Recycling - and rebuilding lives - in India

Power over plastic

Political writer Anita Ahuja found a way to make good use of the plastic bags thrown away
in Delhi. Winsome Lane meets the environmentally friendly bag lady
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Anita Ahuja was a political writer,
fond of taking up |_||.|':'|'-, causes, and
she was very concerned about the grow
ing I_-..Iw-.l iC i'|,|_:l||;,' im her couniey. “lrs a
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Indiia s manufaciunng like crazy o mect
the demand for more TV and stereos
and |".I-.|-..'-f-'.'-'-| food, and they all come
wrapped in plastic,” says Ahufa, who is
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VWHITE WASH: Women wash plastic bugn
gatherid frem Dol dtreets., A Comirv,
whi e -l it orgardratknn formsed by Aniis
Ahuja, memben of lndis’y lower caike parn
iz Lk By Uiy this rubldsh vl fahion
acoessorees for sale around the

Rubbish collector

It all |.'|-|.'F.1II. in 1998 when Ahuja decided
thar the plastic bags clogging up her city
could be recveled into something use-
ful, Cher the nexe two years, she experi-
mented with wvarious things. During
thiese tesrs, she collecred waesd Fll.i'..lil. |‘|.1!':'\1
herself, and her fricnds and family had o
get accustamed to her suddenly leaving
them, or stopping ber car to rush across
the soreer and pick wp some filthy bags
from the gutter.

She soon discovered thae the bags
could be pressed together and made ino
astrong yer light marerial, The existing
colors of the bags could be kept for the
new fabric, s0 no dyecing was necessary,
FPurely as an experiment, she made up
SOME [ole h‘il-'-"' file fodders and pen bl
ers from the fabric and ook 15 picces
along 1o a wvade fair av the US embassy
in [elhi. To her surprise, they sold o
within an hour and she realized she
might have hit on a gond idea.

With the help of a designer friend,
Mandita Shaunik, she began w make
fashion hags and bels. Meanwhile,
Ahuja’s engincer hushand, Shabalha, had
invermed a machine — wirth parent pend-

N THE BAG: Werkers atl Comisrve's Delhi Taciory
put todperher the handnags. Buyers rors oome from
abroad to vicl the madern 15,000 square Toon
Vatoey, whilch penied in Movembsr. Consere
employs 300 workers sl Ehere are plans bo expand,
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compresses them inte the new fabric,
called polyethylene. The couple tormed a
non-profic and non-government argani-
l|'.||i|1|'| |_J-|||;'|j LLoaserse o ?‘rl'\'lil.ll\. T |1I'.|!
market the lashion accessories, Then
they hired members of the lowest casre
o forage bor wsed plastic bags and taught
unzkilled workers to make the new |!u.|'_'.
in thelr living rooms.

"As woan as people know what we were
|.||.||n!;. we got a live ok |'||.'||1.- Mhuja sayx,
“Some international designers volunteered
their services, the Asian Development
Bank gave us tunds o carry on, amd rrade
fair organizers helped us with atracring
bayers and designing booths.”

Using her contacts in government, Ahuga
secured Conserve 1Ds For her rag-pickers
so they would noi be harassed when they
were collecting bags on the streees and she
j:l.u |_l_ﬂ| .,,|_'r|i|ih|,|;_"\. |||‘. |'I||.|||H|,'I1I-c Tul |.r||I'II
[helhi s chicl minister.

When Conserve J:lpllr-;i o the [mdian
minisery of culure w caegorize what they
Wl -_||_||1|;.‘I s |_|.1|‘.I: - -\.lul'lh.jl '|'|.||II||.| |'.J|'|'-L
exempeed the group from cerain expon
payments — officials murmed them down, sa-
ing a craly had 10 be ag least 500 years old.

FaaR TRADE: Laf, Bt Alvidja, 38 the Av Pacilic
Lewther Fair in Honag Ko, with Mirchs Chauhas,
wha reprewenits her compasy it the city. s Donober
Lail s, Ahisja weon an aeand for the Best Eoo-
Frigredly Collection st e Tein,
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“India is th exwrld’s third-largest

consumer of plastic products,
just behind the US and China...
Studies have shown that the average
cow in India has at least 100 plastic
bags in its stomach when it dies.”

BN A RPATION : Wiaritvid plastic bagy ane Fung ol
10 dry im i heat of India, The exiiting codors can
b preserved. so Thens's i fsbed Tor dyming, ARuja’s
ersginwar buriianl, Shabalha, invented a machine
that commgaesses Eha wied jrladtis Bagd ard buma
it irto palyethylerss Tabiic.

Right to learn

Diexpite the seiback, the nowel creations
proved  po spular, with buyers from all
corners of the globe. Ahuja put the prof-
its hack into the enterprise 1o benefit her

workers, wha lived in the pooress shums of

Delhi, and she opened a school ncar where
they lived, with nominal tuition.

