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M
aheshw

ar is a sm
all historic tow

n situated around 100 kilom
eters south of Indore, in

the prosperous N
im

ar region of southeastern M
adhya P

radesh. T
he tow

n is situated on
the banks of the m

ajestic river N
arm

ada and is also site of one of the dam
s of the

controversial S
ardar S

arovar P
roject. It is also the bastion of the royal H

olkar fam
ily,

w
hose m

ost fam
ous m

onarch is Q
ueen A

hilya bai H
olkar, 18th century. For the past few

years how
ever M

aheshw
ar is best know

n for revival of traditional handloom
 cloth, led

by the R
ehw

a S
ociety.
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T
he history of handloom

 w
eaving in M

aheshw
ar dates back to the 19th century. Q

ueen
A

hilya bai H
olkar is said to have brought w

eavers from
 S

urat. S
he is also credited w

ith
helping the w

eavers them
 evolve a distinct, som

etim
es rather austere, style of cloth,

w
hich cam

e to be know
n as M

aheshw
ari.

P
ost independence, M

aheshw
ar suffered together w

ith other handloom
 w

eaving clusters
across the country. T

his w
as largely a result of governm

ent's w
ell intentioned but extrem

ely
shortsighted policies. F

or exam
ple, w

hile the m
arkets of handloom

s w
ere being eaten

aw
ay by m

echanized loom
s in the 1960's, the governm

ent propagated the concept of
'janta dhoti and sarees'. T

hrough subsidies on raw
 m

aterial like yarn, handloom
 w

eavers
w

ere encouraged (?) to w
eave dhotis and sarees of rather inferior quality, w

hich w
ere

in turn purchased by the governm
ent. A

 kind of buy back arrangem
ent; one that had

disastrous consequences. T
he governm

ent could not sustain the subsidies as they
could hardly sell any m

aterial produced and as a result the program
 cam

e to a halt.
U

nfortunately w
eavers by then, lulled by the doles, had alm

ost abandoned their traditional
styles of w

eaving and had neglected their m
arkets.

N
aturally w

eaving as a livelihood w
as not lucrative enough and there w

as an exodus
of sorts, particularly by the youth, leaving m

any a 'cluster' shadow
s of their past vibrancy.

A
part from

 such 'w
elfare' oriented policies, poor infrastructure, lack of support services

like credit and risk m
itigation, poor linkages w

ith m
arkets, also played their part in the

decline of the handloom
 sector.

M
aheshw

ar w
eaving cluster w

as in the throes of a sim
ilar crisis. B

y m
id 1970s there

w
ere only 50 odd functional loom

s in all of M
aheshw

ar. E
ven these did not find enough

business to keep them
 occupied for a substantial part of the year. It w

as around this
tim

e w
hen the royal couple, R

ichard S
hivajirao and S

ally H
olkar, set up the R

eh
w

a
S

o
ciety w

ith objective of reviving the traditional livelihood option as w
ell as the dying

T
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art/craft form
. (A

ptly christened after the S
anskrit nam

e of lifeline of the region, river
N

arm
ada).
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W

hat started as a m
odest training and production center w

ith 12 w
om

en and 6 loom
s

in 1978 has grow
n into a phenom

enon. M
aheshw

ari cloth is a w
ell-know

n, desirable
product, particularly for the elite segm

ent of the m
arket. T

he S
ociety today boasts of

120 functional loom
s w

ith an equal num
ber of w

eavers. It also em
ploys a staff of 75

across its handloom
 production and social w

elfare activities. T
hey have a constantly

evolving product range. T
he annual production of the S

ociety is around 50,000 m
ts

leading to a turnover in the range of R
s. 1.3 - R

s. 1.4 crores. T
heir products com

m
and

a prem
ium

 in the m
arket due to the quality of the products and also due the legacy and

tradition of M
aheshw

ar.

A
part from

 the S
ociety, M

aheshw
ar tow

n follow
ed the direction show

ed by R
ehw

a to
grow

 into a full-fledged handloom
 cluster supporting 1500 loom

s and 3000 w
eavers.

A
ccording to som

e estim
ates, the com

bined annual turnover of these loom
s is around

6 crores. M
aster w

eavers, suppliers of yarn, dyes and other m
aterial, dyers, transporters,

and bankers, are som
e of the other m

ajor categories of em
ploym

ent/enterprises that the
cluster now

 supports.

