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Abstract

A Social Enterprise (SE) is one that aims to achieve social and environmental goals in a business-like manner. Such 
businesses may be relatively few in number but in the face of mounting pressure for the private sector to help address 
climate change and reduce poverty by emitting less, being more resource-efficient and creating Green Jobs, there is 
arguably a greater role for SEs to play. The biggest challenges faced by SEs are those of scale and mainstream 
integration. The DA experience in India and those of other similar organisations in Asia suggest that overcoming these twin 
hurdles requires finance, capacity and partnership.

Environmental conservation is possible through the traditional private sector business models but for accelerated results 
in fulfilling basic needs of the poor and job creation, social entrepreneurship is the vehicle for transition. Replication of SEs 
and creation of conducive conditions for social entrepreneurship (where agency intervention is required) are of prime 
importance. If growth is left solely in the hands of privately owned industries/enterprises, it is a likely recipe for jobless yet 
non-inclusive economic growth unable to meet the needs of the poor and security of livelihoods.

This paper seeks to highlight the vital need for promotion and adoption of SEs as a key instrument in the quest for Green 
Economies. Based on the experiences of the Development Alternatives (DA) group in India and other examples of SEs, 
the paper discusses the criteria for selection of priority sectors for SE investment, the framework for implementation, the 
key challenges in SE espousal and the recommendations for overcoming them.

All content / information present here is the exclusive property of Development Alternatives (DA). The content / information contained here is correct at 
the time of publishing. The views expressed in this document do not necessarily reflect the views of any organization(s) associated with DA. This 
document contains details of a number of organizations, events, publications, projects and individuals. However, this does not imply that these entities 
are either endorsed or recommended by DA in preference to others of a similar nature. These entities shall not be liable for any damages incidental to the 
use of the information contained in this document. No material from here may be copied, modified, reproduced, republished, uploaded, transmitted, 
posted or distributed in any form without prior written permission from DA. Unauthorized use of the content / information appearing here may violate 
copyright, trademark and other applicable laws, and could result in criminal or civil penalties. 

Copyright © 2012 Development Alternatives. 
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1 Introduction

2 Need for Social Enterprises

The world faces two epoch defining issues - persistent 
poverty and environmental degradation. These two issues 
are so intimately related that on scrutiny, they in fact, 
merge into one - both being the inexorable result of a 
highly lopsided economic system, which, over the past 
couple of centuries, has appeared to be highly successful, 
but whose weak foundation is now evident to all.

The need for an economic framework that leads to 
sustainable livelihoods, reduces our carbon footprint and 
helps revive the health of our ecosystem has now become 
an imperative. Instead of being just a “successful” 
economy, we need to move towards becoming a Green 
Economy, “that creates decent employment opportunities 
– green jobs - and produces green products and services 
with equitable distribution and sustainable consumption 

1leading to regeneration of the environment.”

A step in that direction is the adoption and propagation of 
business ventures that deliver goods and services for 
sustainable living and create sustainable livelihoods, so 
that people can work their way out of poverty and 
contribute to a greener planet – business ventures that are 
referred to as “Social Enterprises”.

Social Enterprises (SEs) are being built around previously 
unnoticed opportunities in sectors such as conservation, 
renewable energy and clean transport. Investment in 
these areas serves the triple purpose of reviving the 
economy, regenerating the environment and setting 
development onto a more sustainable path. The idea of 
reorienting the whole concept of “economy” as we know it, 
has been spurred due to growing international concern 
about the economic roots of environmental destruction 
and to prevent large-scale unemployment.

This paper seeks to highlight the vital need for promotion 
and adoption of SEs as a key instrument in the quest for 
Green Economies. Based on the experiences of the 
Development Alternatives (DA) group in India and other 
examples of SEs, the paper discusses the criteria for 
selection of priority sectors for SE investment, the 
framework for implementation, the key challenges in SE 
espousal and the recommendations for overcoming them.

A Green Economy cannot be treated as an isolated ‘green’ 
economic phenomenon but needs to be perceived as 
central to sustainable development and poverty 
eradication, more so after identifying the fact that the 
relationship between livelihoods of thriving communities in 
developing countries and their natural resources is highly 
interdependent. This brings at least two issues into focus, 
viz., that a Green Economy must:

1. Address the needs of the most vulnerable population

2. Co-exist with healthy sustenance of environment and 
social systems over the short, medium and long terms

To achieve these two primary goals action is required on 
two fronts:

• Creation of Green Jobs (sustainable livelihoods) on a 
very large scale, particularly for the poor and 
marginalized

• Encouragement of Green Lives (sustainable 
lifestyles) amongst all people, particularly the rich 
and the privileged

These goals are simply another way of stating that every 
country, either developed or developing, must 
reorient its economy towards sustainable systems. 
While, creation of jobs can be viewed as one of the keys to 
achieve this objective, SEs are the key mechanism. 
However, as eradication of poverty and conservation of 
nature, need unconventional kind of jobs and enterprises, 
SEs need to:

• Deliver a very different mix of products

• Be based on new technology

• Work in different kinds of organizational 
structures/frameworks

• Function in a substantially different marketplace

It is arguable that these needs are met by current 
economic structures. However, experience reveals that 
this is not the case.

