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Locally Grown: It’s all Women’s Work in this
Urban Slum

Although there has been an influx of foreigners into India and other developing countries who want to work in microfinance or
social business, not all MFIs choose to employ them. Some organizations prefer to fill their field and middle management roles
with local employees, creating one more job opportunity in places where there are often few. In this article, Managing Editor
Lindsay Clinton meets the women who help run an urban MFI located in a slum on the outskirts of New Delhi, and finds out why

they work here when they might be able to make more money elsewhere,

he streets of Holambi are alive with
I vigor and flies as dusk, and dust,
settles on this urban slum. On
“main street,” vegetable sellers are ped-
dling cauliflower and purple onions, small
hills of garlic and green chilies. Chickens
sit in cages next to their sellers soon to be
chopped into piles of head, feet, hearts and
bones. As the sun sets, the village gains en-
ergy. Workers are returning from a nearby
factory. Women have come out to do their
shopping.

Holambi is a planned “slum-burb,” built
by the government of India as a make- good
for residents they booted out of New Del-
hi’s city center around 2001. Most of the
people in this village worked as maids or
shopkeepers or in other small jobs before
they were moved, and they earned money
with relative ease. But, when their homes
were destroyed, so went their livelihoods.
Now, in a self-contained village on the out-
skirts of India’s capital city, there is little
to do in the way of work if you're not a
shopkeeper or a vegetable procurer. Some
girls and women make money by separat-
ing plastic bottle tops—the factories make
them in one piece, and then need human
hands to take them apart. Others put caps
onto medicine bottles. But, for many, the
only steady stream of employment close by
is at a factory. Workers get paid INR100
(US$2.50) a day for their work there.

Aajeevika, a start-up microfinance NGO
based in Holambi with a branch up the
road in neighboring slum Bawana, is try-
ing to change this. Both communities are
considered urban slums even though they
are surrounded by fields of green. Aajeevi-
ka started working in Holambi in 2004 by
engaging in community building efforts.
Along the way, it saw an opportunity to
provide microfinance loans to its mem-
bers, and it has gradually built its client

base since then. About 3,300 people are
members of Aajeevika’s self-help groups,
which have 5-10 members each; about 600
of those members are clients who borrow
money on a cyclical basis.

"'...by doing this work they
are not only improving the fi-
nancial stability of the women
around, but also their own
financial stability. "

Aditi Mehta, a member of the Indian
Administration Services (IAS) for 29 years,
started Aajeevika (meaning livelihood) to
help the women in these communities.
“We knew that the women needed some-
thing. They had lost everything and had
nothing to do,” Mehta told me over coffee
one morning. While some men still com-
mute to their old locale to work, and oth-
ers have found a job at the local factory, the
women have very little to occupy them-

selves. Aajeevika set out to change that.
The organization only serves women, and

tries to hire women whenever possible.
Besides poor infrastructure, exclusion
from public services, and the health costs
of living in an unclean environment, lack
of access to education tops the list of
challenges for young women in Holambi.
There are only two schools, but for girls
older than 10th standard (around 14 or
15 years old), there is no opportunity for
education. As a result, many girls have
left their studies, and have very little op-
portunity.

Aajeevika has changed that equation
for some of the women living here. By
choosing to hire only women for field
staff positions, they are providing a new,
much needed source of employment for a
chosen few. Renu is a 21-year old mother
of two who was recently promoted to
branch manager from center manager
after working with Aajeevika for a year
and a half. Although she is young, Renu
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