetic craft products that cater to the individual tastes of a growing but exclusive buyer segment perhaps has been core strength of SASHA.

Introduction and Background 

SASHA is a set of organizations involved in promoting traditional crafts and craftsmen. The member organizations are closely linked to each other, with Sarba Shanti Ayog and SASHA Association of Craft Producers, registered under WB Societies Act 1861 being the two most prominent members. Others members include Association of Textile Producers and a relatively new, Association of Craft Producers.

Suhasini Kohli and Roopa Mehta who have turned SASHA from a modest outfit in 1979 into a thriving entity with a turnover of Rs 4 crores in 2003 lead SASHA. Starting from small premises in a friend’s house, Kohli has seen SASHA grow to the present size where even a three-story building is proving to be constraining. 

SASHA has been driven by a passion to promote livelihoods for traditional crafts people by running a profitable business, mostly by trading with and though the Fair Trade channels. What is remarkable, is its patience and perseverance of painstakingly working to establish a sense of dedication to quality and to meet the buyer expectations in terms of product range, quality and delivery schedules not only in SASHA staff, but in the scores of the producer groups who supply to SASHA.

Of the 4 crore turnover, about 80% comes from export of a range of crafts like scarves, textile made-ups, bed-covers, soft-toy hangings and other crafts. The rest is contributed by sales from their shop in Mirza Ghalib Road in Calcutta and sales to other craft retailers across the country. SASHA employs 42 persons and in addition has retained the services of several consultants who help in fields such as website design and maintenance, technical aspects of some operations etc. SASHA also attracts a number of volunteers, Indian as well as ex-pat, mostly in design fields. It has an eventual reach to nearly 5000 artisans and works through a large number of producer groups. Some groups produce almost exclusively for SASHA, some others have independent operations and relate to SASHA when the buyers demand products they make
. 

Bread for the World (BfW), Oxfam and Ford Foundation, Development Commissioner for Handicrafts, GoI, the Government of Switzerland and Indian organizations such as SIDBI have provided financial support to SASHA from time to time. SASHA feels particularly grateful to BfW whose support has been constant from the very start
. 

SASHA’s Interventions

Typically, craft producers are traditional artisans engaged in the relevant craft or trade. They follow traditional designs and product forms. At times, these could be very narrowly defined. For instance, one group of soft toy makers specialized only in making hangings made up of stuffed elephants. Another making bamboo products made baskets only of a particular shape and design (though in different sizes). 

Their social background and ethos seldom facilitates easy access or absorption of news and views about cotemporary market and customer demands. They are isolated from the buyers and the customers. The traditional and poorly connected craft producer is stuck in the rut making traditional shapes, designs and product forms. These products in their extant form can have only so much demand and hence tend to gather dust and become un-saleable, further pushing crafts producers into poverty.

Traditionally, those who attempted to work with such groups have tried to lift more stocks than they really could sell, and also made some ‘sympathy purchases’ purely out of charity and in turn relied on sympathy purchases from the market. This kept the market small, unwilling to offer good prices. The attitude of welfare also detracted from close monitoring of quality and aesthetics of the products. (Several products are admired for being crude though of course they do not have to be crude!) This category of interventions thus remained perennially dependent on State support, subsidies and charities.

Given such a scenario SASHA’s intervention of market-led livelihood promotion achieves a greater significance. SASHA is not a producer of craft articles, but it seeds and generates demand for them.  It provides the required inputs to facilitate production at the producer group, ensures that the products manufactured are in keeping with the specification of the demand, arranges for commercial operations of export or domestic sales and remits the payments to the producers. The interventions made by SASHA to achieve profitability and sustenance are discussed briefly below.

Establishing Linkages to Market

SASHA’s main intervention is in the form of linking various entities in the trade for craft items so that the producers get a steady and remunerative income. The entities linked include:

· The (foreign or domestic) buyers

· Product designers

· Organizations engaged in evolution or development of relevant technologies

· Suppliers of materials for making the product

· The producers themselves

· Those engaged in quality assurance and 

· Those related to management of logistics and operations of production and sales

Skill Building for Responsiveness to Market Demands
SASHA has also taken upon itself additional roles, like enabling the groups to internalize some of the skills needed for undertaking these operations. For instance one or two members of the groups are encouraged to learn the art of converting the design idea or product concept into a physical sample with a specific choice of materials, dyes and art designs.