On one hand, Large Corporations, which have the scale, 
reach and potential for maximum impact, are seen to be 
environment friendly, socially conscious and accountable 
for cost of energy only if they are compelled to be so or if 
they find it profitable enough. Some, of course, are re-
orienting their long-term business strategies to 
accommodate environmental and social goals but such 
instances are yet limited. Micro, Small and Medium 
Enterprises (MSMEs), on the other hand, though most 
suited to meet the above stated objectives, face serious 
challenges vis-à-vis decent work issues and 
environmental impact. MSMEs, which are small, local and 
environmentally benign businesses that create jobs, 
products and services for the community, are usually 
technology based, employ a small number of workers and 
are highly profitable. However, they suffer from an 
inexplicable paradox: vast latent demand, huge potential 
supply capacity but low level of transactions.

The focus needs to be on promotion of win-win strategies 
that can support adoption of green technologies that 

1  The working definition was derived at the Indian National Dialogue (IND) of TARAgram Yatra 2010. TARAgram Yatra is an initiative of the Development 
Alternatives Group and Green Economy Coalition. It is an annual event that promises to be a milestone in a series of global multi-stakeholder consultation processes, 
leading up to Rio+20. TARAgram Yatra aims to bring together top-level practitioners and policy makers from South-East Asia, Asia Pacific and the rest of the world to 
share current thinking on eliminating poverty, regenerating the environment and ensuring a decent life for our children in the context of Resource Efficiency and Green 
Transformation.
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reduce greenhouse emissions amongst MSMEs, while 
opening up opportunities for increased incomes and 
alternative livelihoods. An effective strategy to nurture 
sustainable enterprises is the establishment of support (or 
“mother”) organisations that can provide, directly or 
through aggregation of inputs from others, integrated 
services that are needed to make the sustainable 
enterprise profitable. What this needs is new kinds of 
support organisations – a kind of marriage between the 
small private sector and the Civil Society Organisations 
that have social objectives and business like strategies. 
These are now referred to, perhaps more descriptively, as 
Social Enterprises (SEs).

SEs are characterised by the following unique functions:

SEs respond to basic needs of the poor with 
understanding of and access to local resources and 
potential solutions. This is not possible for large 
businesses, research institutions or Government 
agencies. An example of such an innovation is the way 
Treadle Pump (TP) technology is sold in India under the 
Krishak Bandhu brand name. TPs were originally 
developed and promoted by International Development 
Enterprises (IDE), a US-based NGO. IDE-India evolved a 
totally customised strategy in which it presided over a 
tightly run network of TP manufacturers, distributors, 
dealers and mistris. A small group of manufacturers makes 
TPs as per IDE specifications and they are marketed 
through an IDE appointed network of distributors and 
dealers with intensive promotional support from an 
impressive IDE field organization.

SEs use local resources, both, human and material, often 
combined with cutting edge knowledge or technology to 
establish extremely focussed, efficient and competitive 
business models. Often, these are driven by non-
traditional sources of finance or start-up grants. More 
importantly, SEs have extraordinarily high levels of 
commitment and ingenuity that see these apparently 
unpractical business models to a viable scale. An example 
is Husk Power Systems(HPS) which provides electricity 
for 6-7 hours each evening, to about 11-12,000 
connections serving 100,000 people across 125 villages , 
in Bihar, India, of which 80-90% are domestic users. The 
technology used in HPS plants is biomass gasification and 
the raw material used is rice husk.

3 Characteristic Functions of SEs

3.1 Locally Relevant Innovation of 
Products, Services and Business 
Models

3.2 Incubation of Business Models to
 Viable Scale

3.3 Investment in “Undesirable” Sectors

4 Potential Impact of SEs

4.1 Addressing Basic Needs and Creating
Employment

SEs are increasingly able to draw investment into sectors 
that were hitherto considered undesirable. They are able 
to demonstrate, to at least social investors, how financial 
returns can be obtained from the delivery of goods and 
services, the delivery of which would otherwise be totally 
dependent on mobile funding. An example is Sulabh, 
which is completely radical in its approach. Though the 
primary objective of this organization is to prevent 
environmental pollution by promoting low-cost sanitation 
facilities, it has freed millions of people from humiliating 
scavenging jobs and seeks to rehabilitate scavengers and 
their family members into the mainstream.

