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From Forest to Fashion

Tribal India Enters Global Value Chains
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The Quiet Revolution in India’s Tribal Heartlands

India’s tribal communities are redefining their place in the global economy, transforming
forest-based livelihoods into sustainable, high-value products that resonate with modern
consumers. This shift from subsistence to enterprise reflects a broader reimagining of tribal
economies, where tradition is no longer isolated but integrated into national and global
markets.

This transformation is vividly showcased at the Bharat Tribes Fest 2026, being held from 18-
30 March 2026 at Sunder Nursery, T .
New Delhi. Envisioned by the Tribal
Cooperative Marketing
Development Federation of India
(TRIFED) in association with the
Ministry of Tribal Affairs, the
festival serves as a national
platform where India’s tribal
heritage comes alive in its most
dynamic form. Celebrating craft,
culture, entrepreneurship, and
livelihoods, it brings tribal

traditions to the forefront of the [
country’s cultural and economic landscape.

This transformation is driven by targeted policy interventions, including RISA: A Premium
Tribal Brand, alongside programmes like the Van Dhan Yojana and the Tribes India network.
Tribal artisans are transitioning from forest-based livelihood economies to active participation
in global value chains. What emerges is a story that is equal parts heritage and ambition,
where forests meet fashion, and ancient skills find their true market value.

Key Festival Highlights

* 75 Van Dhan Vikas Kendrass * 400+ Tribal Artists *17 Live
Demonstrations

* 310 Art & Craft Participants *120 Tribal Cuisine Participants




The Tribes India Model: From Van Dhan to Value Chain

India's tribal economy is being systematically reshaped through institutional frameworks that
combine livelihood security with market access. The Government has recognised that tribal
communities, among the nation’'s most skilled artisans, require more than support; they need
empowerment. This means enabling a structural transformation from mere suppliers of raw

materials to creators and owners of brands that can command premium prices in global
markets.

The TRIFED-led Tribes India network directly connects tribal producers to urban consumers,
eliminating intermediary chains. Van Dhan Vikas Kendras (VDVKs) are community-owned
centers launched by the Ministry of Tribal Affairs and TRIFED to promote sustainable
livelihoods for tribal gatherers. They focus on value addition, processing, and branding of
Minor Forest Produce (MFP) to enhance tribal incomes. Each VDVK cluster is structured as a
federation of 15 tribal Self-Help Groups (SHGs), also known as Van Dhan Kendras. Each SHG
comprises up to 20 tribal Non-Timber Forest Produce (NTFP) gatherers or artisans, bringing
together nearly 300 beneficiaries within a single cluster and enabling collective enterprise
development.!

This model enables collective procurement, shared processing infrastructure, skill
development, and stronger market linkages, thereby enhancing efficiency and bargaining
power. Women in Bastar who process mahua or tamarind are no longer just cultivators; they
are emerging as micro-entrepreneurs integrated into formal value chains. At the same time,

! https://trifed.tribal.gov.in/pmvdy
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RISA is elevating tribal craftsmanship, repositioning it as a premium offering in the global
marketplace.

Tribal producers bring raw forest produce, minor forest produce and handicrafts to these Van
Dhan Vikas Kendra centres where quality-grading, value addition, packaging and
documentation is done. From there, the products move through Tribes India's retail network-
stores in major airports and premium malls, as well as e-commerce platforms, before reaching
international buyers and fair-trade markets.

TRIFED has also forged partnerships with design institutions, including the National Institute
of Fashion Technology (NIEFT), to ensure that traditional craft forms are adapted for
contemporary consumer preferences without diluting their cultural authenticity. A Dokhra
pendant from Chhattisgarh, once sold for a nominal sum to a local intermediary, now
commands several times that value under its own certified identity.

RISA: Timeless Tribal — A Premium Tribal Brand?

RISA, led by the Ministry of Tribal Affairs, is a flagship 1n1t1at1ve to pos1t10n tribal crafts in
premium domestic and global markets. Inspired by the
traditional Risa fabric of Tripura, it blends heritage with
contemporary design and branding.

