Winners Touched by Indian Experience 
All five members of the winning team from 2007’s Your Challenge event recently embarked on their prize trip to India – and for two of them at least, it proved to be a “real eye-opener.”
Jeroen Bello, Business Development Project Manager with Car Refinishes, and Jeroen Beukeboom, an International Business Analyst with AkzoNobel’s Market Intelligence department, traveled to the country for a two-week cultural exchange. 

Along with their three fellow team members and representatives from the Dutch non-governmental organization, SharePeople, they joined seven other business professionals in New Delhi. There, they met their guides and learned a little about the culture before splitting into groups and traveling to different areas.

Bello found himself in Baliguda, in the province of Orissa, where Pradan – a non-governmental organization – works to help local people find sustainable ways of supporting themselves.

“We looked at leaves in the forest that could be stitched to make plates. They are used widely in India,” he explained. “It was amazing. We use cheap plastic utensils, but they are making use of their natural resources.

Business plan
“We also visited a group of women and, with Pradan, worked out with them how they could set up a business producing these plates and selling them. We talked about things like financials, product portfolio, sustainability – we helped them move forward with the leaf-plate business plan.

“Now all these women are working, they are part of a sustainable business. We didn’t sit down and tell them how to do it; we suggested ideas and workshops and helped.”

The physical reality of life in India was very different to home, he added. The air quality was poor and there was rubbish everywhere – in India, waste is often thrown into the streets and left to rot rather than being disposed of. Many of the visitors also struggled to adapt to the spicy food.

Beukeboom traveled to Ranchi, capital of Jharkhand province, where his project was more horticultural – helping the people there find ways of increasing the amount of food they grow and land they have. He and his team also worked with representatives of Pradan.

“It’s impossible to predict how much rain will fall each year,” he explained. “Sometimes there is a downpour twice a year, on other occasions it might rain continuously for three months. The people needed to find a way to collect and store the rainwater so it can be used during the hotter months. 

“We also looked at how they could use a ploughing device to increase their growing capabilities. But it wasn’t about going in and pushing them to do things – it was looking at how they live, making suggestions and explaining, and helping them find ways to adapt that they were happy with.”

Touching
He added that he found the hospitality of local people particularly touching as they had so little. “When we arrived in the local villages they sang songs and gave us flowers and gifts. They are very poor but very proud – when you see that in front of you, it brings tears to your eyes.”

One of the main differences he noticed compared with home, he continued, was the sheer numbers of people. “We had to wait for two hours to get through customs. Everything is done by hand and it’s so slow. One man stamps your passport, another checks the stamp and then a third checks what the first two have done! There’s also a constant, indefinable smell in the cities – a mixture of exhaust fumes, curry or waste, it’s hard to tell but it’s always there.”

Both men agreed that the trip was a real experience of a lifetime, offering a rare insight into a culture so different from their own. Said Beukeboom: “Within a business environment we always talk about the three Ps – People, Planet and Profit. After this experience we added three others – Poverty, Pride and Pradan.”

Continued Bello: “To be honest, I was a bit skeptical before we went. I thought we would be going in and trying to tell them what to do, how it would work in our world, 

and then leave. But it wasn’t like that at all. We all worked together and really did something that will help them improve their lives themselves, and to realize how much appreciation they had for that was incredible.”

The cultural exchange was arranged thanks to SharePeople, which supports organizations in developing countries with expertise from the corporate world. Dutch managers and entrepreneurs are sent to these countries to exchange their knowledge and experience with local organizations. In addition, participants learn about development cooperation and research business opportunities. SharePeople is a joint initiative between ICCO, De Baak and Jong Management. 

For more information visit the SharePeople website. Blogs about the Indian cultural exchange can be found here. 
