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The Birds and the Bees: 
Basic Lessons from a 

Social Enterprise
Last Forest Enterprises, based in the Nilgiris Biosphere Reserve in South India, traces its journey 

along the path of bringing the value of markets to tribal communities.

By Meera Rajagopalan

Talking to Mathew John, managing director of  Last Forest 
Enterprises (LFE) can be a bit like watching a Quentin 
Tarantino movie: there are multiple intersecting storylines 

that he weaves in and out of  effortlessly.  
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Sitting in his well-ventilated 
office, he talks about the issue of  
the latest standards for honey from 
FSSAI (Food Safety and Standards 
Authority of  India) that does not 
include honey with more than 20% 
moisture in it. “It’s ridiculous,” 
he says, transitioning from the 
story of  how he and his friends 
got interested in honey, “this is a 
tropical country and of  course our 
moisture content will be more.” 

Leapfrogging on to 
other pieces of  his work, the 
conversation encompasses LFE, 
Keystone Foundation, honey, the 
markets, tribal communities, fair 
trade and organic movements, 
and his own personal journey as 
the leader of  a “social enterprise” 
that has been doing the rounds for 
well over two decades. 

The 25-year-old story of  
The Keystone Foundation is a 
bit like that, though: constantly 
evolving, splitting, and coalescing 
into entities, but eventually 
hurtling towards a singular 

stated goal, the well-being of  
the communities and ecosystem 
of  the Nilgiris and beyond. 
What started as a single non-
profit organization is now an 
ecosystem of  many interlocking 
and symbiotic organizations 
that work on biodiversity, 
water, livelihoods, health, and 
rights, primarily in the Nilgiris 
Biosphere Reserve, in South 
India. 

One of  them is LFE, a social 
enterprise working in the space of  
fair trade and organic products, 
which has made quite a name for 
itself  as a successful business, 
a term that still seems a bit out 
of  place within the foundation’s 
premises. The figures speak of  its 
success, though: In 2017-18, LFE’s 
revenue was 3.21 crore, with about 
a 9.14 lakh profit before taxation. 
Just over half  of  the revenue 
was from honey, and if  beeswax 
products are included, honey and 
allied products make up about 
71% of  their revenue. 

Now, LFE runs three stores 
in NBR, and one in Coimbatore, 
also in South India. Apart from 
that, LFE’s products are also sold 
through about 80 partners. 

Those are not the only 
numbers that matter, though: 
last year, the company impacted 
more than 20,000 people across 
the country in their quest for fair 
living, and their products have 
reached around 13,000 customers 
through their own stores and 
10,000 people through their 
partners. 

LFE’s transparency is 
apparent in its November 
newsletter which begins with a 
note about an intended software 
upgrade that did not work out. 
“After struggling for 7 months, the 
decision to dump the software, 
was a heartbreak for the entire 
team - the effort and money that 
was lost, has been a setback…” 
the newsletter explains with a 
candour that is rare in the non-
profit space. 
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Along various points in its 
existence, decisions were made and 
paths chosen, and some of  those 
worked out wonderfully (and some 
not) and that is the beauty of  social 
change, according to John. “We’re 
still learning so many things,” says 
John. “We’re constantly adapting, 
experimenting.”

Twenty-five-year-old Keystone 
Foundation is the brainchild of  
three friends—Mathew John, Sneh 
Lata Nath, and Pratim Roy—from 
different parts of  India. It was born 
out of  a deep understanding of  honey 
hunters and tribal peoples. The 
friends, who worked on a beekeeping 
project for a year with the Palani Hills 
Conservation Council, backpacked 
for about six months in the Western 
Ghats in 1993 to understand 
honey hunters and their economic 
ecosystem. 

The initial thrust of  the 
organization was on poverty 
alleviation in the honey hunter 
community, by providing them with 
a readymade fair market for their 

Point to ponder: Informal set-up of personal sales led to 
a lot of credit and cost of chasing payments.  

Last Forest Take: Permanent retail space, in 1997, backed 
by a loan from SIDBI

Their retail space took off, and 
soon, producers asked Keystone about 
whether they could sell other products 
they produced: for instance, coffee and 
pepper. 

“So, here was a question for us. 
How do you, as an institution, work 
with the resources the communities 
have? Because at the end of  the day, 
you have resolved to help them,” 
says John. Some products, such as 
silk cotton, were market-worthy, but 
simply not retail material. John admits 
to having the struggle even today. 

Around the same time, it became 
apparent that the health of  the local 
communities was also deteriorating. 
Keystone would often help, and when 
one of  the doctors said that they were 
working reactively, not proactively, a 
bulb went off. 

“That’s when we came upon 
millets,” says John.