More importantly it has helped groups to graduate from being passive performers of tasks of production to a more proactive role where they undertake monitoring to ensure their dependability in terms of quality of the product as well as delivery schedules. SASHA encourages groups to seek independent operations by hand holding and helping them undertake the operations on their own. One group of producers for instance depends on SASHA for a small fraction of its total business of several millions of rupees, and both the group and SASHA have strong bonds to each other despite this low commercial dependence. 

Finally from time to time, SASHA has also taken upon itself the role of evolving existing traditional products or skills to more contemporary product designs, concepts and forms.

Identification of Opportunity

Market opportunities for the traditional crafts (such as the silk scarves, the kantha embroidered textile made ups, the leather accessories or the hangings) were identified by Kohli as well as Mehta through their interactions with the buyers; identified/accessed through personal social networks. Friends who knew Kohli’s passion for traditional craft would tell about the products to their friends and a link would be established with some one who bought not only for own use but also for sales. Soon enough, they were in what was then known as ‘Alternative Trade Channels’. What counted was their ability to relate to the buyers, to understand the buyer’s product concept, to visualize it, convert it into a sample and have it ratified and enable the producers to make products that adhered to the sample design. 

As early as 1981 they opened the shop in Mirza Ghalib Road. Scores of tourists and other expatriates such as the volunteers in Missions of Charity would then walk through the shop, make some purchases, exchange some ideas and also, most importantly, talk about SASHA to their friends. As time passed, word of mouth as well as frequent participation in fairs and other events ensured that SASHA established itself as a reliable supplier of a range of craft goods in the Fair Trade circles. 

Over time, SASHA learned all about purchase cycles, seasons, country preferences etc. Now SASHA is well versed about the craft purchase patterns in the Fair Trade channels and the task of identifying demand etc and is no longer dependent on Kohli or Mehta. 

Ensuring Quality Products

Translating the buyer’s concept into a concrete product which can be made by the producer groups and enabling the producers to imbibe the habits and values for reliable production was important in linking the opportunity to the producers and thereby creating livelihoods for the latter. It takes a lot of time and patience to make producers of traditional craft understand that the buyers from abroad allows little tolerance for product imperfection, and the nature of trade itself has severe limitations on the flexibility in delivery schedules. For instance, the spring season demand are forecast and samples etc chosen by a certain date. Samples sent in after the date of selection is just a waste of time and money; just like supplying textiles meant for summer in any other season. 

The aspect of quality is equally crucial. Whether it be smudges, variation in color, shades in the same garment, variation in shades in the produced lot from the one that was agreed upon in the sample, changes in art work or its lay out in the made up product, fabric quality, absence of a finished look or whatever, the foreign buyers are far less tolerant than the domestic trade. The producers are used to the domestic trade and its “chalta hai” (its okay/will do) attitude. A little lowering of the price compensates such mistakes. In export trade, the goods are simply rejected, and rarely if ever taken for a reduced price. However the stringent export conditions has forced them to adhere to strict quality and delivery schedules, in turn imposing this discipline on the producer groups.

Design Developments and Capacity Building

SASHA has also some interventions that are not strictly ‘marketing’ interventions. These include design development and research, capacity building of groups and entrepreneurship promotion and development. As stated earlier, the rigorous discipline necessary for export trade is not commonly found, but if the groups inculcate it, it helps them immensely in establishing themselves in the domestic market as well. Thus enabling the group to internalize this discipline is in a sense a major capacity building exercise. SASHA has assisted some groups to go a step further, namely taking on the onerous task of generation of demand. Recently, SASHA has established a special arm named Enterprise Development Foundation, which engages in capacity building of the groups and promotion of enterprise among them. 