A
ll this has been m

ade possible due to sustained efforts on m
ultiple fronts of the

w
eaving trade. T

hese efforts can be classified into three broad dom
ains; stream

lining
production, m

aking the trade attractive for the w
eavers, and m

ost im
portantly by engaging

w
ith m

arkets and associated forces. H
ow

ever, it needs to be m
entioned here that the

approach of R
ehw

a grew
 organically w

ith a gut feel defining the next step. Like m
ost

pioneering institutions, strategies at R
ehw

a evolved over tim
e in an iterative m

anner. In
developm

ent parlance, one w
ould refer to this loosely as the contingency approach,

w
herein there are several points of intervention in the entire value chain but spread

across tim
e based on priority so as to optim

ally utilize the given, lim
ited resources.

S
tream

lin
in
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cess

T
he entire production system

 w
as in sham

bles and the w
eaver m

otivation so low
 that

it w
as difficult to w

ork w
ith them

 as 'producers', T
herefore, the S

ociety chose to organize
the production process by having in-house loom

s, w
ith piece-rate w

ages paid w
eavers

w
orking them

. T
he investm

ent for purchasing all inputs is m
ade by the S

ociety and it
is responsible for selling the output.  T

his is very m
uch like any other m

anufacturing

industry or, in handloom
 parlance, like a m

aster w
eaver. T

his has taken the risk aw
ay

from
 the w

eavers and is possibly the prim
ary reason for the return of m

any a w
eaver

back to their traditional livelihood. S
ince 1987, the w

eavers are also being provided
benefits such as the P

rovident F
und.

T
he piece-rate varies w

ith the com
plexity of the design to be executed. T

here is a
system

 of incentives w
here w

eavers are rew
arded for producing quality products w

ithin
specified tim

efram
es, for exam

ple producing a w
arp w

ithout any errors. T
his is designed

to generate a spirit of com
petitiveness am

ong the w
eavers, w

hich spurs them
 to produce

good quality m
aterial at a faster rate. S

trict qualities check protocol is follow
ed that

com
prises of supervision and checking by the unit supervisor and then by the production

m
anager. T

he general m
anager of R

ehw
a is finally responsible for the production.

T
he prim

ary raw
 m

aterial, the fine count cotton yarn and the silk, is not available locally,
w

hich calls for a high order of inventory and w
orking capital m

anagem
ent. R

ehw
a has

handled this by m
aintaining a very close w

atch on the production scheduling, w
hich is

carried out by a stores m
anager. D

yeing is another critical area that m
akes or breaks

the product but is as difficult to deal w
ith. N

ot because dyes are not available but
because skilled dye m

asters are extrem
ely rare to find, w

ithin the financial constraints
of the organization. R

ehw
a has tried to deal w

ith this by incubating dyers at their facility
at M

aheshw
ar. T

hough the dye m
aster is not very cooperative, they have m

anaged to
add his brother to the dyeing team

. A
lso they have been innovating w

ith the loom
s and

other equipm
ent to increase the speed of production and enhance the quality of the

cloth produced.

W
elfare p

ro
jects fo

r w
eavers an

d
 th

eir fam
ilies

O
ne of the key initiatives adopted by R

ehw
a right from

 day one w
ere the various social

w
elfare activities for the w

eavers and their fam
ilies. B

orn out of a genuine concern to
uplift their standard of living, this has played a vital role in building a positive relationship
betw

een the m
anagem

ent of the S
ociety and the w

eavers. A
 school w

as established
specially for the children of the w

eavers. T
his school also supported the children after

regular hours, a role their parents should have but could not play due to their ow
n

struggles of earning their livelihoods. A
 m

edical facility w
as setup w

here the w
eavers

and their fam
ilies could receive treatm

ent free of cost initially and later on paym
ent of

som
e nom

inal charges. V
arious program

s w
ere introduced that cum

ulatively over the
years have contributed tow

ards im
proving health and sanitation conditions and habits

of the w
eavers.

