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By working in my family’s business in India, I learned how communi-
ties can be impacted by global trade and also how they can become 
very dependent on it. Most products we buy, or at least some of their 
components, have touched more than one continent, hundreds of pro-
cesses, and countless number of hands.  This insight into the impact on 
communities through trade inspired me to start Handmade Expressions 
in 2005 with our focus being on poverty reduction by creating jobs in 
areas most marginalized. 
 
A large percentage of India’s population lives in rural areas with insuf-
fi cient access to jobs or markets. They do, however, have access to tradi-
tional artforms, and can hand-make beautiful products for international 
trade. Women also benefi t from this economic empowerment, enabling 
them to support their families, gain skills and confi dence, and become 
more independent.

However, it is not easy to manage a supply chain that connects rural 
artisans and U.S. buyers. One of the key strategies we adopted from the 
beginning was to focus on one country; we built our team in India to 
provide the on-ground support for communities to successfully engage 

in international trade. We also decided to focus on 
communities in need, rather than communities 

that are already involved in trade. This made 
our job even harder, yet it was central to our 

mission. It also gave us access to artforms 
and products that are more unique, as 

well as stronger direct partnerships 
with the artisans. 

With years of hard work by 
our design team and our 

India sourcing team, along with the motivation 
of our artisan partners, we are proud today to 
have a strong product line and more than 1,300 
retail partners in North America, Australia and 
the UK. We provide sustainable economic op-
portunities to a network of 20,000 artisans; 75 
percent of which are women and 80 percent live 
in poor rural areas (where only 39 percent of 
people are employed).

What we realized in this journey is that once 
communities start to gain economic indepen-
dence, they can take charge of their own de-

velopment needs. Responsible trade leads to good jobs, which in turn 
fosters community development -- win-win-win! Since our beginning, 
Handmade Expressions has engaged in numerous projects in our part-
ner communities, including solar lamps, education for women, water 
fi ltration and conservation, health camps, and skills and training work-
shops. In 2012 we completed 25 such projects totaling over $15,000.

A thriving environment is also critical to our mission, which requires a 
renewed focus on how we do business. This is especially challenging 
because it involves so many aspects of our operations -- raw material 
sourcing, production processes, packaging, shipping, and even product 
lifecycles. Each of these elements requires in-depth analysis to under-
stand the impacts and explore possible alternatives. For example, our 
jewelry artisans buy metal from local traders. To trace which mines the 
metals come from, which mills purify it, and what processes are used 
can be overwhelming for a company our size. At times we wrestled with 
confl icts between creating employment and safeguarding the environ-
ment. We had to invest in learning the impacts, establish parameters 
around sourcing materials, and focus on big areas of impact while tak-
ing small steps each year. 

As a result of our commitment, we have established a list of preferred 
materials and 72 percent of Handmade Expressions’ products use these 
sustainable resources. The preferred materials list is based on the impact 
the materials have on our people and planet during their production, 
use and end of lifecycle. We include aspects such as amount of water 
used in production, toxicity of the process, renewability of the resourc-
es used, and compostability. Our goals are to use preferred 

materials as much as possible in 
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Gita Ji works on fi nishing handmade paper sheets in a paper 

processing artisan unit in NW Rajasthan.


