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Ms. Afreen Begum, 19 years, spends 
evenings learning a bouquet of Life 
Skills in the N Star Centre of Hassan 
Nagar, Hyderabad. During the day 
she attends a regular college for her 
undergrad course.

“I want to become a 
feminist and a social 
worker. I want to speak 
out on issues that 
concern women and help 
communities around me. 

Before coming to the 
N Star Centre, I did not 
have any exposure or 
perspectives on women’s 
issues. Now, I have a 
better understanding of 
the community’s views 
towards the inequalities 
against women. I want 
to make a difference. 
N Star is giving me 
the confidence and the 
knowledge I need to 
achieve my goals and I 
am confident that I will 
succeed.”

AFREEN BEGUM

Cover Photograph:
Claude Avezard Ph
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Chairman’s 
Message

This report covers the body 
of work done by Naandi 
Foundation during the last three 
years. The scale and impact 
of the work undertaken by the 
Foundation in such a short 
span of time is a source of great 
satisfaction and pride for me. 
These achievements are the 
consequence of the dedicated 
sincerity of a passionate team, 
and their close collaboration with 
the communities they serve.

The focus of their efforts has
been on working with 
underprivileged girls, 
unemployed youth and small 
farmers in rainfed areas. All three 
constituencies have the potential 
to be key levers in nation building 
and they also happen to be 
themes that I am personally 
passionate about.

The work on empowering India’s 
girls is carried out under the 
aegis of Project Nanhi Kali. This 
is an initiative I founded two 
decades ago with the objective 
of inspiring ordinary citizens 
to support at least one girl’s 
education. The partnership 
between Naandi and the  
K.C. Mahindra Education Trust 
has impacted the lives of 300,000 
girls - a full generation - in the last 
decade across Madhya Pradesh, 
Rajasthan, Karnataka, Andhra 
Pradesh, Chhattisgarh and 
Telangana. In a feat considered 
rare in the development sector, 
Project Nanhi Kali has now 
moved out to new, and even 
more challenging geographies 
in Uttar Pradesh, West Bengal, 

Punjab and Gujarat. Another 
high point has been the move 
to provide digital tablets to over 
50,000 high school Nanhi Kalis 
to learn Maths and English after 
school hours.

Unemployed youth are trained 
and empowered through 
Mahindra Pride Schools - 
Naandi’s pioneering youth 
programme for
skill teaching and job placement.
The word Pride is not just a part
of the name of the school. It is a
word that describes the emotion 
that imbues every young adult 
who graduates from here and 
embarks upon a life of dignity 
and self-respect. In the last two
years the Mahindra Pride 
School’s programme has been 
reinvented by expanding the
‘grooming, skilling and 
personality development 
modules’ by preparing 50,000 
young people every year to 
become employable. Naandi 
partners with colleges and 
polytechnic institutes all over 
India to run 1,000 Mahindra Pride 
Classrooms.

Last but not least, is the 
transformation brought about in 
the lives of small and marginal 
farmers using biodynamic 
agriculture, value addition and
niche, global marketing of their 
produce. The impactful initiative 
of working with adivasis to create 
the world’s iconic top quality 
Araku coffee has given birth to a 
separate social business, started 
by all four Trustees including me, 
to retail the coffee as a gourmet 

luxury offering in Paris and 
across France. This has enabled 
us to pay the farmers the highest 
price for their raw beans and has 
helped to upgrade thousands of 
them from subsistence living to a 
“middle class” status. 

Social impact investing is one 
of the most satisfying forms of 
making a contribution. It has 
given me great pleasure to
increase my personal investment 
to match that of Danone.
Communities (the social venture 
fund of Group Danone) in iPure, 
a venture to further the scope 
of providing safe drinking water 
to rural communities across 
India. I am also personally 
investing along with the Michael 
and Susan Dell Foundation to 
start Alphabyte, an enhanced 
education and skilling opportunity 
for underprivileged children in the 
National Capital Region.

Naandi Foundation continued 
its evidence based efforts to 
influence public policy with the 
Urban HUNGaMA Survey report 
that was presented to the nation 
to highlight the need to keep the 
spotlight on nutrition for children, 
both urban and rural.

I am, indeed, honoured to Chair 
this marquee, nonprofit, Indian 
Foundation that has transformed 
millions of lives in various regions 
across India.

Anand G Mahindra
24-02-2018
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Girls
PROJECT NANHI KALI/
N STAR CENTRES/
TEENAGE GIRLS SURVEY
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Nearly 300,000 
Nanhi Kalis
graduated 
through this 
project to date. 
Currently over 
135,000 girls 
across 14 
states in 
India. 

PROJECT NANHI KALI: 
GIRLS 
5-15 YEARS
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The last three years have 
been momentous for Naandi’s 
work with girls. During this 
period, the leadership teams 
of K.C.Mahindra Education 
Trust and Naandi Foundation 
aimed at the stars for the girls 
of India. As a result, including 
in the remote tribal villages of 
Madhya Pradesh, all our Nanhi 
Kalis are now equipped with 
electronic tablets using audio-
video lessons ensuring that they 
can master two ‘life-changing’ 
subjects – as a Nanhi Kali put it – 
Maths and English. 