Thus market-led livelihood intervention organizations act as an effective buffer between the economically disadvantaged and the cold markets. Markets function in a relentless manner forcing each participant to offer his very best or be vanquished by competition. The markets do not recognize the currency of human values. The well being of the poor or of the oppressed is of no consequence to the market. In such a situation the livelihood agencies step in to act as an interface between the people and the market till such time that they build the capacities of the people to enable them to engage with the markets independently. 

Market Intervention

The section above outlines the overall market intervention; specific steps involved are described below:

Generation of Product Ideas and New Designs

The designs and product concepts are generated through a number of parallel routes. SASHA now maintains a catalogue of products and designs on its website. Buyers may visit the website, look at the design and place orders directly, or suggest modifications in terms of shades, textures, sizes or shapes.  Some times the buyers themselves “rediscover” designs that were made a few years earlier and request production for them. SASHA has encouraged groups to come up with new ideas which can be shown to buyers. Some times buyers visit SASHA and work with the designers or even at the producer group levels to evolve new patterns and designs.

Preparation Of Samples (‘Sampling’)

A design concept has to be converted into a sample.  Swagata or other designers of SASHA with the cooperation of the groups execute this. The designer calls a group member and explains to her what is required in terms of fabric, colors, shades, artwork etc. Usually she makes or she may require the group representative to prepare a drawing. Simultaneously, SASHA also helps the group with the choice of supplier for the materials. The groups understand this process better now, and access help only occasionally and for some special materials. The group representative goes back and works at her center and comes back with the sample. Most buyers reimburse the cost of samples; if not the groups can charge it to SASHA.   

Costing Orders On The Basis Of Samples

 An elaborate exercise is involved in preparing the cost sheets based on the samples. SASHA is a loyal Fair Trader and hence it believes in complete transparency in costing. At the group level, material costs and expected wage costs are topped with a certain margin for the group, this margin is usually of the order of 10% for the group. SASHA in turn takes this as the basic cost, adds on the cost of packaging materials and usual costs of commercial operations. On the total costs thus obtained, SASHA charges a margin of 25%, 30% or 35% depending upon the costs of product and packaging requirements.  The samples are given a code number and sent along with the price quotes to the buyers. There may be some negotiations at this stage, particularly if the buyer is placing a large order. 

Distribution Of The Orders Among Potential Producer Groups

This is an involved process because a buyer typically may order several products: some bags, some scarves, some leather embossed goods and so on. Each group specializes in some specific products. Hence a single order has to be broken down into sub-orders to the groups. In some cases, the same product may involve the work of more than one group: one group may weave the textile, another may printed it, and it could be embroidered in the third and stitched in the fourth. In such cases, close coordination across groups is needed. In any case, most buyers do not prefer part shipments and hence coordination among groups is absolutely essential for meeting delivery schedules. While order is being thus distributed to groups, a proforma invoice is also made based on agreed prices and given quantities and electronically sent to the buyer. At this stage, the requirement for bidding for the quota for textile items is also kept in mind.

Facilitation Of The Groups

Most buyers send 50% of the proforma invoice amount in advance. However, SASHA too advances some amounts out of its funds to the groups. The groups buy their own materials out of these funds. While most groups are now familiar with the materials market and know the reliable suppliers, in a few cases they need to be helped in sourcing the raw materials. This happens especially if the supplier is not based in Calcutta. Further facilitation is needed in ensuring that the products are to the groups liking.

Follow Up With The Production Activities, including Monitoring And Quality Control

This is the most critical part of the intervention. Groups, which are not used to the rigor of SASHA’s operations, show a typical pattern of behavior. They do not revert to SASHA at all till the goods are ready and then dump goods, which may or may not measure up to specification, or come up with last minute excuses on why the order could not be completed. These groups do not realize the importance of meeting quality or delivery schedules. Groups familiar with SASHA now know that it is important to revert to SASHA with progress as well as problems, so that SASHA can communicate with the buyers. Most often, mere communication helps maintain good working relations with foreign buyers. On its own initiative too SASHA maintains constant contact with the groups for ensuring variety, quantity and quality confirm to the order placed. SASHA has four field officers; each one follows up with a certain number of groups, allotted to him according to geography and his knowledge of the subject. Mid-course corrections are also made to make operations more efficient. The field officers as well as persons working in the quality control department do the follow up. 