T
he housing project an initiative that w

as essentially w
elfare oriented, contributed
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im
m

ensely in increasing the scale of production. A
 m

odel house w
as built on land taken

on lease from
 the governm

ent. T
he com

m
unity approved the houses and 42 such units

have been constructed and handed over to the w
eavers. T

he cost of the houses has
been recovered from

 the w
eavers in w

eekly installm
ents. T

he m
asterstroke here w

as
that the S

ociety provided an additional loom
 to w

eavers free of cost w
ith every house.

T
his helped in increasing the num

ber of loom
s w

orking w
ith R

ehw
a, together w

ith
providing additional source of incom

e to w
eavers and their fam

ilies.

M
arketin

g
 in

itiatives
O

ver the years R
ehw

a S
ociety evolved a clear m

arketing strategy after closely considering
their inherent strengths as w

ell as their lim
itations. T

hey believe that their quality protocols
as w

ell as their cost structure m
akes their product expensive, and the m

arket segm
ent

that appreciates the attributes of their product and is w
illing to pay com

prises prim
arily

of the upper classes. A
lso, the their higher prices m

akes it im
possible for R

ehw
a's

products to com
pete w

ith cheaper versions of sim
ilar products at the sam

e retailer.
C

onsidering the above, solitary and group exhibitions have em
erged as the prim

ary
m

ode of sales for R
ehw

a S
ociety. T

hese strategies are discussed in detail in the next
section of the case.

A
part from

 these strategic initiatives, the absolute com
m

itm
ent of the H

olkar couple
tow

ards the objectives of the S
ociety w

as a vital factor that held together and drove the
activities. T

hey started w
ith getting a first hand experience of w

orking the loom
s

them
selves for a period of six m

onths to understand the com
plexity of designing and

w
eaving handloom

 cloth. S
ubsequently they actively sought inputs from

 designers,
innovators, and other like-m

inded individuals and institutions to strengthen the activities
of the S

ociety. T
heir 'royal' charism

a played its part in seeking such support and
collaborations. It is also to their credit that they alw

ays sought to build the capabilities
of the staff and w

eavers that joined the S
ociety by and by. T

his helped trem
endously

in building the institution that R
ehw

a is today.
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R

ehw
a S

ociety's success has in a sense been one of the driving forces of the handloom
's

survival in the m
arket, at least in this part of the country. T

hey have clearly dem
onstrated

that it is possible for the seem
ingly 'uncom

petitive' traditional form
s of craft and livelihoods

to successfully engage w
ith the m

arket forces. W
hile the S

ociety has som
etim

es adapted
to the m

arket, often they have contributed to redefining the structure of m
arket itself.

R
ehw

a's m
arketing strategies have evolved around tw

o key attributes, high quality and
high style. C

reating a w
orth for these attributes in the m

inds of the consum
ers has been

a result of sustained efforts and innovative strategies. T
he attem

pt at revival of a dying
traditional art/craft form

 also w
hipped up the sentim

ent of the consum
er and the society

in general. T
he H

olkar's charism
a and associations definitely helped R

ehw
a gain a

foothold; that the m
arket of handloom

s in general and M
aheshw

ari cloth in particular
grew

 alm
ost sim

ultaneously also helped the cause.

P
ricin

g
R

ehw
a's products have alw

ays been priced significantly higher than sim
ilar products

available in the m
arket. O

n first glance one is tem
pted to 'blam

e' this on lack of efficiency
and professional ram

pant in the not for profit sector. H
ow

ever a closer look reveals that
this is in fact a strategic decision. N

ot only is R
ehw

a able to recover its production,
developm

ent, m
arketing, and social w

elfare costs, it also able to convey a sense of high
quality often associated w

ith high prices. T
his decision is pivotal and defines other

m
arket related decisions and initiatives.

S
eg

m
en

t
A

t the tim
e R

ehw
a w

as established, the M
aheshw

ari cloth had lost w
hatever little local

base it m
ay have had earlier. T

he w
eavers had little w

herew
ithal to handle com

petition
from

 the cheaper pow
er loom

 products. O
n the other hand the H

olkar's had access to
the high-end m

arket through their associations. A
s a result R

ehw
a started its operations

w
ith this segm

ent in focus and continue to do so till today. T
hey have apparently m

ade
few

 attem
pts to build the local m

arket, citing slow
 speed and high cost of production as

the prim
ary bottlenecks. T

he high price of the products essentially reflects this sentim
ent

at the S
ociety.