‘1 didin't want them o think of this as a
hand-ous,” says Abuja. “1 wamed them to
realize the value of the education we were
giving their children, so we have fixed a
eIy small fee loe |_hl1'|l who can albond it

Still, if parents have any problem with
payments, they are cxempied.

Abuja says Conserve is paying the work:
ETS CMOLIgE 1 live an and to .\H.II.:I.J the
small school fees. Tradivionally, India’s
low-caste peaple had no hope of ever ris-

omething better as their stats was
inherived, bt mow, with a '-II_'.'1|.‘|:|-'
income from Conserve, there is hope fipr
them and their children, ar least for those
|.|p|||}_|||. Delhi.
*The s ._"-.,al WS ur|I.'I'I|.|.| Ii'-‘l yoan, and
ORIT ]||_.,|_._-| whenice Day celelsration was the
3 Ahuja says, "It was
3 sweet momens for me, to see all those
|'|1w'-1.' faces of children who have been
|‘||"”‘ n one of the grcanest of haiman |I'I.._1'I'|"'
- the right to learn.”
Conserve currently employs 300 work-

tcial funciion,

ers and there are plans w e

15,000-square-foot factory in cast Lhe | hi
Wik ||F||,-||_n.1 I -|I1'|I|"|'II'|'I.|.' “We are '||_!|..'|
getting used 1o having so much space,

Ahuja tells ReedemAdsia. “Since we began
im FOOEN, our w nikers have been ma killg
the bags in the small living rooms of their
hoarses, bt mow we have plenty of space. 1t
is 3 modern |-.J.., Loy with arcas I':“‘r il!’.‘.iEl‘l.
a sampling unk, production unit, quality
control, inspection and packaging.

*We are now inviting buyers to come
and wee us in Delbi” Ahuja adds. “We
have a Lpachis masderm Oy 1o shiow




them and we can demonsirate how the
fabric and the products are made, This is
much betrer than expecring them o visic
uis at eradde Eabrs in other parts il e warkl
And previously, buyers were reluctant o
g into the worst slum areas of the city w
see the workers in their living rooms,”

Award-winning goods

|'::|hi.'|airi|:|_; these ]:-rmlm_'l:-n. ab various trade
fairs also helps stimulare sales, In Ocober
Last year, Ahuja presented her goods ar the
Asia Pacific Leather Fair (APLF) in Hong
Kong and won an award for che Best Eco-
Fricndly Collection. She will be joining
the APLF again later this month.
“Conserve won the award for the effec-
tive use of throwaway plastic bags, renew-
ing them as innovarive marterial wich
great visual appeal and rranslating them
into fashionable products, Anita Ahuja is
a remarkable woman and a great fashion
innovator,” said Perrine Ardouin, events
OFEANIECT for APLF.
Ahuja also conducted a seminar for buy-

ers during the Hong Kong show, talking

on the recycling of waste marerials for
fashion production,

'I:m'IJ.}', Conserve sells a range il accessn-
ries — from handbags 1o 1o bags and san-
dals. The jewelry collection is a new addi-
e, with a bit of assistance from Cerman
designer Claudia von Hausemann, who
discovered how 10 make necklaces, ear-
rings and bracelers from odd picces of
plastic found amang the garbage.

Conserve designer handbags can be
found in bouriques all over the world
where they sell for around US540 each,
Smant boutiques as well a5 chain ziores in
France, the UK and the US are now sell-
ing Conserve products.

During their firse vear of operation,
Canserve r|:|h:r1|!|:|J a turnover of over
LISS100,000. Ar the end of last vear, ©
sold prr::,:ll.p,'q.-: worth USS375, (600
than doulble the previous year'’s ally.

With the opening of Conserve’s new
I:'.1r||:r:|.' in [Deelhi, :]Lil:lg;'. arc looking
good for the coming year, 5o far, several
European chain stores have made enquir-
ies and the products are being aken by
lifestyle chain stare Habitar in the UK

whilbe a big Mew York retailer has given

MR

Conserve a firm osder far 50,000 hup.
accarding o Ahuja.

However, despite the retail success,
Ahuja feels she has yet 1 solve the plasic
bag problem. *Recycling plastic bags in
this manner is a motivation to dispose of
them correctly. It is not a whole solusion
and should not be '.|.-'.-'.1.'|.'II-|.'-|J: g an emdorse-
meni for confinued use of i‘rh:dil.‘ |.'ll|.t.h"
shie says. “They are an enormous nuisance
and hopefully, one day, the need for them
will no longer be felr. Umil then, every
elfort must be raken w0 thar these evesares
are collecied from the garbage dumps and
recycled appropriaccly.”®
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