




A common sight in Rajiv Nagar, a resettlement slum on the 
outskirts of East Delhi, is women sitting outside their houses 
with a piece of fabric, tied to a long adda, doing beautiful 
hand embroidery. Their hands dance swiftly over the fabric as 
they create exquisite garments with large needles and golden 
and silver threads. These embroidered garments will nally 
reach the sparkling display windows of high fashion stores on 
OxOxford Street in London or, for that matter, any other show-
room in the world. 

Most of these women are migrants coming from states like 
Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh in search of better liveli-
hood opportunities. Almost everyone working on embroidery 
in the poor areas of Delhi was traditionally skilled in embellish-
ment work, therefore delivering quality work for the markets 
of the western world. They are home-workers, proudly marke-
ting their skills in the global market to ensure a livelihood for 
themselves and their families.

The textile and apparel sector is considered to be the second 
largest industry in India. In fact, a signicant number of 
home-based woman workers are involved in the supply chain 
of garments industry or beading work through contractors or 
various suppliers. In total, more than thirty million women in 

India work at home. Even though their vital work makes the 
garment beautiful, home-based women workers are often the 
most helpless and economically deprived workers in the 
supply chain. They face numerous problems such as poverty 
or exploitation, a lack of training and proper equipment, as 
well as health problems from poor working conditions. On 
top of that,  they are often far from being worth paid. Another 
mamajor disadvantage is the fact that they are often very limited 
in their mobility. Cultural, religious and social factors restrict 
them from direct linkages with the markets. Hence with limi-
ted mobility, they were bound to take work from middlemen. 
These middlemen usually pay them very low wages and ex-
ploit them recklessly by grabbing the major portion from the 
supply chain. For a long time, these vulnerable and mostly ill
terate women remained unorganized and unable to raise 
their voice against middlemen.

Due to the efforts of SEWA Delhi and its unique and innovati-
ve initiative of establishing Embroidery Centres for its mem-
bers, many woman workers are now freed from the clutches 
of the chain of contractors and linked to the mainstream 
market. At the centres, the woman workers of RUAAB are 
given the support that they need to connect directly to large 
markets and service bulk orders. 





SEWA Delhi promoted and registered a producer company 
named RUAAB, SEWA Artisans Producer Company Limited. 
This company has been developed to carry on the business of 
the embellishment work. RUAAB was founded to soon 
become a self-sustainable enterprise, owned, managed and 
operated by the women themselves. Here they are not only 
workers but members.

TThe members of SEWA Delhi and RUAAB are no longer the in-
visible last link in the long global value chain. With the help 
they receive in their local embroidery centres the women have 
eliminated the layers of middlemen to reach markets directly, 
thus ensuring income and work security for themselves. In the 
process they enhance their capacity, upgrade their skills and 
build a collective strength.

The rst step taken towards compassing the middlemen was 
to establish a production centre in the vicinity of the artisans 
homes. Up to now, the embroidery centres in the several 
neighbourhoods remain one of the most important parts of 
the work of SEWA Delhi and its members. This is important so 
as to ensure that the women do not have to travel long distan-
ces. The timeline was taken into consideration to ascertain 
sspeedy production.  





 The basic assumption behind the Embroidery  
 Centres is the acknowledgement of home-  
 based workers and the reasons why women  
 prefer home-work. It thus makes a conscious  
 attempt to include the exibility and advanta 
 ges of home-work in this model

  It is run like a work distribution centre where  
 home workers choose to work or take work  
 home

 It is located close to the home workers’ homes

 It is exible in its working hours

  It was founded as a community-based initiative  
 and remains responsive to the community   
 needs of ‘women only’ staff or restrictions on  
 mobility of the women members

Just like in SEWA, the work of RUAAB of linking poor women home-based workers to the global market through the establishment of 
Embroidery Centres runs on several key principles:

 

 It eliminates middlemen and links directly with  
 the suppliers and retailers to access global     
 markets

  It addresses uctuations in the market by esta 
 blishing a wider link with export houses and  
 building diversity and scale of skills

 It is a local platform for training and skill devel 
 opment of SEWA members

  It addresses child labour issues by building   
 awareness, close community monitoring,    
 promoting educational linkages and personali- 
 ty developement programmes

 It adopts an approach of building the              
 members’ capacity and ensures self-reliance  
 among the members
 





The unique model of the embroidery centre provides not only 
work to home-based women but also offers both, the artisans 
as well as their business partners, a transparent process.

BBefore taking any production, a proper time and motion study 
is conducted by a sampling team for quoting the accurate rate 
to the exporters. The study is done under proper supervision 
and is well documented in a format. Once the rates and the 
samples get approved by the exporters, the production gets 
rolling.