Partnering with a Michael & 
Susan Dell Foundation invested 
technology start-up that serves 
as a content aggregator, we 
customised the content in a 

manner that would help the 
individual learning levels of each 
and every Nanhi Kali. 

In line with the yellow house 
colour of Project Nanhi Kali, 
these Yellow Tablets are in the 
hands of every high school 
Nanhi Kali throughout India today. 
By doing lessons on the tablet in 
Maths and English on her own, 
using her own personal login ID 
and password, each girl student 
is mastering the subjects and 
nuances of the digital world at 
her own pace. 

Since inception, Project Nanhi 
Kali has worked across the 
country’s tough geographies: 
from rural hamlets at the tip of 
India, in Tuticorin, to the chawls 

PROJECT NANHI KALI: 
GIRLS 
5-15 YEARS

Background: India’s unique
project supporting underprivileged 
girls with clothes, books and 
private tuitions on a daily basis 
– thereby enabling them to 
successfully complete ten years 
of schooling.

10
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of Borivali in suburban Mumbai; 
from tribal settlements perched 
on the Araku hills at the Andhra-
Odisha border – to tiny bylanes 
near the red-light area in Delhi. 
Providing regular academic and 
material support to these girls 
was a daunting job: however, 
Naandi achieved this task and 
found that it acted as a catalyst 
to the girls’ lives. A quarter of a 
million girls were thus supported 
in completing ten years of formal 
schooling: doing this with after-
school tuition on a daily basis, 
all the year around, for ten years, 
was unprecedented in India. 
This was further borne-out by 
the findings of the Third Party 
Evaluation conducted in 2015-16 
(report available on www.naandi.
org). From these, it was clear that 
we had created the necessary 
empowerment for girls to be 
taken through ten years of 
impactful schooling in the 
tribal areas of Udaipur, dacoit-
famed Sheopur in Madhya 
Pradesh, naxal-infested Kanker 
in Chattisgarh and chronically 
drought-stricken Mahabubnagar 
of Telangana. 

Every day of the year, we stay 
in touch with every Nanhi Kali: 
through after-school tuition, 
home visits and parent’s 
meetings – ensuring in every 
way that she is safe and 
learning. ...And at a cost of less 
than $50 per child, per year.

The validation by the Third Party 
Evaluation gave us the courage 
and inspiration to enter new 
geographies featuring adverse 
gender ratio, challenging 
terrains, greater vulnerability to 
girl-trafficking – and of course 
those living in extreme poverty. 
Thus the Project has now 
expanded to include 60,000 
new girls – Nanhi Kalis – living 
in Darjeeling, Kolkata, Varanasi, 
Barabanki, Moga, Gurgaon, 
Noida and Bharuch.

Every day of the year, we stay 
in touch with every Nanhi Kali 
- through after-school tuition, 
home visits and parent’s meetings 
- ensuring in every way that she is 
safe and learning. ...And at a cost 
of less than $50 per child, per year.“ 11
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SPOTLIGHT
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Neha’s daily 
routine was to dive umpteen 
times to the bottom of the 
nearby Ram Kund lake 
and collect coins thrown by 
pilgrims. She never enjoyed 
her government school at 
Panchavati, near Nashik, as 
it was not equipped for first-
generation learners. 

Three years ago, Vaishali, the 
Community Associate from 
Project Nanhi Kali, swooped  
down on Neha and took her 
under her wings. 

Today, Neha is a regular in
Class 7 thanks to the 
‘magical’ Yellow Tablet that 
helps her dive effortlessly into 
learning Maths and English n
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N STAR CENTRES 
GIRLS 
16-21 YEARS

So far 70 
Centres across 
Hyderabad, 
Mumbai, 
Gurgaon, 
Visakhapatnam 
and Pune 
reaching out to 
8,000 adolescent 
girls.

14
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N STAR CENTRES 
GIRLS  
16-21 YEARS

Background: With insight from 
Project Nanhi Kali, we launched 
India’s first ever community- 
based “Go-to space” for 
adolescent girls in cities. 
Grooming, Counselling, Skilling 
& Transformational Leadership 
takes place in these Centres.

Over a decade of working with 
thousands of girls – in fact 
300,000 girls in 14 states – 
meant having reached out to 
them successfully with after-
school academic support, study 
materials and dignity kits. We 
were proud to see the girls do 
well and go on to take up new 
life challenges. Girls grabbed 
this opportunity and pushed it 
to its limits in a bid to transform 
themselves. In many locations 
they formed their own ‘clubs’ and 
initiated different kinds of social 
action on their own.

In 2011, when Naandi undertook 
a massive HUNGaMA (Hunger 
and Malnutrition) Survey – 
measuring 100,000 children and 
interviewing 75,000 mothers – to 

our horror, we discovered that 
most of these mothers were 
teenage girls. Barely daughters 
themselves, they had been 
forced to become mothers. 
Although child marriages are 
becoming rare in 2018, the fact 
remains that adolescent girls 
are married off early because 
they are considered unsafe and 
at risk once they attain puberty: 
whereas, at a similar time of their 
development, boys are free men. 
This we learned from proximity 
with our Nanhi Kali alumni. 

