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1) Focus on Craft, Cottage & Village Based, Artisan Sector: 
A) Background: 

In Bangladesh, where pre-industrial traditions are still active and alive, to a greater (and not to lesser) degree, forms and activities broadly defined as ‘folk arts or crafts’, exists in abundance. One can categorize them broadly as non-professional and professional activities. 

Non-professional forms like those accomplished by women (needlework for instance), practiced during ‘off seasons’, such as periods of the year, when there is less work available in the agricultural sector (e.g. monsoons), or ‘off time’ (i.e. – ‘moments in time’, of the ‘every day routine’, one has ‘stolen or earned’), to ‘do or indulge’ in this activity of leisure and creativity.  This activity of ‘ones own choice’ is not dictated by external demands – or the ‘sansarer kaaj’, or ‘worldly activities’, as many a woman say in Bengali. 

There are also a number of professional forms of manufacture
, as answer to the needs of the larger community (not the high-placed patron or the urban markets), practiced by artisans
 of various denominations – potters, metal-smiths, leather workers, basket and bamboo workers, tailors, wood-workers, weavers and like – who work within an in-social communication nexus
, with its limited vocabularies and skill-demands, but with a remarkable breadth of sensibility and imagery and also regional and other variation. 

Many of the products, which are of daily use, such as chicken baskets made from bamboo, mats woven in jute, earthen pots or textiles are generally sold within the village or nearby haat / bazaars. Some of the products find ways to the larger markets through the intervention of intermediaries. 

Most, if not all, of these artisans belong to socially and economically marginalized households, as in the caste system, ‘lower’ and ‘out’ castes were assigned the responsibility of essential manufactures, functions and services for the local community including the land owning, patron consumers. 

B) Relevance of the Craft, Cottage and Village Industries (hence forth – Artisan Sector) and reasons why it is vital for the development of village economies: 

The artisan sector (or traditional village industry
) is a primary, small scale, village based manufacturing sector, which provides the essential manufactures, functions and services, that cater to local communities, and now by default, ever increasing export markets. It is  thus a critical and essential element for the village economy and its self-sufficiency. 

As the number of artisans is ‘large
’, in any type or size of social grouping (i.e. family/para/village/union/zila), one would uncover a sizeable population of people, who are involved within this sector. If one includes women led activities, like needlework, the numbers are even more substantial, as it is practically carried out in almost every household. Outside the agriculture sector, besides other vocations like fisheries, rickshaw pulling and hawking; the artisan sector employs a very high percentage of people. Also if one extends this to the raw material base and ancillary work associated with the sector, i.e. women who spin, farmers who grow cotton and jute, tailors who stitch and fabricate garments, this sector is very significant.

Artisans contribute their knowledge of local materials and give form to human experience. Their visual and tactile connections with the land and with cultural ideas and identities help to define a sense of people and the place. The role of artisans in maintaining cultural integrity and independence among small groups and communities throughout the world has been profound. 

Most importantly in any traditional culture, ‘folk arts or crafts signify such levels in an art language as folk poems and lore do in literature or folk songs and dances in the performing arts – levels which involve larger numbers of people in a society in creative expression, and, in the process, keep their sensibility counts high. So a society in which folk arts are alive is a more colorful and creative society than one in which art activity is confined to a privileged few.’

Hence, a look at the artisan and craft sector becomes vital. Culturally, the artisan sector has in the past seen its enlightenment and peak of sophistication, as for instance the Dhaka Muslin. This was acquired through generations of masterly craft practices, which have become hallmarks of quality and superiority in hand made items. A rediscovery of that excellence will not only give a thrust to village economies, but will contribute substantially towards the nation’s progress.

In Bangladesh there are millions of these artisans producing functional goods, which are related to the local life, tradition and culture. A destruction of that way of life, in the interest of commerce, is a destruction of an essential civilizational situation. 

C) The Current Status:

The new economic and industrial order, backed by big budget and aggressive marketing, does not concede space to the artisan sector as the ever expanding markets of factory made goods comes at the cost of the artisan’s traditional markets. 

Due to the ‘industrialization’ process there is also an influx of factory made ‘modern/cheaper/export rejects/surplus’ into the system. Because of this tens of thousands of these artisans and crafts people have lost or on the way of loosing their livelihoods.

In Chittagong, for instance, we visited Rudra para where 70 odd families of potters were out of business as with the introduction of cheaper and more durable plastic products in the market their work had become redundant. Most of these potters have landed up selling their labor, collecting fuel wood from adjacent forests to be sold in nearby markets, making bidis, pulling riskshaws, or hawking. The same is the fate in other places, for handloom weavers, leather workers, metal workers, and so on. Power-loom made textiles, factory made shoes, plastic and nylon nets, and other products, are causing a death knell to the industry. Most of the artisans are today struggling for survival. Many have given up and have moved away from their traditional occupations. Others cling on desperately not knowing what else to do or whom to turn to. Their skills evolved over thousands of years are being dissipated and blunted. Capital-intensive production processes
 and technologies are ever increasingly replacing human friendly processes. 

The same set of people who once were the backbone of the village/region/nation’s economy, providing much of the products and services, have moved away (or are moving away) from their traditional occupations and are being reduced to sell their labor, or do things which do not take into account their expertise or skill levels.  They also happen to be amongst the poorest of the poor.