TThe production process typically starts with the collection of 
the garments and materials by RUAAB from the Export House. 
From here they are sent to the several embroidery centres and 
their sub-centres. They usually are dispatched back to the 
Export Houses every two or three days, depending on the 
lead time.  From the local embroidery centres, the members 
collect the pieces either once, twice or thrice a week. While the 
didistribution takes place, all workers are well educated about 
the quality parameters as well as the time of delivery. Also the 
collection of pieces is done as per the required quality stan-
dards. The women artisans take the material from the centres 
and work at home on the pieces. Depending on the extent of 
work, the women deposit the products back either daily or 

every two days. The members‘ transactions of pieces are re-
corded properly in their individual record book and the pay-
ments are done on a monthly basis in each of the centres. 
Record Keepers maintain the daily production record, the 
inow and outow of goods. The rates that are paid to them 
are xed per hour and generally come to more than double 
the rate that is paid by contractors. This of course is due to the 
elimination of middlemen margins.

During the production process, supervisors get the sampling 
done by the artisans, control the quality of goods and train 
the women on different types of embroidery. They make fre-
quent visits to companies to communicate and understand 
the standards of production. They get the goods approved 
and help to gear up the production. They also visit the mem-
bers at home. In addition to that, the centre co-ordinators 
keep a track on the centre production and ensure the quality 
and timely delivery of the nished products. 





SEWA Bharat, which represents the issues of women artisans 
at RUAAB and other places where SEWA is working with 
home-workers, is a member of the National Homeworkers 
Group (NHG). Set up by the Ethical Trading Initiative, the NHG 
is a multi-stakeholder agency, overseeing the implementation 
of the guidelines in areas where home-workers are based. The 
NHG is the rst of its kind to promote and guide responsible 
cocorporate action on home working. It is a groundbreaking ini-
tiative that brings together a wide range of organisations that 
work together to identify what constitutes ‘good practice’ in 
code implementation. They then promote and share this 
good practice.

Since most of the women are from migrant families of western 
Uttar Pradesh, many of them are already familiar with the rudi-
mentary skills of zari embroidery. With the help of SEWA their 
skills are enhanced through training given by master trainers 
in the existing locations. The objective is to build the skills of 
the women, both as an alternative employment strategy as 
well as to hone their existing skills to service a global clientele. 
IIn this way, SEWA and RUAAB address the barriers that women 
home-based artisans face in building skill, household and 
childcare responsibilities, restrictions on mobility and interac-
tion with the male members and the lack of education. 

The RUAAB staff also strives to develop a ‘business culture’ 
among workers, constantly interacting with the women to 
emphasise the need for the timely completion of work in 
order to earn a steady income. They are educated about 
design patterns and embroidery details. Additionally, SEWA 
Delhi runs the government-supported Gender Resource 
Centre to conduct skill-building classes for new members, es-
ppecially young girls. SEWA also offers nancial services such as 
micro-credit, saving schemes, insurance and micro-pension.

Other services include:  Access to nancial services,   designing 
of special corners for children at the centres, supplementary 
education for the members’ children, assistence in civic issues 
and the building of a collective strength.

RUAAB is not only providing the women with regular work 
and offering help in various issues of working-skills and life, its 
centres have also become ‘social meeting places’ . They come 
here and to share their personal issues and nd solutions 
among themselves. The centres and the programme are em-
powering them as they come out of their homes for changing 
their lives. 





The work at RUAAB does not only ensure the women’s liveli-
hoods as well as those of their families, it also brings a lot of 
advantages for Brands and Export Houses. Currently, many 
Brands have less control over the production due to contrac-
tors and middlemen taking a large part of the apparel supply 
chain. That way they had only little inuence on whether the 
production process of their goods was free of exploitation and 
any kind of human rights offences. By engaging into a partner-
ship with RUAAB and SEWA, Brands and Export Houses are 
presented a production model that offers an ethical and trans-
parent process at the very last end of the supply chain. 

SEWA and RUUAB can assure that the women artisans can be 
paid a higher level wage, that no exploitation through ruthless 
middlemen takes place as well as that there is absolutely no 
child labour involved. This ethical and transparent model gua-
rantees good quality handwork at no extra nancial cost. The 
far above average work quality been proven over time. It cer-
tainly forms higher appeal to everybody involved, as it gives 
them condence at the whole supply chain level.  Representa-
tives of Export houses and Brands are also encouraged to visit 
the embroidery centres and see the process themselves.

Furthermore, a partnership with RUUAB forms a part of Cor-
porate Social Responsibility and Sustainable Development, 
which is increasingly becoming an important aspect globally 
and a criteria for doing business not only in India but the 
whole world. To win loyalty in today's markets, companies 
have to focus on building and maintaining customer loyalty. 
In recent years, the concept of Social Responsibility has 
pproven to be a powerful tool for tying the customer closer to 
a Brand which again increases levels of repeat purchasing. As 
a matter of fact, Social Responsibility has now become an es-
sential factor in deciding to buy a product. 

Consumers like the feeling that comes with doing what’s 
right. You can now give them the chance to achieve that fee-
ling by buying your product. Raise the bar of your marketing 
and become a partner of RUAAB as consumers rightly conti-
nue to value brands with Corporate Social Responsibility stra-
tegies
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