A Practical Perspective on
Membership and Inclusion

The Indian Cooperative Network for Women (ICNW) —
Working Women's Forum (India) — has transformed
poor women workers from the informal sector into
empowered entrepreneurs, cooperative leaders, and
agents of social change across four Southern Indian
states over nearing two decades.
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The Reality: Women Workers in the Informal Sector

89% 94%

Women in Informal Sector (India) Women in Informal Sector (Worldwide)

Of all women workers in India operate without formal contracts, social Globally, women workers in the informal economy face similar conditions

security, or institutional support. of exploitation and exclusion.
282 600K (Approximately)
Trades Represented Women Members Reached
ICNW members are engaged across 267 diverse trades — from silk Poor women worker-members, shareholders, and loanees mobilised
weaving and fisheries to head-loading and hawking. across Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh, and Telangana.

These women survive amidst starvation, social oppression, and the three-fold inequalities of Caste, Class, and Gender. Yet they demonstrate
extraordinary socialised resilience — operating through indigenous methods and ingenious mechanisms despite severe drudgery and
discriminatory conditions.



Our Journey: From 800 Women to a Informal Sector
Women's Workers Movement

1978 1

The Working Women's Forum (India) formed with 800
women members — a seed of collective action.

2 1981

The Indian Cooperative Network for Women (ICNW)
initiated and promoted by WWF(!), with FAO support in
1987-1993 3 Adiramapattinam, Tanjore, Tamilnadu

Rapid expansion: Bidar, Bellary, Dharmapuri, Vellore, Bangalore
branches established — each addressing a distinct social

challenge. 4 2025

200 full-time staff, 150 part-time staff, volunteers,
group leaders at HQ, and volunteers across
14 cooperative branches in four Southern states.

[J ICNWis globally recognised by world leaders, multilaterals, and fund banks as a best-practice model for financial inclusion of poor women
in cooperatives — the first women's cooperative represented on the International Raiffeisen Union Board in 50 years.



The ICNW Gender & Equity Model: A Holistic Approach

Economic exploitation and social oppression called for a new model of development — one rooted in women's innate wisdom, indigenous collectives, and
local modes of communication. The WWF/ICNW model rejects piecemeal approaches, instead addressing women's roles as economic producers, home
managers, and community leaders simultaneously.

Stage IV: Leadership by Merit

Organisers become office-bearers and governing board members — many poor fish and fruit sellers are now Vice Presidents.

Stage Ill: Asset Creation

Education, sanitation, housing, social status, dignity, and community leadership roles generating civic demand.

Stage II: Diversification & Growth

3 Enterprise growth, household food security, and improved quality of living through
diversified income sources.

Stage |: Moving Away from Indebtedness

4 WWF/ICNW credit strategy breaks the cycle of moneylender dependency
with low-interest, collateral-free loans.




Financial Inclusion: The Engine of
Transformation

$5.5B 92%

Total Loans Disbursed Repayment Rate
TRAINING OF TRAINERS PR_ ON uurw. FINANCIAL
Approximately 5.5 billion US dollars in small An outstanding 80-96% repayment rate — _—
and petty loans to informal sector workers even during the pandemic — reflecting deep
across 282 occupations. member commitment.
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Cooperative Branches

Active branches across Tamil Nadu,
Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh, and Telangana
serving rural and urban members.

ICNW's financial inclusion strategy provides continuous credit access, micro-insurance,
savings, and fixed deposits. Neighbourhood solidarity groups of up to ten women serve as the
primary delivery mechanism — mobilising new members, assessing creditworthiness, and
ensuring repayment through peer accountability. Loan sizes range from $50 to $850 USD,
with no collateral required.




Financial Inclusion : A poor pro women strategy for Sustainable

Development

* Innovative financial inclusion program at
ICNW: a long term preventive program to fE&sl
counter gender-based violence.  “

* |Independent income/status powered by '
direct, reasonable, continuous sources of /;.---‘
credit, training,  mobility/organization,
gender awareness, and markets enhanced =&
this process.

* The neighbourhood group of women (around ten members each) is
effective as a delivering mechanisms to mobilize other poor women
extensively and infuse confidence to join the cooperative.
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Group Based Delivery

* Formation of solidarity groups in the
neighborhood.

* Convincing clients on aspects of reliability,
affordability and sustainability

* Microfinance products in ICNW — promoting
through word of mouth.

