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Small Business from Urban Wastes - Shoe Renovation in Delhi

by
Raj Prasad & Christine Furedy ILO, New Delhi & York University, Toronto
Studies in slums in various large cities of developing countries show that, while the majority are working gainfully, they remain poor. The efforts of both governmental and non-governmental agencies are now often geared to building upon the existing skills and experience of the underprivileged. Capital to start up small businesses is scarce; ingenuity and careful planning can make a great difference to whether employment projects succeed. This is an account of one small pilot project in New Delhi where the employment created had the added benefit of helping with solid waste problems.
For a two-year period, the International Labour Office (ILO) ran a pilot project in selected slum areas of Delhi to explore ways of starting small businesses or developing existing ones so as to create new jobs, develop skills, and raise productivity and thus incomes. Shoe renovation was one of the skills included in the work done at Raghubir Nagar by the ILO team.
This squatter settlement consists of about 4000 jhuggis (shelters constructed from waste materials and mud). Thirty-five families are engaged in shoe renovation and the settlement itself provides most of the raw materials as well as the final market.
The source of old shoes that can be remade is the traditional feriwallah. The feriwallahs of Raghubir Nagar are mainly women from Gujurat state. They go to better-off areas and obtain used shoes and clothing from housewives by bartering steel utensils and crockery items. They then sell these in the daily local market, which is now housed in a market area constructed by the Delhi Development Authority Slum Wing. Among the 4000 households, there are approximately 3000 women doing this work, so there is a ready supply of recyclable clothing available in the area.
From the original group of families selected by the ILO project team, thirty-five have settled for the work of shoe renovation. The project team taught the skills to repair and substantially remake the shoes, including redyeing. This is, in fact, recycling of wastes and it is estimated that more than 10,000 old shoes are put back into use each month in the Delhi urban area, rather than going to the garbage dump.
At first, there was an attempt at co-operative organization of the enterprise, but this did not work successfully as some of the renovators were not used to a co-operative system; the better workers felt they were impeded by the slowness or unreliability of some others. There were also problems on the marketing side.
After discussion and re-shaping, the project emerged as one for self-reliant development. The participants were enabled to obtain bank loans, open savings accounts, and to upgrade their skills. They went on several study tours to observe different styles of production in shoe making. Many of the participants joined in an informal society, which may eventually be registered under the Societies Registration Act. This group functions for mutual aid and also social and cultural activities for the families. Over a period of 16 months the shoe renovators developed confidence that they could run a business, that they have marketable skills. The success of the shoe renovators has led to a 30% increase in persons entering this trade in the past year; at the same time, the shoe renovators have improved their earnings.
Besides shoe renovation, there are also businesses based on paper-bag making, toy making, and selling old clothes. Most of the work depends upon re-use or recycling in some way. The work thus indirectly reduces waste quantities for the city. In addition, the "raw materials" are always in good supply and cheap enough to allow a further profit for the recyclers.

There appear to be two main factors in the success of the small business program of the ILO in selected Delhi slums. The activities chosen are ones that do not have a "motivation lag." That is, people could start work almost straight away, using skills they possessed, with further training.
Secondly, management approach has been taken, as against a subsidy or welfare approach. The people have been able to improve their earnings from their own efforts; they are not kept going by charity.

The small business promotion approach does not solve all the problems of families in a squatter settlement but, in terms of developing skills and independence, it offers a way forward that can be replicated in similar settlements in India. The development of enterprises based on waste recycling has great potential in countries like India because there are thousands of slum dwellers who are familiar with waste recovery and some aspects of recycling, and because the use of secondary materials means that the operating costs can be kept quite low. 

