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OVERVIEW  & BACKGROUND 

Mission

· ARZU, which means “hope” in Dari, is an innovative model of social entrepreneurship that helps Afghan women weavers and their families break the cycle of poverty by providing them steady income and access to education and healthcare by sourcing and selling the rugs they weave.  While structured as a 501(c)(3) in the United States and an international NGO in Afghanistan, ARZU operates as a “for-benefit” corporation, using private sector practices to create jobs in desperately poor rural villages where little opportunity exists.

· 93% of ARZU’s total expended resources directly support ARZU’s mission to create a new model of economic sustainability while building grassroots access to education, healthcare, improved living conditions and sustainable community development in rural Afghanistan.

Vision

· ARZU STUDIO HOPE believes in a holistic approach to sustainable poverty alleviation achieved through artisan-based employment that empowers women. Women, earning fair labor wages, weave exquisite hand knotted rugs at home. Innovative social benefit practices drive transformational change by providing grassroots access to vital education, healthcare, clean water and sustainable community development programs.

Founder and Chief Executive Officer: Connie K. Duckworth

· Ms. Duckworth is a retired Partner and Managing Director of Goldman Sachs. She was named the first woman sales and trading partner in the firm’s history during her 20 years at the company.  In 2003, Ms. Duckworth visited Afghanistan with the U.S. Afghan Women’s Council. She was inspired to change the impoverished conditions for women and children like those she met during her travels. Ms. Duckworth founded ARZU in 2004 with additional support of USAID.

· Ms. Duckworth is a recipient of the 2008 Skoll Award for Social Entrepreneurship which recognizes the most innovative and sustainable approaches to resolving the world’s most urgent social issues. 

· “ARZU aids the reconstruction of Afghanistan by empowering women, their families and their communities. Income generation opportunities support sustainable economic development, instill personal worth and build gender equality.” - Connie K. Duckworth

What Makes ARZU DESIGN Unique

· Each ARZU STUDIO HOPE rug is created by the hands of highly skilled Afghan artisans using traditional techniques passed down for centuries – a representation of  “slow design”--high quality artisan goods as opposed to commercially manufactured products.  ARZU weavers use the finest hand-knotting techniques -- making every piece one-of-a-kind. Each rug has a story that connects the buyer with the artisan who wove it.

· ARZU STUDIO HOPE creates quality rugs with the highest regard for minimizing environmental impact using sustainable resources.  These rugs are handmade with 100% handspun sheep’s wool and many dyes are derived from natural materials, including madder root for red, walnut husks for brown and pomegranate for yellow. Vegetal dyes are environmentally sustainable and create exceptional depth and color that is unmatched in comparison to synthetic materials. ARZU STUDIO HOPE rug designs exhibit the beauty of abrash -- color changes from subtle to striking -- that result from traditional, natural vegetal dyeing techniques and that appear as horizontal variations in hue.

What Makes The ARZU SOCIAL BUSINESS MODEL Unique

· ARZU, Inc. is a social business enterprise (“SBE”) -- a true public/private sector partnership sustained by revenues from the sales of high-end rugs and supplemented by generous donor support.

· ARZU is a not-for-profit organization, operating with private sector discipline while pioneering transformational commerce with care. Surplus “profits” accrue for the benefit of project participants, instead of shareholders.

· ARZU’s focus is on the triple bottom line -- people, planet and profit for good.

ARZU’s Philosophy: Economic Empowerment

· Today, ARZU supports over 600 weavers and 2,000 direct beneficiaries across two provinces. Through the trickle-down effect, tens of thousands of lives are impacted for the better as a result of ARZU’s economic empowerment and sustainable community development.

· Central to ARZU’s approach is our Social Contract with weaver families. ARZU agrees to pay women the market rate, plus up to a 50% incentive bonus for the highest quality weaving. In exchange for the extra income, families must agree to send all children under age 15 to school fulltime, to allow all women in the household to attend ARZU literacy classes, and to permit ARZU to transport pregnant women and newborns to clinics for pre- and post-natal care.

· All projects are developed at the grassroots level, in cooperation with village Shuras, with respect for cultural sensitivities and with an eye to local capacity building.

Social Benefits Programs

· Education

· ARZU received Ministry of Education certification in early 2007 to bring its education classes in-house, rather than taught by a third-party. In 2008, ARZU received certification from the MOE to begin teaching fourth grade to its students (previously ARZU only taught grades 1-3). Two hundred and eighty-eight women and girls have since been enrolled in 4th grade. In 2010, ARZU will begin teaching fifth grade to our students.

· In 2008, ARZU awarded a new scholarship to a young woman in the program –Khatera will obtain a degree in Computer Science from Kabul University. ARZU’s third scholarship was awarded in March 2009 to Sema who will study medicine in Andkhoi.

· Healthcare & Nutrition
· ARZU provides transportation in four-wheel drive vehicles across rugged terrain for prenatal and post-natal check-ups, immunizations for children, and emergency care for deliveries and sick children.  As a result of ARZU’s interventions, zero percent of women under ARZU care have died during childbirth. This is a remarkable feat in a country with one of the world’s highest maternal death rates.

· In 2008, ARZU, in partnership with the Bamyan Regional Hospital, completed the successful training of 30 Community Health Workers, including 20 Deputy midwifes. Upon graduation, the CHW’s returned to their communities where they now serve a population of over 15,000 people. 
· In spring 2008, ARZU provided a five-day health workshop to the women in our Kabul weaver community, covering hygiene, nutrition, pre- and post-natal care, immunizations and basic first aid. This program was so successful that ARZU decided to expand the class to Bamyan and Andkhoi and is a part of daily educational curriculum 
The “Trio”

Despite the increased turmoil in Afghanistan, in June 2009 ARZU broke ground in Dragon Valley, Bamyan on our most ambitious initiative to date—the construction of a privately funded “Trio” of community facilities. The Trio includes: a Women’s Community Center, a Community Garden/Greenhouse and a Sports/Wellness Complex.

As is true for all ARZU activities, these projects were developed with the full cooperation and engagement of the local women’s and men’s Shuras, or Councils, and are being built with local labor.  Once completed, an estimated 250 new jobs will be created over a three-year period.