* Credit appraisal staff visit the field to assess
the creditworthiness and needs of the groups.

* Groups visit ICNW to become shareholders of
the cooperative.




Credit Group Leaders
The leader takes loan
(without Collateral)
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applications to each of her groups

. * Acts as a loan guarantor of the group.
.« /s Process, assist, disburse loans and monitor

the use and repayment.

* Leaders operate on a voluntary basis; as
an incentive, they receive higher loans.

* Success/failure of groups in ICNW depends
on leadership quality of women leaders.

* Effective communication skills
* Loan size ranges from (S50 to 850 U.SS)



Organizers

Experienced Leadership — Organizers are former group
leaders trained in leadership, group management, and
community mobilization.

Community Link — They identify poor working women,
connect groups with the ICNW Cooperative, and receive
an honorarium for their services.

Financial Responsibility — Conduct weekly meetings,
facilitate loan disbursement, and ensure timely
repayment.

* Leadership Progression — Outstanding organizers advance to become office bearers and Board
members, with many rising from poor vendors and hawkers to leadership positions.

 Women's Empowerment — The model enables women to save, access formal finance, invest,
build assets, and lead their households and communities.

 Community Mobilization — A strong women-led network expands outreach, strengthens

solidarity, and mobilizes local service providers to meet community needs.
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Our Branches: Four States, Fourteen Locations, Countless
Transformations

Adiramapattinam (1981)

Members in villages. Fisherwomen mobilised to new credit groups, repair fishing canals, and secure auction rights —
eliminating moneylender dependency, supply chain.

Dindigul (1979)

Members in villages. Landless women head-loaders assisted with credit for alternate employment;
dairy cattle strengthened as a livelihood diversification option.

Kancheepuram (1990)

Members in villages. ICNW intervened to include women weavers in the Weaver's Cooperative Society — previously restricted to
men under government policy, reported child labour in their areas for “buttas”

Dharmapuri (1993)

Members in villages. Established to prevent large-scale infanticide and feticide by organising women,
providing credit, and improving livelihood security.

Bidar & Bellary, Karnataka

Members in villages (drought-prone district). Bellary: Members in villages — rehabilitating women from the Devadasi system
through gainful employment.
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Branches and their unique areas of expertise
— Adirampattinam (1981) — Empowering Fisherwomen
W‘? , - * |nitiated with FAO/BOBP to support fisherwomen in the

gy r‘:ﬁ
T {b‘ y fishing economy.
i .

e Credit enabled women to engage in fish marketing without
moneylenders.
,‘ik *S%.5 + Supported fish vendors, basket makers, salt sellers, and
N “' gt food vendors.
e Established women-led banking centres and successfully
advocated for fishing canal repairs and auction rights.
e Supply Chain
Dindigul (1979) — Strengthening Rural Livelihoods

',, / Q“'f \ i
| | pa.| -

* Empowered landless women through credit and
alternative livelihoods.

* Reduced dependence on middlemen and moneylenders.

* Supported women in trading agricultural produce and
dairy farming and at “Shandies”.

* Strengthened collective bargaining and improved wage
security.




Vellore Branch

Initiated in 1983 to support beedi rollers and matchstick
workers.

Addressed issues of child labour and child mortgage.
Introduced alternative livelihoods with ILO support under
the anti-tobacco campaign.

Promoted enterprises such as camphor making, candle
making, and artificial jewellery.

Kancheepuram Branch

Initiated in 1990 to facilitate Kanjeevaram silk weavers

ICNW intervened and made women weavers as the members
of Weaver’s Cooperative Society and made them avail the
same facility available as men.

Addressed issues of child labour and child mortgage.

Other occupations are goat/cow rearing, milk vending,
vegetable/flower sales, farming, etc. 13



L Dharmapuri Branch

“‘“ * I|nitiated in 1993 to address female infanticide and feticide by
improving the value and status of the girl child.

* Organized and educated women while providing credit
assistance and social security.

* Enhanced food security, social security, and women's
economic empowerment.

 Promoted livelihood activities such as palm leaf plate making,
cotton saree weaving, tailoring, and vegetable/fruit vending.