Quality Control

Quality control is a key issue. SASHA believes that quality control has to be judiciously exercised right from the stage of designs, sampling, materials purchase and be a continuous process through out the production.  Quality control at the finished products stage is useless as at hat stage one can only reject a whole lot, which means loss of money, time and goodwill. The associations of the groups are taking increasing responsibility as far as follow up as well as facilitation of the groups is concerned. For this purpose, each group is encouraged to assign the supervision and quality control tasks to one of the members.   S/he monitors every stage of production and is also aided through frequent visits by the staff from SASHA.

Packing and Dispatch

Finally, every item of the export lot is inspected individually before packing. This is done in the godown by SASHA staff. These are then dispatched after the formalities are completed
. The next stage is the Post dispatch follow up and payment. The process is simple in case the buyer has not rejected any part of the consignment. But in case of rejections a little negotiation with the group as to who should be taking the rap for the reject is in order. Normally, payment is made to the group quickly after it is received from the buyer. Only in case of a cash crunch payments are delayed or part payments are made to the group.

Impact of Intervention on Groups, Market and Policy 

SASHA’s engagement in this business for over two decades has had significant impact on livelihoods of the members of the groups. The members of Chandbrati Weavers group stated that after they got associated with SASHA, the volume of work has significantly risen. Now they have no spare time to either work on their own, or to while away or even to make products for the local market. An average weaver from the group of eleven weavers earns an income of Rs. 1500 to Rs. 2000 per month. This varies, as the payment is piece rate and the product mix changes across the months. 

However the total employment generation is larger- there are those who assist the weavers in dying and drying the yarn, there are others who make bobbin, who tie the loom before the weaving starts, those who buy materials etc. All told some 25 persons get regular employment from their association with SASHA, with an average monthly income around Rs. 1500 in their own village. The women members of the Kolghata stitching and embroidery groups reported similar incomes. 

The turnover of SASHA was almost Rs. 4 crores in 2003. Of this, payments made to groups were of the order of Rs. 302 lakhs. This then is the value of production at the group level. The wage component in this can be estimated between 35 and 40%. This accrues to the members of the producer groups, whether they are artisans or they help the artisans. A majority of the nearly 5000 persons thus reached through these groups are poor people to whom this income of Rs1.2 crores (at an average of Rs. 2400 per household assisted per year) makes a big difference. 

An important thing to note is that there is virtually no element of subsidy in the turnover or in the income going to the producers. The proportion of ‘sympathy purchase’ is small. Products are bought because the users want them; they find them attractive and useful. In fact, SASHA has deliberately kept a low profile from the local state government. Thus there is no question of any state subsidy coming to the producers via SASHA.

The marketing intervention has created a strong awareness and demand for the products sold by SASHA. SASHA can take credit for popularizing Kantha embroidery among the buyers. This embroidery has received substantial attention and there is a recurring and strong demand for a range of articles such as cushion covers, women’s bags and other things, which are made attractive with Kantha work. SASHA has recognized this fact and it is now moving towards establishment of SASHA brand in Kantha work. Embossed leather accessories too have got a similar boost in sales. SASHA aims to widen the product categories where its interventions will stand out, become brands and hence have durable markets. 

The challenge before the market-led livelihood promoting agencies is not only to increase the income of the people, but also enable the economically disadvantaged to market their produce in the market in a manner that earns them a satisfactory, stable and sustainable livelihood. This means a livelihood totally self-sustaining and not dependent on any subsidy or support.

Factors Contributing to the Outcomes

Three major factors can be identified as having contributed to these outcomes. 

In the first place, the organization treats this as a for-profit business and has decided to make it completely self-sustaining on the basis of business earnings alone. This conviction and commitment channelizes the efforts in the organization to run operations in an efficient and professional way. They tell themselves that they do not wish to remain in business supported by charity or by subsidies. That they survive because they earn a profit, which the market is willing to give them.  

