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Equator Award 2006- Nomination for Aharam Company

1. Name of group or organization being nominated.
Aharam (TCPC) Traditional Crops Producers’ Company.

2. Nominee is best described as: (choose one or more)
o Community-based organization \
e Biodiversity-based business \

3. Initiative description and innovations:

Aharam TCPC began its operations in 2003 and was registered in 2005 to conserve the traditional
crop diversity as well as to improve livelihoods of its cultivators- small and marginal farmers and
landless laborers, by adding value locally and accessing urban markets. The enhanced income
motivates families to conserve the agro-biodiversity and also improves the nutrition and health of
the urban consumers. Aharam activities include

(a) Seed diversity collection and cultivation of about 50 varieties of 15 crop species,

(b) Organic farming methods training with emphasis multi-cropping and “on-farm”
generation of fodder, manure and crop protection inputs, to reduce the cultivation cost and
generate profit,

(¢) Supply chain management (SCM) to distribute and market the biodiversity products to
2,000 (two thousand) rural as well as urban consumers,

(d) Trading in 45 species of wild herbs collected by landless laborer women,

(e) Tsunami victims’ livelihood restoration using coastal products marketing- coir, seashell
crafts, seaweed, fiber from Palm, Banana etc.

(f) Coastal ecosystem conservation and enterprise promotion.

Aharam innovations include:

1. using women Self Help Groups (SHG) as a consumer supply chain. Many of them are
landless laborers and are involved in producing some marketable items. Thus they can be
called as “prosumers”, and such integrated approach is rare.

2. establishing a professional and charged business development service (BDS) to incubate
and guide the producer groups, unlike many farmers or fishers’ groups.

3. Local value addition for enhancing the benefits of the producers is the third innovation,
unlike the initial concept as in the case of access and benefit sharing (ABS) mechanisms
pertaining to Intellectual Property Rights (IPR), that depends upon value addition abroad,
with less and late returns and no model so far.

4. Integrating conservation with sustainable use than a standalone practice, which may be
unsustainable due to high opportunity cost, is the last innovation.

Aharam achievements are outreach to 2,000 retail and 10 bulk buyers, over 150 farming/ fisher/
artisan groups, sand dune and mangrove conservation and establishment of practices of organic
farming, sustainable herb collection and responsible fishing.

4. Poverty Reduction:

The small and marginal farmers in the south-central semi-arid plains (known as “Ramnad”) of
Tamilnadu state grow their crops with little chemical inputs to avoid any crop damage as the
rainfall is scanty. However, they lack any organic brand or premium price accordingly because
they are (a) unorganized, and (b) unaware of certification, (c) too poor to pay its costs and have
(d) no access to such niche markets in the cities. Hence, Aharam is formed to provide these 4
service.
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Nearly 45% of the farmers are indebted to the tune of Rs. 10,000/- to 25,000/- i.e. their total
income for 1-2 years. Private moneylenders trap the farmers and charge heavy interest rates- 4-
8% p.m. as formal institutional credit such as banks is scarce (25% families) in this
underdeveloped, ill-connected tract. This ensures indebtedness and poverty, besides frequent
droughts, pest attacks and crop failures.

Aharam has thus begun organizing these farmers into about 100 SHGs and 2 federations (mango
and cotton growers) are formed. These are being provided low interest (2% p.m.) loan by The
Covenant Centre for Development (CCD, www.ccd.org.in), a microfinance based NGO (Non
Governmental Organization) that promoted Aharam community company.

The Tsunami giant tidal waves that damaged the eastern coastal ecology and social life in India
towards 2004 end affected Nagapattinam and Kanyakumari districts the most. CCD provided the
initial relief to about 3,000 families of farmers and artisans (workers of shell crafts, coir, fiber of
Pam, Banana and Agave etc.) in these 2 districts. They were provided (a) organizational base in
the form of 200 SHGs and 3 federations (farmers, fisherwomen and artisans), pro vided with skill
training to reduce their manufacturing cost and enhance their income by producing high value
products. They were also provided with Common Facility Centre (CFC) where they can process
the crop produce (coir, fish or sea weed and sea shell) or store it for delayed marketing at better
price than immediately after the production when the rates are low due to market overflow.
Aharam is now providing them the urban market access at Chennai or Bangalore or abroad.

Aharam also trades about 45 species of medicinal plants in the local markets, which are collected
by the landless laborers, mainly women, as a non-farming season activity. CCD has promoted
Gram Moolige Company Limited (GMCL, www.villageherbs.com) as a community based
enterprise (CBE) owned and managed by the community through shares subscribed by the
women SHG. However, GMCL focuses on marketing only the high value 15 species to faraway
domestic urban markets such as pharmacies in Bangalore, Mumbai etc. while Aharam trades in
low value items for the local market. The producer community is organized into a Mooligai
Segarippor Matrum Sagupadiyalar Sanghagalin Koottamaippu (MSMSSK) i.e. gatherers and
cultivators’ federation.