Channapatna Branch

* |nitiated in 1991

* Women engaged in seri-culture work, toy making, raising
mulberry plants

* Problem in seri-culture — silk worms reared only in
moderate weather

* Credit extension diversified their activities

e Other occupations of members are - tomato farming, cow
rearing, milk sales, basket weaving, etc. 14




Bangalore City Branch

* |nitiated in 1983 to provide relief and credit to
agarbathi or incense sticks workers

* Mostly migrant workers in the slums of Bangalore city

* Credit cooperative was not started until the migrant and non-
migrant workers came together.

e Later with the unity and harmony as neighborhood solidarity
groups credit cooperative was initiated

* Members are involved in embroidery work,
beautician, flower sales, etc.

Bidar Branch

* Implemented in 1987 after the Government of Karnataka
entrusted the UNICEF’S BIRD Project to ICNW.

* Focused on empowering women in a backward and drought-
prone district.

 Promoted non-farm livelihoods such as goat rearing, saree
sales, embroidery, tailoring, bidri handicraft.

 Expanded women's access to credit and financial services.

* Impact: Improved livelihoods, enhanced financial inclusion,
and strengthened the quality of life of landless poor women. 15




Bellary

* |nitiated in 1993 on Central Govt. request to replicate
the work

 Large scale oppressions inflicted on girl children,

dedicating them to female deity due to superstitious
belief.

e Girl child ended up as devadasis — girls/womens
in the service of god.

* First strengthened women’s economic role, helped
mothers to undertake gainful employment.

* Encouraged them to send young girls to govt. schools

* Women are engaged in basket making, knitting,
tailoring, candle making, etc.

16



CASE STUDY
Ms.Indira Ravi, Ferris wheel, South Chennai, TN.

K'\‘ . | * Ms. Indira Ravi, is 40-years - 6th

' > - class pass, a proud member
WWE-ICNW.

e She began her livelihood by
renting a giant wheel with just
savings of 1,000 through
WWEF-ICNW'’s credit group.

* She accessed five successive loans that increased her capital to X50,000.
Then she bought her own giant wheel (Ferris wheel).

* Her income increase enabled her to raise four children. Today two of
them are Doctors and Lawyers. Indira’s journey reflects ICNW'’s
cooperative model. 17
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Ms. Baki Jayalakshmi, Hotel Business, Narasapur, AP.

eMs. Baki Jayalakshmi (48), Narasapur — Born
into a farming family and faced socio-economic
hardships.

*WWF-ICNW Membership — Joined through
women's meetings on savings, loans, and
entrepreneurship.

oFirst Loan — Received 4,800 from WWF-ICNW,
strengthening her confidence and financial
independence.

eEntrepreneurship — Started a small hotel business and steadily expanded it through
reinvestment and successive WWF-ICNW loans.

eBusiness Growth — Most recent loan amounted to X50,000.

e|lmpact — Achieved economic independence and resilience, demonstrating how WWE-
ICNW!'s inclusive credit support strengthens livelihoods and empowers women in the

informal sector.
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Training/Capacity Building Strategy — Indian Co-operative

Network for Women
Emphasize Hands-on Learning

 Learning by Doing — Women immediately apply
concepts and skills through real-life activities,
projects, and problem-solving. =
 Practical Experience - Hands-on training | '
strengthens competencies, builds confidence, and
enhances long-term learning and entrepreneurship.

Leadership & Communication Skills Training

* Leadership Development — Builds women's leadership, communication, and decision-
making skills during loan disbursement.

e Confidence & Empowerment — Encourages women to speak up for their rights, participate
actively in groups, and become successful entrepreneurs and community leaders.

e Skits, folk forms, folk music, puppetry 19



 Skill Development Training — WWF
provides vocational and alternative
livelihood training to women workers,
enabling them to diversify their skills,
increase income opportunities, and
strengthen their readiness for
entrepreneurship before accessing ICNW
credit.

eVocational Skill Training — Women receive livelihood-oriented training,
often in collaboration with reputed institutes such as Central Food
Technological Research Institute (CFTRI) and the Small Industry Service
Institute, enabling them to start small enterprises and production using
locally available resources and local markets.

20



 Marketing Support — WWEF assists silk and
cotton weavers by providing market-
oriented design training, organizing buyer—
seller meets, and promoting product
innovation to enhance market access and
Increase income opportunities.

e Staff Training — Banking and program staff receive regular training at
reputed cooperative institutes to strengthen credit operations and
client services.

* Training of Trainers (ToT) — Field workers and supervisors are trained in
leadership, group management, and community mobilization to
effectively deliver training and support large numbers of women.