2) Ideas & Approaches: Engagement with the Sector

A) Engagement with the Sector: 

There are diverse natures of engagements that are visible in the artisan sector. Some of them have a focus on the product
, some of them study and look at them with the stress on the sociological or anthropological aspects of the product and the practice, some concentrate solely on product and try to link it to the markets etc. In any one agenda it is possible to see multiple ideas work, many a times, the results detrimental, contradicting, and working at cross-purposes to each other. 

For example:

· The idea that one can divert the artisans into professional channels, making them conform to the needs of the markets especially when their in-social
 bases have decayed or disappeared by creating new channels for marketing and distribution for the craft products;

· Or the NGO approach, which engages with this sector to address livelihood issues and generate employment especially amongst women;

· Or the conservational approach with the idea to rehabilitate these activities or products in society, finding new factors of sustenance for its continued presence or existence

· Or the historical and museological approach leading people to collect folk art or craft specimens, study their expertise, and document their forms and variations and their functional back-ground, so that these objects and our knowledge of them may find their way into museums and archives and possibly become a resource to help artisans ‘recall’, a level of ‘expertise’.

B) Reasons why Needlework appeals to NGOs: Conventional Approach

It is very appealing, and for the right reasons, for NGOs to look at ‘craft
’ as a tool to address livelihood issues amongst the poorest of poor people. It is one way to diversify the income portfolios of the individual households. It is particularly so given that in every household in Bangladesh someone or the other knows how to make a kantha quilt, or do some other form of embroidery. The following might be some reasons why innumerable organizations in Bangladesh and also elsewhere in the subcontinent lean on embroidery over other craft forms:

· Market Demand:

It is possible to create an appealing decorative embellishment with a simple needle and a few colored threads on a diverse nature of items from dress materials, cushion covers, napkins, table cloths, and so on.  Hence needlework has a great demand for its versatility, which can simply and cheaply add value to any item and make it appealing to the customer. The same cannot be said about earthen pots, bamboo baskets, locally made leather, or metal products etc., which might have a utilitarian value but would have become more expensive or out of fashion through a change in lifestyle or as compared to mass-produced factory made items. 

· No Capital Costs:

As little capital costs are involved in embroidery work (one needle and some cloth can get a woman going), it is feasible to engage as many women as possible in this work.

· Women Led Activity:

It is possible to have a woman make an additional source of income through needlework.  It is the most obvious motivation that drives NGO’s into organizing women and embroidery-based activity. It attracts the two, i.e. NGO’s and women, like two opposite poles of magnet to such schemes. Hence it is considered by NGO’s to be a symbiotic relationship. But, if one looks at it carefully, the dynamics are far from symbiotic.

C) Problems: Emphasis on Needlework by NGOs and a disconnect with the Artisan Sector: Lack of an integrated approach 

(It is important to note here that besides several NGO’s, who work with women and crafts, i.e. producing and selling, there many other actors in the business, like intermediaries, traders and suppliers, buyers and retailers, craft groups societies, religious organizations and missions. Here we are only looking at NGOs.) 

To determine who is ‘poor’ NGOs look at an individual with a “solitarist
” approach, which might see her or him in the economic well being analyses, as landless, owning no assets, economically and socially deprived, widowed, illiterate etc., due to a set of factors which have been applied in this reasoning. This ‘poor’ person might not necessarily be a professional artisan. 

As NGOs want to use ‘craft’ (loosely understood as a decorative item) as a tool to generate additional sources of income amongst the poor, and as many women know how to embroider, the search stops at the doorsteps of a ‘poor woman who does needle work’. After this, working out a ‘manufacturing arrangement’ that creates a craft based group is all that is considered required to get into the business of “craft based activities”. (If the production requires any additional skill inputs, it will ‘train’ people, who are willing to learn the required skill, and also in all probability, ignore a master artisan who is a champion in the same skill, sitting idle next door).

This is the extent to which NGO’s and their ‘craft programs’ trudge in the ‘artisan sector’. NGO’s will tend leave out the ‘rest’ as the objective would be considered accomplished. It might also leave out marketing and out-source it to private businesses, and only concentrate on product development and manufacturing activities. 

This set of factors used to determine the ‘poor’ might overlook a vital question. It might leave out the ‘artisan’ who might be equally poor. As the NGOs want to ‘use’ craft to generate income for the poor, the stress is in identifying people, who are at the bottom end of the economic ladder, i.e. the poor, and not the artisan. Venturing into the craft field without the involvement of the ‘professional artisans’ would be silly indeed, but nonetheless a common error. This (approach) also does not take into account a sizable number of (in millions) artisans, who have a tremendous amount of talent and skill, and are equally poor, and have been left out of the gambit. With the sole focus on needlework, their talent and skills remain untapped.

This myopic approach leads to further impediments as it also fails to take notice of the cultural and civilizational aspects of people and their habitat. The artisan sector in which craft is a profession and not a ‘hobby
’ provides for the basic production, function and services which are the basic necessities of the village systems that have evolved over thousands of years and which are a way of life in the area. The break down of these social systems is one of the reasons for the artisans and region’s economic impoverishment. This leads to further disengagement vis-à-vis the artisan sector and the failure of realization by NGO’s of its significance and contribution to the local economies. 

If this is not all, NGO’s simultaneously tend to outsource further value addition and distribution activities to individually held businesses, who might not necessarily share the ideals of the NGO philosophy or philanthropy. These businesses generally cater to the buyers and the markets, which in turn cater to the preferences of the consumers in urban and distant markets who are disconnected from the ‘local’ or the artisan sector.

