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Acknowlegement
of context
At the time of publication in May
2021, India is battling a second and
more dangerous wave of COVID-19.
The public health system has been
overwhelmed, crematoriums have
run out of space and there have
been nationwide shortages of
vaccines, oxygen and hospital beds.
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Restrictions and lockdowns are
continuing to change, but we
are mindfully adapting to these
conditions to protect the health
of our artisans and the extended
Bhikamkor community.
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We are doing everything in our
power to keep our staff safe and
healthy, and are honouring our
social responsibility to help limit
the spread of the virus. As such,
our whole embroidery team and
packing team are working from
home, while a small stitching team
has been working at the centre with
increased safety precautions.
We recognise that our partners
and clients are continuing to
contend with disruptions and great
uncertainty amid the ongoing
pandemic. At Saheli Women we
are doing all we can to ensure that

even during these difficult times,
our ability to fulfil orders for our
partners and clients can occur with
minimal disruption.
Several of our fashion partners
have recently begun working with
IPHD’s newest program, Thread
of Prosperity, to create their own
handloom fabrics which will be
transformed into garments through
Saheli Women. This project is
providing much needed financial
security for handloom weaving
communities in South India during
the second wave of COVID.
The lockdowns surrounding
the second wave have created
difficulties in finalising our financial
reports with our accountants. As
a result, this year’s financial report
will be released as a seperate
publication later in 2021, and will
be available from our website
(www.saheliwomen.com).
We want to once again express
our deepest appreciaton to our
partners for their continued
support and assistance during
these trying times, as we continue
to overcome the challenges posed
by COVID-19 together. Thank you.

Executive
summary

Some major fashion brands
and retailers have exacerbated
this disruption by cancelling
garment orders and refusing to
pay for orders already placed.
Subsequently, millions of garment
workers in countries like India,
Bangladesh and China have been
furloughed en-masse and factories
throughout the global South have
been abandoned. Within these
factories, piles of unpaid and
out-of-season stock have been
left for suppliers to destroy, with
little consideration for the social,
economical and environmental
impacts of such destruction.
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Women workers, who make up
approximately 80% of the global
garment workforce, are being
disproportionately affected by the
pandemic, and many pre-existing
inequalities and vulnerabilities have
been amplified as result.
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In contrast, our fashion partners
did not cancel or refuse to pay for
orders, unlike many major fashion
brands around the globe. This is
reflective of the level of respect and
reciprocity our fashion partners
share for the women who make
their clothes. It is also a testament
to the robustness of our sustainable
business model and the short
supply chain we work within.
In response to the initial
COVID-19 outbreak in India, a
21-day nationwide lockdown
was announced. As a result,
nearly all economic activity
and transportation was halted,
borders were sealed and the
Saheli Women’s centre closed its
doors. With the exception of the
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The COVID-19 pandemic has
created disruption throughout
global garment supply chains,
leading to falls in consumer
demand, factory closures and
supply chain bottle necks.

initial lockdown period, we have
continued to produce garments for
our international partners for the
majority of the 2020-21 period.
Saheli Women has managed to
not only withstand disruption, but
to grow significantly throughout
the last year. We have established
new partnerships with international
fashion brands and employed 12
more women through our fashion
atelier. We have also built a larger
workshop space which has enabled
us to improve social distancing
within the centre. Post-pandemic,
this will allow us to hire more
artisans and increase production
capacity, extending our impact
to more women in the Bhikamkor
community.
Unfortunately, the pandemic has
led to the temporary closure of the
health clinic and girls education
programs in the village which are
run by our parent organisation,
The Institute for Philanthropy and
Humanitarian Development (IPHD).
These programs have significant
positive impacts throughout the
community, and the resumption

of these programs will be a key
priority for IPHD once it is safe
to do so.
Over the last 12 months, the
majority of our artisans have
become the sole income earners
for their families; a role that has
come with great pride, but also
added pressure. Rukiya, one of our
artisans, spoke to us about her
experiences of the last year and the
impact her work at Saheli Women
has had on her family:
“Due to COVID, my husband has
not been earning for the last five
months. If I had not been earning
in that time, our situation would
have been really bad. But during
these five months I didn’t need to
ask anyone for money and I feel so
much dignity because I can handle
the expenses of my home.”
As we respond to the ongoing
impacts of the pandemic, we are
committed to producing highquality garments for our partners
while ensuring the safety, wellbeing,
and prosperity of our artisans and
the wider community.
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When I started working in
Bhikamkor six years ago, I did
not know if we would have much
success, but I had complete trust
in the village community and
the community development
processes I hoped to use.
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I started the Saheli Women’s centre
through my initial organisation,
the Institute for Philanthropy and
Humanitarian Development (IPHD),
with a group of five women in
a 10x10m office space, and with
a budget of 10,000Rs ($136). This
initial budget was used to provide
skills development training in
embroidery.
During the very first training
sessions, I met an amazing women
named Rukiya. Throughout the
process, I noticed that she was
participating in every single group
meeting. Gradually, she became a
spokesperson for the group, often
speaking up on behalf of other
women who did not yet have the
confidence to voice their own
concerns or put forward ideas.
During this time, it was Rukiya who

told me that if I really wanted to
improve the women’s situation in
the village, I must provide them with
a livelihood.
Likewise, I met several other
women in the village who were
also very inspiring, but due to the
disadvantages they faced, they
could not achieve much. Still, it
was clear they had dreams to fly.
These women helped me envision
the bigger picture and we decided
to find a way to sell our art and
ethical fashion garments in the
international markets.
It was difficult to find clients in the
Western market in the beginning,
as expectations were so high
regarding embroidery and garment
quality. However, this initial pressure
encouraged us to work even harder,
to learn how to create high-quality
garments.
Many of the ladies at Saheli Women
have had very little access to a
formal education, but they have
naturally understood the nature of
garments and they have mastered
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The journey:
Reflections from
our founder