The penny dropped. We realised 
the time had come to move 
beyond education. Towards 
empowerment. 
We created a programme for 

16
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girls in the 16 - 21 years age- 
group. The objective was to 
provide each girl with a safe 
space where her voice would 
be heard, where she would 
learn 21st century skills and 
realise her full potential as an 
economic, social and emotional 
powerhouse... To be the Star she 
ought to be.

The result was a blitz of N Star
Centres established in different 
urban spaces across the country. 
These N Star Centres are open 
all day for any 16 - 21 year-old girl 
to walk in, meet her peers, take 
English and computer classes, 
upgrade her reading skills and 
to equip herself with financial 
literacy as well as an awareness 
about her own body and health. 
All the things that she had never 
been offered by her intermediate 
course (PlusTwo), or whilst at her 
Degree college. 

Mentored by a ‘Champion’ (an 
older woman, trained by Naandi), 
these N Star Centres are evolving 
into the girls’ favourite ‘go-to’ 

places where they may fully 
enjoy the opportunity to explore 
their own potential. 

English-speaking, computer-
savvy young women are 
stepping out from N Star Centres 
in multiple cities: financially 
literate, aware of their legal 
rights and confident of keeping 
themselves both healthy and 
safe. All this is achieved for $70 
per learner, per year.

The first batch of 70-odd centres 
are spread across Hyderabad, 
Mumbai, Visakhapatnam, Pune 
and the National Capital Region. 
These have become crucibles of 
incubation were young women 
are empowered. Each Centre 
is sponsored by either a HNI, 
a corporate, or a Foundation. 
Buoyed by the success of the 
pilot phase we hope to scale 
it up to reach out to every 
adolescent girl in urban india.

“
English-speaking, 
computer-savvy young women 
are stepping out from N Star 
Centres in multiple cities: 
financially literate, aware of their 
legal rights and confident of 
keeping themselves both healthy 
and safe. All this is achieved for 
$70 per learner, per year.

17
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TEENAGE GIRLS SURVEY
GIRLS
13-19 YEARS

The report 
covering all 
30 states and 
73,000 
respondents 
will not only 
enrich Project 
Nanhi Kali but 
will also 
influence 
public policy.

18
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After working with the Citizen’s 
Alliance against Malnutrition 
and launching two separate 
Survey Reports (HUNGaMA), 
we realised the extent to which 
primary data offers insights 
that may be used to influence 
public policy on key social 
sector issues. Accordingly, we 
decided to focus on another 
data gap. Namely, Adolescent 
Girls. There is no large scale 
database – recent or old – on the 
status of teenage girls in India. 
If at all, they are a subset of the 
15-49 years women’s group, or 
are subsumed under ‘Youth’. In 
a country of 120 million 10-19 
year old girls, the absence of a 
reliable, representative body of 
evidence on teenage girls and 
their lives, seemed to us to be a 
critical data gap. 

Background: Inspired by our 
work with Nanhi Kalis, we 
decided to talk and engage with 
teenage girls across every nook 
and corner of the country to 
learn “What does it mean to be 
a teenage girl in India? ”

In its absence, we saw the way 
our policies and programmes 
had largely assumed that an 
adolescent girl is either a 
helpless and vulnerable victim – 
whose prime need is protection 
from sexual aggression – or is a 
prospective mother who needs 
to be correctly nourished and 
vaccinated in a timely manner 
so that she can give birth to 
healthy babies. Our policies 
and programmes had stayed 
blind to the various activities and 
experiences that form the life of 
a teenage girl: ignoring both her 
aspirations, challenges and the 
numerous ways through which 
she negotiates agency in a male-
dominated environment skewed 
by a social discrimination based 
on people’s gender. 

TEENAGE GIRLS SURVEY
GIRLS
13-19 YEARS

20
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It was clear that the voice of our 
Indian teenage girls needed 
to be discussed as a matter 
of public policy – whether by 
corporate India, civil society or 
within the government.

This spurred us on to do a first- 
of-its-kind survey that will answer 
the big question ‘What does it 
mean to be a teenage girl in 
India’. This survey – referred to 
as the Teenage Girls Survey 
– was designed to give voice to 
teenage girls throughout India.

The survey has covered girls 
living in all the 30 states of 
India – in both rural as well as 
urban areas. A thousand women 
surveyors visited homes of 
teenage girls and interviewed 
them on various aspects of their 
lives – schooling and skilling, 
food habits, aspirations about 
careers and marriage and their 
perceptions regarding safety. 
The surveyors also captured 
data from the girls giving us 

information on BMI (Body Mass 
Index) and the prevalence of any 
anaemia. Stories of surveyors’ 
daily adventures – from the lush 
green hills of Manipur to the dry 
and dusty hamlets in Rajasthan, 
or from the steep, snowy slopes 
in the Kashmir valley to coconut-
tree shaded villages in Kerala 
– have, for the last so many 
months, formed the staple of 
Naandi’s internal communication. 
Please visit www.nanhikali.org 
to know more. The first ever 
survey of this kind in this country 
used no pen or paper and all 
surveyors were equipped with 
electronic tablets. At last count, 
74,000 homes had been visited 
in 3,700 villages or wards, in 
2,016 blocks, in 600 districts 
throughout 30 states.