In the fast changing world of consumer preferences, sitting at the bottom of the pyramid, where the buyer rules, the artisan finds herself in a situation where she has to cater mindlessly to what is being demanded of her. She is being asked to provide - her labor for something that does not cater to local sensibilities and is tedious in nature. If one looks at the type of needlework being commissioned by some NGOs and religious organizations this could be described as ‘penance’. 

In this scenario, she finds herself being part of a large-scale production process, where the scale is being arrived at not by mass production or machines, but by the sheer number of people involved in the exercise being carried out. She finds herself disconnected from the embroidery she is made to do for the distant markets, which is different in function from what she would normally do for herself. Earlier she would be making a quilt for warding of the chill in the winter months, or as a gift for a newly wed daughter or a newborn child, whereas now she makes cushion-covers to make some extra money. 

In this current scenario due to NGO involvement and their approach, most of products on sale in the craft shops of Dhaka is needlework based, on the pretext that Bangladesh is famous for it. The kantha stitch (a running stitch) is being used, on a very large scale, in a superficial fashion on every thing conceivable like cushion covers, dress material, bed covers, wall hangings and so on. Thus, it is not surprising to see the word “craft” becoming synonymous with “embroidery” (the notion that all “craft equals embroidery”). As most of the women know how to make a kantha quilt, the word ‘craft’ further has become synonymous with the said quilt (the notion that all “craft” equals “kantha”- the quilt). This has in turn has got twisted with the needlework stitch used to make the quilt (notion that all “craft” equals “kantha stitch”). 

As most of the work, which is carried out is needlework based, and because ‘thousands of women’ are engaged in doing the same, it creates an impression that in Bangladesh today probably all “craft” is ‘kantha stitch’. Further, there is this impression that as there is a lot of kantha stitching happening in Bangladesh that the artisan sector is thriving. This false impression is being created inadvertently because there is much activity by NGOs in the “needlework sector” that do not address the issues, which are connected with the other professional forms of artisan activity or the sector. A growth in one does not in any way reflect on the health of the sector overall.

Here one has to understand that the artisan sector is far from homogenous; as there is an enormous diversity among artisans with respect to their levels and types of skills, forms of production organizations, markets and marketing arrangements, the nature of products they make, and the services they provide. This diversity not only cuts across different artisan groups, but exists within the groups as well
. Hence an integrated approach towards this sector is critical, which would not only look at the ‘poor’ but also would include the ‘artisan’ (who might also be equally poor). An integrated approach would work with the strength of all artisans and their skills and strengthen their in-social communication nexus to revive the robustness of the village economies. It would simultaneously help them to develop their products and skills for the urban and international markets. It would also strengthen the existing organic linkages between raw materials, processing, manufacturing and ancillary activities, and by optimizing these linkages to their full potential, it would ‘use’ craft to achieve, self sustained, village based economies. 

By looking at and addressing the present distress being felt in the artisan community it is possible, then, to ‘use’ crafts, for whatever the purpose might be (including the possibility to generate additional sources of income for the ‘poor’, even for those who are not necessarily artisans). 

Example:

A look at ‘Arong’, based in Dhaka illustrates the point.  Of the 35,000 craftspeople involved with Arong’s production 85 percent are women many of whom are engaged in needlework. A visit to the stores makes it apparent that in the entire range of items, which are there on display, the use of ‘embroidery-the-craft’ is very dominant. Of course, there are other items on their catalogue and on display, but one can presume (in the absence of any supporting data) that the use of needlework is like an engine, which besides pulling the business further is a main revenue generator. This is also true with other such ‘craft societies’ or ‘craft groups’ like Kumudini, Aranya and Folk International in Bangladesh that lean heavily on needlework around which they organize ‘income generating activities’.

A disconnect with the artisan sector becomes apparent when one looks at the fabric being used for embroidery purposes. In Bangladesh in general, most of the fabric that is being used for needlework is power-loom or mill made. If tens of thousands of women are full time engaged embroidering hundreds of thousands of meters of power-loom cloth; an integrated approach would have made possible for the use of handloom cloth for embroidery purposes. The reason that the handloom cloth is more expensive also does not hold ground here, as the value achieved with embroidery can easily offset the use of hand made cloth or probably add further value to the products, besides generating employment and creating opportunities for the failing handloom sector. It is important here to keep in mind that one handloom generates employment for at least 3 to 4 weavers, and the usage of one power loom, would make scores of weavers unemployed, which is the cause of the demise of the handloom sector.

D) Low Wages and Exploitation in Needlework Sector:

Our enquiry made it clear that the needle artisans get abysmally low wages (50 percent lower) as compared to the daily wageworkers in the agricultural sector. If working in the agricultural field is hard work, the needlework requires tremendous amounts of patience and concentration to deal with the monotony and drudgery. The wage structure differs from region to region. The wages in North West Bangladesh are lower than in Jessore, Khulna and Dhaka, which are epicenters of needlework production. 

· Time Spent:

The duration of work each person does, to complete the job rests on how much time she can devote to the work, besides doing ‘other work’ – which is ‘sansarer kaaj’. This varies, from 2 hours every day to 6 – 8 hours, depending on the type and kind of order received. If the order comes from next door client, typically a village land holder, who is not in a hurry to get the quilt made, a person will tend to work 1 - 2 hours a day over a period of few months (2 - 6 months). If the order is for a distant market, there is an obligation attached and expectation built to complete the job in a specified time period. Here, the ‘production managers’ and the artisans work out a certain, informal time/duration and volume/work equation, which decides on the wage to be paid for a particular item. This depends on the presumed time a ‘notional good worker’ would take to compete the job. The average worker is slower in production than the ‘notional good worker’, as she does other household activities in between the needlework assignment. 