O
ne of the defining features of this segm

ent is that dem
ands exclusive products and

is w
illing to pay for it. T

his necessitates a continuous need to innovate in designs and
patterns as these tend to get outdates faster. H

ow
ever, the S

ociety has risen to the
challenge and has set up specific system

s to m
onitor trends and preferences, including

custom
 m

ade softw
are that helps them

 analyze previous sales and other data. T
he

S
ociety also engages frequently w

ith designers across the country, som
etim

es even
designers from

 abroad, w
ho help them

 in evolve their products and product ranges as
per the latest trends. A

 specific cadre at the S
ociety, the unit supervisors, supports the

w
eavers in quickly adapting new

 designs and techniques, as w
ell as in m

onitoring the
quality of the production. Tw

o expert w
eavers specialize in such research and developm

ent
activities.
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A
ll of this has helped the S

ociety in sustaining the interest of this otherw
ise notoriously

fickle segm
ent. O

f course all of this has its costs, w
hich has its im

plications on the rice
at w

hich the products can be finally offered.

P
ro

d
u

cts
R

ehw
a S

ociety's evolving production line is a classic exam
ple of value addition to a

traditional form
 of w

eaving by continuous innovation, tw
o seem

ingly contradictory
phenom

enons. T
he S

ociety started w
ith producing fine count cotton and china silk

blended sarees, som
ething that the w

eavers w
ere used to and the m

arket w
as fam

iliar
w

ith. D
ress m

aterial especially for salw
ar kurta w

as soon added, particularly for the
urban and the north Indian m

arket. T
he product range presently includes sarees, dress

m
aterial, shaw

ls, duppattas, stoles, and scarves. A
 student from

 the N
ational Institute

of D
esign, A

hm
edabad w

orked w
ith the designers and w

eavers of the S
ociety to evolve

a range of table linen that w
ill be launched in the m

arket soon. R
ehw

a believes that this
could be the product tat w

ould help them
 tap the international m

arket in a big w
ay. T

he
experim

ent w
ith w

ool and silk blend shaw
ls has been quite successful. T

he shaw
ls

found an eager audience in the international m
arket and the entire collection of the

previous year w
as sold out despite its high prices.

Z
ari, other varieties of silk like K

osa and Tasar, and w
ool w

ere also included in the
repertoire. T

he S
ociety also experim

ented w
ith different counts of the yarn and also w

ith
different types of w

eaves. T
he designers of R

ehw
a also in a sense collaborated w

ith the
block-printing cluster at nearby B

agh, to add value to their products including sarees,
dress m

aterial, and duppatta.

S
ales strateg

ies
Initially R

ehw
a tried to m

arket and sell their products through the traditional channels.
H

ow
ever after considering the m

argins of the various players in the channel like the
w

holesalers and the retailers they realized that the price of their products w
ould go

beyond the consum
er's 'w

illingness to pay'. T
hey therefore chose direct sales strategies

like exhibitions, hom
e based retailers, and bulk institutional orders.

E
xhibitions by far account for the largest share (60-65%

) of the total turnover of R
ehw

a.
T

he designers draw
 up an annual calendar of exhibitions, w

hich identifies the product
m

ix for every location. T
his is based on a scientific analysis of regional preferences,

trends, and previous sales experience. T
his plan gets refined and concretized every

quarter. T
hese exhibitions accord R

ehw
a the flexibility to reach out to their prospective

custom
ers w

herever they are. T
hem

e based 'collections' have been lately included to

add value to the exhibitions.

15-20%
 of the turnover com

es through retailing, not at regular counters but individuals,
particularly w

om
en, from

 their custom
er base, selling from

 their hom
es. T

his num
ber

has grow
n lately to 6 distributed in D

elhi, M
um

bai, and Indore. T
he rest of the turnover

is m
ade up by bulk orders from

 buying houses that usually further process the fabric.
T

his is how
ever not accorded priority at R

ehw
a as it disturbs their production planning

done according to the exhibition schedules.

M
arketin

g
 m

an
ag

em
en

t team
Tw

o designers, based in D
elhi and M

um
bai, lead the m

arketing initiatives of the S
ociety.

