Help Guatemalan Women Launch a Clothing Business
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On October 7, 2005, TUPUEDES was inaugurated with a grand opening celebration inviting members to buy their first products. The store opened with only raw materials (primarily thread) to sell. A year later, the store is selling raw materials and traditional clothing, which includes traditional blouses (güipiles), wrap-around skirts (cortes), embroidered blouses, belts (fajas), scarves and bracelets.

The following report outlines the accomplishments of IDEX’s Guatemalan partner organization AFEDES (Women’s Association for the Development of Sacatepéquez) for the project “Help Guatemalan Women Launch a Clothing Business.”
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Accomplishments

AFEDES coordinated 14 training workshops on how to adapt traditional patterns of blouses, skirts and handbags into new styles that are more marketable to the modern indigenous women and for the international export market. A total of 32 women, including weavers, seamstresses and embroiderers, participated in these workshop sessions. 

The trainer for this workshop series was Virginia Scott, a British consultant for the Guatemalan Ministry of the Economy, who facilitated the workshop sessions from January to March 2006. By the end of the series there was a lot of enthusiasm amongst the participants who were learning to create new designs for weaving products. Table 1 on page 2 lists the themes, dates, and number of participants in these workshops.

In addition to the new design workshops, AFEDES also organized a series of training workshops for women who did not previously know how to weave. These grew out of the fact that women in Santiago Sacatepéquez expressed a high level of desire to join. However, these women lacked weaving skills. AFEDES did not want these enthusiastic women to miss out on an entrepreneurial opportunity, and therefore organized and facilitated a series of training workshops to teach the women to weave.

Since AFEDES was taking the time to develop this series of training workshops, it seemed worthwhile to expand these workshops to other communities so that more women could participate. This was also a good opportunity to involve the daughters of AFEDES’ members in the project by teaching them the art of weaving. Six of AFEDES’ members who have extensive experience in weaving have been leading these workshops.

The weaving workshops started in June 2006, and since then, the women have had the task of creating a sample of the different designs that are used in traditional blouses (güipiles) within a period of two months. The participants’ final homework, after having completed this task, is to complete a small güipil or a clothing piece of their choice. At least 20 women from Santiago Sacatepéquez and Santa María Cauqué have graduated from these workshops, and 20 more are on their way.  Participants have been very enthusiastic about learning how to weave, to the point where they have even arranged to meet outside of the training series to practice weaving together. 

AFEDES also facilitated workshops on creating products with beads, such as purses and bracelets, for the women of Santa Catarina Barahona and Santiago Sacatepéquez.  Women of all ages participated initially in these workshops. However, due to their economic situation, some of the women wanted to sell their end products immediately to the TUPUEDES store. AFEDES could not buy these products because they were not of good quality, since they were made while the women were still in the middle of the learning process. These women left the training midway and instead, it was mostly their daughters who were left participating in these workshops. This group of young women showed high interest in learning this new skill and became very efficient in creating beaded products.

Table 1: Product Design Workshops

	No.
	Training Workshops
	Participants
	Dates

	1
	New combination of colors and designs
	10 backstrap weavers
	January 24, 25

	2
	New designs for products for export
	6 seamstresses
	February 2,3, 6

	3
	New designs for foot loom weaving 
	6 foot loom weavers
	February 9, 10

	3.1
	New designs for backstrap weaving 
	10 backstrap weavers
	February 16, 17

	3.2
	New designs for hand embroidery and sewing machine 
	6 seamstresses, and 6 embroiderers. Total: 12
	March 2, 3

	4
	Working with seamstresses to refine details of products
	10 backstrap weavers, 6 seamstresses. Total: 16
	March 24

	5
	Reviewing and finalizing product line  
	AFEDES staff and  representatives of groups
	March 30

	6
	Evaluation
	AFEDES staff and Board of Directors
	March 31



The seed capital fund has allowed AFEDES to successfully purchase products in bulk from all over Guatemala to sell at the weavers’ store. Due to the volume of the purchases, the products have often been obtained at a significant discount, allowing the store to meet its objective of offering the products at an affordable price to its customers.

The fund has also allowed AFEDES to pay its members to produce textiles for the local market, creating an incentive for participation and making their work more economically viable.  The following are two examples of this: 

1) AFEDES placed an order with the group of women from Santo Domingo Xenacoj for the production of 1,000 napkins made with traditional materials. The women in this community are skilled at producing products on the foot loom.

2) AFEDES placed an order for eight güipiles (blouses) from the municipality of San Antonio Aguas Calientes with new designs that were created in the textile design training workshops. Currently, these güipiles are being made by a group of women in the village of Santiago Zamora.


After the store was inaugurated, a store manager was hired to oversee its whole administration. The store manager, Milvian Aspuac, is a young indigenous woman currently studying for a Bachelor’s degree in Accounting who is using her academic knowledge to manage the store efficiently. At this time, she has two sales vendors working with her.

As a way to evaluate the project’s progress, Milvian designed a questionnaire to interview women who are actively participating in the store and training workshops. The results of these interviews would then help Milvian with the second-year planning of the clothing business. The following testimonies are a couple of examples of what the women thought of this project:

Ana Eduviges: I am very happy with the training workshops that are being carried out at AFEDES, because we are learning to combine our colors better. This training has helped improved my work because I designed several güipiles last year; but they are now out of fashion. Now, I am happy because I have learned to combine colors in an easier way. There are going to be more work opportunities for me now.

María Catalina Lopez Marin: I went to 4 training workshops on creating new product designs at AFEDES and I enjoyed them very much. I like the textile products that I am doing now because they are easier to make. I am going to tell my fellow peers in my community to come to these workshops because you learn new designs and how to improve your products. At the same time, we are not losing our tradition of backstrap weaving. 
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