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Empowermg creativity

rtisamediumofboth
creation and recre-
ation”. Truly said by
owned Chinese
writerLinYutang, artis something
through which we not only make
artistic creationsbut arealsoatthe
same time recreating our true
potential of hidden talent. Andno
one knows this better than Harish
and Rashmi Closepet, founders of
Itsy Bitsy, a hobby, arts and crafts
store. It is a one-stop shop for
hobby, arts and craft supplies for
people from all walksoflife. Butwhat
makes this popular arts and craft
chain interesting and inspiring is
that itbegan witha vision toempow-
erwomen inrural partsof Karnataka.
Despite having no background in
arts, theClosepets sawvalue in arty
delightsinhome whileworking for
aChineseimport companyinSin-
gapore and were inspired towork
with artisans back home in Kar-
nataka. Inan e-mailinteraction with
AlenPaul, the founders oftsy Bitsy
speakabout their passion. Excerpts:

What reasons made you leave
everythingbehindin Australiaand
comebacktoIndiatobeginsome-

thingnew?

We moved toIndia from Australia
in 2004, It was a difficult decision
tomake, but the drive to return to
our homeland and do something
forthe countryoverpaweredallother
questions and challenges. While
working with a Chinese export
companyinSingapore, we realised
howmuchweappreciated, along-
side foreign buyers, theartsy hand-
icraft delights of India. Thesame was
with Australia. Indian handmade
products were highly appreciated
thereaswell. We always wanted to
move back to India at some point
to setupa sustainable structureand
workwithrural women toempow-
erthembycreating enough oppor-
tunities.

‘Whatcomesto yourmind when
itcomes todefiningthe creativecul -
ture of arts and crafts in a cultural

Indiahasalwaysbeen acreatively-
inclinedcountry. Wehavearich his-
tory artand crafts, which

started ages ago. Every statein our
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country hasa differentartorhand-
icraft form, whichisuniqueandbeau-
tiful inits own way. The first things
that come to our minds are the
embroidery and zardoziart. These
forms require immense patience,
skill and training. We also believe
the Mughals have had a huge influ-
enceinhandicrafts, especiallywith
beads work, block printing and
the exquisite Bidriart. Interesting-
ly, besides local skilled artisans, a
lot of Indian homemakers have
indulgedin andeven today, dohand-
made work like sequinart, sewing
and stitching.

To what extent do you feel the
‘womenin bothrural andurban areas

Firstly, the handicrafts industry
and the handmade arts and crafts
sector are two different spaces.
They are generally viewed and
understood asthe same. Handicrafts
industry is the second largest
employer in the country (an esti-
mated7 millionartisansare engaged
incraft production to earn aliveli-
hood), after agriculture. However,
thehandmade arts and araftsindus-
tryisstill inits nascentstagein India
and Itsy Bitsy is currently the mar-
mn&m space.Whatwe have
doneis createemploymentoppor-
tunitiesin villagesandtowns, where
there wasno othermeansof liveli-
hoodforwomen. Wesetup astruc-
ture that did notforcerural women
to leave their home towns and
move to urban areas to have a
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decentliving We realised that rural
womenwere emotionally attached
to their families and decidedto cre-
ate jobs for them in their own
places. We strongly believe that
with government’s support and a
separate bracket for GST forhand-
madearts and craftsindustry, ahuge
percentage of rural and urban
women can be empowered.

Howcanthe designindustryin
Indiacreate the best social and sus-
tainableopportunitiesfor the rural
India, especially for the youth?

Today, the designindustrygoes
beyond creating something on a
computerscreen. It includes hand-
icraftandhandmadeart and craft
sector.Whetherit's theart-themed
luxury hotels and resorts in India,
or the colourful embellishments
madebyltsy Bitsy, art, craftand
are offering a newexperience to.
The Indian handicraft and hand-
madeproductssector have apoten-
tialtodoubleinthe next five years,
However, although Indian handi-
craftand handmadecraftproducts
are universally appreciated, the
industry hasreceived minimum sup-
portfrom thegovernmentand cor-
porates in India. It becomes even
more challenging tocreateemploy-
ment tspomnlhs in this space,
esped y for the youngergenera-

andotherlucra-

tlve opuons available. The indus-
tryneeds to build an ecosystemof
rural-urbanpartnership, re-invent
andreinforce”Madein India” and
empoweryoungbusinessmen from
urbanareas to createjobs and sus-

tainable opportunities for their
rural counterparts.

We still remember those days
when people would enter an Itsy
Bitsy store and ask for bangles.
‘The conceptof an exclusive artand
craft store was not readily accept-
ed, and this was the biggest chal-
lenge then. Introducing a com-
pletely new retail format, taking it
beyond traditional “behind-the-
counter” stationerystores was def-
initely strenuous The nextroadblock
was tounderstand customer demo-
graphicsand to acquire the
tomers. Then, as westarted grow-
ing and opening more stores, we
realised that ourcustomers had to
beeducated onhow to usethe prod-
ucts. We conducted lots of free
wortkshops inschools,apartments
and stores, alongside tons of give-
awaysand contests, Creatingan inspi-
rational space for people to think
outside the boxand getlostinacre-
ative world was the most chal-

lenging for us.

What opportunities have been
created by this organisation for
the empowerment of women?

Itsy Bitsy has nearly 2,000 rural
womenemployed, directly orindi-
rectly, across different facilities in
Karnataka. Itfeels special to be able
to impact and empower so many
lives. Majorityof thewomen arefrom
lower income backgrounds and
comewith historyof domesticvio-
lence and daunting pasts. They
now work with us in the factories
with a dream to provide for a bet-
ter life and secure future for their
children. They have an outlettostep
out of their houses and socialize.

are notonly financially inde-
mem bu(‘:nl{yaho emotionally
strong, Manyofthem havebuilt their
own houses too.

ecces ol o thetakerest

edt&ﬂcammwhobnﬂn
idea of decorating their homes
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with art and craft pieces?

We retail more than 10,000
productsacross cate; ssuchas
artsupplies, paper: kidscraft,
sewing, home décor and a whole
lot more. We are a one-stop solu-
tion forsoap, candle, paperflower
andwreath making, Ourmostloved
product, chalkpaints is for

P greatforup-

crafting forms, likedecoupage and
altered, allow you to further deco-
rate homeswith handmade pieces.
One canfind hereeverything start-
ing from a wooden/metal base to
a craft varnish to give the final
touch toyour project. Paper craft-
ingand scrapbookingsupplies are
perfect for walldécor.

Doyoubelievethat themodem
industrieshavedecreased chances
for the artisans, who excel in their
ﬁﬂl:l.hwubemﬁmmd

adventof
‘cheap andrapid
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Yes, we certainly believe that
industrialisation has decreased
chances for the skilled artisans and
handicrafts industryatlarge. Mod-
emretail demands mass and iden-
tical production. Customers today
look for affordability and accessi-
bility, which unfortunately results
inautomationand machine-made
products. Itis extremely challeng-
ingtokeep labour costslow andpro-
duceexactlyidentical pieces, when
it comes to making handmade
products. One way, we believe,
that can keep the artisans and
handicraftalive iswhen customers
learn to appreciate the exclusivity
and imperfections ofhandmade cre-
ations.

‘What have you planned to
expand this artsy
to international/global level?

Manyofthem are notaware that
Itsy Bitsys home brand, Litde Birdie,
exports handmade flowers and
embellishments to over 35 coun-
tries. Weare making huge efforts to
expand global footprint and intro-
duce our products in many more
countries. The vision is simple.
Themore the business grows, the
more opportunities will be creat-
ed, andmorelives will be impact-
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