In each of this case- Ramnad, Nagapattinam, Kanyakumari and medicinal herbs, nearly 1,500
farmers or landless laborers (often artisans) have benefited by getting livelihood security, through
assured market access. This reduces their anxiety and insecurity, the main benefit of Aharam. The
7 federations are now beginning to own and run Aharam- Mango and Cotton farmers 2
federations in Ramnad, 2 coastal farmers’ federations in Nagapattinam district, 1 artisans and 1
coir workers federation in Kanyakumari district, and the MSMSSK, represented on the Aharam
governing board. Each of the 10,000 (ten thousand) beneficiaries benefited in 3 ways as below:

(1) livelihood security through the advance and steady, constant demand,

(2) higher income (25-40%) than before the Aharam intervention. Wage rate is just Rs. 50/- form
men and Rs. 30/- for women, so monthly income was Rs. 800- 1,400/- here, partly because of
the low value, unprocessed or less processed goods sold in the local markets, without Aharam
intervention. The artisans now get about Rs. 50-70/- as daily income, including women, for
the coir yarn spun or shell crafts gift articles produced or the fiber bag, cap or mat produced.

(3) low interest loans from CCD through SHGs at 25% of the market rate, thereby reducing their
indebtedness, enhancing their savings and reduced vulnerability.
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In addition to the income increase and vulnerability reduction, the human well being (WHB) is
higher, due to (a) professional skills learnt, (b) leadership built, (c) social organization developed
and (d) family togetherness preserved. Otherwise, the men had to migrate to cities or towns away
from home daily or seasonally to work as un-respectful. Less paid manual labor. Now the entire
family can stay and work together in all seasons. CCD is also promoting cultural and religious
training in SHGs.

5. Biodiversity Impacts:

The dryland farmers in Ramnad are now motivated to conserve traditional crop varieties only due
to the price premium they get due to value addition and urban market access through Aharam.
Otherwise these small and dull default organic goods are ignore and undervalued in the local rural
market despite being delicious and nutritious, compared to larger and shining chemically
produced commodities. The organic farming techniques such as inter-cropping, pest trap crops,
no chemical use etc. also preserve agro-biodiversity such as on-farm birds, wild plants, insects,
and soil microbes.

The sustainable harvest training (focused on harvesting only the matured plants) to the medicinal
plants gatherer groups through MSMSSK has not only helped to sustain the hers but also paved
way to obtain the Good Collection Practices (GCP) certification for the GMCL or Aharam
produce when needed.

Similarly in the coastal tract, the sand dune conservation and mangrove restoration work
underway such as at Rameswaram will pay dividends later, while the responsible fishing code
ensured (a) less harvest, (b) avoiding the collection of immature fish and seasonal or (c) site wise
fishing restraints. This is proving useful to restore the fishing stock due to reproduction and
growth that had suffered after the over harvest boom in the season after the Tsunami. For the
charity organizations donated too many boats to the fishermen, leading to over population and
over fishing, including the young fish.

6. Combined Impact:

The Aharam company works on the “triple E” foundation- Ecological conservation leading to
Economic benefit in a socially Equitable fashion.

The sustainable harvest or fish or medicinal plants or cultivation ensures biodiversity
conservation in these sectors. This is profitable and hence can continue as a viable activity than
stand alone conservation efforts such as refuge, often resented by people, especially in the case of
government established sanctuaries and national parks. Such controversies and conflicts make the
future of such protected areas (PA) insecure.

The expert workers trained in skills lasting community asset. The social capital also includes the
BDS team that provides professional support to the communities. The CFC is the net gain of the
community that was not equipped with specialized production facility earlier. The niche market

access through Aharam is like icing on the cake.

7. Partnerships:

SHG- The communities involved have been for decades in farming or food processing or fish
vending or crafts works. Struck by frequent droughts, declining market prices and rising raw
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material cost or scarcity, they wanted better livelihood options. They became both hopeful and
anxious to learn new skills and take new risk of investment in Aharam and CFC, when CCD
explained them about new products and new markets. Their experience of working with outsiders
was discouraging and needed skillful approach.

Thus, the Tsunami affected coir workers spun the 3 ply yarn in clockwise way for agricultural
and domestic use. They found it difficult to switch over to spinning 2 ply yarn in anti-clockwise
fashion for making yarn for industrial use- for mat making, though it would pay them double.
Low interest loan from CCD instead of debt trap offered by moneylenders is the prime benefit
that motivated them to risk into the new venture. Longer waiting for profit making is the cost they
pay for seeking higher benefits, unlike the low value local markets, that absorb these goods
quickly by at poor prices.

Aharam company is like a canvass to paint the pictures the communities like, a platform to
legally aid and expand their business. Communities cannot market food products in the urban
markets in packed and branded form without getting the government license or paying sales tax
etc. where Aharam helps them, in a rewarding manner. City trained management staff learns to
assist and obey the community. The staff has compromised to work on less salary but earn
satisfaction and social recognition.