The unique characteristics of SEs thus enable them to 
have a wider, more significant impact than traditional 
economic structures. These include:

Public services form the backbone of our society. Without 
the assurance of reliable energy, water, transport and 
waste collection, our communities would collapse; without 
successful healthcare, employment and housing 
services, the most vulnerable would be abandoned. 
Therefore the delivery of public services is one of the most 
important matters facing us not only today, as we confront 
one of the most extreme economic situations for over the 

1 These figures are constantly increasing. See www.huskpowersystems.com for recent figures
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decades, but far into the future. In difficult economic times, 
the effect that the quality of these services has on the 
general population cannot be underestimated.

Communities can be transformed by public services that 
are responsive, innovative and deliver multiple outcomes. 
SEs have the potential to lead the way in showing how to 
provide better services for greater public benefit. What is 
needed for them to set the standard is proper recognition 
of what they achieve.

Currently, private companies provide a significant 
proportion of our public services. They, however, operate 
for purely economic ends; their primary motivation is not to 
provide freedom, justice, collective security, clean air or 
other social goods. SEs can fill the gap by providing the 
motivation, ingenuity and customer focus that successful 
private companies are good at – while avoiding the 
simplistic “one size fits all” approaches that often 
characterize public services provided, either directly by 
Governments, or “vended out” through private companies.

In order to provide public services, private companies 
depend on natural resources. Extraction, processing and 
transportation of these resources are energy intensive 
activities with a significant carbon footprint. Many natural 
resources are found in eco-fragile zones. Thus, besides 
carbon emissions, these activities also cause 
environmental degradation especially during extraction. 
Loss of forest cover, soil erosion and degradation, 
pollution of surface and ground water are common 
repercussions. Often termed as externalities, these 
aspects are neglected in conventional enterprises and 
companies.

SEs can make the products and services in a different way 
while reducing the externalities their production creates in 
the form of environmental or development side effects. 
SEs internalise processes to improve efficiencies in terms 
of energy and resource use, thereby reducing the footprint 
of the product / service.

4.2 Reducing Externalities

4.3 Generating Purchasing Power for the
Marginalized

4.4 Reducing Emissions and Increasing
Resource Efficiency

4.5 Creating Green Jobs

What is required are jobs that produce, at a minimum, the 
goods and services required to fulfil everyone’s basic 
needs. At the same time, these jobs generate the income, 
and therefore the purchasing power, necessary to give 
people access to these goods and services. Such jobs 
regenerate, rather than destroy, the environment and its 
resources. SEs are particularly suited to the needs of 
women, the poor and the marginalized. By providing 
people with income and some degree of financial security, 
they are an excellent means of empowering people within 
their communities. Most important, together with 
programmes for education of girls and women, SEs are 
probably the most effective stimuli for smaller families and 
lower birth rates.

SEs offer multiple benefits in terms of emission reduction 
and resource efficiency. For example the construction 
industry boom is fuelled by the unorganised brick sector 
which directly employs 8 million people each season to 
produce over 170 million bricks in 150,000 units. Every 
year they use 350 million tonnes of fertile top soil and 24 
million tonnes of coal, emitting 42 million tonnes CO . SEs 2

such as Fly Ash units can meet the demand of the industry 
especially in industrial belts like Orissa in Eastern India. 
The use of industrial wastes like fly ash, dolochar, etc. in 
brick production can potentially save over 4.6 million 
tonnes of CO  per year. Setting up 800 new units just to 2

utilise the available fly ash in one State alone can lead to 
the generation of over 15000 jobs for local people. In non-
industrial areas like Bihar in Northern India, potential 
savings of 2.8 million tonnes of CO  are possible while 2

creating livelihoods for 0.35 million people by introducing 
cleaner production systems. This will help meet the need 
of over 7500 million bricks over the next five years just to 
meet the rural housing gap of 1.1 million dwellings per 
year.

Liberal stimulus packages for green growth cannot 
address the immense chal lenge of growing 
unemployment, unless the issues of the MSMEs, the 
informal sector in urban areas and the agricultural sector 
are dealt with. In India, for example, where nearly 87% of 
the workforce is employed in these sectors, Green Jobs 
must provide employment for the youth (who constitute 
41.05% of total population). The good news though, is that 
global decision makers are now concerned about jobs that 
are environmentally sustainable and decent, which is a 
positive development.

Concerns have been raised that though SEs will provide 
opportunities for many small start-ups, their excellent 
growth potential may lead to early consolidation making 
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them highly vulnerable to large MNCs (which is 
undesirable from the point of view of job creation). So, 
traditional jobs should not be axed at the cost of new 
opportunities, rather old jobs should be transformed from 
'brown' to 'green'.

In order to prioritize sectors where investments towards 
greening may be directed, it is important to identify criteria 
for such a selection. It is essential to note here that the 
concept of “Green Economy” is not a substitute for 
“sustainable development”. It is rather, a path towards 
sustainable development, which may be subjective to 
different countries and regions, depending on their 
conditions and perspectives.