Like a word-building game, as the 
needs of  the communities dovetailed 
one another, the organization got into 
health, nutrition, organic farming of  
millets and traditional foods, Non-
Timber Forest Produce (NTFPs), 
water and ecology, biodiversity, and 
community well-being. Each branch 
of  work adhered to the main theme 
of  Keystone Foundation, with its own 
raison d’être. 

As each founder took up the 
threads of  their interest and passion, 
John, who was most interested in 
markets, took over what was then 
(as now), primarily a honey business. 
While he retains interest in the 

products. “One thing we were clear 
about was that we did not want to 
interfere with the process of  [honey] 
collection at all,” says John. “That was 
something the community understood, 
and they have the knowledge they 
have passed on for centuries.” 

Keystone started work in 1995 in 
Kotagiri and put out word that they 
would buy wild honey for Rs. 50 a 
kilo (in 1995 exchange rate, just over 
USD 1), when the prevailing market 
rate was only Rs. 15 a kilo (about 40 
cents). With all the honey at their 
disposal, the quartet (Robert Leo, who 
had worked in the Kodaikanal project, 
joined them) then tried to peddle the 
honey: mostly selling it on their bikes 
or through the phone.
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Point to ponder: Present in all aspects of the value 
chain: procurement, quality control, markets, and sales, 
leading to multiple conflicts of interest. 

LFE Take: Uncoupling the procurement and the 
marketing. Formed two entities: Aadhimalai 
Pazhangudiyinar Producer Co. Ltd. (the procurement 
company owned completely by the producers 
themselves) and Last Forest (for marketing).

In 2007, an intern who worked with Keystone 
Foundation suggested that the front end and the back end 
be split. 

“There are just too many points in the value chain 
that need expertise. And it’s not workable for a small 
organization,” he had said, and the founders knew that 
it made sense. The seeds of  Last Forest and Aadhimalai 
were sown. 

LFE would be the social enterprise and would not 
concern itself  with procurement, which would remain with 
Aadhimalai, a producer company whose members were all 
from tribal communities. 

The process of  separating the entities and making 
boundaries clear began. With initiatives intersecting each 
other at various points, unravelling the individual threads 
of  work became a major exercise. 

However, the cord is not completely severed, and 
a symbiotic relationship continues between LFE and 
Aadhimalai. Last year, LFE shared their profits with 
Aadhimalai’s producers, who received a bonus with some 
funding from Keystone Foundation. 

However, Sudhir Kumar Addanki, CEO of  
Aadhimalai, is clear that the relationship must be based 
on sound financial sense. His plans include expanding into 

foundation’s work, the bulk of  his time is spent with LFE—
to market the products of  the region and beyond. 

It’s nearly eight years since LFE was uncoupled, to 
form its own identity. Sometimes, says John, it needs a 
different perspective to see what has been staring at you for 
years. As the portfolio of  their products grew, the ecosystem 
became very tangled. 

the wholesale market, as well as fabrication of  machinery 
for the community. However, he is realistic about the 
co-dependence of  Aadhimalai and LFE, in light of  the fact 
that 60% of  Aadhimalai’s products are sold to LFE and the 
majority of  LFE products are sourced from Aadhimalai. 

“For LFE is not a partner, but a client. If  there is any 
decision to be taken at any point, Last Forest has a right to 
start procuring as well as we have the right to start selling 
outside. We can bite into their pie and they also have the 
same privileges,” says Addanki. 

Place to Bee
This restaurant in Ooty, Tamilnadu, India, was born out an erstwhile Bee Museum, and was 
inspired by the Slow Food movement, the restaurant gives importance to locally produced 
“good, clean and fair” food. A small kitchen garden serves as the source for some of the 
ingredients on the menu. The restaurant’s World Disco Soup Day too has caught on: it is an 
event where soup made from vegetables that are about to be thrown away is distributed free.
 

In effect, Last Forest is a client of Aadhimalai, which 
now sources the honey and other products by the 
communities of the Nilgiris directly, and sells it to 
Last Forest, among other entities, and while a large 
part of its sales is from products sourced from 
Aadhimalai, Last Forest also sources from other 
groups that share its values. 

OTHERS

OTHERS

Aadhimalai

Last Forest
Enterprises
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John says that while it is a struggle, especially when 
times are tough, there are certain cardinal principles that 
LFE operates under, chief  among them being this: least 
negotiation with the supplier. 

“Our value is that we deal with the market, and we take 
care of  it. If  the price is high, we put the onus on ourselves 
to sell it at an appropriate rate,” says John. 

The “doing good” bit was emphasized internally 
as well, as senior team members had to commit to two 
non-financial targets for the year. They responded with 
measures such as visiting suppliers regularly, and helping 
build fair trade principles into internal processes. 

Keystone (and LFE) clearly understood the value that 
external board members bring to the table, and even within 
six years of  incorporation, Keystone Foundation brought 
in four external board members. “One lesson that we have 
learnt in governance is that when you start as founders, you 
can’t make the rules for yourself,” says John.