“When women gain
access to information,
tools and resources,
they gain a sense of
power which they
use to lift up those
around them.”
the language of their trade. From
the simple to the complex, nothing
is a challenge for them now.
Sometimes, people ask me why we
work only with women. It is globally
recognised that when money
flows into the hands of women,
they spend it on nutritious food,
healthcare, and on the education
of their children. They direct it into
their families and communities,
aiding them to progressively move
out of poverty, and the positive
effects of this spread well beyond
their immediate circle.
At Saheli Women, we have seen this
in action many times. When women

gain access to information, tools
and resources, they gain a sense
of power which they use to lift up
those around them. It all begins
with women sharing their journeys
with one another.
This is why we started hosting more
group meetings in our centre on a
range of topics such as financial
literacy and reproductive health
education. At the end of these
meetings, our participants would
also receive reusable menstrual
hygiene packs. I have found that
these group meetings create a
sense of oneness, which allows
other women to come and share
their issues with the group without
fear or hesitation.
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Through Saheli Women, we have
seen tremendous improvements in
family disputes and relationships, in
particular with the level of respect
that mother-in-laws have gained
for their daughter-in-laws who work
at the centre. At the same time,
we still face some resistance in
the village from men who are not
allowing their wives to come and
work at the centre. However, we are
dedicated to our goal of female
empowerment and continue to

connect with the village community
in order to demonstrate the value
of working with us.
Throughout our five-year-long
journey we have been priveleged to
connect with amazing international
clients who truly value sustainable
fashion supply chains and the
women who work within them.
Today we have a team of 50
women working both part-time and
full-time in the centre, and there
are always new women joining us
through the Skills Development
Training Program.
We are extremely proud to be
leaders in sustainable and ethical
fashion production and to witness
first-hand how our women have
been able to change their lives
through sustainable fashion. They
can achieve anything for their
families and children now.
This past year, COVID-19 has posed
many challenges for us. This has
included, but is not limited to
job loss and sickness within our
families, lock downs, transportation
restrictions, fabric shortages, school
closures, and production and
delivery delays.

Regardless of these challenges, our
‘women of the desert’ are resilient
and committed to tackling any
obstacles that come their way.
Though times are difficult now, we
know that this will also pass and we
are dedicated to supporting each
other throughout this journey.
In the midst of this crisis, many of
our women have become the main
income earners of their families.
As such, it is imperative that we
continue with our work and are
able to keep producing garments
for our parters.
This is not just about creating
clothes but rather about continuing
to share our cultural heritage
and our beautiful crafts, while
cultivating harmony and humility
throughout each thread we weave
together.

Madhu Vaishnav
Founder and director
IPHD & Saheli Women
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Saheli Women
overview
Saheli Women is a social enterprise and fashion atelier based in the Rajasthani village of Bhikamkor.
We aim to empower women through skills development and the creation of meaningful livelihood
opportunities. This is achieved by partnering with international fashion brands to produce garments,
accessories and home wares. Our approach is centred around sustainability, transparency, and the
advancement of women’s empowerment.

Saheli Women was founded in 2015

flexible working options. In

money to save, send their children

Humanitarian Development (IPHD)

Women, IPHD sponsors the

independent. We work with all
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by the Institute for Philanthropy and
with five women. Since then, we

have proudly grown into a team of
fifty highly skilled female artisans.
Our artisans are trained in

traditional and modern craft skill
techniques such as embroidery,
stitching, and sewing. Through

Saheli Women

education of our artisans’

daughters, operates the only

female health clinic in the village,

and provides workshops on a broad
range of topics such as human

rights, feminism, menstrual hygiene,
health, and financial literacy.

to school, and become financially
women, regardless of caste and
religious boundary. With this

humanitarian mindset, we hope

to inspire brands and producers

alike worldwide to reflect on their

own manufacturing methods and
recognise the need for change.

their work with Saheli Women, our

Currently, Saheli Women is the

MISSION

wages, health insurance coverage,

Working here is one of the only ways

Our mission is to create employment

community and neighbouring

fashion manufacturing so they can

artisans are provided with fair
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addition to managing Saheli

and a safe work environment free
from gender, religious and caste
discrimination. Furthermore, we

provide on-site childcare support

for women who require it, and offer

commerce centre of the village.

for women in both the Bhikamkor
villages to earn money. Beyond

this, by working in our studio the
ladies are able to earn enough

opportunities for women in ethical

derive a sustainable livelihood that
benefits themselves, their families
and their communities.

OUR PHILOSOPHY

OUR SUSTAINABILITY COMMITMENT

We view sustainability as a moral
responsibility and are inspired by

Saheli Women adopts a holistic approach to sustainability,

as such we are committed to

sustainability should be prioritised from the production phase

modelled on the concept of circular supply chains. We believe

circular and ethical supply chains,

through to consumption, and our partnerships with conscious

production processes that work

and sustainable fashion brands play a pivotal role in the

in harmony with the environment.

realisation of this.

Furthermore we are committed to
contributing to the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals,

The Sustainability Roadmap section of this report explores our

We follow a social enterprise

OUR ETHICAL COMMITMENT

to pay our fixed costs and

Our promise to our partners and our beneficiaries is built on

the additional funds back into

objective, we are committed to the following fair trade principles

programs of our parent

Initiative’s Code of Conduct:

sustainability commitments in greater detail.

while treating all workers fairly.

structure, using revenue generated

the principles of fairness and non-exploitation. To achieve this

workers salaries, and committing

which are derived from the United Nation’s Ethical Fashion

the community development
organisation, IPHD.