The Survey Report is expected 
to be released to the nation by 
mid-2018.

“
At last count, 74,000 homes 
had been visited in 3,700 villages 
or wards, in 2,016 blocks, in 600 
districts throughout 30 states.

21
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Youth
MAHINDRA PRIDE 
SCHOOLS/
MAHINDRA PRIDE 
CLASSROOMS

22
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MAHINDRA PRIDE SCHOOLS
YOUTH
18-30 YEARS

Over 25,000 
youth & 
their families 
achieved 
sustainable 
livelihoods 
through 
8 schools 
across 
7 states.

24
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Skilling India – 
the Mahindra Pride way 

In India, 94% of our youth are 
not job ready. Furthermore, 65% 
of India’s population is below 
the age of 25. These two data 
points reveal the importance of 
the Mahindra Pride Schools in 
India today. 

Set up in Pune in March 2007 
as an Affirmative Action, CSR- 
initiative of the USD 20 billion 
Mahindra Group, the project 
envisioned a modest target of 
training 600 impoverished and 
socially marginalized young 
women and men drawn from 
urban slums and guaranteeing 
them a white-collar corporate job 
in 90 days. 

Over the years, the Mahindra 
Pride School has blossomed into 
a force majeure that has been 
waging war on unemployment 
from Kashmir to Kerala. With 
Mahindra Pride Schools 
operational in Pune, Chennai, 
Hyderabad, Patna, Chandigarh, 
Srinagar and Varanasi, MPS 
has successfully transformed 
the lives of 25,092 students or 
100,000 lives. Each and every 
alumni of MPS has transformed 
3 other lives as they become 
the lead breadwinner with a 
corporate job. 

This is possible because each of 
the unskilled, unemployed youth 
have been carefully selected 
and skillfully trained by full-
time domain experts, English 

Background: Ensuring 
organised corporate sector jobs 
to unemployed urban youth by 
conducting a 3-month, focused, 
skilling and placement 
programme.

MAHINDRA PRIDE SCHOOLS
YOUTH
18-30 YEARS

26
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language teachers and Life-Skill 
coaches, via a 90 day, 400 hour, 
intensive programme focussing 
on high growth verticals such 
as ITES, Hospitality, Retail and 
the Automotive Sector. MPS 
students currently work across 
the country in reputed corporate 
houses such as The Marriott 
Group, Le Meridien Hotels, Tata 
Consultancy Services, Pizza 
Hut, KFC, Wipro, Westside, Dell 
Computers, Tech Mahindra, 
Cognizant, Ford, etc. Thanks to 
the close collaboration with these 
and 250 others, the Pride Schools 
have an unblemished track 
record of 100% job placement. 

A further testament to the quality 
of training being provided at 
Mahindra Pride Schools is the 
consistently increasing average 
starting salary – which at present 
is Rs.12,636/- per month. 
Experienced alumni now earn 
salaries in a bracket ranging 
from Rs. 28,000 to Rs.100,000 
per month. 

Transforming young lives in a 
matter of months: impossible as

it may sound, we see this happen 
every quarter – year after year. 
At $280 per young person, this 
seems to be a very small price 
to pay.

The Mahindra Pride Schools’ 
alumni have become a strong 
family of over 25,000 youth: 
reflecting a different kind of 
millennial. Though born in an 
India with the best economic 
growth story ever yet, they have 
found themselves left out of the 
narrative. Each technological, 
or globalisation gain – happily 
enjoyed by us all – has been 
tantalisingly out of their reach. 
MPS rescued and mainstreamed 
them. In return, they want to 
zealously help skill every other 
youth. ...And it is this spirit that 
is the success of the Mahindra 
Pride Schools. Their pride at 
being a breadwinner that broke 
the inter-generational cycle of a 
poverty trend is now infectious. 

They wished – “May a thousand 
Mahindra Pride Schools 
bloom”. And they certainly did. 
As Mahindra Pride Classrooms.

“
Transforming young lives in a 
matter of months: impossible 
though it may sound, we see 
this happen every quarter - year 
after year - in our Mahindra 
Pride Schools. At $280 per young 
person, this seems to be a very 
small price to pay.

27
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Kanmani and 
her widowed mother used to 
sell flowers in a street in the 
metropolis of Chennai. Surely, 
a degree in Commerce didn’t 
help much. 

During September 2015, a  
chance meeting with Rosie, a 
Mahindra Pride School (MPS) 
alumnus, resulted in Kanmani 
being enrolled for our 90 day 
ITES course.