The second factor is that they have understood and mastered the set of skills/abilities required to make a success of export business for individualistic, aesthetic, ethnic craft products. These skills/abilities comprise of: 

· Creatively extending the applications of the traditional craft and skills to product forms and categories not hitherto attempted 

· Engaging with the buyers and their designers in a mutually reinforcing manner so that greater value is generated

· Translating the designs chosen into samples and then on to actual products made to meet the order 

· Insisting on a rigorous adherence to quality norms (in terms of designs, shades, execution, appearance, finish etc.) as well as delivery schedules so that over a period of time the firm’s reliability is firmly established

Finally, the factor that initially did carry some weight was the fact that Kohli as well as Mehta were established members of the social set that could engage with the buyers effectively on an intellectual and social level. And so was the formal training in management, which they had imparted. However, the substance of this engagement has always been about the specifics of products and designs. The skill of engaging on substantive issues has been effectively demystified as well as transferred to a larger set of persons, including some persons at the production group level. 

Conclusion and Learnings

SASHA directly supports 5000 artisans through its market intervention. This support is in the form of marketing the products as well as training and orienting the producers to the market. The training…‘includes an understanding of what being in the market entails, building mindset, finding a niche market. While this niche initially provides a buffer, SASHA recognizes the constraints of being in the niche as it limits growth; therefore it actively looks to use knowledge of product development and servicing to find new markets.

Design is a recurring expensive input necessary to survive in a market that demands constant innovation. One of the bottlenecks in marketing craft is the perception that the producer cannot cater to a contemporary market without extensive support of designers. SASHA encourages student designers, and also actively shifts the design and sampling role to the producer, bringing down this cost. Using iterative learning from order cycles and incentives, resource people are identified and trained to perform the role of design and sampling based on market feedback. 

In a market that insists on standardized product, SASHA makes a choice of shifting the role of the technologist onto the field. Since appropriate technology and quality control are linked, SASHA expects its producer groups to mature, and quality check their own work. This approach is distinctly different from most craft organizations that tend to ‘police’ their produce groups rather than collaborate on quality control issues. 

While marketing is a function of SASHA, it is also expected to be on the agenda of the producer groups. SASHA encouraged its producer groups to open shops early on. The effort, perceived as a failure by SASHA, nevertheless played a role in orienting groups to acquire a marketing focus. The result has been some successful outlets, trading between the different producer groups and a sharing of marketing platforms like exhibitions.

There are many lessons in this approach for craft marketing organizations, and producer groups. Considering the lack of other players in the market, it is a fine balance between building capacity and handing over control, and taking over critical functions to help meet the market demands. The SASHA model does not control credit, as it pays its producers as soon as the product is received; it does not internalize the design function; freely passing on market information and training to the producer; technology and quality control are expected to be managed by the producer groups, and the groups are oriented towards finding market opportunities. Finally, SASHA is not subsidized, but exists on revenue earned in the market, and considers itself a part of the supply demand chain.

Not too many craft interveners link the producers with contemporary markets that demand a larger variety and novelty based on application of the skill to come up with different product form or design. SASHA illustrates that when this happens, the potential of what can be accomplished is obvious to the producer and the influence is very enabling and liberating, as it sets the creativity of the group free. Barriers of social background or language skills no longer inhibit the group from effectively dealing with buyers and designers from far off lands. When this achievement is coupled with internalization of a discipline on quality and delivery schedules, the groups are really ready to go on their own. 

This empowering of craftsmen enabling them to have access to resources, especially knowledge resources is done only by a market-led livelihood promotion agency; as they work on the twin tracks of addressing the market as well as the empowerment of the people they work with.
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Annexure II

Summary of Formalities and Procedures in Export of Craft Items

To start with every organization or entrepreneur who wishes to export any thing in his name must register with the RBI and obtain an EIC number (Export-Import Code number). GoI has several export promotion councils or agencies. It is good to register with them as well. In fact none of the export incentives may be availed unless such registration is obtained. In SASHA’s case these were the DCH for Handicrafts, Textile Committee for textile exports, Central Silk Board for silk fabrics. 