• employment is freely chosen

HOW WE WORK

• f reedom of association is respected

•w
 orking conditions are safe and hygienic
• child labor is not allowed

Products made by Saheli Women

• a fair wage is paid

are designed and sold by our

• discrimination is prohibited

partners all around the world. We

• regular employment is provided

are grateful to work with numerous

• no harsh or inhumane treatment

luxury ethical fashion houses and

•w
 orking hours are not excessive and women

designers from countries such as

can design their own working schedule

the UK, the Netherlands, Germany,
Australia, and the USA.

We offer assistance in sourcing

local Indian fabrics and trimmings

including organic cotton, vegetabledyed cotton, block printed textiles,
ahimsa silk, and satin. We then

work with our partners to create

designs to their specifications, and
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full production. As partners are not

always able to be in India to directly
participate in production, we

communicate regularly throughout
the process to ensure they are
deeply involved and able to
provide feedback.

Quality underpins every part of our

process. Every article we produce is

thoroughly inspected by our Quality
Assurance Team — which includes
two female managers in the

village — to ensure that consistently
excellent quality is maintained.
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prepare samples before beginning

Institute for Philanthropy and
Humanitarian Development
The Institute for Philanthropy
and Humanitarian Development
(IPHD) is a non-profit organisation
based in Jodhpur, Rajasthan. It
was founded in 2014 by Jodhpur
native Madhu Vaishnav, with
the intention of supporting
community development through
female empowerment.
IPHD’s philosophy is built around
sustainability and as a result,
every aspect of the organisation
is designed consciously and with
growth in mind. IPHD’s existing
programs have been developed in
response to needs identified by the

women of Bhikamkor — the primary
village where the organisation
works.

building relationships with Indian
handloom weavers, to nurture and
preserve this fading artisanal craft.

In addition to these programs,
IPHD offers experiential learning
internships to international
university students. Previous
internships have led to garment
producer partnerships with Saheli
Women, and the realisation of
the Girls’ Education Program and
Female Health Program.

By fostering these direct
relationships with raw fabric
producers, IPHD will enable even
greater creativity, sustainability,
transparency and accountability
throughout the entire Saheli
Women fashion production supply
chain, and extend economic
benefits into further communities.

In 2021, IPHD is introducing a fifth
program, Thread of Prosperity.
Through this new program, IPHD is

IPHD contributes to rural
community development through
four main programs:

Skills Development

Saheli Women

IPHD founded the Skills Development Program in
2015, to provide financial literacy, skills training,
and employment opportunities to women within
IPHDs adopted village, Bhikamkor. Within this
program women are trained in both traditional
and modern craft skills and techniques such as
embroidery, stitching, sewing and other artwork
for clothing.

Saheli Women is a social enterprise and fashion
atelier which was founded by IPHD in 2015. Saheli
Women partners with international fashion
brands to create ethical and sustainable
garments and accessories. These partnerships
provide livelihood opportunities and economic
empowerment to the women of Bhikamkor.

Saheli Women
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At the completion of the Skills Development
Program, participants are offered employment
with Saheli Women.
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Saheli, the Hindi word for “female friend”, reflects
IPHD’s enthusiasm for empowering women
through economic self-sufficiency. Saheli
Women consists of 50 highly skilled artisans, who
breathe life into the dreams and designs of their
international partners.

Girls Education

Female Health

IPHD introduced the Girls Education Program in 2016,
to address the education gender gap in Bhikamkor.
The program aims to improve access to high-quality
education for all girls in the village. To achieve this,
IPHD employs two outreach workers, a teacher,
librarian and a school transportation driver to address
the barriers that prevent girls from attending school.

IPHD opened Bhikamkor’s first and only female health
centre in 2017. It offers free appointments, twice a
month, with a gynaecologist and is supported by
IPHD’s health outreach team.

Additional educational workshops have been
organised through the Girls Education Program,
providing information on human rights, feminism,
finances and inequality.

Prior to the clinic’s opening, the adolescent girls
and women of Bhikamkor did not have access to
a health physician to address their menstrual and
reproductive health needs.

Photo: Tulasii/Natalie Bannister

Responding to the
COVID-19 crisis
In late March 2020, the Indian government announced a 21-day nationwide lockdown in an attempt to

combat the rapidly escalating COVID-19 crisis. As a result, nearly all economic activity and transportation

Saheli Women
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was halted, borders were sealed, and the Saheli Women’s centre closed its doors.
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With stay-at-home orders in
force across the region, IPHD staff
were initially unable to travel to
the village to support our women;
many of whom shared their
confusion and fear with us via
phone calls from their homes.

was granted within days, and we
we able to leap into action.

“I was very scared about the
situation and what might happen
next. I worried about what would
happen to our income, our
children, and our house. I had
some money saved, but I was
anxious about what we would
do after it was gone.”

We first focused on identifying
and responding to the immediate
needs of our women. Due to the
suddenness of the lockdown, food
shops and ATMs in the village
had been quickly emptied. As a
result, groceries and essential
supplies were the most pressing
needs facing our women, followed
by access to cash. Many of our
women have savings in the form
of gold and silver, which they were
unable to sell at this time.