· Wage:

The wages paid to the artisan is on a per piece basis. The wage is arrived at looking at the intricacy and volume of work and the days it will take to complete the job. In our discussions with needlework artisans and some simple arithmetic calculations, it worked out to approx. Tk 2.5 per hour in the North West. In other places, where this work is more systemized, it would go up a little higher. Here, one can earn, if one is a ‘good worker’, approximately Tk 4 – 5 per hour. This is possible by adding extra working hours every day on the job.

Similar rates in wages paid to the women artisans exist in other activities as well. A look at the ‘Mobile Pant’ fabrication business makes this clear. In Rangpur, there are 14 women, who rotate, shift basis (of 6 - 8 hours), working on 6 sewing machines, stitching Bermuda type shorts, locally known as ‘Mobile Pants’. For each piece they get Tk 7 paid, and in one shift a woman worker, makes 3 such pants and thus is able to make Tk 21 per day (the average agricultural wage rates in this area is Tk 50 per day for men and Tk 25 – 35 for women).

In Chittagong, where there is greater prosperity as compared to the North-West of Bangladesh, there are innumerable women artisans, who are engaged in making crochet caps, which have a big demand in the local and Middle East market. It takes about one week to make one cap working 3 to 4 hours a day, and for one cap the wage earned is Tk 170 or Tk 24 a day (the agricultural wage rate in this area is Tk 100 a day). This work, which is provided by local traders to the artisans when compared to the wages in needlework, is slightly better paid. Similarly, in Botlagari (Nilphamari district), tailoring work (like making shirts etc.) done by women artisans for the local traders, is earning them approximately Tk 25 working 8.5 hours a day. If one compares this to the rates of Tk 40 that a local tailor charges for making a single shirt this wage works out to be almost half as much.

A rough calculation will make it clear that the women artisans are making half that much of a person, who sells labor, in the agricultural sector, or an independent artisan, for instance, the bamboo worker, who does not work for an alien market or through middlemen. Or simply a tailor who makes shirts and trousers, not for a distant market, but clients next door. These are similar wage rates that a woman makes selling her labor in the agricultural sector where she earns half the wage of her male counterpart. In needlework however there is no excuse for this disparity as this work is women’s forte and there is no excuse for this disparity.   

E) Reasons attributed for the low wages earned in needlework, spinning etc:

A simple search on the Internet gave me an article written by Mayank Mansingh Kaul, a consultant to the Planning Commission, Government of India, involved with the Taskforce on Cultural and Creative Industries. In the said article, called ‘Khadi - Taking Handmade to the World’, he writes “For communities in Pitthoragarh in the lower ranges of the Himalayas, it (spinning) suggests supplementary income to agriculture. Here, even Re 1 more for a day’s work of hand-spinning makes a considerable difference; such is the value of money … it is an activity of service and livelihood creation- guided by the meditative spiritual strength it brings to the spinner… the entire process of manufacture- from separation of the cotton to the spinning is done by hand- and the spinners will tell you that the machine-made techniques afford for them no joy of creativity (sic)”.

He would make us believe the following:

· That the value of Rs 1 more every day is so great that that is good enough. It would also probably mean that the people are so poor that even an additional Rs 1 a day is enough incentive to work; 

· That the spinner is profiting from spiritual and meditative activity, and hence is not interested in proper wages; 

· That the spinners are looking for “joy” and “creativity”, rather then appropriate wages.

This, sums up the general attitude and reasoning about how even some experts in the field might tend to look at these activities. Not surprisingly in the said article he does not mention anywhere the wages that the spinners make. Similar is the case with other NGOs and craft societies, especially the businesses, who market the items and sell them under fair trade labels.  
The wages paid to the artisans are not considered inadequate, but by some philosophic notion are deemed a ‘bonus’ by NGOs, based on the fact that whatever little money the artisan is making is good enough, as earlier before their involvement, they were making no wages at all doing the same work as they were doing it for their own personal use. 

F) A Reality Check: From the Business Perspective 

The nature of needlework sector, in which NGOs are one of the many actors albeit an important one, is such that despite the best of intentions NGOs find it difficult to work on the wage issue.  It is generally understood that in needlework, which women carry out during their spare time, sitting in their own homes, wages paid are considered ‘pocket money’. If one does pay more wages for the same work, the products become too expensive and it is difficult to market them.  

To understand the reason for low wages in the needlework sector, it would be interesting to look at the wage issue from the business perspective, where making a profit is the primary motive and where even NGOs despite their best intentions find themselves trapped. 

· Surplus Labor: 

To augment production it is possible to employ any additional numbers of skilled laborers to handle the job without the wages and rates fluctuating. For any one person not willing to work on the said wage, there will be several others who would be too willing to take on the assignment. We were told that many NGOs when they get orders hire artisans from the same labor pool, which means that the artisan switches from one organization to the other depending where the work is.  So no questions of wage increases here. 

· Competitive Edge: 

The needlework sector has a vested interest in keeping the wages low, or keeping the work labor-intensive, thereby maintaining low production costs and product prices and maintaining a competitive edge in the market. As there are innumerable poverty stricken women who are willing to get work for low wages, it fuels a demand for the cheap hand embroidered products in the market. While in the market, the attribute of this product becomes – ‘cheap and also hand embroidered’, deriving an advantage for trade. If this is sold under the principals of fair trade, it also adds to the advantage.