Today Kanmani is with 
Hewlett Packard earning 
over Rs 300,000/- per year. 
Her high point was when she 
bought flowers home for her 
mother n

SPOTLIGHT
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MAHINDRA PRIDE CLASSROOMS
YOUTH
18-21 YEARS

50,000 youth 
made 
employable 
through a 
network of 
1,300 classes 
across 8 States 
in the last 
2 years.
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Mahindra Pride Classrooms: 
India’s largest and fastest 
growing Youth Skill 
Development Program 

Egged on by the Mahindra Pride 
Schools’ alumni, a deep dive was
done to figure out how to increase 
the number of skilled youth per
annum by a power of ten. This
predicated two requirements. 
One: improvising the curriculum 
by creating 60-80 hour modules 
of Life and Job Skills. Two: 
creating an asset light model for 
expansion. 

With modifications to the 
curriculum swiftly implemented, 
the new framework for expansion 
came from the Government of 
Tamil Nadu: asking us to create 

Mahindra Pride Classrooms in 
every government college – 
especially polytechnics. Our 
tipping point was the indirect 
admission that higher education 
does not guarantee job-
readiness.

The majority of India’s degree 
colleges and polytechnics churn 
out students by the thousands: 
students who do not have 
the skills needed to obtain 
employment, even though they 
have the technical knowledge. 
Our module was designed to 
address the precise skill sets 
that these students lack.

Christened the Mahindra Pride 
Classrooms, this was introduced 
in FY17 throughout mainstream 

Background: To replicate in 
large scale the magic formula 
of Mahindra Pride Schools, we 
offered to run classrooms for
Employability Skills in poly-
technics and other colleges.

MAHINDRA PRIDE CLASSROOMS
YOUTH
18-21 YEARS
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Polytechnics, Industrial Training 
Institutes (ITIs) and Government 
Colleges by setting up dedicated
classrooms for final year students
with the avowed intent of 
significantly enhancing their 
chances of employment. A 
dedicated Content Development 
Cell also took on the task of 
identifying appropriate coaches 
and conducting a Train-the-
Coach Programme.

The first year saw the setting 
up of 550 Mahindra Pride 
Classrooms in Maharashtra, 
Tamil Nadu and Kerala and the 
successful training of 24,990 
students. The MPCs are already 
a veritable movement with State 
Governments, Universities and 
Colleges eager to have the MPC 
module in their classrooms.  The 
MPCs are a significantly lower 
cost option as they use the 
institution’s own classrooms and 
students. Each state is staffed 
with a dedicated Placement 
Coordinator focused on ensuring 
the placement of all students 
seeking jobs. The MPC module 
covers English Speaking, Life 

Skills, Aptitude, Interview and 
Group Discussion concepts and 
is designed to convert students 
into well rounded professionals 
ready for employment. In FY18, 
the MPCs have commandeered 
800 classrooms across 5 states 
(additionally Telangana and 
Andhra Pradesh) and, during 
FY18, will end up training a little 
over 40,000 students.

Mahindra Pride Classrooms 
ensure that the job readiness 
and employability quotient of 
students is at its highest possible 
level. The thousands of success 
stories so far prove that the $15 
investment per youth is more 
than worth the money.

Until December 2017, in the 
space of a little under 2 years, 
Mahindra Pride Classrooms have 
trained a total of 56,045 students 
across 1,323 centres – making 
it India’s largest and fastest 
growing skills development
centres network. At this rate, 
the Mahindra Pride program will 
soon be the pride of India Inc.

“
Mahindra Pride Classrooms 
ensure that the job-readiness 
and employability quotient of 
students is at its highest level 
possible. The thousands of 
success stories so far prove that 
the $15 investment per youth is 
more than worth the money.
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BIODYNAMIC
AGRICULTURE 
WARDHA/ 
ARAKU
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BIODYNAMIC AGRICULTURE 
FARMERS
POMEGRANATE ORCHARDS

Creation of a 
sustainable 
and profitable 
horticultural 
template for 
distressed 
small farmers 
in India.
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Naandi’s agriculture template 
will do to Indian agriculture 
what Tesla singlehandedly did 
to the 200 year old automobile 
engineering industry. 

This audacious claim is best 
understood by what we are 
doing with small farmers in the 
villages of Wardha district of 
Vidarbha region in Maharashtra. 
Otherwise infamous for a record 
number of farmer suicides, this 
rain-fed agrarian belt has been 
going through (agri)cultural 
turmoil with the introduction of 
new crops like Bt Cotton. 

After spending a year with small 
farmers (those owning less than 
2 hectares of land) it was evident 
to us that incremental change 

was not the answer. Rather it was 
to redefine the whole paradigm: 
so that the farmer and his family 
would only see infinite hope and 
prosperity.

So we introduced a biodynamic, 
horticultural protocol which would 
convert a small subsistence 
farmer into an orchard owner and 
an entrepreneur.

To do this, we studied the 
agronomy of Vidarbha: testing 
the soil, mapping crop patterns 
and concluding that the winner 
was a crop of which Maharashtra 
had the highest market share in 
India. The Pomegranate.

So we decided that the new 
narrative would be – ‘paint 

Background: Providing 
end-to-end support to 
transform small farming families 
from subsistence farming to the
biodynamically-sustainable 
cultivation of pomegranates.