For example, in a country like India, with a large and 
growing youth population, where there is an obvious need 
for job creation, the potential for job creation is a significant 
criterion in prioritizing sectors of involvement. If one 
understands green economic growth as low carbon, 
climate resilient growth that benefits all sections of the 
society, and which also contributes to regeneration of 
natural capital, then we should focus on those sectors that 
indicate a need and potential for reducing emissions at 
scale. Such sectors can hugely contribute to an 
accelerated pace of inclusive economic growth.

Sectoral priorities will also need to address the triple 
bottom-line of economic growth, social inclusion and 
environmental conservation (as well as regeneration). The 
environmental aspect would look at reducing waste and 
pollution. The development aspect would address access 
(in terms of purchasing power), fulfilment of basic needs, 
improved flow of economic goods and services and an 
equitable distribution of wealth. The economic aspect 
would entail recovery, growth and job creation. 
Furthermore, greening of industrial and transport sectors, 
understanding of urban systems and developing them 
from an environmental and energy perspective are also 
essential. There is a need, therefore to look beyond ‘high 
potential Green Economy sectors’ to ‘Green Economic 
Systems’.

India’s National Action Plan on Climate Change (NAPCC) 
and its related missions prioritize mitigation of climate 
change impacts and plans towards sustainable 
development by focusing on Energy (Renewable Energy 
and Energy Efficiency), Water (Conservation, its judicious 
use and Harvesting), Agriculture (Productivity and 
Efficiency) and Habitats(Urban Buildings). Taking India as 
a case in point, the above-mentioned criteria were used to 
arrive at the following sectors for prioritizing investments 
by SEs:

• Sustainable Agriculture

• Renewable Energy

• Construction and Infrastructure

• Waste Management

• Sustainable Water Management

5 Prioritizing Sectors for SE
Adoption

6 Framework Components for 
Growth of SEs

6.1 Technology

SEs have developed from and within the social economy 
sector, which lies between the market and the 
Government and is often associated with concepts such 
as ‘third sector’ and ‘non-profit sector’. In fact, the 
distinctive organizational forms that SEs adopt, depend on 
the existing legal frameworks, on the political economy of 
welfare provision and on the cultural and historical 
traditions of non-profit development in each country. As a 
result, SEs today include, both, new typologies of 
organizations and traditional third sector organisations re-
fashioned by a new entrepreneurial dynamic. In this 
respect, the SE concept does not seek to replace concepts 
of the non-profit sector or social economy. Rather, it is 
intended to bridge these two concepts, by focusing on new 
entrepreneurial dynamics of civic initiatives that pursue 
social aims.

The role of the institutional framework for sustainable 
development at international, national and local level 
should be:
• To promote clear, achievable and measurable 

sustainable development objectives
• To ensure policy coherence, through ex-ante 

assessment of impacts of policies
• To monitor progress in all affected dimensions and 

their interactions

Some of the key ingredients in the SE propagation 
framework are as follows:

If technology is to be used for improving the quality of life 
and for economic growth, its focus must be on fulfilling 
basic needs and job creation. Considering the state-of-
the-art technology in big industry, high investments in 
technology will lead to relatively small gains in ‘greening’. 
However, in the MSME sector and in small towns and 
villages, comparatively smaller investments can 
potentially contribute to big gains, both, in terms of job 
creation and the quality of services delivered. Clearly, 
attention must be oriented towards technological 
development of the youth, small and medium towns, small 
farmers and MSMEs.

4
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For technology to really benefit the stakeholders as 
mentioned above, it will need decentralized management, 
value addition and dependence on local resources. The 
technology solutions will need to be packaged as complete 
solutions with hardware (equipment, production), software 
(know-how, etc.) as well as business models. Project 
situations and pilots are needed to demonstrate and 
incubate technological solutions, while a programmatic 
approach is needed for technology liberalization. While the 
former is the space created by Governments and research 
funds, the latter can only come from actors in the market – 
primarily the private industry, who can invest in testing and 
incubating technology solutions for green growth on a 
large/right scale across varied geographies.

MSMEs are able to seize entrepreneurial opportunities 
when financial products and services, designed according 
to their demand, are available to them. Financial inclusion 
empowers low income people and marginalized sectors of 
society to actively participate in the economy, which leads 
to increasing employment and decreasing poverty levels. 
Some of the focus areas should be:

• Investing equity in venture capital, seed funds and 
building conducive ecosystems to facilitate access to 
financing to improve the competitiveness of high-
growth and innovative MSMEs.

• Bringing microfinance to under-served populations by 
facilitating innovation, strengthening providers, 
improving transparency and the business 
environment for the micro-finance industry.

• Expanding access to financial services for low income 
populations by developing services beyond credit - 
such as remittances and micro insurance - and by 
using technology to increase financial inclusion.

• Improving access to finance for small businesses by 
partnering with financial institutions to develop 
innovative financial products and services, and 
fostering lending to small enterprises by micro-finance 
institutions.