· Reasons for No Capital Infusion in the System: 

In theory it is possible, for all practical reasons, to deploy machines to embroider a fabric (with not necessarily having similar virtues as handmade). It can be faster, it can meet the ‘production requirements’ (and not ‘manufacture’ as in handmade with its pace and timescale), and the resultant quality can meet the industry standards. If sewing machines can be used to fabricate a garment, it can also be used to embroider. But as it is cheaper to deploy a person to do the same work, hence hand embroidery has a market. This is one of the reason that one sees mindless intricate embroidery work being carried out, where the artisans have been made to apply stitches on almost the entire surface of cloth, thousands of yard lengths of unending fabric, which far from being an item of aesthetic value, represents drudgery and exploitation. All this is possible because the labor is so cheap.

Also, as needlework is a free flowing, design creation technique, one can with a simple needle stitch in a thousand different ways, use permutations and combinations of various types of stitches and colored yarn, to create different textures and patterns. All this does not require any shift in the ‘hardware’ to make a particular or different pattern, which in other techniques would be essential, as would be on a handloom or a textile printing setup. Hence, in the ever-fast changing world of consumer preferences, needlework makes it possible that without capital inputs one can have variations in design, which are essential requirements of selling. These variations come at no additional costs.  

· Benefits of Credit and Advances: 

Credit and advances help the business in binding the artisan to the organization against competition.  If one links this with ‘micro-credit’ or advances against the orders, which is doled out to the artisans, the potion becomes extremely deadly, as the artisans, then have no option left, but to work on dismal wages and given conditions, in order for them to pay back the loans. Here the idea of ‘empowerment’ is turned on its head, and instead forces the artisans towards further impoverishment.

· No Creativity and Individual Expression Required:

Markets deal with volumes and standardization, multiplicity and multi-pliability, which are not the virtues of hand manufactured items. Handmade items takes a longer time to manufacture and it is difficult to make replicas or identical items, as they have the tendency to develop individualized expressions. For example, it is normal for a business to get an order for 100 identical cushion covers. In all of those pieces, the design, pattern, colors and size would be identical, and any variation would be not acceptable. To tackle this issue of multi-pliability, the design is transferred on to the fabric by using tracing paper or wooden blocks.  The artisan is required to just follow the marked lines with her needlework. This leaves no room for individual creativity or expression. Hence in this sector, the scale of manufacturing is not arrived at by machines, but by making artisans carry out machine like precision by the use of their hands. 

G) Markets, Middle Men & Organizations: Production and Marketing Arrangements in the Artisan Sector

The need for marketing does not arise in the case of artisans operating solely within their in-social communication nexus. Artisans are spread all over the country and generally market their products at local haats and bazaars, which happens once or twice every week. In these village haats the artisans sell their products directly to the consumer and to the middlemen. 

As artisans continue to function at different levels, and within different work arrangements, their marketing methods are equally varied. In the case of bamboo artisans selling at haats and bazaars is more pronounced whereas potters effect most of their sales from their own premises. The rising costs of raw material inputs, the type of inputs which are beyond the artisan’s means, has created a vicious cycle in which the artisans find themselves in a situation where they neither have the surplus money to purchase raw materials, nor the ability to build up inventories. This is one reason for the appearance of intermediaries
. If the production is for a distant market it invariably also leads to the emergence of the intermediaries, as they make purchases regularly, give advances for future orders and provide raw materials, which are not available locally or have been bought in bulk from whole-sale markets. All this invariably leads and reduces the artisan to a dependant position. 

This is the vacuum in which NGO presence comes into being. They come with the idea of removing the intermediaries and directly working with the ‘women embroidery workers’. This is done by organizing various kinds of ‘craft groups’ or ‘societies’ that can handle ‘production’ and related issues. As the manufacturing happens in dispersed households, spread far and wide, the artisans take or are handed out their assignments, and work at their residence with the aid of family members to complete the job that is assigned to them. If the organization is dealing with a many artisans, there is a possibility that an intermediary or some other ‘group’ on behalf of the organization would take on manufacturing responsibilities and facilitate the job of handing-out raw materials and handing-in ‘embroidered’ (or other) items. After the job is completed it goes back where it is further finished, fabricated, processed and made ready for the market. 

As discussed earlier, most of the NGOs that work with needle workers involve themselves only with organizing manufacturing activities and tend to outsource the marketing to other organizations or private businesses. They also work for multiple buyers (local and international) and make available to them the labor pool of artisans that is available to them (by having organized them) and by giving a surety in quality, price, and maintenance of delivery schedules.

At every stage of production value is added and a ‘mark up’ introduced. Here it would be interesting to go through the kind of value additions, which is contributed by the artisan. 

· A kantha stitched cushion cover for which the labor rate is Tk 60 – 70 gets sold in Dhaka for Tk 250 – 300. 

· A kantha quilt for which the labor rate is Tk 1,500 – 1,800 gets sold for Tk 4,500 – 5,000. 

· Needlework done by the artisan transforms a yardage material bought for Tk 15 a meter which the ‘craft group’ sells further to buyers Tk 180 – 200 per meter. This represents a value addition of a 1000%, even before it has left the Bangladeshi shore. Further up the chain, it will be fabricated as a garment and sold for a few hundred or thousand percent additional markup/s.  

H) Conclusions:

· Artisans are socially and economically marginalized.

· Artisans who work for themselves are better off in terms of wages earned, quality and authenticity of crafts they produce, and a ‘life they lead’ in comparison to the ones who work for distant markets, where they are just reduced to being ‘cheap labor’ and where there is no room for ‘individual expression or creativity’ in the work they carry out. A contradiction in the very basic idea.