IPHD sought an exemption from
the local government in order to
travel to Bhikamkor to provide
assistance. Thankfully a travel pass

IPHD purchased essential groceries
in bulk and hired a small truck to
transport the goods to Bhikamkor,
as well as distributing emergency
cash to the women. This assistance

— Santu, Saheli Women artisan

was provided as a donation to
the women, so they could support
themselves and their families.
With their immediate needs met,
we began to tackle the larger
issue of providing our women with
ongoing work despite the closure of
the centre.
“After a few weeks, it was very clear
that we needed to find a way to
have some work for the ladies. We
need to build this business again,
which took us five years to build.”
— Madhu, Saheli Women founder

Historically, Saheli Women has
not received donations, so our
financial health depends on our
business activities — producing
garments for our fashion partners.

However, during the initial stages
of COVID-19, many of those
partners were also facing their own
challenges due to the effects of the
pandemic on their own businesses.
Despite facing their own difficulties
at home, our partners came
together with us on a Zoom call to
discuss our shared challenges, and
explore ways in which we could
continue to produce work for them
during the pandemic in order to
provide our women with ongoing
income.
We are grateful to all our partners
for their time, advice, patience,
and incredible support during this
period.
As a result of this problem-solving
session, our women were able to
begin producing garments again
from the safety of their homes,
albeit with limited capacity. Rukiya,
Saheli Women’s manager, learnt
to cut fabric patterns via phone
calls with our Master tailor, which
she then delivered to the women
in their homes along with the
necessary tools and materials.

Saheli Women
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Two of our partners, Mountain
& Moon and Devï provided a

significant amount of stitching and
embroidery orders during this time.
Tulasii, another of our partners,
created opportunities for our
women to create designs of their
own choosing on leftover fabrics
which were turned into cushion
covers. Zazi Vintage also placed
orders during this period to create
a range of dresses.
“For this co-creation, we asked
all the women that we have been
working with for years to name
which elements of nature they
connect to. A number of videos
arrived from the village with stories
of butterflies, marigold flowers and
chilis. We realised that this had
to be made into a print. Working
with the Indian heritage block print
technique, we are bringing the
voices of our makers and the way
they relate to the natural world
into a summer dress ready for
adventures in the wild.”
— Zazi Vintage, fashion partner

“With fabric shortages a massive
issue right across India at this
time, we used dead-stock fabric
from leftover materials in the Saheli
Women storehouse and tasked
the Saheli Women to design their
own embroidery work to feature

on each cushion, giving them not
only complete creative control over
the collection, but some financial
security in those dark days.”
— Tulasii, fashion partner

With the support of our partners, our
women were able to continue to
earn an income from the safety of
their homes throughout lockdown.
In May 2020, we were able re-open
the centre to our staff at a reduced
capacity of 30%. Due to the nature
of the work, our embroidery and
packing team could easily continue
their work from the safety of their
homes, while our stitching team
were the first to return to working at
the centre.
During this period we had frequent
visits from government health
officials to observe that all COVID
safety protocols were being
followed. Because of our careful
adherence to these protocols, we
were able to reopen fully to our
staff in June.
We have implemented a range of
safety measures to ensure that
the centre remains a COVID-safe
workplace for all. This includes
the use of masks, regular handwashing, and social distancing.

“During the
lockdown I had
the embroidery
work I could
still do from my
home. When
many others were
struggling, I was
OK because of this
job. I was able to
feed my children...”
— Shobha,
Saheli Women artisan

Photo: Transcend
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We also built a significantly larger
workshop space during the
second half of 2020, which has
enabled us to provide sociallydistanced workspaces for all staff.
Furthermore, we have continued
to offer decentralised work
opportunities for women who wish
to continue working safely from
their homes.
To improve the safety of the wider
Bhikamkor community, our women
produced face masks from deadstock fabric and surplus materials,
which they distributed throughout
their village. Around 2000 masks
were made and donated through
personal networks and markets.
Previously, IPHD’s Female Health
Program and Girls Education
Program were accessible to the
wider Bhikamkor community —
both have been heavily impacted

by lockdowns and restrictions.
Prior to COVID, 85 local girls from
the region had been successfully
enrolled into schools through the
Girls Education Program. Their
re-engagement is a high priority
pending the re-opening of schools.
Furthermore, health and female
empowerment workshops, and
financial literacy classes were also
regularly offered through the Saheli
Women’s centre. These have all
been postponed until such a time
that we are confident that we can
ensure the safety of participants.
The Saheli Women Program has
managed to not only withstand
COVID-19 disruptions, but to grow
significantly throughout this past
year. We have established new
partnerships with international
fashion brands and employed
12 more women through our
fashion atelier.

Our fashion partners did not cancel
orders, nor refuse to pay for orders
already placed. With the exception
of the initial lockdown period,
we have continued to produce
garments for our international
partners for the majority of the
pandemic period.
Over the last 12 months, these
orders have helped us withstand
closure, whilst providing much
needed financial security to our
artisans during this very difficult
year. As a result of this work, many
of whom have become the sole
income earners of their families, a
role that has come with great pride.
“During this time, many men do not
have a job. Saheli women can fulfil
the financial needs of their families
and that’s how we all prosper — as
a happy family.”
— Dhapu, Saheli Women artisan

Photo: Saheli Women

Reflections from
our artisans

Rukiya works on an
embroidery piece at
the Saheli Women
centre in Bhikamkor.