21



A Counter-Culture Model: Lessons for Policy and Practice

The WWF-ICNW experiment proves that even the youngest, poorest, and semi-literate women can manage and run institutions — given the right
training, orientation, and field exposure. This is not charity or welfare; it is a participatory grassroots development model that offsets dependency and
patronage approaches to poverty alleviation (SDG 1).

™ ™
For Policymakers For Cooperative Leaders
Continuous financial inclusion — not one-time grants — builds Group-based delivery through neighbourhood solidarity groups is the
immunity against economic shocks. Infusions of capital for poor most effective mechanism. Leadership by merit — not background —
households must be sustained to ensure lasting impact. transforms communities from within.

S

™ ™
For Development Practitioners For Researchers
Gender-based violence counselling, economic empowerment, and Indigenous knowledge on climate solutions, farming, and biodiversity
microfinance must be integrated. Over 50,000 Gender based must be acknowledged and integrated. Women farmers' resilience
violence (GBV) cases have been resolved through ICNW's with climate change offers scalable lessons for the Global South.
counselling and referral services.

S vy

"If poor women are provided financial assistance and training, they will not be poor anymore.”"— The ICNW Promise, proven over 44 years.

22



The “Gender Based Violence Intervention Product” in Microfinance

Integrated Women’s Empowerment Model in Agriculture Distress Areas

e Community-Based Approach — Combines male youth
forums, women’s credit groups, and capacity-building
to promote women’s rights, gender equality, and
prevent gender-based violence.

 Sustainable Impact -  Strengthens women’s
entrepreneurship and livelihoods, fostering financial
independence, poverty reduction, inclusive economic
growth, and sustainable development.

Engaging Young Men as Allies

 Agents of Change — Engage young men and boys to promote gender-equitable values and
challenge patriarchal norms.

 Outcome — Foster positive attitudes and shared responsibility in preventing gender-based
violence and advancing gender equality. Transforming Gender Norms — Through street
theatre, sports, awareness campaigns, and anti-dowry and anti-sexual harassment pledges in
Bengaluru and Channapatna, Karnataka, young men are encouraged to become advocates for
gender equality and positive social change. 73



UN Engagement — Global Assighment

e At the COP27, she opened the Global Farmers
Market focused on Food Security & Agriculture
out of 26 countries. Presented on the panel &/
“Gender Considerations & Gender Responsive
Action for Resilient & Climate Friendly Food =%
Systems”. T e

UN Commission on Status of Women (UNCSW)

e Dr. Azad opened the Main India Panel at the 63 Session of the United
Nations Commission on the Status of Women (UNCSW), UN Plaza, New
York on 11t March 2019. This was organized by the Permanent Mission
of India at New York.

24



United Nations Engagement

eUNCSW 62, 2018 — Invited by the Government of India to speak on the official panel on
"Protecting the Girl Child and Educating Them (Beti Bachao, Beti Padhao)", as the only
non-profit representative.

UN Recognition — During WWF’s 30 years of UN ECOSOC Consultative Status, organized
official UN parallel events at UNCSW 65-70, highlighting women's empowerment and
cooperatives.

eGlobal Milestone — Became the only cooperative network globally to organize a UN
Commission for Social Development (CSocD64) side event on women's role in
cooperatives for advancing equality and social transformation.




» United Nations Commission for Social Development (UNCSocD63),
New York 2025

** Highlights: In the UN Year of Cooperatives, the panel entitled
“UN Year of Cooperatives - Leadership Networks through Capacity
Building” was awarded to Working Women’s Forum - Indian
Cooperative Network for Women (WWEF/ICNW). The panel was
honoured in the UN Year of Cooperatives to be on first day (out of 4
days) to be the only cooperative panel. The panel was represented by
all continents, Governments, NGO, Cooperatives.

s*President of WWHF-ICNW Dr. Nandini Azad highlighted the
significance of hosting this UNCSOD event in Chennai for the third
time.