· Artisans, who work for distant markets, are inadequately paid for the services they render and made to do work that can be termed exploitative in nature.

· Artisans have no direct access to larger or urban markets. This access comes at a price of having an intermediary/s who takes away any advantage that might have accrued to them. This is true of even work carried out by NGOs.

· They don’t ‘profit’ from their activities as the wages given to them are considered a ‘bonus’.

· There is an absence of a link between Wages and Value Addition and also Wages and Selling Price’.

· The industry works on the basis of Advances and Credit, which is linked to production demands, which in turn is connected with ‘advances received against orders’, leading to a vicious production and cash flow cycle in which the artisans are the lowest in the production chain. 

3) Situation analysis of Nijera and its field area 

A) Observations: 

It was a learning experience to familiarize oneself with Nijeder Janyia Nijera, a program, initiated by the Social Development Unit of CARE Bangladesh. The effect of this people centered and led approach is clearly visible in the terms of the living conditions of modest village residents. During our interaction it was quite a revelation to see the openness with which a person, would express and share, feelings and opinions, and the manner in which she/he would interact with the powerful elected members of the union parishads. This did reflect on their self-confidence and also their shared aims and solidarity.

If the objective of Nijera was to “promote the self-realization of poor rural women and men, to help them articulate their own vision of development, and to strengthen their capacity to act in pursuit of their self-defined goals”, it was undoubtedly noticeable in the clean villages and paras that we visited.  No longer were people defecating out in the open, and the villages were absolutely clean. This was in stark contrast to the villages, which we visited in Jessore, where a large number of women are engaged in needlework ‘production’. It was apparent that all the residents were very proud of setting themselves an impossible goal, and then achieving the seemingly unfeasible in no time at all when they had decided to put their minds and hearts in the realizing the same. The same was the case when they talked about saving a fistful of rice or growing vine potatoes, which not only helped them during the lean periods when there was no food in the house, but was used as a lever to negotiate better wages with local landlords. 

In short, simple ideas seem to have made significant changes in their lives. The situation was that of a fertile ground where people were eager to act, discuss ideas & issues, and work systematically to figure out methods of resolution and negotiations, all of which, has brought about a real change in their social and economic conditions. 

The background to this concept note has been the visit to India by SDU and the needlework samples and jute mats that were taken along which were made by people from the Northwest. This led us to concentrate on the same during our tour of North West Region, Jessore and Chittagong areas. We also met with artisans who did other things like weaving, tailoring, basket making, wood and metal work. 

Despite the fact that the Jamuna bridge was constructed five years ago, leading to greater integration of the North West with more distant urban markets, a ‘remoteness’ of the region was noticed and felt by the variety in Kantha quilting and general needlework techniques being used in the region. Although much of the quilting carried out was ‘coarse in nature’ – a trait of items which are not made for the market – it had a unique identity very local to the place. For instance, in Saitara there was a prevalence of white Kantha whereas in Hosseinpur, besides the use of vibrant colors, the texture of ground treatment was emphasized and stressed upon. We documented more than 50 different kinds of stitches and motifs, which denoted various things like eagle, fish, snail, eyes, etc. One reason that can be attributed to the presence of this richness in variety is an absence of ‘craft based activities’ carried out by NGOs and other actors. For all the reasons discussed earlier, this normally contributes negatively to the local character and variation of peoples own sensibilitites. 

The lack of development in the region with its higher levels of poverty in the off farm sector is probably one of the reasons that craft traditions are much more robust and alive here. This probably also is a reason for the eagerness and desire of the people to explore any activity that would create an additional source of income. 

That spirit to learn and explore was visible in the enthusiasm of people, especially younger girls, to learn new things like making plastic bags, doing sequin embroidery, making artworks using ear cleaning buds and so on. Though many of the newer items made were unaesthetic and unappealing as compared to the traditional craft items of the area, they certainly did reflect on people’s enthusiasm to learn and adapt to modern craft techniques.  This was also visible in the ‘mobile pants’ operations, where it took not more than a few days for the women to learn how to stitch and make complex Bermudas and at the same time make adjustments to their lives, so that they could work in shifts and optimize their production capabilities. 

In short, it was amply clear that with a right setting there is tremendous potential in this place and its people, who could use their available skills to not only pull themselves out of poverty, but create wealth and well being in their communities. 
B) Potentials and Possibilities (Short & Long term) – Manufacturing for Urban & International Markets

If one of the key challenges that now Nijera faces is assisting the poorest households to diversify their income portfolios and it is looking at crafts as one option; then handlooms and the handicrafts sector (the traditional artisan sector), for a starter, does open out options to achieve the same and probably even more. For as in the new millennium when extreme speed, precision and multiplicity have become the hallmarks of production technology, the hand made, wholly handspun, hand-woven and hand-patterned cloth, and other such items, represent products of uniqueness. The uniqueness comes from the virtue that they are made by hand through small-scale production processes that are environment and human friendly, and versatile in nature. The artisans use of hands, in which the head, heart, and hand work in concert remains in this sense the highest and most advanced technology to manufacture, even today. Handmade products will always retain the distinction of striking the finest and innermost human sensibilities and aspirations, and hence a demand for the same exists and will exist in the future too, especially in cultures and economies, where such traditional artisan activities have ceased to exist. 

Possible manufacturing activities that have a potential to generate additional income for a considerable number of people are outlined below. It is advisable and essential to start small with what already exists (activities and/or skill) and in time build on the same. It would be essential to have a multi-pronged approach towards markets both local and distant. 