BIODYNAMIC AGRICULTURE 
FARMERS
POMEGRANATE ORCHARDS
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Vidarbha red with pomegranate’. 
We call it the Ruby Crop. It is 
popular as a health food and 
has a long shelf life making it 
well suited for export. For export 
quality, however, the small 
farmer in Vidarbha was not yet 
equipped.
 
Foreseeing the challenges of 
erratic weather throughout the 
region, the idea of ‘mounding’ 
was introduced. However, 
this would only be achievable 
through the use of massive 
earth-movers and this kind of 
machinery is only owned by 
contractors, or political leaders. 
Small farmers could never dream 
of leasing such machines for 
themselves.

The stark reality of soil health was
further evident as we started the
planting. With the soil on its
death bed, each farmer family
was educated on how biodynamic 
practices would rejuvenate the 
moribund soil. Such disruptive 
intervention also had to ensure 
that the farmer’s psyche was 
fortified with patience. Short term 

gains were to be replaced with 
long term prosperity. Biodynamic 
agriculture, focused on soil 
health and leading to a higher 
immunity for plants and pristine 
quality fruits, turned out to be the 
saviour. Border plants used as 
live fencing, wind breakers and 
nutrition supplements completed 
the template needed for a 
perfect, biodynamically certified 
orchard. As per this template, 
750 farmer families and 1,000 
acres across 79 villages were 
transformed.
 
Today – two years later – the 
plants stand tall and proud, 
having successfully faced 
two drought ridden summers 
followed by one harsh, erratic 
monsoon. The Wardha Family 
Farming Project has caught the 
attention of the big farmers and 
even the District Collector...
 
Thus we see the small farmers 
once begging for subsidies and 
loan waivers transformed into 
exporters, entrepreneurs and 
orchard owners: boasting the 
face of a new India.

“
The small farmer in Wardha
is well on the way to becoming 
an orchard owner, an 
entrepreneur and an exporter.
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Over 100,000 
adivasis 
sustainably 
liberated from 
poverty by 
producing 
world-class 
speciality 
coffee branded 
as Araku.

BIODYNAMIC AGRICULTURE
FARMERS
COFFEE FARMS
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Subsistence coffee farmers in 
India unite to transform lives”
- Financial Times, Sep 24, 2017

The above headline captures the 
greatest impact we have so far 
made towards the eradication 
of poverty. Subsistence 
tribal farmers in the Araku 
region transformed through 
a combination of biodynamic 
agriculture uniting thousands of 
farmers under one umbrella into 
tapping niche global markets.

This would not have been 
possible without the support of
globally renowned coffee cuppers 
and speciality roasters who visit 
Araku every year to inspect 
the farms and processing unit; 
connect with farmers and Team 

Background: The successful 
transformation of thousands of 
acres of eco-fragile, hilly region 
in Araku using terroir-based 
coffee cultivation with bio-
diverse biodynamic agriculture 
practices.

BIODYNAMIC AGRICULTURE
FARMERS
COFFEE FARMS

Naandi; and most importantly 
cup the coffees from various 
farms in the Cup of Excellence 
format to rank them against 
other high quality, speciality 
coffees of the world. Christened 
the Gems of Araku, this annual 
ritual selects the best coffees – 
the Gems: those that score an 
exceptional 85 and more. These 
then go to niche export markets. 

With meticulous Standard 
Operating Procedures put 
in place at every stage of 
the process from ‘sapling to 
savouring’, this terroir based, 
biodynamically grown Araku 
coffee has embarked on a 
journey to becoming modern 
India’s iconic global brand.
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Although, in the last few years, 
their coffee was sold on an 
invitation basis to the global 
coffee experts of both Kyoto 
and Seoul, the crowning glory 
for the adivasis came with the 
retail foray of Araku coffee in to 
Paris: the gastronomical capital 
of the world. Structured as a 
social business venture and led 
by the Life Trustees of Naandi 
as investors, this coffee has 
received excellent attention and 
response in Paris. Branded as 
ARAKU, the coffee’s six SKUs 
are retailed as both beans 
and ground coffee through the 
flagship store as well as through 
partnered, niche gourmet stores. 
LVMH’s Grand Epicerie is one 
such partner. In less than a year, 
the coffee is now sold in over 35 
outlets throughout France and 
Switzerland. An e-commerce 
platform (www.arakucoffee.
com) sells both the coffee and 
associated accessories across 
Europe. 

The Araku coffee brand story 
has become one of the best 
examples of small and marginal 

farmers profiting immensely 
from globalisation. In the last 
few years, hundreds of farmers 
have earned profits worth a 
couple of lakhs of rupees from 
their one acre micro-farms. 
Financial discipline, controlled 
consumerism and a focus on 
nutritional security are other 
highlights of the programme 
design. 

Nowadays, the adivasi farmers 
in Araku are brimming with pride. 
They know their coffee is making 
not just them, but India, world- 
renowned.

Araku has become a Verb. For 
doing the impossible.