26



UN Representation for WFO

Global Symposium on Farmers' Rights
held in New Delhi, India, 12-15 Sep. 2023

** The International Treaty on Plant
Genetic Resources (FAO-ITPGRFA) held
in New Delhi (12-15, September

. Meeting with Mr.Kent Nnadozie,
2023). Inaugurated by India’s Secretary, ITPGRFA-FAO and

Dr. Nandini Azad, President WWF-ICNW

President Madam Draupadi Murmu.
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COP 28:

Meeting the UNFCC Executive Secretary,
Dr.Nandini Azad Advocated the Role of
Small holder Family Farmer Women
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Dr. Azad was sponsored by WFO to Cop 28. Her meeting
with Mr. Simon Stiell, Executive Secretary of the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change,

(UNFCCC) in December, 2023, at COP 28, Dubai.
Photo Credit UN Climate Change - Kiara Worth.
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International Grains Council (IGC), England and Institute for the
Development of Agricultural Cooperation in Asia (IDACA) Japan

President, ICNW/WWF and WFO CWG
facilitator from India forwarded views
at the International Grains Council
(IGC), England - |Institute for =
the Development of Agricultural
Cooperation (IDACA), (Japan).

29



WFO Representative Dr.Nandini Azad at CFS Panel

The CFS 51st Session of the Committee on World Food Security (CFS)
held at the FAO headquarters in Rome October, 2023

Dr.Nandini Azad stressed family
farming and reconstructing
women's roles in family farming
strategies at FAO - CFS meeting,
FAO H.Q.
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The International Raiffeisen Union, (oldest Global Cooperative
Union) held its Presidium and Board Re-election,
Bonn, October, 2023

Cooperative Working Group
Facilitator Dr.Nandini Azad,
re-elected to Inter-national
Raiffeisen Union Board second
time 1 women in 50 years
along with Raiffeisen bank,
Rabo bank etc.

IRU-a worldwide association of national cooperative organisations is built upon the foundational ideas of

Friedrich Wilhelm Raiffeisen regarded as the ‘Father of Cooperatives’

31



United Nations Commission On the Status Of Women
68t" Edition (UNCSW68) Virtual Parallel Event, New York
Title: “Thriving Together: Empowering Womens Co-operatives”
“The importance of cooperatives for rural women - Policy mechanisms with
international views and practical experience”

Cooperatives are ideal mechanisms for building gender equality: Nandini Azad

The ‘Importance of Cooperatives for

LN RETAAGIE ““°  Rural Women in India and the Indian
Empowering Women Cooperatives tot i

Cooperative Network for Women’s
Organisation” an event organised
(15" March 2024) covered Donghwa
RTINS SRl Campus  Credit  Union  member
ORI " B cooperative in Taiwan for the UNCSW —
68t edition. (invited her at Cop28)

32
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Nandini Azad only representative of International Civil Society leader
honoured to speak at G20 Social summit inaugural,
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil- 2024

| ) ; oAt the G20 Social Summit, WFO
il \ro' | facilitator for the Working Group on

L AR

Cooperatives Dr. Nandini Azad, the only
representative of International Civil
Society, president of Working Women's
Forum (India)/ Indian Cooperative
Network for Women and WFO delegate
spoke at the inaugural, Rio de Janeiro,
Brazil.

-
- .
- L Rt Y
. 4
".-5. » .
‘- L
~ i

33



Dr.Nandini Azad WWF-ICNW on UNGA 2025 Poster (UN General Assembly)
published by UN Women

* Creating her as the symbol of resistance against backlash on 3 Uk
worldwide womens rights. = - [OKENES

e Testament to WWF-ICNW Global work on Womens BACKLASH g
Sustainability Financial Leadership. AGAINST

World Farmers Organisation ‘{4 WOMEN'’S RIGHTS

IS RISING.

eGlobal Leadership — Nominated as Global Facilitator and
Member of the WFO Global Working Group on Women and
Cooperatives, Rome.

eResearch Contribution (2019) — Presented the pioneering
study "Gender Equality in Family Farming" at the WFO General
Assembly in Luxembourg, representing India. The study
highlighted that 40% of member women held land titles.
eGlobal Advocacy (2022) — Addressed the WFO General

. . SO IS OUR
Assembly in Budapest, showcasing the grassroots success of
i b 5 e S RESISTANCE.

fisherwomen-led local supply chains developed during the
post-pandemic period.




Media Advocacy:

Nandini Azad speaks at G20 Social
Summit’s inaugural ceremony in Brazil
Published - November 18, 2024— CHENNAI|/4" Page|

The Hindu Bureau

Nandini Azad, president, Working Women's Forum (India) and the Indian Cooperative
Network for Women, speaking at the event held in Brazil. | Photo Credit: Getty Images
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Thank you very much!

Dr. NANDINI AZAD

President,

Indian Co-operative Network for Women -
Working Women'’s Forum (India) HQ. Chennai
E-mail: nandiniazadicnw@gmail.com