CCD merely formalized the existing community based enterprise (CBE) and provided brand
image in the form of Aharam. CCD skills lies in providing the single umbrella in the form of
Aharam to diverse occupations ranging from farming to shell crafts, with raw material ranging
from hill herbs and marine animals. CCD challenge lies in learning about new products and
markets, new experts as trainers and orienting staff in new business skills before some of them
join as Aharam staff or agents. CCD investment in soft loans to the community to avoid
indebtedness is the biggest risk it has taken that is now handsomely rewarding in terms of wide
recognition.

The donors such as Christian Aid and Ford Foundation have also taken risk in investing in
business than charity, and directly in communities than NGO. Social enterprise is a new concept
that they generously supported after GMCL success.

The Government also helped by not expecting 100% professional competence for the CBE
initially itself, in terms of staff silks of CFC quality or financial management etc.

8. Sustainability:

Local Resource and Traditional Skill (LRTS) based development is CCD motto, as it can be the
lasting solution to the social problems. It is economically efficient due to low transport and
transaction costs, its is socially supported as it reduces emigration. It is ecologically sustainable as
it avoids environmental pollution or overuse. Equity is a new dimension that CBOs and NGOs by
rewarding the members in proportion to their efforts. BDS and CFC become permanent assets to
ensure commercial success. This has been proved by the comfortable financial position for the
last 3 years, regardless of registration being only in 2005. This is formidable given that last 3
years saw drought.

The SHG federations are known to provide the lasting and reliable social infrastructure, while the
producer company format newly availed by the government ensures cooperation sans politics,
which bothered the cooperative companies earlier. Aharam is assessing the feasibility to expand
to 3-4 northern Indian states (Maharashtra, Orissa, Rajasthan) from a sample of 10 states.
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9. Gender and Social Inclusion:

Women SHG provide the social capital of Aharam, and empower the neglected section. The
scheduled caste (SC) and tribes (ST) communities are Aharam beneficiaries, and earn a decent,
respectable life than the earlier drudgery. They become social leaders, as evident from the woman
majority in the Aharam board. For instance, other NGOs donated the fishermen the boat and net
in donation during the Tsunami relief, the SC and ST that are landless laborers and artisans were
ignored. Hence, CCD focused on helping them. Farmers were also neglected and CCD helped
them.

10. To be considered for the biodiversity-based business award:

Aharam markets various ethnic food products such as malt, fries, cakes etc. that are nutritious and
have longer shelf life. It also markets semi-processed items such as graded grains or herbs.
Ornamental goods from the shell or fiber in the Tsunami struck area get sold like hot cake. These
social enterprises get no subsidy or concessions in electricity or water charges or tax sops that
some large industries obtain by influencing the government. Many NGOs assist communities in
production and marketing but with continued NGI aid, not as viable business entity.

11. Other Information:

The Tamilandu government assisted CCD in organizing a exhibition and conference on
“development through business” theme at Kanyakumari where 45 community enterprises
displayed their products and spoke about it in December 2005. The National Rural Employment
Guarantee Act (NREGA) embodies similar spirit of self employment. The Ashoka awarded
Aharam concept with a fellowship and “Change makers” entry
(http://www.changemakers.net/journal/300508/displayfec.cfm?ID=76). The international labour
organization (ILO) is now supporting the skill training for Tsunami hit artisans.

12. Contact Information:

e Contact person(s) for the initiative - Mr. N. Muthu Velyudham, Managing Director, 18,
Kennet Cross Road, Ellis Nagar, Madurai city, PIN 625 010, Tamilnadu state, India. Tel:
91 452 2607762 , Fax: 2300 369 Email: aharam.co@gmail.com

e Contact person(s) for all partner groups- Farmers’ Federation- Ms. Bhuvana Kannan,
Thathankudi Agrakaram, Mangai Nalur, Myladuthurai town, Nagapattinam district,
Tamilnadu state, PIN 609404, Phone 91-4364-253868 , Email:
bhuvana_kannan2003@yahoo.com , Artisans’ Federation- Ms. M. P. Bala, St. Xaviers’
Church campus, Nagercoil town, Kanyakumari district, Tamilnadu state, PIN 629 001,
India, Phone: 91-94433-14305. Email: ccdnagercoil@gmail.com.

e Nominator- Mr. Utkarsh Ghate, Friend of CBOs, X-18, Chiatanya Nagari, Karve Road,
Warje, Pune city, Maharashtra state, PIN 41 052, India. Ph. +91-20-2523 1383. Fax:
2544 65 18. Email: utu000@gmail.com Website: www.ranwa.org

o Two referees: Mr. V. Dakshinamurthy, Small Grants officer, Wetlands International, 8/3,
Natesan Colony, Off C. V. Raman Rd., Alwarpet, Chennai city- PIN 600018, Tamilnadu
state, India, Tel: +91-44-52658238. Mobile: +91-98421-97483. Email:
dakshin_gandhigram@yahoo. com, Web: www.wetlands.org/tsunami.

Ms. Anupam Nidhi, Coordinator, LEAD India, B-10, First Floor, Greater Kailash
Enclave Part II, New Delhi city, PIN 110 048, India. Ph. 91-11-2922 5474/ 55 12. Fax:
2922 5791. Email: nidhi@leadindia.org. Web: www.leadindia.org.