Levelling the access playing field is also necessary to 
create more opportunity, productivity, equitable economic 
growth and sustainable means of eradicating poverty.

SEs and rural markets will therefore need investments for 
market development and product promotion. There is a 
critical need for institutions that can make such 
investments.

In evolving the institutional framework to deliver products 
and services cost-effectively, it is necessary to mix the 
public and the private. Regular commercial investors – 
including banks and financing agencies – usually want 
return on equity a little above the bank interest rates, 
starting after breakeven, which usually occurs in 3-5 years. 

6.2 Finance

6.3 Institutional Support

“Green” or “socially responsible” investors also expect 
good returns on their investments, but are prepared to 
accept somewhat longer time lines and take lower 
dividends.

Clearly, in the early stages of development ventures, such 
financing is more likely to come from public agencies, 
development banks, green investors and philanthropic 
sources than from venture capitalists. Indeed, there is 
considerable justification for initial funding in the form of 
grants and donations, since the earning capacity in the 
establishment, and first phase can be very small. 
Nevertheless, given the potential size and voracious 
appetite of this market, venture capitalists with a little 
imagination and a futuristic view would find all the returns 
they wish by investing in it.

Policy vacuums usually make it very difficult for 
communities to establish SEs. This is particularly the case 
in economically marginalised communities which have 
limited access to financial capital and essential business 
expertise. In particular, when there are no large 
Government funding programmes that provide capital for 
SEs to grow, and when Government investment is 
restricted to providing grant finance to small SEs in 
disadvantaged communities to cover the costs of 
employing people who have been unemployed, it has 
been argued that in such cases, the Government’s 
primary motive in providing this support is to reduce the 
number of people on the live register.

Governments have recognized the important role of 
entrepreneurs in the industrial development of the 
country, especially through the small scale industries 
(SSIs). Government incentives not only motivate 
entrepreneurs to set up SSIs, but also strengthen the 
entrepreneurial base in the economy.

At the national level, the Indian Government has made 
significant commitments in this direction. The overarching 
framework within which the Government has visualized 
the implementation of its strategy to address climate 
change concerns and a range of other environmental 
issues is the National Action Plan on Climate Change 
( N A P C C )  ( f o r  d e t a i l s ,  v i s i t  
http://india.gov.in/innerwin20.php?id=15651). The 
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee 
Scheme (MGNREGS) is another initiative that creates 
Green Jobs since 70% of the works undertaken in the 
scheme relate to water conservation, water harvesting, 
restoration, renovation and de-silting of water bodies, 
drought proofing, plantation and afforestation. 
MGNREGS provides assured wage employment 
opportunities for 100 days in a year to one member of over 
100 million rural households. (for details, visit 
http://nrega.nic.in).Co-benefits of MGNREGS that have 
been reported include improvement in ground water 
levels, improved agricultural productivity including 
cropping intensity and livelihood diversification in rural 
areas.

6.4 Government Intervention and Policy 
Formulation
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6.5 Network Enablers

7 SE Adoption in Asian Countries

A critical element in any effective strategy to deploy and 
nurture SEs and eventually to create large numbers of 
Green Jobs is the setting up of Network Enablers or 
supporting/enabling organizations that can provide 
integrated services and assistance as needed to make the 
local ventures profitable. Such a support organization, 
which might be called a Network Enabler, has to bring, 
both, for profit and socially-oriented motivations together 
in a seamless synthesis of services designed to help its 
client enterprises succeed in the marketplace. Network 
Enablers are important for scaling up the delivery of 
solutions to development-related problems. They must be 
able to provide highly sophisticated services involving 
complex technology, financing, marketing and other 
support systems.

An example of a Network Enabler is Technology and 
Action for Rural Advancement (TARA), a child 

organisation of the DA Group. As an “incubator”, TARA 
nurtures microenterprise based green business solutions 
for environment and development challenges faced by the 
poor. It has field tested and implemented green technology 
packages for micro-concrete roofing tiles, fly ash blocks 
and paper recycling. TARA has been instrumental in the 
creation of livelihood support systems for the rural poor. Its 
flagship handmade paper, paper products, food 
processing and building material production units at 
TARAgram have provided secure livelihoods to women for 
over a decade.

Based on the aspects mentioned in the preceding 
sections, there are several examples of scalable SE 
models in Asian countries, aimed at green, inclusive 
growth.

7.1 Facilitating Habitats for Improving 
Quality of Life and Creating Green 
Jobs: DA, India

7.2 Providing Access to Finance and 
Global Markets: BRAC, Bangladesh

The Development Alternatives (DA) Group is a not-for-
profit corporation that combines social objectives with 
business-like methods. DA’s belief in the power of 
enterprise and the utility of the market has led to the 
establishment of its own green businesses. These 
businesses are designed to take low carbon and resource 
efficient pathways to inclusive growth in areas such as 
rural housing, renewable energy, water management, 
sustainable agriculture, waste management and 
recycling, from a local to a global scale. TARA, a part of the 
DA Group, has been incubating micro-enterprise based 
decentralized models in these areas.