“
With meticulous standard 
operating procedures put in place 
at every stage of the process 
from ‘sapling-to-savouring’, this 
terroir-based biodynamically-
grown Araku coffee has embarked 
on a journey to becoming modern 
India’s iconic global brand.
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In 2003, Killo Sibbo, 
an adivasi from Kabada 
Boddaput village, planted 
coffee for the first time. 

In 2009, Sibbo earned 
Rs.11,466 from his 1.5 acre 
organic coffee farm. The 
same year, Naandi initiated 
Sibbo, his son Dumbru and 
thousands of similar farmers 
into growing coffee using 
biodynamic practices meeting 
global, speciality coffee 
standards. 

In March 2016, Sibbo’s 
family earned a profit of  
Rs. 2,67,420 from their two 
acre coffee farm. Sibbo used 
part of it for buying a tractor 
which he leases out to his 
tribesmen to grow millets as 
nutritional security n
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BIO-DIVERSE AGRO-FORESTRY 
FARMERS

After nearly 
20 years of 
work and 
planting 20 
million trees 
with 19 
varieties,
mostly fruits, 
biodiversity & 
prosperity is 
coming back 
to Araku.
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20 Million Trees planted and 
growing in the Araku region

In the course of working with 
adivasi families from the Araku 
region, Naandi understood that 
they cherished nothing greater 
than regaining the forest that 
they had lost over the years. 
They seemed to be wired for 
the harmonious and mutually 
supportive relationship enjoyed 
with the forest. It was evident 
that the only way forward was to 
start a reforestation of the entire 
Araku valley with the adivasis at 
the centre of planning, planting 
and preservation. The end-game 
was to obtain two outcomes: an 
improvement of the landscape 
and the generation of additional 
income for the tribals. It was 

clear their desire was that we 
should plant a mix of local trees 
consisting of timber, shade and 
fruit variants. We agreed. 

Looking back, we feel we had 
helped them to recreate not just 
any forest, but a biodiverse, 
functional, wooded environment 
whose legacy has contributed to 
reversing climate change. 

The revenue model for creating 
the forest in Araku is a classic 
case of innovation in impact 
investing. It may be mentioned 
that the success of our work in 
Araku over a decade and half 
has attracted global attention. 
The Global Livelihoods Fund 
(a Paris based Carbon Offset 
fund led by Danone and a group 

Background: Since its 
inception, Naandi has been 
working in the remote, eco-
fragile Araku region with the 
adivasi (indigenous tribes) 
population in the Eastern Ghats 
of India.

BIO-DIVERSE AGRO-FORESTRY 
FARMERS
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of European companies such as 
Hermes, Firmenich, Schneider 
Electric, La Poste, etc), had 
decided to grant us funds for 
planting trees in exchange for 
Carbon Credits. They were 
looking for an Indian partner and 
our own Mahindra Group agreed 
to give grant support to the 
adivasi community in diversifying 
the crop portfolio from coffee, 
vegetables and black pepper by 
adding as many as 18 varieties 
of fruits per acre.  
This resulted in designing a 
biodiverse timber, shade and 
fruit forest across 350 villages. 
Over 50,000 adivasis stand to 
benefit from this unique initiative. 
In record time, using biodynamic 
practices, we mobilised the 
communities to plant 5 million 
trees in under 1,000 days 
across 6,000 hectares. This 
activity qualified as a Carbon 
Sequestration project compliant 
with UNFCCC’s Kyoto Protocol 
guidelines and is registered with 
the Government of India, Ministry 
of Environment. 

Building on the success of these 
plantings, the Mahindra Group 
created a flagship CSR impact 
investing project called Hariyali 
and extended their support to 
planting a further 6 million trees. 
In the meantime, our work with 
the Government’s Integrated 
Tribal Development Agency and 
Coffee Board, had resulted in our 
cumulative planting of an overall, 
additional 10 million coffee 
saplings that are adding to the 
adivasi agricultural heritage. 

With these 20 million biodiversity 
rich, local varieties of trees, Araku 
is going to be a synonym not 
just for sustainable agriculture 
and world-class coffee, but 
also a template for the total 
transformation of a region and 
its communities – with ecological 
harmony at its leitmotif.

“
This project qualified as a carbon 
sequestration project compliant 
with UNFCCC’s Kyoto Protocol 
guidelines and is registered 
with the Government of India, 
Ministry of Environment.
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Naandihas 
created an innovative safe 
drinking water programme 
by creating a separate social 
business called Naandi 
Community Water Services 
with Danone.Communities 
as its joint venture partner. 
Together they purify the 
untreated water in over 
300 rural communities by 
setting up water centres 
called iPure. These centres 
provide the safe drinking 
water at an affordable rate of 
a mere 25 paise per litre to 
rural households in Andhra 
Pradesh, Telangana, Haryana 
and Rajasthan. So far, 2.2 
million people have benefitted 
from this programme. Every 
day, nearly 700,000 people 
drink this water n

SPOTLIGHT
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SPOTLIGHT
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Weoperate the  
Bio Gas Plant in Mahindra 
World City, Chennai, whose 
framework is one of the first of 
its kind to create green energy 
from urban waste.