Till 2005, textiles export to US and EU was governed through a quota system. Quotas are allotted to exporters on first cum first served basis within the first ten days of each quarter. To be eligible for quota, one has to submit evidence of the order, proforma invoice and evidence of payment having been received. If SASHA is allotted the quota in a given quarter, tasks are simple. Else SASHA has to pay a premium and export it under quota allotted to some one else. Such premium may be up to 5-10% of the value of the exports, depending on the market conditions. At times, reclassification of the product is suggested to escape quota. For instance bed-covers may be under quota but ‘handcrafted bedroom accessories’ may not be and if such a description of the goods is permitted then it may be possible to export them without attracting quota restrictions! 

When a lot is ready for dispatch, it is inspected and packed. Packing lists and invoice are basic documents that are required at this stage. The goods have to be inspected both by the officers of the Export Promotion Council and by the customs officers. Post inspection, the goods are packed and along with the documents handed over to the forwarding agent. He charges a fee per consignment and takes care of issues such as booking of containers, booking shipping space and loading of the container. 

Depending upon the terms of the contract, documents may be sent through bank or directly. Payment is received electronically in foreign currency. The buyers notify SASHA about the payment and the bank credits the payment in rupees to SASHA in about 10 days after this notification from the buyers. A duty drawback scheme operates for some items. Current duty drawback is about 3% of the value. SASHA has outsourced the task regarding claiming and ensuring the release of the duty drawback from the customs to an agent.  

Annexure III

A.

Income and Expenditure Statement of SASHA Association of Craft Producers  (April 1 2002- March 31, 2003)

	Expenses
	Receipts

	Salary and welfare
	14.84
	Value of goods marketed
	388.47

	Rent
	1.10
	Opening stock
	28.61

	Travel
	2.93
	Products from groups
	261.36

	Communication
	3.72
	Less sample cost
	11.16

	Electricity
	2.69
	Returns
	1.37

	Other expenses and provisions
	7.01
	Closing stock
	29.40

	Balance transferred to Ayog
	44.28
	Cost of products marketed
	270.36

	Contributions made to various SASHA funds and activities
	27.00
	Other expenses (including packaging and forwarding, discounts etc.)
	19.17

	
	
	Admin charges received from groups
	98.94

	
	
	Export incentive
	4.63

	Total
	103.57
	Net surplus from operations
	103.57


B

SASHA Association of Craft Producers

Balance Sheet as on March 31, 2003

	Liabilities
	Assets

	General Fund
	126.83
	Fixed assets (incl cars, computers etc.)
	50.15

	Munni’s Children Education Fund
	1.00
	stocks valued at transfer rate from groups
	29.40

	Small Business Initiatives Fund
	10.00
	Of which sundry debtors-buyers
	22.26

	Enterprise Development Foundation Fund
	7.00
	Current assets incl cash and bank balances and the above
	192.42

	25 years Celebration Fund
	5.00
	Loans and advances
	18.96

	Performance incentive
	2.00
	
	

	Best producers performance incentives fund
	1.00
	
	

	Fund for meetings 
	1.00
	
	

	Current liabilities and provisions
	
	
	

	Amounts due to groups and others
	10.57
	
	

	Advance from buyers
	72.29
	
	

	Advance from others
	1.39
	
	

	Outstanding liabilities
	1.34
	
	

	Sundry advances
	6.00
	
	

	
	
	
	

	Total
	261.53
	
	261.53


� Case study prepared jointly by Annapurna, Mihir Sahana, and Dr. Sanjiv Phansalkar as a part of the LLG activities of ISLP, BASIX, Hyderabad. Financial support by the Ford Foundation is gratefully acknowledged. This Case study is prepared to serve as a basis of discussion on diverse issues and dimensions connected with the task of using market access for promoting livelihoods.  














� See Annex I for the organization structure.


� For condensed financial statements of the SASHA Association of Craft Producers see Annex 3.





� Dispatch for exports is much more demanding and complex business than domestic sales. The details are summed up in Annex I.
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