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Help Mexican Craftswomen Sell their Art in Europe

The IDEX-K’inal Antsetik 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 Mexico, one of IDEX’s local partners is K’inal Antsetik (“Land of Women” in the Tzeltal language) founded in 1995 to promote gender equity, social justice, democracy and autonomy in Chiapas, Mexico. The  following year, the organization began providing technical assistance to Jolom Mayaetik (“Mayan Weavers”), a textile cooperative that brings together Mayan women of different language groups and political persuasions in the common cause of women’s economic empowerment. This cooperative was possibly the first in the state to be completely run by women.

Summary of Progress Up to Date

K’inal Antsetik Women’s Leadership Center

K’inal Antsetik has now been working with the Jolom Mayaetik cooperative for over ten years, helping the cooperative develop its own independent financial systems, product designs and marketing strategies. The cooperative is currently one of the most successful fair trade businesses in Chiapas. Through their success with Jolom Mayaetik, the staff of K’inal Antsetik began to offer leadership development and financial administration workshops to other indigenous women’s collectives.  

As a result, in 2004, K’inal Antsetik opened a Women’s Leadership Center, located on the outskirts of San Cristóbal de las Casas, Chiapas. The Center was built to house the training facilities of the 300-member Jolom Mayaetik (Mayan Weavers) cooperative, and also to provide services and educational opportunities to a broad range of rural and urban women seeking the skills to improve their living conditions. 

Evaluation of the Weaving Cooperative


The first major undertaking in 2005 was an extensive evaluation of the operations of the Jolom Mayaetik weaving cooperative. The intention of this evaluation was both to help the cooperative improve its own capacity, but also to use the findings to create a training program at the Leadership Center for other weaving cooperatives.  The evaluation was carried out through a series of workshops with the cooperative’s leaders over a period of three months.  


Through the evaluation process it became clear that the cooperative’s successes and challenges can yield lessons for other struggling textile producers seeking to find niche markets. K’inal Antsetik documented the findings in three long reports which are currently being used as the basis for the development of training materials. These will be used in 2006 for workshops planned with weavers from the Luz y Rosas weaving cooperative of Tumbalá, and a newly formed cooperative in the region of Marques de Comillas.


Due to an innovative marketing strategy developed in collaboration with K’inal Antsetik and a French organization called El Camino, Jolom Mayaetik’s production has tripled within three years, and the cooperative has gained over 55 new members.   A key finding of the evaluation is that Jolom Mayaetik is experiencing growing pains that threaten its ability to fulfill the demand that its success has created. The cooperative’s current weaknesses include order backlogs, a high volume of rejected products, and partial or late payments to producers. Product pricing, inventory, quality control order fulfillment and producer payment systems have been unable to keep up with demand. 


Some of these weaknesses were addressed later in the year in a series of trainings conducted with the cooperative’s board. These were hands-on trainings in which, for example, the board members worked with K’inal Antsetik staff to fulfill pending orders. In the process they corrected misconceptions about how to inspect, catalog and package the products, and then how to address, weigh, stamp and send the packages.  


Drawing on the lessons learned through the evaluation and follow-up trainings, K’inal Antsetik and Jolom Mayaetik created a new plan for expanding the enterprise’s administrative and financial capacity to match its growth in market share. 

Needs Assessment


Throughout the year, K’inal Antsetik conducted a series of meetings with statewide women’s organizations, broad social movement groups and rural communities with whom it has worked in the past.  The purpose of these meetings was to determine how best to use the Center to meet these groups’ needs.  A number of groups expressed interest in using the Center for their own training programs, conferences and assemblies.  


In the rural areas, some of the younger women expressed interest in coming to the Center to receive training in textile production, organic agriculture, health promotion and information technology. Other women requested that such trainings be conducted in their communities, as their ability to travel is hindered by family obligations.   For this reason, in 2006 K’inal Antsetik will resume conducting field trainings in rural areas, particularly more remote areas such as Tumbalá and Marques de Comillas.  Women from communities located closer to San Cristóbal will be invited to attend trainings at the Leadership Center. 

Training the Center’s Staff


Long-time K’inal Antsetik staff provided mentorship to two less experienced indigenous women to provide the core support to the Center’s activities. This required training and supervision on a daily basis in such activities as program planning, grantwriting, budgeting, financial management, public speaking and the use of Microsoft Office programs.    The newer staff, in turn, participated in the evaluation of the weaving cooperative, the follow-up trainings with the cooperative’s board, and the Center’s community-based needs assessments.  In the process they created narrative reports, training curricula, PowerPoint presentations, grant proposals and other documents that will be used in the ongoing management of the center.

Outcomes


Thanks to the outreach conducted as part of the needs assessment, the Center has now become a space that women’s organizations, international nonprofits and social movements use to conduct meetings, assemblies and training workshops related to women’s issues. Organizations and coalitions that use the space include the Coalition of Women Weavers for the Marketing of Textiles, the Movement of Popular Resistance of the Southeast, the Mayan Center for Intercultural Education, a student group from Michoacán, and a group of Christian volunteers from Philadelphia.  


The use of the space by a broad range of groups is expected to grow in 2006 with the completion of the dormitories and the communal kitchen, and the installation of a health promotion clinic. This will fulfill the organization’s vision of bringing together diverse organizations to collaborate towards the common cause of promoting women’s rights.
PAGE  
1