With a capacity for processing  
10 tonnes of food waste per 
day, the unit produces gas to
generate electricity and 
automobile quality BioCNG. 
Biodynamic microbial 
inoculants used in the Plant
ensure that the waste is 
composted to organic bio-
fertilisers for free distribution to 
small and marginal farmers. 

The entire process is run by 
Naandi and has now become 
a model for any city that aims 
to reduce landfill, produce 
clean, green energy and 
redefine both urban transport 
and agriculture n
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What is 
Biodynamic 
Agriculture?

GLOSSARY
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Rudolf Steiner – a German 
educationalist and visionary 
– articulated this agricultural 
method almost 100 years 
ago: prompted by Polish and 
German farmers who were 
struggling with soil, crop, and 
animal health issues. These 
farmers asked about the use 
of mineral fertilisers (known 
as artificial NPK) and Steiner 
gave a stern warning that use 
of these “dead” fertilisers would 
result in a carbon starved soil 
leading to all sorts of worsening 
agricultural maladies. Steiner 
(echoing Indian agricultural lore) 
declared that the Earth – and by 
consequence, the soil – were 
living and that all amendments 
in agriculture should arise 
from organic processes. He 

also added that these natural 
organic processes were not 
enough and that farmers would 
have to assist their actions 
through new catalytic methods. 
Natural farming methods, he 
insisted, would not be enough 
to restore soil and farm health. 
Humans needed to intervene in 
order to assist this restorative 
process. By drawing on his wide 
reading of Indian wisdom and 
his experiences with ancient 
European herbal knowledge, 
in 1924, Steiner gave a series 
of eight lectures in which he 
outlined indications on how 
to create a new approach in 
agriculture that would restore 
productivity and avoid the 
disorders that were plaguing 
the farmers. Over the years, 
these indications and advice 
were systematised and 
became known as Biodynamic 
Agriculture.
  
The Biodynamic Method
Eight preparations are used 
in Biodynamics to enliven the 
soil either directly or through 
composting. 
The two foundational preparations 
in Biodynamics are BD 500 
and 501, each addressing the 
two fundamental principles of 
physical existence: the earth 
and light energies. BD 500, 
made from fermented cow dung, 
promotes all the soil’s biological 
processes – the calcium forces 
necessary for plant form. BD 501, 
made from quartz silica, is key 
to stimulating photosynthetic 
activity in plants and the 
development of both sugars and 
starches. These preparations 
are easily applied and are key 
to soil and plant health. They are 
further dynamised in water and 
applied annually to the farm on 
appropriately auspicious days of 
the month. 
The other six – BD 502 to 507 
– are applied to composts in 
order to ensure the development 

of humus or stable carbon for 
the soil. The intrinsic value and 
bioavailability of compost’s NPK, 
is determined due to certain 
beneficial bacterial and fungal 
actions and especially due to 
the quality of the humus created. 
The compost Preps provide 
these vital microbial forces. All 
the biological values of the Preps 
are the Biodynamic pathway to 
sustainable agriculture. Further, 
compost’s stable carbon is 
vital not just to support vibrant 
microbial life, but is also the key 
to the soil’s water retention – 
agriculture’s greatest challenge 
today. 
Biodynamics places great 
importance on auspicious 
positions of the moon, sun, and 
planets and this is an age-old 
Indian tradition acknowledged 
by Steiner in his writings. There 
is an annual planting calendar 
published as an easy reference 
for the application of Biodynamic 
preparations and all other farm 
activities. This is in consonance 
with the realisation that the 
Earth, the farm, and its soil 
are all linked to the rhythms of 
our cosmos: that everything is 
interconnected. 
Additionally, all tried and tested
biodiverse, organic practices are 
an important part of a sustainable 
Biodynamic agriculture: the 
practice of rotating crops from
field to field and the maintenance
of varied animal and plant 
species – along with cover crops  
and green manures – nurtures 
healthy, soil reducing parasites 
whilst controlling both weeds 
and pests.  

Biodynamics is the agriculture 
of the future and can work in the 
most varied agri-climatic zones. 
It is the key to providing quality, 
nutritious food whilst rejuvenating 
the planet’s soils with stable, 
humified carbon – all of which 
is crucial to mitigating climate 
change n
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FY14-15
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Ms. Afreen Begum, 19 years, spends 
evenings learning a bouquet of Life 
Skills in the N Star Centre of Hassan 
Nagar, Hyderabad. During the day 
she attends a regular college for her 
undergrad course.

“I want to become a 
feminist and a social 
worker. I want to speak 
out on issues that 
concern women and help 
communities around me. 

Before coming to the 
N Star Centre, I did not 
have any exposure or 
perspectives on women’s 
issues. Now, I have a 
better understanding of 
the community’s views 
towards the inequalities 
against women. I want 
to make a difference. 
N Star is giving me 
the confidence and the 
knowledge I need to 
achieve my goals and I 
am confident that I will 
succeed.”

AFREEN BEGUM

Cover Photograph:
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IMPACT 
INVESTING

Naandi Foundation
502, Trendset Towers 
Banjara Hills, Road No. 2
Hyderabad-500034
Telangana.
Phone: 040 2355 6491
Email: info@naandi.org
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