I.  The birth of Project Swayam
As the Covid-19 pandemic raged on and the whole world was enveloped in news abour the rampant
deaths, symproms and health concerns thar this epidemic raised it was easy for a concurrent soeial
pund&:‘nic Lo 20 overlooked - the ﬂrug}alrﬁ and of ief faced [}}' the widows of [ndia, 2 comu nunity in my
country that remains on the !_l'inga:n of society. These women are ostracised, deemed impure, and
unfairly labelled as bad luck, They are condemned to a life in white, never seeing their own reflections
in colour. | spent time with one such woman, Ravita Zangharc. Our intimate conversations, Over cups
of chai, allowed me to better understand the depth of her struggle and her incredible resilience
triggering a realisation that het journey was a powerful testament to the potential thac lies within every

Wiolnal,

Glimpses into Ravita’s life and my interactions with ber and ber young son Dev

My interactions with her inspired me to not enly better understand the specific struggles faced by these

women and how they have made inspirational atremipis o overcome them bur also o devise solutions



through which they would be able to regain their womanhood and find a sense of independence with

which they could rebuild their lives.

Through conducting extensive research in the areas of psvchology, sociology and anthropology
inclusive of detailed primary data collection and comprehensive literature reviews'  was able to
identify that a key factor thar modulates the quality of life of these women is financial independence
and stabilivy. India, a traditional society tied down to socieral and gender norms, postulates that men
should hold positions of financial importance as the breadwinners and economic support systems of
their households whereas women should be focused on domestic tasks such as child rearing and
maintaining a home. Hence, several of these women had little to no financial literacy or means of
earning money of their own. As widows who are shunned by sociery and their own families, this
caused them to be unable wo provide for their children and moreover for themselves.

[t was this significant observation and the inherent strength within these women that prompred the
initiation of whar today is known as Project Swayam - an organic step to to empower women affecred
by Covid, o gain self-contidence and achieve financial independence through skill training,

entrepreneurship education and personal support.

' The rwo research papers that Twrote are as follows:

1) A Social Paychological Exploration of Munhood threar and Domestic Violence in India During the Covid -19
pandemic. Under Adam Stanaland PhoI3, Duke University and New York University.
A Fh}-‘;ilﬂ]ﬂgin‘ﬂ and .n.le1LE]l'\IEJ‘L!|Jl!l£_'|'iL.!J Expl{‘unriun of Female P.Lrii:;i?.l.l.ii{‘m i Eeonouric :"n.'!il.'iL"p' and Rir.‘iil:’s
Diviorce Rates in India. Under D Duug].r:‘ R;.!._'r'ln:u.'l.. Professor Emeritus l.'ll..‘!LII:I].ii'i.:I}'.'l.'rh.ilg}' at Hamilton (_.u]]t'gr_
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II.  Implementation Details
The implementation process of Project Swayam began with an extensive analysis of the oecupations
and skill sers of the 2,114 supported Widows both pre and post covid. We found thart the majority of
the women were homemakers whilst the others were either self employed or invelved in basic jobs or

agricultural labour,

2114 Mothers' Occupation Analysis* — pre and post covid

1491
686 689
558
254 263
106 181
Homemaker Self-Employed Job Farm / Labour
Previous Occupation Current Occupation

Based on self-reported skills and interests that we Jearned through interactions, interviews and
questionnaires shared with the women, we organised 2 workshops (dividing the women based on
shared abilities) for further skilling and training in Mumbai and Pune respectively, In each workshop,
the women were able to create approximately 1,200 pieces each (products included: Candles, Divas,
Aarti plates, baskets, garlands etc.) which were sold ar 3 large exhibitions, raising sales of over Rs. 2
Lakhs which served as self-earned income for these widows hence initiating their journey towards

cmnplf:tc financial Endeptndence_



Cher conducted urﬂrkjbaps and exhibitions

Our next step was to organise smaller group meetings with these women to berrer understand their
perspectives on financial independence - their current efforts, the necessity and the measures required
to sustain it. One such example is the meeting we organised with 34 women living in the Mumbai
metropolitan region (Mumbai, Thane, Palghar and Raigad districts). The session began with
introductions and basic ice-breaking activities so that a comfortable and safe environment was creared

in which every woman was accepred and heard without judgement.
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Introductions and Ice-Breaking activity

The core activiry we planned was a group presentation. We divided the mothers into 5 different groups
based on the area of skill / occupation they are interested in - (1) Cooking / 'l'iffin Services (2) Beaury
Parlour services (3) Tailoring / Fashion Services (4) Babysitting / Day Care Services (5) Working from
home. We asked the women to use a chart paper to discuss and write down the benehits, drawbacks and
challenges they have faced or expect to face when working in these specific areas. Each group of women

then }ﬂrrﬁemrd their tho ugim and each presentation was u}h.—n&d to a wider discussion with questions,



suggestions and more from the entire group.