Saheli Women
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Rukiya
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Rukiya is the manager of the Saheli
Women’s centre and a mother of
four. During 2020 she managed not
only the centre, but also her whole
household, as her husband was
affected by COVID-19 and could
not work. Rukiya is proud that she
has been able to support her family
during this time.
“Due to COVID, my husband has
not been earning for the last five
months. If I had not been earning
in that time, our situation would
have been really bad. But during
these five months I didn’t need to
ask anyone for money and I feel so
much dignity because I can handle
the expenses of my home. I’m
able to take care of everything
by myself.”
Through a smartphone, Rukiya
was able to manage the centre

despite India’s strict lockdowns.
Rukiya was able to create fabric
patterns with Master Ji’s guidance
through WhatsApp, which she then
distributed to the women who were
working from home.
Even before the coronavirus
hit, Rukiya’s income was
supplementing her husband’s. It
had enabled her to purchase a
washing machine and a water
pump for their home.
“Previously, I had to carry water on
my head and wash everything by
hand. Now, I save so much time.
I have also been able to build a
proper floor in my home.”
Though 2020 was a difficult year,
Rukiya feels positive about the
changes she can see taking place
in her village, and in the lives of the

“I feel so much dignity
because I can handle
the expenses of my
home. I’m able to take
care of everything
by myself.”
women she works with. Rukiya says
the women are more empowered
and financially independent.
“If there is anything they need, now
they can buy it. They can go to
social events such as weddings and
festivals without worrying about
the expenses. The money-spending
capacity in our village is bigger now
and that flows on into the entire
community”.

Shobha
Shobha is the assistant manager
of Saheli Women. She is a master
embroiderer, a single parent, and a
Dalit (‘untouchable’ caste) woman.
Shobha never had the opportunity
to attend school and was married
when she was 14 years old.
As a result, when she first came to
the centre five years ago, she felt
like she lacked any vocational skills.
”I did not know anything when I
started with Saheli Women, I had
to learn everything from scratch,
but I now teach the other ladies
embroidery design processes and I
feel that I am an important asset to
the centre.”
Thanks to her work at Saheli
Women, Shobha was able to
financially support her family
throughout the pandemic,
continuing her embroidery work
from her home during local

COVID lockdowns. Shobha feels
proud of herself and her financial
independence during this difficult
time:
“I am a hardworking woman. I
did not need to beg to anyone
for support. I was able to feed my
children as well as supporting my
father and my brother’s family, all
without needing to borrow money.”

Though it was a difficult year,
Shobha doesn’t consider it all
negative. During 2020, Saheli
Women provided support so she
could build her own home in the
village, which removed further
stigma and worries from her life.

Shobha feels optimistic about
her future and certain that her
daughters will not experience the
same difficulties she has.
“I am very committed to
my daughters receiving an
education. I will send them
to school for as long as
they want and will not do a
forced marriage with them.
I would also love to teach
them embroidery, but they
are not interested for now.”

Santu

Saheli Women
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Besides being an experienced
and skilled artisan, Santu is also a
respected member of our stitching
team. Before joining Saheli Women,
she was a home-worker, creating
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garments for large producers. In
that role, her wages were low and
work was inconsistent and she
regularly felt uncertain about her
future. Santu explains that those
feelings came back during the
COVID-19 lockdown period:
”I was very scared about the
situation and what would happen
next — what would happen to our
income, our children and house. I
had some savings, but I was
worried about what would we
do after they finish, and if Saheli
Women shut down”.
Fortunately, Saheli Women
continued to receive orders
throughout the majority of
the year and Santu was able

to financially support her family
through the difficult months when
her husband was unable to work.
Santu and her husband have both
been working again during the last
six months, so she is happy with her
situation again and is feeling more
secure that things are going back
to normal.
”I am so grateful to have my
husbands support, in a country
where I can see so many men in
the community who are so
dominating. He is very proud of me.
He supports me, and I have been
able to support him too. We don’t
want a lot of money, enough to
educate our children. We just want
a happy life together”.

Illustrated portraits: Carolina Abalos

Arndi
Arndi is one of the newest members
at Saheli Women, having recently
completed the Skills Development
Program with Rukiya.
She heard about Saheli Women
through a friend and joined to
assist her husband with their family
finances, as his mining work has
been disrupted by the pandemic.
Previously, situational barriers have
kept Arndi from accessing more than
6 months of schooling throughout

her life. However, she has been quick
to learn new skills at Saheli Women.
With guidance and support from all
the ladies, she hopes to become and
expert stitcher.
“I walk through the desert to come to
Saheli Women. Sometimes it makes
me feel faint as it is far to come,
but if I don’t come, what is there
to do? I sit at home and sleep and
gossip. But when I’m here, there is no
gossip: I work, I make jokes, I have a
community and an income”.

Dhapu
“I have changed so
much in my life since
joining Saheli Women.
I earn my own money,
I take care of my
health, I do not have
to beg for food, and
all the ladies in my
house earn their
own money”.

Dhapu is highly skilled at creating
tassels and pom-poms, beadwork
and embroidery. The widowed
mother of three was one of the first
ladies to join Saheli Women, having
found the centre six years ago by
chance when walking by.

Saheli Women
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Previous to joining Saheli Women,
she worked several manual labour
jobs to support her family. Carrying
stones all day on construction sites
left her body exhausted and her
clothing dirty.
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“When I first met Madhu, my clothes
were dirty and I had holes in my
dupata [scarf]. She gave me soap
and told me all about her women’s
empowerment plans. I liked the
way she spoke about the problems
ladies face here, so I returned to the
centre the very next day looking so
fresh and clean. I loved so much
having soap and going to the
centre where there was so many
women in one place, it was all so
refreshing for me”.
Dhapu has become a strong
advocate for women’s
empowerment and girl’s education
in her village, assisting with both

the Girl’s Education Program and
Female Health Program. Dhapu
is financially independent now
and has encouraged all three of
her daughters-in-law to join the
centre so they can be independent
too. She has taught her sons that
families prosper when men and
women have shared roles.
”I have changed so much in my life
since joining Saheli Women. I earn
my own money, I take care of my
health, I do not have to beg for food,
and all the ladies in my house earn
their own money”.