B
oth designers w

ork full tim
e w

ith the S
ociety and are responsible for assessing the

m
arket situation across their respective defined territories. B

ased on their analysis they
then create saleable designs and ranges, and guide the production unit at M

aheshw
ar

to produce accordingly. O
f course R

ichard S
hivajirao H

olkar is still deeply involved,
particularly in this function of the S

ociety. T
he w

eavers at the production unit are also
divided am

ongst the tw
o designers. W

hile both these designers are on the rolls of
R

ehw
a, their rem

uneration structure is a com
bination of flat m

onthly paym
ent and

incentives for specific deliverables.

C
H

A
L

L
E

N
G

E
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 F
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R
 F
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 o

f o
b

jectives
T

he S
ociety by m

andate has to provide for the w
elfare of the w

eavers. A
t the sam

e tim
e

it is under trem
endous pressure to rem

ain com
petitive as other players in M

aheshw
ar

are beginning to offer products of alm
ost sim

ilar quality at m
uch low

er prices. T
his has

actually begun to reflect in the expenditure that the S
ociety incurs on social w

elfare
activities, as can be seen in annexure 1 w

here the indirect expenses are decreasing
every year. It is likely that certain hard decisions w

ould be taken in future to deal w
ith

this issue.

S
tag

n
an

t S
ales

W
hile R

ehw
a S

ociety's achievem
ents are trem

endous, their turnover has been stagnating
around the R

s. 1.2 - R
s. 1.3 crore m

ark for the past 7-8 years (see annexure 1). D
yeing

capacity has been identified as the key bottleneck that has to be released in order to
increase production. T

he S
ociety is also m

aking special efforts tow
ards increasing the

per m
etre price of the m

aterial produced by them
, so that the turnover can be increased
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w
ithout increasing the production. W

hether the m
arket w

ill accept m
ore expensive

products is the question? A
lso, w

hat w
ould be the sustainability of such a product line?

A
ltern

ative m
arkets an

d
 seg

m
en

ts
A

s has been m
entioned earlier, R

ehw
a caters to an exclusive segm

ent only. H
ow

 long
w

ill they be able to survive on only this one segm
ent? Is there a need to evolve a

cheaper product line that w
ill cater to the local m

arket? H
ow

 do you serve distant
m

arkets such as the international m
arket from

 a lim
ited facility? T

hese are som
e of the

questions that R
ehw

a m
ay have to find answ

ers in the near future.

O
rg

an
izin

g
 th

e p
ro

d
u

cers
T

he num
ber of producers in M

aheshw
ar has apparently crossed the carrying capacity.

In a sense that w
hat used to be a producer's m

arket is quickly m
orphing into a distributor's

m
arket. In the event that a w

eaver/m
aster w

eaver decides to take a stand, there is
alw

ays another one w
illing to accede to the dem

ands of the distributor in Indore. P
rice

undercutting is ram
pant so m

uch so that som
e w

eavers are even w
illing to forfeit certain

costs. W
hile R

ehw
a does not operate in this segm

ent is seem
ingly im

m
une today, this

is bound to catch up w
ith them

 soon enough. T
herefore it is im

perative that a kind of
form

al/inform
al association be fostered that w

ould set rules and norm
s for the handloom

trade in M
aheshw

ar.

A
n

n
exu

re 1
F

inancials O
f R

ehw
a S

ociety for the period 1996-97 to 2003-04

Year
S

ales
P

u
rch

ases
Direct Expenses

Indirect Expenses
(R

s.)
(R

s.)
(R

s.)
(R

s.)

1996-1997
1,10,09,921

27,85,210
62,59,190

25,52,942

1997-1998
1,06,54,623

33,33,360
67,53,060

22,40,046

1998-1999
1,27,20,257

34,44,786
76,18,590

16,18,685

1999-2000
1,25,45,057

32,40,434
83,98,563

15,46,889

2000-2001
1,38,91,579

37,86,811
98,80,291

17,32,075

2001-2002
1,35,75,511

29,41,754
1,03,17,620

15,32,487

2002-2003
1,19,97,519

22,55,148
88,43,473

10,84,215

2003-2004
1,31,47,944

28,78,636
95,48,838

10,64,545


