IDEX-AFEDES Partnership

Update Report February 2006:

Help Guatemalan Women Launch a Clothing Business

The IDEX-AFEDES Partnership:


International Development Exchange (IDEX) is a San Francisco-based social change organization whose mission is to promote economic empowerment and social change in Africa, Asia and Latin America. In Guatemala, one of IDEX’s local partners is the Women’s Association for the Development of Sacatepéquez (AFEDES), a Mayan women’s organization comprised of over 700 women from 31 rural communities of the province of Sacatepéquez, Guatemala. The organization provides microcredit, training and educational opportunities to indigenous women and their daughters with the goal of  increasing their economic status and participation in all spheres of society. 

Summary of Project Progress to Date


The project was designed to allow Mayan women weavers to increase their income and preserve their culture by cutting profit-reducing intermediaries out of the production chain while building a strong market for their traditional textiles.


The original plan for this project included the following phases:

1. Workshops for women leaders on how to make weaving more economically viable, including product design and marketing; 

2. The production and screening of video documentaries about the potential of backstrap weaving as a viable source of income and its importance to modern Mayan cultural identity; 

3. The creation of a weavers’ store to sell high-quality thread and other raw materials at an affordable price, while generating income for the association;

4. Ongoing training courses in embroidery using the sewing machine, so that the weavers become capable of finishing their own products;  

5. The creation of an sewing workshop at which women can finish their products, thus avoiding the cost of purchasing their own sewing machines; and 

6. The launch of a traditional clothing store for the women to be able to sell their products at a better price locally, eliminating the need to set up individual market stalls or to sell to intermediaries.


While AFEDES originally planned to start with phases 1, 2 and 3 and build slowly from there, during the implementation phase they found the greatest enthusiasm amongst their members and staff for the creation of the weavers' store.  This became the focus of the first six months of the project.  In July 2005, IDEX sent a skilled volunteer to work with AFEDES for four months to help carry out a needs assessment and research product sources for the store. The store opened in October 2005.

The store, which now sells both weaving materials and finished clothing, is called TUPUEDES, an acronym in Spanish for United Women Weavers of the Developing Communities of Sacatepéquez  (Tejedoras Unidas por los Pueblos en Desarrollo de Sacatepéquez). “TU PUEDES” also means “YOU CAN” in Spanish, sending a message to indigenous women that launching a successful microenterprise is possible, and if AFEDES can do it, so can they.


The goal of the traditional clothing enterprise is to promote new clothing designs that are more attractive to, and affordable for, the growing market of young indigenous women who work in the town.  The sewing workshop has been converted into a training center in which members learn to make these designs.


In addition, with support from IDEX, AFEDES has begun to take textile sales in a new direction: towards the international market.   In August 2005, through contact made by IDEX, AFEDES initiated a partnership with Mercado Global, a non-profit fair trade organization that sells Guatemalan crafts online and to retail outlets in the U.S. With an eye towards expanding this new market, members who know how to sew are now receiving workshops on how to create trendy new products such as handbags and backpacks which combine traditional weaving motifs with the latest fashions in Europe and the United States.

Step by Step: Launching the Weavers' Store and Beyond  

Step 1: Needs Assessment


Before it could launch the materials store, AFEDES carried out an extensive needs assessment amongst local weavers to determine their needs in relation to the project. Through flyers and an announcement on the local community radio station, AFEDES summoned 78 indigenous women weavers of Santiago Sacatepéquez to gather their feedback about the project plan. Each participant was interviewed about what types of raw materials they buy to create their textiles, the amount of time spent in producing each product and the times of year they buy the most materials. With the assistance of the IDEX volunteer, all this data was tabulated and summarized in a report so that AFEDES could start investigating the costs of the raw materials for the store. 


In the weeks before the inauguration of the store, AFEDES summoned 99 weavers within its membership base to participate in a second survey about the business plan, including questions both about the raw materials store and the traditional clothing enterprise.  The survey, designed by the IDEX volunteer, gauged their level of interest in shopping at the store, in designing new clothing products to sell, and in becoming investors in the overall enterprise (see Step 3 below).  

Step 2: Sourcing and Purchasing Supplies


The next step was to determine how to purchase supplies for the store. The aim was to obtain the highest quality materials at the most affordable cost. AFEDES conducted research to identify the locations of the production facilities for the thread most valued by its members for its colorfastness and tensile strength. This was a difficult task as the factories have no websites and often are unlisted in phone directories.  The staff was surprised to learn that many of these facilities are located within Guatemala, some of them in Sacatepéquez. However, the factories do not sell directly to the public, but rather, only through authorized distributors.