It is evident that significant improvement in the quality of 
rural habitats requires large-scale availability of affordable 
and environment-friendly building materials and 
technologies. These technologies are generally referred 
to as "Sustainable Building Technologies" (SBTs). DA’s 
work in this sector has provided valuable insights and 
lessons on how the process of facilitating habitats 
contributes to economic improvement and how facilitating 
livelihoods in the habitat arena has an immediate impact 
on the quality of the habitat (and overall life) of the rural 
poor. By far, DA has built 50,000 affordable houses using 
eco-friendly building materials thereby creating 1,000,000 
Green Jobs.

The construction sector provides employment, both direct 
and indirect, to millions and approximately 99% of it is 
based on conventional energy intensive building 
technologies. If the predicament of the habitat of rural poor 
relies on "sustainable" affordable building technologies, 
the producers and suppliers of SBT products and services 
need fair market advantages to succeed.

While DA is a non-profit organization, it operates 
companies such as DESI Power Pvt. Ltd. and TARAhaat, 
which are for-profit enterprises, that help pay for further 
research and development of new products and ideas in 
the parent company. This kind of model is alien to much of 
the traditional donor community. DA is in the process of 
signing up franchises in new locations, providing a source 
of royalties and training fees that are invested back into 
the organization. It also generates income from data 
min ing and by running an Internet  por ta l ,  
www.tarahaat.com, for communicating with franchisees 
and customers.

BRAC established itself as a pioneer in identifying and 
addressing the multidimensional realities of poverty. 
BRAC's development interventions have reached 110 
million people in Bangladesh. Over 8 million poor, 
landless people - most of whom are women - receive 
financial services from BRAC's Microfinance Programme. 
BRAC also recognises that there are households that 
cannot access microloans, and has thus introduced the 
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Asset Transfer Programme to serve the ultra-poor. Over 
65,000 rural poor women have been provided with access 
to the national and global markets through Aarong - a 
BRAC SE.

Aarong has created jobs for over 6.5 million people - this 
number has increased on a regular basis in the recent 
years. BRAC is also the country's single largest 
institutional employer with over 120,000 employees, and 
thousands of health volunteers and educators.

MSMEs in the country are being provided with access to 
finance through the BRAC Bank, while new and improved 
varieties of seeds, technology and techniques are being 
introduced by the organisation to boost agricultural 
productivity and farmer's earnings. BRAC is playing a 
pivotal role in addressing the commodity market failures 
and the deficiencies in accelerating the nation's economic 
welfare.

The Population and Community Development Association 
(PDA) was founded in 1974 as a non-governmental 
organization with the initial aim to complement the efforts 
of the Royal Thai Government in promoting family planning 
in Thailand, especially in areas where knowledge and 
access to services were scarce.

Utilizing a participatory, community-based approach, PDA 
recruited and trained residents of villages and urban 
neighbourhoods to provide information on family planning, 
including the supervised, non-medical distribution of oral 
contraceptives. This distribution network covered more 
than one-third of the country, thus contributing significantly 
to the decrease in the annual population growth rate from 
3.3% in the mid-1970s to 0.6% in 2005. During the same 
period, the number of children per family fell from 7 to 
under 2.

For PDA, thinking out-of-the-box meant looking at 
alternative funding sources:

• Cost Recovery (for profit optimization): Selling 
services like Health Care, Training, Agricultural 
Products and Eco-Tourism, rather than giving them 
away.

• Commercial Ventures (for profit maximization): 
Finding under-served segments of the population and 
designing products/services to target those markets, 
such as Cabbages & Condoms Restaurant (the gross 
revenue of which is approaching US$ 75,000 per 
month) and Cabbages & Condoms Resorts.

An enterprise based on “waste to wealth” technology 
employing more than 40 women, including Sahraiya tribal 
women; who earlier had no source of income, TARA paper 

7.3 Utilizing Innovative Business Models 
for Family Planning: PDA, Thailand

7.4 P r o p a g a t i n g  Tr a n s f o r m a t i v e  
Innovation for Rural Employment: 
TARA Paper Unit, India

and products are marketed locally, nationally and globally.
 
Defying expectations, a successful micro handmade paper 
business called TARA HaathKagazUdyog was set up in 
1996. More recently, TARA has developed over 100 
varieties of handmade paper using a wide choice of waste 
paper, rags, natural biomass mixtures; and agro-residues. 
With Tetra-Paks as their latest waste material, TARA 
experimented with various other kinds of inputs for 
manufacturing specialty paper. Trials are currently on for 
using a local weed called Bhaincha, banana peel, denim 
waste and elephant dung. TARA propagated 
transformative innovation, driven by accessing latent 
market opportunities. It creates employment for rural 
women in the paper unit and drives social change in the 
families of these women.

