Naturellement shifts gear

The food processing unit Naturellement shifts focus from servicing Auroville to selling in India

The past two years have not been easy for Naturellement. Facing the prospect that it has to vacate the premises in the Bharat Nivas complex in the near future, the unit has undergone a complete overhaul in terms of strategy and pricing. Where it used to be service-oriented, aiming at providing top-quality food products at low prices to Aurovilians, the aim today has expanded to selling gourmet quality organic foods in India and abroad and helping the future development of Auroville through profit contributions.

“OK, call me idealistic. I certainly was”, says Martina. “We got many compliments from Aurovilians who enjoyed our good quality products at low prices. We also have made a lot of donations in kind, in particular to Auroville’s schools. However, when we were told that we had to move out of Bharat Nivas as soon as a government grant arrived to finish the construction of this building up any financial reserve. Finding a new location was a big problem in itself, but finding the money for a building was even worse. Ultimately the Dutch foundation stitching de Zaaier came forward through prof. Henk Thomas, the chairman of the foundation. He stated in May 2002, white paper on the Auroville Economy, that the community should give special attention to the relatively small number of specialized Auroville units that had the potential to help Aurville’s future development. Organic food processing is one of the areas. He studied our problems and this led to a complete problem turn around in our policy. We had to stop servicing Aurovlle, in the way we had done, and concentrate instead on the outside market, when this decision was made it changed something: suddenly the energy started flowing again. And the foundation put its money where its mouth was: they gave us a donation and a loan for the new building. The loan is to be paid back to Auroville and will become part of a revolving loan fund to help other units.”

Martina, the former kindergarten teacher turned manager of a food processing unit, gives me a wan smile. For the changeover has proven to be more difficult than anticipated. ‘When we made our projections we were too optimistic. We envisaged that we could expand our outside market quicker than what was possible. This was partly due to the fact that our former pricing policy has been faulty. It was not easy to explain to our new customers that our prices at the Pour Tous stall had been subsidized. The other difficulty was that establishing a market in India implied a shop by shop approach, for which we lacked sufficient manpower, and the orders are on average small-a shop normally doesn’t purchase more than 20-50 bottles of jam at a time.

The decision to go commercial also incrased the prices at pour Touts. “That gave me a lot of negative feedback” admits martini, “but I had no choice. The loan from stitching de Zaaier came with the condition that a group of advisors would help us; Divya, Manuel Thomas, a chartered accountant from Chennai and co-author of the white paper on the Auroville Economy and Rahul Gambhir, a marketing expert and sales manager for Johnson &Johnson (India). This team found that almost 80% of our profits went into the SAIIER donating and recommended that we stop our donations completely. We will gradually downsize, hoping that other jam-makers will step-in and that SAIIR will receive more money in future. The team also insisted that we put a minimal profit margin on our prices in pour Tonus, when we did that the result was that our sales went down dramatically. As we did not make any profit at Pour Tous, this did not matter much in terms of income. “But it has placed us in a rather unenviable position: the turnover of our outside sales is still small, while the turnover at Pour Tous goes down. As we cannot possibly build up more stock, we had to ask the employees to work part-time. And that hurts. We have a team of ladies here who have shown great dedication to the unit and have joy in their work. They work with dedication, love and care, which is very important because it influences the food quality. To send these people home and not be able to pay them their full salary is a really painful decision.” says Martina. 

“So we are in a bottleneck situation, we are trying to squeeze through, but we are slightly exhausted. The donation from stitching de zaaier has gone into the extensive infrastructure, the loan is being used to get the building up, but our first repayment installment is due in March 2003 and we have had to slow down construction. I had hoped that our sales by now would have increased so much that there would have been no problems paying back the loan. But in fact, we would need a large inflow of money now to really get back on the rails. 

“The price increase of our products at pour Tous had, by the way, a foreseen consequence in that it brought competition. I had always made it a point to support auroville’s farmers by buying their produce. Now I realized I could support them to make their own jams and marmalades as value-added products for sale in pour Tous. They don’t need to bother about an outside market and turnover; can sell even a few pots of jam if that’s all they can make from their available fruit. And they hardly have any extra overheads. This development is good as the farms get more cash income and the Aurovilians can still buy cheap and good quality products, or, if they insist, our products at higher prices.”

If there is one aspect of food processing which troubles Martina more than anything else, it is quality control. Over the years Naturellement has developed its own strict quality control standards. Says Martina: “we have an FPO license, which allows us to sell food products made from fruit and vegetables all over India. I have no doubt that our products also conform to the quality requirements of other countries. But it is an open question if all Auroville food products conform to such quality requirements. So far, no internal quality control mechanisms have been developed to test foods for the presence of pesticides or toxins. This is worrying. Take Aflatoxins, far example. These toxins result from mould growth; they are invisible and survive cooking and processing. Aflatoxin B1 is frequently found in peanuts and is one of the most potent cancer-causing substances known. To buy peanuts without testing them for the presence of these toxins, as some Auroville units are still doing, is irresponsible. During recent tests we found bags of peanuts for sale in Pondicherry that contained 90-100 times the permissible amount of aflotoxins, enough to kill a horse! I know the tests are expensive – a bag of peanuts costs Rs 1600, the test Rs 200 –but that is no excuse to put people’s health at risk.”

Mukund, who started working for Naturellement recently, joins in. “There is another reason why an Auroville quality standard and quality control has to be introduced soon. Increasingly, Auroville products are sold to non- Aurovilians. People come to Auroville and think everything is super. Indians have a craze for anything imported, and if they know that westerners have made these food products, they assume it is top quality. The name of Auroville itself stands for good quality products. But one bad food product can irreversibly damage the image of Auroville as a whole. And that is a risk you simply cannot take.”   
What are the prospects for the future? “The present situation not withstanding- I trust that this is just an intermediary period- Naturellement has great potential. As we have never made any compromise, neither on product quality nor on labour conditions, our products rank among the best,” says Martina. “Nilesh, a newcomer has taken it upon himself to market Auroville’s products all over India through his company Auro Sidhi Global Marketing. We have hopes that our product sales will also increase because of this. Already our products can be bought in Hyderabad, Pune, Bangalore and Goa, and we can trust with Nilesh that many more outlets will follow. India can become a lead player in organic foods, and Naturellement is qualified to take advantage of this. We are just beginning……..”
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