Illustrated portraits: Carolina Abalos & Chelsea Ripper
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2000+
hand-made
face masks
distributed to the
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didn’t need to
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emergency
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100%
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proud of the
work they do
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87%

of Saheli Women staff
are their family’s

sole income
provider

100%

of our staff say that

educating all
their children

is important to them

“Before joining Saheli Women
I was sad all the time and felt
very vulnerable. Now I
demand respect
for myself and
my children... It is
very important
for women to
become financially
independent, that is
how I see women’s
empowerment”.
— Sharmili
Saheli Women artisan

Illustrated portrait: Carolina Abalos
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Photo: Zazi Vintage

Reflections from
our partners
While many larger brands were cancelling orders, our fashion partners rallied to support us through what would
otherwise have been an even more difficult and uncertain time. We asked some of our partners to reflect on
their experience of working with Saheli Women throughout the COVID-19 period.
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story proudly weaving its way
into our community.
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“For four years we have been
collaborating with the social
enterprise Saheli Women — a
grassroots initiative by Madhu
Vaishnav to use fashion as a tool
for change. It is from these women
that the garments we sell get
their spark.
The summer after COVID hit we
did not have a fashion campaign,
our delivery was three months
late, and we could only offer
dresses that were drawn on
pre-order to our Zazi community.
Throughout this period, we
communicated with transparency
and were grateful to receive
continued support and orders.
We feel the presence of the Saheli
Women through every stitch. Their

We connected with Madhu daily
during COVID, and spoke often
about the challenges of the
lockdown and her tireless work
to ensure the wellbeing of her
community. We are so proud to be
her partner.
Saheli women is our longest partner
and this year we took a different
angle on our summer dresses. For
this co-creation, we asked all the
women that we have been working
with for years to name which
elements of nature they connect to.
A number of videos arrived from
the village with stories of butterflies,
marigold flowers and chilis when
we realised that this had to be
made into a print. Working with
the Indian heritage block print
technique, we are bringing the

voices of our makers and the way
they relate to the natural world
into a summer dress ready for
adventures in the wild.”

the collection, but some financial
security in those challenging days.
“In the last year our business,
Tulasii, has had to make vast and
sweeping changes to the way in
which we work with our supplier
in India, particularly with Saheli
Women who were hit so hard when
COVID-19 shutdowns started to roll
out across India.
Our response to this crisis was to
implement a range of embroidered
block print cushions that could
enable the women to work from
the safety of their homes instead
of the Saheli Centre, which was
forced into temporary closure
when COVID-19 lockdown arrived in
Bhikamkor.

Saheli Women
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With fabric shortages a massive
issue right across India at this
time, we used dead-stock fabric
from leftover materials in the Saheli
Women storehouse and tasked
the Saheli Women to design their
own embroidery work to feature on
each cushion. This gave them not
only complete creative control over
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Our experience of working with
Saheli Women during this time
was inspiring and bonding. It
was a real team effort; working
remotely with Madhu and the
team by WhatsApp when we could
not be in India ourselves, as well
as communicating with a group
of other international designers
working with Saheli Women.
All of us worked together to ensure
each of us could contribute in
new and innovative ways and
use the little resources available
during lockdown to ensure that
the women and their families
could earn a living wage while they
waited for the pandemic to end.
We are now finding that our
business is once again coming
back to life, as the more severe
impacts of COVID-19 shutdowns
begin to ease. We are committed
to continuing our work with Saheli
Women in 2021 with new designs for
our loungewear collections.”

“...we used dead-stock
fabric from leftover
materials in the Saheli
Women storehouse
and tasked the Saheli
women to design
their own embroidery
work to feature on
each cushion.”

“Transcend is a women’s lifestyle
brand focused on art, ethics and
sustainability that launched in
2020. Saheli women is the first
artisan community in India that we
partnered with to create masks
with hand embroidery and block
prints on sustainable fabrics.
Partnering with the Saheli Women
was a natural fit because of their
commitment to the same values of
sustainability and ethical practices
that Transcend is deeply rooted in.
Our customers rave about the
vibrant hand-embroidery that
brings joy to their days despite the
challenges of a pandemic. It has
been a pleasure to get to know this
tight knit group of women and we
are excited to collaborate in 2021 to
create beautiful dresses together.

Even though I haven’t met Madhu
and the Saheli women in person,
it feels like I already know them. I
hope to travel to India this year to
meet the incredibly talented team
of women.
Saheli Women is the embodiment
of how a whole community benefits
when women chase their dreams
and live their full potential. India’s

lockdown initially resulted in the
temporary closure of the centre,
but Madhu’s non-profit, IPHD
continued to support the artisans
with food supplies and cash.
Employment at Saheli Women is
the only source of income for the
women at the rural atelier and we
are thrilled to work with partners
who support and take care of
their workers.”

“People are also more
interested in the story
behind their products
and how they are
being made now.”

“When the whole pandemic started
I thought it would be a catastrophe
and we’d have to close down our
business, but actually the contrary
has happened.

again with Saheli Women. Their
ability to adapt resulted in the
stitching and sewing work being
delivered to the women at their
homes.

In the last 6 months our business
has grown tremendously, as lots
of people have become more
aware of sustainable fashion
and sustainable alternatives. The
demand for this has risen as a
result of the pandemic, as many
supply chains throughout big
companies have collapsed.
This has revealed just how
unsustainable and un-transparent
most fashion supply chains are.
People are also more interested in
the story behind their products and
how they are being made now.