AFEDES began approaching these factories with the goal of negotiating distribution contracts in order to obtain the materials at the lowest price.  Only one producer of cotton thread, Río Blanco, was amenable to this.  The factory is located only 10 minutes away from the AFEDES office, and the company has an interest in supporting the work of indigenous women.  


For all the other products, AFEDES had to obtain their supplies with established distributors, which meant they purchased the raw materials at a higher price.   The only way to lower the price was to buy the materials in large quantities.  With support from the Blossom grant, AFEDES bought virtually all of the supplies for the store in bulk, purchasing quintales of each type of thread (1 quintal = 220 lbs.).  This elevated initial investment costs, but lowered the price at which AFEDES sets each product and thus helped AFEDES maintain the goal of making the materials more affordable.

In order to determine the sales price, AFEDES sets the price higher than the cost but lower than, or at, the market price. For example: Río Blanco thread costs Q25.00 (US$3.30) per pound, and the market price for this thread is Q35.00 (US$4.70) per pound; thus, AFEDES sets the price at Q30.00 (US$4.00) per pound. Additionally, AFEDES’ members receive a discount.

Step 3: Encouraging Local Investment


During the needs assessment stage, AFEDES surveyed its members to gauge their interest in becoming 'business associates' of the project.  Each business associate would invest a small sum into the store in return for becoming part of the decision-making team, and would be entitled to a share of profits in proportion to her investment.  Associates would gain the experience of collectively managing a microenterprise as joint business owners.  


While a high level of interest was expressed amongst members, they were almost universally unable to commit to this investment right away, for the most part because they preferred to first ask their husbands for approval.  AFEDES, in its eagerness to move forward, decided it was best to start with those who were willing to join immediately.  So far, two members have invested Q500 (US$67) each into the enterprise.  Other members will be invited to join the project at a later date.   In the meantime, the current associates have asked to receive regular financial reports that demonstrate how their investment is being used and how much profit the store is making.


Step 4: Obtaining Legal Status 


The intention with TUPUEDES was to create a cooperative owned by AFEDES members. AFEDES submitted paperwork to the legal institution that oversees all cooperatives in Guatemala, and was told that the organization could not create a cooperative unless it changed its own legal status. In other words, AFEDES could not legally be both a cooperative and an NGO (non-governmental organization). 


AFEDES decided not to change its legal status because it would have been forced to change its whole organizational structure.  Legally a cooperative requires that all members pay membership dues in order to join. AFEDES could not require dues from all of its members, particularly the women who have no weaving projects and therefore are not participating in the weavers’ store.  Additionally, if AFEDES changed to cooperative status, all of its members would be required to produce goods for the cooperative to sell.  The many current members who only attend trainings would not be able to remain involved.


As a result, AFEDES decided to remain an NGO, and to convert the store into a conventional business. However, AFEDES was not able to submit its paperwork to the institute that oversees standard business licenses because the administrative fee is very costly (Q113,000/US$15,066). Instead, the organization applied to the SAT (Guatemalan equivalent of the IRS) to request interim legal status for the store as a ‘minor contributor,’ a microenterprise so small that it is exempt from taxes.  The minor contributor license is expected by April 2006.  However, once the store begins to turn a higher level of profit, it will need to apply for a standard business license to continue to operate legally. 

Step 5: Opening the Store


Due to the delay in obtaining a business license, and also as a cost-saving measure, AFEDES decided not to rent a separate space for the store, at least in the short term.  Therefore, the enterprise is currently located in a storefront housed in the same building as the AFEDES main office.  The storefront is the same room where the sewing workshops were conducted as part of the Sacatepéquez Sewing Project, supported by IDEX in 2004.  The sewing machines were moved to another room within the office, which is currently being used as the sewing workshop (see Step 8 below).   AFEDES used funds from the Blossom grant to refurbish the room with glass cases within which all the available colors and styles of thread are displayed. 


The store was inaugurated with a celebration on October 7, 2005.   Two young indigenous women were hired as vendors to staff the store full-time.  An AFEDES program coordinator has been charged with overseeing the purchase of products, tracking sales, and conducting outreach and publicity for the store.  

AFEDES has not yet legally able to conduct any publicity for the launch of the store because it has not yet obtained a business license.   Since October, the store has steadily gained a loyal clientele – mostly AFEDES members – through word of mouth.   Once TUPUEDES has obtained its legal status, AFEDES will start publicizing the store more broadly via flyers and advertisements on community radio stations locally and throughout the region.