TARA was also able to develop a high-quality, zero-net 
waste recycling system in which all the waste generated 
during manufacture of sub-components is recycled. 
Handmade paper has its own unique selling propositions 
(USP), and TARA has demonstrated the possibility of 
increasing production capacity through technology 
development. Only when market niches are properly 
designed, however, can handmade paper become an 
economically viable product.

The Solar Electric Light Company (SELCO), India is a for-
profit SE that has played an instrumental role in improving 
living standards of poor households in rural India 
especially in the state of Karnataka, through solar energy 
based interventions and low-smoke cook stoves. SELCO 
India has installed solar light systems in 125,000 houses 
and plans to aims to reach over 200,000 households by 
2014.

This is in spite of two-thirds of its customers surviving on 
less than $3-4 per day. Some of SELCO's customers 
include poor daily-wage labourers and institutions like 
schools and seminaries. Everyone is charged the same 
rate for the solar panel; about $450 for a 40-watt system 
that can light many 7-watt bulbs for 4 hours between 
charges. Less than 10 percent of the company's 
customer’s default in their payment and about $20 million 
has been made available by lenders to finance this 
venture.

SELCO has also created other small entrepreneurs who 
use the solar panels to charge numerous small batteries 
which they then lend to street vendors for a nominal daily 
price. This has boosted their monthly incomes from Rs. 
4500 to Rs. 13000. Other people who have benefited from 
SELCO's venture are the rose pickers in a village in 
Bangalore who earlier used to hold a lamp in one of their 
hands and pick roses from the other as part of their daily 
pre-dawn routine. SELCO has helped them in acquiring 
solar powered headlamps which the workers can now 
wear. With both hands now being free, the productivity of 
the workers has doubled resulting in a direct improvement 
in their income.

7.5 Creating Renewable Energy Models 
for the Bottom of the Pyramid: SELCO, 
India
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8 R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  f o r  
Accelerated SE Adoption

8.1 Knowledge and Capacity Building of 
Support Agencies

Though only a select few examples of successful SEs 
have been provided in this paper, the learnings derived 
from these experiences are enumerated below, which may 
serve to accelerate the pace of adoption of SEs for Green 
Economies.

• Run knowledge and capacity building initiatives that 
enable the entire spectrum of stakeholders and 
particularly job creation entities such as MSMEs to 
leap frog over incremental improvements and “next 
best” businesses to truly sustainable practices.

• Enhance implementation and promote institutional 
capacity building at all levels.

• Stimulate scientific and technological innovation in the 
public domain.

• Accord top priority to education reform – replace rote 
learning to stimulate creativity, entrepreneurship, 
interdisciplinary research and values.

• Provide easy access to information about national 
decisions on the economy, corporate decisions and 
practices and legal frameworks, guarantee 
transparency.

• Create Public-Private-Partnershipsfor business 
schools/technical institutes vis-a-vis Government 
nodal agencies to ensure knowledge codification of 
social businesses for future sharing and growth of the 
sector.

• Create mechanisms for participatory decision-
making, to strengthen capacities of the local 
Governments and to emphasise on education for 
sustainable development.

8.2 Market and Institutions

8.3 Green Social Investment

• Support social entrepreneurs to operate at higher 
scale, through organizational growth with appropriate 
clustering, networks and licensing.

• Provide fairer terms of trade to innovators in poor 
countries to take the leap from small-producers to 
mass-marketers. Dissemination of invention and 
innovation should be considered a “scaling-out” 
process that gets technologies into the hands of those 
who most need it, not a “scaling-up” process to just 
continually improve the technology for a limited few. 

• Reduce immediately and eliminate eventually trade 
barriers that protect industries in developed countries 
and destroy the development of livelihoods elsewhere 
in developing countries.

• Make available new economic opportunities to 
MSMEs, including those working in the informal 
economy. Existing market structures and incentives 
have contributed to inequity. SEs have mechanisms to 
overcome this bias and open the way for poor people 
to participate as workers, consumers and investors.

• Create new partnerships that cut across stakeholder, 
sectoral and spatial boundaries to collaborate on 
initiatives for meta-level systemic change.

• Promote Green Social Investment in the areas of 
ecosystem services, sustainable agriculture, MSMEs, 
green construction, waste management and recycling 
and urban infrastructure.

• Promote low carbon pathways for scaling up 
solutions: This will include promotion of clean energy 
at the industrial level, as well as for household usage 
grants which allows establishment and growth of SEs.

• Devise new ways of making finance available to SEs 
and the enabling networks that support their creation 
and growth. This may require the establishment of 
new financial institutions or more far-sighted social 
venture funds.

• Increase the resources for SEs and for the entire 
innovation cycle, with emphasis on downstream links 
in the cycle that channelize new tools and 
technologies into the hands of people who need them 
most.

• Enlist all sources, including multi-lateral and bi-lateral 
organizations, the venture capital community, and 
foundations from developed countries and establish 
local entrepreneurship and invention funds worldwide.