Saheli Women
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Due to our short supply chain, we
were able to adapt really quickly to
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the situation, while bigger brands
with scattered supply chains were
not able to do so. This short supply
chain also enabled me to speak
regularly with Madhu throughout
lockdowns and restrictions, and
within two weeks of India’s initial
lockdown we were able to produce

The pandemic has made the bond
between the producers and the
ladies even stronger, I feel so much
more connected to Saheli Women
now and I have appreciated so
much witnessing the empowering
aspects of this project throughout
this process.
The pandemic brought into the
spotlight that when we all support
each other, you can get far doing
ethical and honest business.”

“In the short-term, Manimekala
has not suffered as badly as other
bigger and “non ethical” businesses,
and I believe that in the longterm, we will benefit more. The
issues cased by COVID-19 have
increased consumer awareness
of supply chains, and customers
are increasingly interested in
responsible brands and products,
including ethical fashion.
Saheli has just finishing our first
production round when India
locked down in March, so products
that we expected in April were
delayed. We didn’t know when they
would arrive so had to completely
re-plan our summer collection.
We made a small collection with
fabrics we already had, while also
under strict lockdown in the UK.
It has been a very unstable year, so
I have had to pause or completely

change many planned projects. I
had planned to visit India to source
social enterprise textile suppliers
for more production with Saheli but
that was (and still is) impossible
due to travel restrictions.
The regulations in the UK are
constantly changing so it is very
difficult to plan for the future. We
are doing more made-to-order

in-house, which easier to manage
for now.
Our production delivery was
delayed, but that was due to
lockdown delaying international
shipments, and not the fault of
Saheli. We made sure not to cancel
any supplier orders but we were
also not in a position to place
new orders.”

Some of our team working
together at the Saheli Women
centre in Bhikamkor during a
pre-pandemic partner visit.
Photo: Tulasii/Natalie Bannister
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Zazi photo
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Chaos & Colour

Conscious
Co-creations
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Shaanti

Dusk & Lou

Eastern Soul

Transparency, trust, and strong communication with
our fashion partners have been crucial to our ability
to adapt and co-create together during the everchanging COVID-19 crisis. Our artisans are extremely
proud of the work they have created this past year in
collaboration with our international fashion partners
— here’s a taste of what we’ve achieved!

Savà
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Mountain & Moon

Lekha
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Alissi

Suroh Originals
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The Fox & The Mermaid

Suri

Saheli Women

Tassel Tales

Financial snapshot
The following graph depicts a
breakdown of our expenditure
during 2020. Due to delays caused
by the second wave of COVID-19
in India, our 2021 financial report
results have not been finalised
and we are currently unable to
provide a detailed, accurate
breakdown of our complete
financial performance over the
last 12 months.

A comprehensive report covering
the 2020/2021 period will be
published later in 2021.
Saheli Women operates under
a social enterprise model. After
paying our artisans’ salaries and
other costs associated with running
the business, the remaining profit
is then reinvested into growing the
business and expanding IPHD’s
community development programs.

Transparency and accountability
is extremely important to us, and
we apologise for the delay in
publishing a full finiancial report.

Over the last 12 months, COVID-19
has significantly impacted the
delivery of these community

development programs. In previous
years, profits were invested into
IPHD’s girls education and female
health programs, but during much
of this reporting period, lockdowns
and health concerns made it
necessary to temporarily suspend
these activities.
Instead, this year we have invested
in expanding our centre’s workshop
space to accommodate additional
staff and allow for future growth.
The new workspace has also
enabled improved social distancing
for our artisans.

Expenditure to 31 March 2021

Administration
₹2,037,453

Raw materials
₹2,037,453

Salaries
₹2,037,453

Ad
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Ra

Sa
Health & clinic
₹51,048

Saheli Women

Saheli women expenses
₹2,037,453

Girls education program
₹414,790
Saheli Centre maintenance
& running costs
₹551,622

Ce

Gir

He

Sa
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Photo: Tulasii/Natalie Bannister

“Before I joined Saheli
Women, Madhu used to
come to my home and talk
to my husband, she would
advocate for my daughter’s
education and for me to
work full-time.
Today I am a full-time
employee of Saheli Women
and my daughter will
finish her school education
soon. I am feeling happy
and my life is very
comfortable compared
to four years ago”.

Saheli Women
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— Bhawari Devi
Saheli Women artisan
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Sustainability
roadmap
Saheli Women’s
primary goal is to
provide economic
empowerment and
livelihood opportunities
to women in Bhikamkor.
Alongside our primary
goal, we strive to
achieve sustainability
throughout all of our
production processes.
In order to realise these
goals, we focus on
three main facets of
sustainability within
Saheli Women: Economic,
environmental, and
social.

Economic sustainability

Saheli Women
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Saheli Women was founded in
2015 with five staff members
and has now grown into a team
of more than 50 women. This
growth has enabled us to provide
high-quality training programs
and offer valuable employment
opportunities to some of the
most disadvantaged women of
Bhikamkor.
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This work has transformed our
women’s financial stability
and security to the extent that
many have now become the
main income-earners of their
households.
Saheli Women is dedicated to
providing a safe and inclusive
work environment that fosters
happiness, while guaranteeing
fair working conditions and living
wages.
Financial stability ensures our
women are able to dedicate
themselves to developing and
refining their skills, capacities,

and creativity. It also ensures our
brand partners receive high quality
products that have been produced
ethically with pride and attention
to detail.
Except for the initial stages of
state-wide COVID lockdowns,
Saheli Women has continued to
produce garments for the majority
of 2020/2021, albeit with strict health
and safety protocols in place.
Outside of lockdowns, we have also
been able to offer decentralised
work opportunities for women who
wished to work from home as a
safety precaution.