In the meantime, the store has already begun to do a brisk business in sales.  In thread alone, from October through December of 2005, the store sold Q15,838 ($2,111) in thread, turning a profit margin of 14% over cost.  This margin does not take into account costs such as overhead, salaries, etc. that were covered through the Blossom grant.   However, given that the store has only initiated recently, AFEDES projects that sales should increase sufficiently within one year for all costs to be covered, and within two years begin to turn a profit.

Step 6: Creating New Clothing Designs 

While it launched the first phase of the TUPUEDES store, AFEDES also began seeking out help to train its members to create new designs for traditional clothing. With support from the government’s Ministry of the Economy, AFEDES contracted an experienced textile designer to offer a series of trainings on how to create innovative designs based on traditional weaving techniques.    During the first series of trainings offered in November, participants worked closely with the designers to create new patterns and color combinations on which they are basing their new clothing line.  A group of women is now producing clothing using these designs and the high-quality materials supplied by the store.  

Step 7: Adding the Traditional Clothing Enterprise


In December 2005, AFEDES added a traditional clothing section to the TUPUEDES store.   At this point, only a few of the newly designed products were ready for sale.  Therefore, with the support of a second grant channeled through IDEX, AFEDES staff traveled to various regions to purchase a large stock of traditional clothes from throughout Guatemala.  


The photos in the accompanying document capture just some of the colorful diversity of blouses, skirts, belts, aprons and headwraps available at the store.  This level of variety sets the store apart from other local traditional clothing outlets, which tend to have a very limited set of products.  None of these stores offers huipiles (blouses) from other regions, giving TUPUEDES the distinction of selling products that differ from the traditional style that is normally sold in this community.     The goal is to eventually stock the store primarily with the new line of clothing designed and produced by AFEDES members, while maintaining some of the other products in order to attract a broader range of customers.


In December alone, the store generated over Q15,000 ($2,000) in clothing sales.   Sales increased in January and February with the introduction of the new clothing line (figures not yet available at the time of this report). Though the availability of these products is still limited, they have already become popular with customers.  Interestingly, one of the vendors at the store, when interviewed, attributed this success to the unique design of the products, rather than their affordability as compared to the older designs.  “A blouse from the new clothing line typically sells within a week. One of the customers who recently bought one said, “This huipil is different.  No one else in Santiago has this design, and I will look special wearing it.” 
Step 8: Expanding to the Export Market

In August 2005, through contacts made by IDEX, AFEDES initiated a partnership with Mercado Global, a non-profit fair trade organization. Mercado Global sells Guatemalan crafts online and to retail outlets in the U.S. and returns a portion of the profits back to the producers through providing educational scholarships to their children. As a trial run, six members of AFEDES from the village of Santo Domingo Xenacoj produced 125 cinnamon-colored scarves in a two-week period.  In return, Mercado Global has pledged to provide scholarships to five of the members’ children. The organization has now asked AFEDES to be its main supplier for this product. 

With the support of the textile designer, AFEDES has begun a series of trainings in its sewing workshop so that interested members can help design and produce trendy new products such as handbags and backpacks.  The shapes and colors of these products will be based on the latest fashions in women’s accessories in Europe and the U.S. The cloth and motifs, however, will be from traditional Guatemalan designs specific to the Sacatepéquez region.  Once a variety of sample products are ready to market, AFEDES plans to shop these around to Mercado Global and other international fair trade distributors and retailers in the U.S.  IDEX is planning to bring an AFEDES representative to the U.S. for this purpose in Spring 2007.

Outcomes 

AFEDES has made tremendous progress in less than one year towards its goal of making traditional weaving more viable.  In summary, the key outcomes of this project this far are as follows: 

· Local weavers have access to affordable, high quality thread through the TUPUEDES store.  This lowers the cost of production and therefore increases the profit margin, while improving product quality.

· Through the traditional clothing sales at the TUPUEDES store, young indigenous women have access to a variety of handwoven Mayan textiles, including new, more affordable local designs produced by AFEDES members.  This helps preserve indigenous identity and culture in a market flooded by mass-produced, non-traditional clothing.  

· AFEDES members are improving their income-generating skills through receiving training in the production of new textiles.  This includes new styles of indigenous clothing aimed at the local market, and new products for the international market.

· AFEDES members are improving their income by producing a new clothing line for the TUPUEDES store.

· AFEDES is expanding its sales to the international market through its relationship with Mercado Global.  The members are poised to diversify their income in this area through the production of new designs and through IDEX-promoted linkages to other international textile distributors.  

PAGE  
1