• Encourage a more urgent sense of social 
responsibility from business.
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8.4 Technology Transfer

8.5 Multi /Bi-Lateral Co-operation for 
National Support Frameworks for 
Promotion of SEs

• P romo te  i nnova t i on ,  d i ssem ina t i on  and  
commercialization of technology solutions that enable 
a de-coupling of need fulfilment and service provision 
from growth models that are capital and energy 
intensive.

• Devise new models of intellectual property protection 
that stimulate creativity as well as technology to all 
areas of the world.

• Reduce costs of social entrepreneurs. Inventors and 
innovators everywhere should be given incentives to 
share their knowledge and market their products as 
widely as possible, in order to globalize the best ideas 
for sustainable development.

• Strengthen the network of scientific institutions at 
global, regional and national levels.

• Commission public services to promote social 
innovation and more effective social outcomes, 
including encouraging user-led innovative public 
services.

• Strengthen and support networks of innovators and 
social entrepreneurs for cross-cutting themes.

• Create mechanisms for large-scale impact required 
for green technology packaging and incubation for 
mass markets.

• Provide an instruction from the Central Government to 
State agencies to view SEs as important stakeholders 
in regenerating local economies.

• Encourage a wider culture and sense of social 
responsibility that will feed into consumer behaviour in 
ethical markets.

• Direct more attention to the long-term benefits of 
investing in local innovation capabil i t ies. 
Multi/bilateral donors should encourage and support 
invention and innovation in developing countries 
throughout the world and stimulate agencies to do the 
same.

• Cultivate the multinational corporations and firms 
based in developing countries who can actually 
benefit by contributing to sustainable development, 
by providing mentoring, technical, and financial 
support to social entrepreneurs worldwide, and 
providing key entry points to new markets.

It is to be noted that though SEs and Green Economy have 
gained much prominence in international debates and 
have been selected as themes for the June 2012 UN 
Conference on Sustainable Development in Rio (Rio 
+20), many developing countries have referred to it as a 
potential “distraction” from already agreed global 
commitments on sustainable development.

SEs offer unique insights into a growing number of 
different approaches to poverty eradication, creation of 
social benefit and sustainable development. However, 
little attention has been paid to understanding the subtle 
similarities and differences between SEs and other 
poverty alleviation approaches. Some of these subtleties 
are in the form of distinct synergies under market 
development, microenterprise, and private sector 
development.

The dialogues have all recognized that before it is possible 
to consider the details of a shift towards establishing SEs – 
the sectors to target, the new institutions to establish, the 
technologies to employ – there is a need for each country 
to define its own version of what the shift itself should 
entail and what principles should guide that economic 
transition. It is striking that despite the huge diversity of 
contexts represented by the dialogue countries, all of the 
dialogues concluded that any new approach to economic 
development would only be meaningful and legitimate if it 
was built on a set of broad principles viz., sustainable 
development, equity, resilience, accountability and citizen 
empowerment.

It is clear that we are on the verge of an exciting “green” 
transformation of our economies. The key is to identify 
how we can make this transformation happen - as quickly 
and as efficiently as possible - in a manner that provides 
significantly higher and long lasting returns in terms of 
environmental and social benefits.

9 Conclusion
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Ever since its inception in 1982, Development Alternatives (DA) has acted as a research and action organisation, 
designing and delivering eco-solutions for the poor and the marginalised.

With a deep understanding of the rural market and a strong presence in the Indian heartland, its existence has been a 
credible and visible one – nationally and internationally – in addressing poverty challenges in a climate-sensitive 
environment.

A pioneer in sustainable development and the first social enterprise in India, DA realised the necessity of establishing 
several associated organisations working toward distinct goals that converge on the unified ambition of regenerating the 
environment and creating large-scale sustainable livelihoods.

Thus, a conglomerate called Development Alternatives Group was set up, comprising five organisations. The non-profit 
Societies, such as the flagship entity Development Alternatives and TARA (Technology and Action for Rural Advancement) 
are responsible for research, innovation, policy, incubation of green businesses and technical support services. The for-
profit companies, such as DESI Power, TARA Machines and TARA Enviro are responsible for implementing the work of the 
DA Group at scale in business mode, all under the overall brand name of TARA.

The DA Group envisions a world where every citizen can live in security, with a dignified job and an assured income. We 
believe that the key to achieving this is the creation of the means for sustainable livelihoods in large numbers - providing the 
rural poor with jobs and decent incomes, giving meaning and dignity to life, producing goods and services for local markets 
and preserving the environment.

For more information, visit http://www.devalt.org.
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B32 TARA Crescent, Qutub Institutional Area
New Delhi - 110 016, India
Tel: 91 (11) 2696 1497, 2656 5370, Fax: 91 (11) 2613 0817
mail@devalt.org, www.devalt.org
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