Manufacturing activities that are ongoing (denoted by () and other potential manufacturing possibilities are listed below. 

i) Textiles and related activities

· Yarn manufacture and processing (exploring alternate fibers such as banana, pineapple, bamboo etc.)

· Spinning

· Weaving ((), Knitting & Knotting 

· Needlework (()
· Dyeing

· Printing

· Tailoring and Garment Manufacture (()
ii) Others:

· Improvement in Beekeeping methods and technology. (()
· Sustainable architecture and house building, using and improving indigenous technology and skills, with locally available skill and natural renewable building materials like Bamboo and Mud and so on. (()
· Paper Making

· Bamboo and Cane Work/Basket Making (()
· Agriculture and Food Processing (()
· Book Binding and Paper products (() like bags and other items

· Leather Work (Shoes, Sandals, Bags etc.) 

· Wood Work and Carpentry (()
· Incense sticks, soaps, creams and lotions.

· Pottery (()
· Metal Work (() (tools, implements, components, accessories etc.)

· Others

4) Steps Forward: Concept and Approach

A) Linkage of Nijera with the Artisan Sector: Forms of Engagement

Looking at the ‘crafts scenario’ and keeping in mind the conclusions discussed earlier
, it would be necessary to reflect upon the ideas and challenges that drive the Nijera program, the potentials of the region and the pit falls and problems associated with the conventional approach in the crafts field.  Manufacturing activities carried out by artisans linked to distant markets are exploitative in nature and destructive to human creativity. To overcome this, Nijera could facilitate a process whereby artisans’ enterprise could be channeled towards organizational arrangements, which are in the interest of the artisans and which will also be complimentary to village based industries. An entrepreneurial model that ensures the artisans the benefits of additional income through profits earned which can lead to wealth creation and general wellbeing.  

It can be said without any doubt that given adequate equipment, the performance of a company depends entirely on the human beings who are actually doing the work. The quality of performance by a machine is relatively fixed, but the quality from a human can vary over a wide range from moment to moment. It is the people who need to feel the direct feedback through risks/rewards and the commitment that comes through participation and control. To do this, a consideration has to be made where the ownership rights normally associated with capital and control comes into the hands of the artisans. Could Nijera initiate a new beginning in the relationship between capital and labor, and equitable rules for corporate ownership? Could the Nijera model become more efficient means of manufacture, offering greater flexibility and better working conditions to the artisans leading to socially responsible corporate decision-making? Could Nijera take a step in the direction of true participatory economic democracy? These are essential elements and features of modern corporate management practices. 
Such a model must be integral to Nijera’s people centered approach, a recognition of human process towards development. We realize that the dangers of the conventional approach (getting things made and then selling them) is that it becomes exploitative in nature as soon as one changes the dynamics (of the local) through outside intervention and starts looking at distant markets. A change would be required that will allow the artisans to move with the times and adapt their skills and technology to changing circumstances that are outside of their control. An opportunity, which will allow people not be victims of the modernization and industrialization process, where only sweatshops await them – (e.g. the garment export sector), but where they also contribute substantially to it.  This would require an organizational setup that can simultaneously handle production, distribution, operate without intermediaries, management, and simultaneously tackle multiple dimensions of value additions.

Here it would be important to go into the essential basis of thinking that drives the conventional approach. It springs from the premise that artisans labor should be rented while those who have ownership rights to the capital (equipment/access to markets etc.) should take the risks and rewards and control the decision-making. Could the Nijera ‘Craft, Cottage & Village Industries’ program have a more sensible principle to change this dynamics? A shift in approach in which capital can and should be rented and artisan labor should have risks, rewards, and control?

It would be of value to look into ‘Mondragon Corporation Cooperative
’ based in the Basque region of northern Spain. The village and the corporation, entities that seem like opposite poles have been rediscovered by ‘Mondragon Corporation’ through village scale production where the community lies at the center of all activities. It is a company comprised of various worker owned cooperatives (read enterprises) and subsidiary services (banks, health services, pension funds, universities, etc). The cooperatives are self-managed by the workers, with elected delegates forming an assembly that in turn elects a governing council that manages the business and recruits and hires senior staff.  The workers of the various enterprises invest a component of wages and profits to fund research (R and D), health insurance, education and capacity building, etc. and enable new enterprises to emerge. Mondragon has had a remarkable success in making employee-ownership – or group self-employment - work and do so successfully in a mainstream business setting.

The ideas and ways forward discussed in this paper are possible because Nijera has already established a culture and way of working that is conducive to an organizational arrangement in which artisans manage the enterprises, own business assets, control the production processes.   Since its inception, the project has taken a no subsidy approach, and instead has invested in capacity building of the poorest households to assist them in making their analysis, planning and take action.   The approach builds solidarity and enables public debate, trust, and the ability to collectively strategize, all of which are key in ensuring the success of participatory democratic enterprises.    

B) Advantages of the Nijera’s clustered approach and the dynamics of the Village Industries
With this shift in engagement it will be possible to look at the para/village not only as a residential hub, but also as a primary economic unit, as is in the traditional and existing system. The idea would be not only to look at the para/village itself, but a network of villages or economic units, and not only the network of villages but by a supportive network of economic villages, which in turn have a supportive relationship with the region.