Findings from Group Presentation (1/5)
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Findings from Group Pressntation {3/5)
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Findings from Group Presentation (2/5)

HEALITY PARLIRIF SERVICES
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Findings from Group Presentation {4/5)
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Findings from Group Presentation (5/5)
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Onr ﬁmﬁ ngs ﬁwm the presentations

QOur Endjngs and observations from this meeting shiowed thar their :ha]lenges included:

1. Basicskills

1o

Lack of of advanced machines / equipment / material
e eregulnr Customer

4, Low costof service / pmduuts

3. C :1piui.1
6. Space
7. Health issues / age

8. laking care of children along with other work
And their areas where support was required include:

1, Advanced training in skills and Technical Training

2, Marketing and its linkages

3. Financial Support — Capex and Working Capiral

4, Sp.u:e:

Using this information, we hegan to create more speciﬁc skill training programs thar addressed each of
these areas providing the women with the knowledge, equipment and opportunities they needed o

kicksearr their careers. For ex-.unple. for the women interested in beanry fsalon services we -.':rga.nim:l a



training camp at the Enrich Academy. Through this they were given exposure to the details of working

in this ficld and those thar were further motivared have enrolled, with our support, in at least three

months nr'cmnpn:'hmsi ve beaury services training with the academy.

fompmr fmn.t the Enrich ?hlfﬂfﬂg C.imp



Project Swayam however is not limited to support in terms of inancial independence but one of our
key motivations is breaking the prejudices thar surround widows in India. Our Haldi Kumkum event
on January 14th 2024 in Pune (64 Mothers, 89 Children) is testament to our consistent effort rowards
erue inclusion. The Haldi-Kumkum festival celebrated by women throughout India is a social
gathering between married women who exchange turmeric and vermillion powder as symbols of their
martied status wishing for their husbands long lives. Transitioning from darkness wo light, the
Haldi-Kumkum ceremony that we conducted unfolded anew, redefined by the very women it once
excluded. Here, women, widows, once sidelined, stood at the forefront, their laughter ringing out a

message of hope and change. "1l Gul Kha, God God Bola™ - more than just words, it was a mantra for

kindness. On this dav, it was a barde cry tor liberation, for voices to be heard, for stories to be shared.

!
ol ol o

#APN NEW cidZltg
- T TEAT TN Uegd =

L ity

TSI T T AT IRNTE N p—T. S -
JM Finaneial Foundution ongimises Haldi-
Bumkum eeremony it Pune with women widowed
by the pandemi

1' mﬂlmfﬂw Lo b ok L T
T Eeee it ey e S arfy oo SR o e

Il

The Haldi-Kumlenwm Event and media coverage af the same



Il. Our way forward
Our way forward introduces a Hybrid Model through which we aim o provide these women with two
i]'J'Ji.[] arcas ﬁi-ﬁ'l.fi"].."{']l'li

1. 'l'ru.s'ning: Gn‘mp training for both technical and cILlrcpr:tt:LLrhhi}‘l. ance or twice every month,
Advanced domain training is inclusive of technical skiil, c[]tt:p:':[]cut'ﬁ]lip and emaotional.

2, Individual attention: Identify mothers with specific requirements, evaluate feasibility and
impact of support. The support in terms of set up includes Market linkages, capital and client
handling,

Owr points of focus include:

- Preparing Entrepreneurship training module

Identifying skill- training partners
- Preparing training calendar
& 5

- Understanding exact support requirement from mothers — pilor with beaury parlour

L‘ndersunding wor lu'ng of day-care and requirements

Technical Entreprenaurship Markel i
Skill Trawiing Emotional Link Client Handling Capital
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Visual representation of our plan for the future