Environmental
sustainability
Saheli Women strives to create
garments through efficient
methods that avoid causing harm
to the natural environment. More
than half of the raw materials
we work with are either recycled,
up-cycled or dead-stock fabrics.
During production we only work
with natural dyes — the use of any
chemical dye is strictly prohibited

to ensure the protection of our
local environment, and to avoid
contributing to the demand for
toxic dyes. We are also committed
to minimising the use of plastics
throughout production; we use
either shell or coconut buttons on
garments instead of plastic, and
create packaging for our garments
with unbleached cotton or recycled
saris. These bags are also hand
embroidered with our partners
brand names on request.
Finally, any remaining cloth which
is not used on garments is made
available to the women to use in
their own lives. This left-over fabric
has been used by the women to
create their own bedding, rugs,
pillows, and clothing for their
children. During the pandemic, the
women decided to use left-over
fabric to create around 2000 face
masks which they distributed for
free throughout the Bhikamkor
community.
Finally, we partner only with brands
that share our core values of
sustainability, and place it at the
centre of their business.

Social sustainability
Saheli Women acts in accordance
with the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals, with a
particular focus on women’s
empowerment. Fashion production
is our chosen vehicle for change
due mainly to the complementary
skills that already existed within the
village of Bhikamkor. We provide
economic opportunities, education,
access to healthcare and a
support network to the women
of our fashion atelier, with the
ongoing support of our managing
organisation, IPHD.
Saheli Women seeks to eliminate
barriers that may prevent women
from working with us. We identified
childcare to be one such barrier
and now offer care through an
on-site children’s centre. As a result,
our women are able to bring their
young children to work with them,
which has removed a significant
obstacle to work that mothers were
facing — especially those with very
young children.
Through our programs, we have
challenged gender norms in the
community where we work, created
significant and lasting change

energy to power the production of
all our garments by the end of 2021.
We aim to achieve this through
the installation of a solar energy
system at the Saheli Women’s
centre.
By the end of 2021, we aim to have
trained an additional 20 women
in natural dying, hand embroidery
and stitching.

Arndi holds some clothing she made for her
children using off-cuts from the production
of Zazi Vintage summer dresses.

in the lives of our workers, and
continue to strive for the further
empowerment of all local women
and their families.

Future Goals
We are proud of Saheli Women and
the work we have achieved thus
far. However, we still recognise that
there is room for improvement,
and we continue to plan for further
impact and growth.
In regards to our sustainability
efforts and environmental impact,
our next goal is to transition to solar

Saheli Women
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Our approach
to sustainable
production
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Saheli Women adopts
a holistic approach to
sustainability which is
modelled on the concept
of circular supply chains.
We believe sustainability
should be prioritised from
the production phase
through to consumption
and our partnerships
with conscious and
sustainable fashion
brands play a pivotal
role in the realisation
of this.

Additionally, IPHD is developing
a new program — Thread of
Prosperity — which will provide our
fashion partners with the ability
to co-create their own beautiful
heirloom fabrics in partnership
with traditional handloom weaving
communities. Handloom weaving
can only be produced with natural
fibres and is not conducive to mass
production, making it a great fit
with our values of environmental
sustainability.
IPHD is currently applying for
registration with the Foreign
Contribution Regulation Act (FCRA)
in India, in order to accept foreign
donations. Additional income from
donations would help us realise
our goals sooner and allow us to
grow further as an organisation,
increasing both the reach and
depth of our impact.

Garments designed
& manufactured by
Saheli Women using
sustainable methods

Distributed by our
sustainable brand
partners in Europe
and USA.

Recycled and
upcycled materials

Waste fabric and
offcuts used by the
local community

Photo: Natlie Bannister/Tulasii

Sustainable
Development
Goals
Saheli Women is officially part of
the Conscious Fashion Campaign,
which works in collaboration
with the United Nations (UN),
to accelerate change towards
a sustainable future for all. The
Conscious Fashion Campaign seeks
to educate and mobilise the fashion
sector to implement responsible
marketing, operations and logistics
that are mindful of social, economic
and environmental impacts.

For more infomation
about these United
Nations initiatives,
please visit:

www.sdgs.un.org
www.bit.ly/un-fashion
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We proudly demonstrate our
commitment to sustainable
development throughout all aspects
of Saheli Women, this includes our
partnerships with international
ethical brands. As an ethical fashion
social enterprise working in women’s
empowerment and community
development, we are a unique
stakeholder, having integrated the
UN’s Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) since our beginning.

28

Graphic:
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Our SDG commitments
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Goal
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Target

Our commitment

End poverty in all its
forms everywhere

To provide livelihood opportunities and
economic empowerment to women
in the rural village of Bhikamkor in
Rajasthan, India.

Ensure inclusive
and equitable
quality education
and promote
lifelong learning
opportunities for all

To help women develop, advance and
share their artisanal craft skills, with
respect to their cultural heritage and
traditional knowledge, whilst producing
high quality garments for international
and sustainable fashion brands.

Achieve gender
equality and
empower all women
and girls

To challenge gender norms by offering
livelihood opportunities, female
empowerment and health workshops,
and financial literacy classes to the
women of Bhikamkor; regardless of their
caste and religious backgrounds.

Promote sustained,
inclusive and
sustainable
economic growth,
full and productive
employment and
decent work for all

To nurture exisiting partnerships and
forge new relationships with fashion
brands to increase production demand,
in order to create employment
opportunities for additional women in
the village of Bhikamkor.

Ensure sustainable
consumption and
production patterns

To minimise the environmental impacts
of our garment production through
the use of sustainable materials
and processes, in conjunction with
partnering with only ethical and
sustainable fashion brands.
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Photo: Natlie Bannister/Tulasii

To our partners
and friends all
around the world:
Thank you for
your support over
the last year!

women

women

saheliwomen

www.saheliwomen.com