With Nijera’s clustered approach and its presence in many para/villages within one locality, it has advantages in identifying and tapping a rich variety and spread of skills available. It is possible therefore to visualize a scenario in which a single para works as an independent economic unit, specializing in one activity over the other (as in the traditional village industries set up). It could be any activity if it is profitable to do, like spinning, weaving, printing, dyeing, tailoring and needlework and so on. Thus if one para specializes in weaving, the other could be printing the same fabric, or tailoring etc. All these activities, which are complimentary and supportive to each other, have the potential to create a strong interdependent network of village economies. These independent activities and units, coexisting next to each other, each one contributing and linked to the strength of the other as an interconnected and cohesive system. 

C) New approach: What people have - Their Capital and Assets

The following should be considered peoples capital. 

· Folk Arts and Crafts Traditions

· Community, Numbers and Solidarity

· Enterprise and Achievements 

· Variety of Skills

· Labor

· Local Available Raw Materials & Resources

· Local Markets

D) What people lack and where they need support

In order to build on what people already have (capital and assets), and to go forward, the following needs to be put in place. 

· An organization on paper, which is owned by the artisans.

· Product development for urban and international markets.

· Direct marketing support in urban & international markets.

· Monitory capital (to invest in sampling, product development, purchase raw materials, build inventories, procure Machines & Tools, etc.)

· Access to research & development in the required areas.

· Access to appropriate technologies and equipment to facilitate innovations.

· Appropriate education and training which links to folk art and craft traditions of the area.

5) Over all Steps to be taken by Nijera/SDU:

A)

1. Explore the possibilities of an ‘Artisans Corporation Cooperative’ on the lines of “Mondragon Corporation Cooperative” and a link with the same to understand their system better and explore possibilities of developing the Nijera ‘Craft, Cottage and Village Industries Program’. 

2. Develop a Strategy for ‘Cottage, Craft & Village Industries’ program, in discussions with the people concerned, taking advantage of the clustered approach of Nijera that is complementary to the village industries sector. Create a crafts map of the region, and work out clusters, village, paras and possible linkages. 

3. Initiate a social and economic study and research program, along with a photo and video documentation of the Craft, Skills and Artisan Sector. 

4. Initiate a discussion on appropriate education and training programs which is linked to folk, art and craft traditions of the area.

5. Initiate a product development and market research program for urban and international Markets based on available resources and skills.

6. Workshops and Training Programs.

7. Creating linkages with institutions and experts to facilitate the above-mentioned points.

B) Immediate steps to be considered:

1. Study the tailoring (‘mobile pants’) operations taking place in Nijera. Trace middlemen and their markets to see if the artisans can go up higher in the value chain. Consider this as an opportunity to become part of and to develop further. If possible, make available low interest sewing machines for mobile pants and related products for instant income generation by identifying communities & individuals within the overall strategy of ‘Cottage, Craft & Village Industries’. Later on this could be linked to other activities.

2. Develop Kantha quilts and Jute Mats for urban and international markets as these crafts are being practiced extensively in the area and will not require much input in terms of capital costs. Photo document the varieties, designs and techniques visible locally and in museums and private collections. Improve on the quality of the product, without compromising on the authenticity of the existing. Research the possible markets for the said products and create of a link with the same.

3. Initiate a training program in indigo and other natural dyes, keeping in mind that indigo cultivation is already practiced in the Northwest. This has a tremendous possibility in value addition to the products, which will be manufactured for the urban and international markets. Link this to Kantha quilts and other needlework. 

4. Create linkages with technologies, which can be used to make banana, pineapple, and bamboo fiber, which in turn can be used to weave materials that have a high value in the alternate fiber, and high-end fashion market. Much of this is available in Japan, Philippines and China. Create a link with them.

5. Improve existing beekeeping and honey production methods. Explore the possibilities of marketing.  

6. Collaborate with local (bamboo workers) and international experts in the field of sustainable architecture for building, resource centers, workshops, schools, and other institutional buildings etc, keeping in mind the extensive use and availability of renewable building materials like bamboo in light of the negative environmental impact of the use of industrial building materials like iron, cement, and bricks in the construction industry.

C) Points to Ponder:  

· Roles of Craft, Village & Cottage Industries program vis-à-vis SDU and CARE

· Capacity Building 

· Others may emerge

� Origin mid 16th cent. (Denoting something made by hand): from French (re-formed by association with Latin manu factum ‘made by hand’), from Italian manifattura. Sense 1 dates from the early 17th cent.





� An artisan manufactures a product made by hand, which are articles of utilitarian value.





� Social communication nexus refers to the artisans manufacture of utilitarian items, an interdependent network of activities that provide functions and services within local communites.





� Traditional village industries are artisan based, located mostly in rural and semi-urban areas. They work with or without electric power, involve low levels of capital investment and local available raw materials, providing part time or full employment.





� The term ‘large’ being used in absence of any supporting census data.


� Subramanyan, K.G.; “The Living Tradition”, Perspectives on Modern Indian Art. Seagull Books, Calcutta. Pp. 57





� Making articles at a large scale, using machinery.





� Artistic or decorative features.





� Within the community.





� An activity involving skill, in making things by hand. Used to denote decorative or beautiful items made by hand.





� Sen, Amartya. “Identity and Violence” published by Penguin. Preface pp xii.





� Looked as a ‘hobby’ in the developed countries where ‘folk’ no more exists, and where the art panorama is small, confined to the individualized expressions of specialists of varied talent and sensibility.





� “India’s Artisans”, A status report, published by SRUTI, New Delhi





� Commonly refered to as a ‘dalal’ who ‘eats profit’.





� (section 2/H)





� Refer “www.mondragon.com”