Point to ponder: Expanding the board of trustees. 

LFE Take: An independent board not only brings 
oversight, but also brings together people as partners, 
who are as invested in your ideas as you are. 

One of  the most difficult things about being a social 
enterprise is balance between the good and the profit, to 
put it simply. 

“What happens with a social enterprise is that there 
are opposing forces, and you have to remain balanced. We 
are already loaded with ethics, and now we have to create a 
full-fledged business as well,” says John. 

A Few Keystone Activities

Incubator for: 
•	 Last Forest Enterprises
•	 Aadhimalai
•	 Nilgiris Natural History Society

Runs:
•	 Nilgiris Water Portal
•	 Non-Timber Forest Products promotion
•	 Community newspaper: Seemai Suthi
•	 Community Radio: Radio Kotagiri
•	 Apiculture
•	 Community well-being
•	 Environmental Governance

Point to ponder: How do you create a balance between 
the good and the business? 

LFE take: Must understand that you are no longer 
serving as an NGO—the focus must change to the 
customer. The staff is constantly told this: think 
about how many customers’ lives you are changing. 
On the ground, it must be run like a business—an 
ethical business, but mainly a business. For example, 
employees were promised double pay if they worked 
on Diwali, a traditional holiday. 

Some of  LFE’s non-honey products include Toda 
Embroidery products, local chocolates, jams and pickles 
from Ecosphere (a Himalaya-based social enterprise), and 
garments. There is a separate team that looks into the 
entire marketplace, constantly seeking out and working 
with organizations and products with a similar ethos.

Point to ponder: Consistency	of	supply	may	be	difficult	
for smaller groups. For instance, a flute from Bastar, 
India came in once, and then simply disappeared. 
Customers still ask for it. 

LFE Take:  It’s tough, especially in case of suppliers 
who are ethical but unable to meet demand. The call to 
take them off the shelves must be made, if necessary. 
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Point to ponder: When you evolve as a social 
enterprise as part of an NGO, do you register it 
separately? If so, how? 

LFE Take: For complete bifurcation, best to 
register as a company. The division is clear on 
paper and in the mind. 

John says that in spite of  being in the business for many 
years, there is still a lot of  learning. “Each day brings new 
challenges, and we are feeling our way through a lot of  this 
stuff,” he says. 

Last year was not very good sales-wise, admits John, for 
reasons including and beyond the implementation of  Goods 
and Services Tax in India. A few hard decisions regarding 
products and suppliers had to be taken as well. 

John is also a leader in the fair-trade movement and the 
movement towards participatory guarantee systems (rather 
than centralized third-party standards) for organic products. 
LFE promotes products that adhere to the concepts, a fact 
that is organic to LFE as an entity. The latest buzz around 
social enterprises is something that feels alien in the precincts 
of  Keystone Foundation, where these principles have been in 
vogue for 25 years. 

In fact, the day that I am there, the sales team is back 
from a visit to a prospective customer, who did not even ask 
about the stories behind LFE’s honey. All he asked was this: 
how much do the products cost, and what is the cost of  
something comparable in the market? 

In John’s ideal world, all business transactions will 
be fair trade, and with ethics that support the producer. 
Consequently, that customer would be everyone, and LFE 
would be all organizations. 

Born from experience: John’s advice to social enterprises

•	 Be there for the long haul.
•	 You will have problems. After the initial euphoria, you 

must settle down to actual business. 
•	 Hire resources who understand money and markets. 
•	 Separate the business and the cause inside your 

head. 
•	 Keep the ethics at the top of everything you do, 

otherwise it is very easy to get distracted. 

Part of  that process, says John, is realizing whether 
you have the bandwidth to cater to all market segments. 
“At some point, you have to start thinking like a business, 
and zero in on your market segment,” he says. “You 
simply cannot sell to everybody.” 

Wolfpack Outdoors Pvt. Ltd. is an outdoor adventure 
and apparel company that has stores in 15 Club Mahindra 
and Sterling Holidays resorts in India, and Last Forest has a 
branded counter at all of  them, accounting for sales of  more 
than Rs. 13.65 lakh last year (about USD 20,000). 

Rajesh Ramakrishnan, founder of  Wolfpack says their 
relationship with LFE is more of  a partner than that of  a 
client. “LFE’s products do very well [at the resorts] because 
it’s the crowd that is looking for more natural things—
middle-aged ladies who are looking for lip balm or natural 
honey, for example,” says Ramakrishnan. 

One of  the most important decisions Last Forest had to 
take was separation from the parent organization Keystone 
Foundation. Part of  that discussion was the form that the new 
entity would take: a private company, a Section 8 company, or 
a Society, among other options. When the decision was made 
to create Last Forest as a private company, it did not seem like 
the right choice to some, but eight years later, the company has 
proved its detractors wrong.

/AsianNGO 29iMPACT  |  January - March 2019