Key Features

e Designer—artisan collaborations for modern,
market-ready collections

e Strong focus on innovation, quality, and global
positioning

e Development and strengthening of tribal craft
clusters

Featured Crafts

e FEri & Muga Silk — Assam

e Kotpad Cotton — Odisha

e Changpa Pashmina — Ladakh

o Toda Embroidery — Tamil Nadu
e Dokhra-Art — Chhattisgarh

e Longpi Pottery — Manipur

e Turtuk Brass Cutlery- Ladakh
e Dokhra Art- Chhattisgarh

2 https://www.pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=2241924&reg=3&lang=1



https://www.pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=2241924&reg=3&lang=1

Women Driving the Tribal Economy

The most transformative thread in this story is gender. Women are not passive beneficiaries-
they are the producers, leaders, and quality guardians driving change. Women-led
cooperatives have become hubs of economic empowerment, enabling collective savings,
micro-lending, and shared investment in raw materials. For many, TRIFED has provided their
first formal economic identity, turning previously unrecognised subsistence work into
documented labour.

At Bharat Tribes Fest 2026, these transformations are not only visible in measurable outcomes
but also reflected in the lived realities and stories of the women themselves, offering a
compelling window into their voices and experiences.

Changemakers Weaving Tradition into Tomorrow

24-year-old, Debongshi Chakma, a young entrepreneur
from the Chakma tribe, hailing from Kamalanagar in
Mizoram's Lawngtlai district, is quietly scripting a
powerful story of change, where tradition is not left
behind, but carried forward into the global marketplace.

Rooted deeply in Chakma cultural heritage, she is
reimagining indigenous knowledge systems as
pathways to dignity, identity, and economic
empowerment.

As the founder of the Bodhibloom Society, Debongshi
leads a vibrant collective of over 500 members, with a
strong and conscious emphasis on empowering women,
particularly those facing social and economic

vulnerabilities, including divorced women. Her initiative
goes beyond a single craft; embracing a diversified,
community-driven model of livelihood creation. From handwoven textiles and traditional food




practices to jhum (shifting) cultivation and bamboo-based products, her work seamlessly
integrates ecology, culture, and enterprise.

“I do not want to see any woman suffering or unemployed. My vision is to create opportunities
so that every woman in my community is self-reliant and empowered. I want to preserve our
traditions and proudly represent our culture on the global stage.”

Operating in a region where mechanised infrastructure, Debongshi's journey highlights the
resilience and ingenuity of tribal communities. Through collaboration with TRIFED, her
products now reach audiences far beyond local markets, turning traditional practices into
sustainable income while preserving cultural authenticity. With global consumers drawn to

handcrafted, eco-friendly goods, her work sits at the intersection of sustainability and
heritage.

Translating Heritage into Handloom

At 23, Urmila Sonwar, a Santhal artisan from Kajri
village in Jharkhand, is emerging as a young designer
inspired by her cultural and ecological surroundings.
Her work draws on “Barah Khand,” a sacred local
ritual, and the mountainous landscape of her village,
translating these elements into handwoven sarees
that are both visually striking and deeply rooted in
identity.

Having completed her schooling up to Class 12, Urmila
dedicated herself to weaving, turning heritage into
livelihood while preserving indigenous traditions. Her
designs not only sustain her economically but also
bring wider recognition to Santhal culture, positioning
local crafts in broader national and global markets.
Through her work, she embodies a new generation of
artisans who are cultural ambassadors, carrying
forward their community’s legacy with creativity and
purpose.
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“I want our village and its traditions to be recognised through my work. When someone sees
my saree, they should immediately know it comes from Kajri. Through handloom, I want to
give identity and visibility to our indigenous culture.”




The Elders Who Hold the Thread

For 42-year-old Sangeetha, a Toda artisan from the Nilgiri Hills
of Tamil Nadu, embroidery is not a learned skill but a lifelong
inheritance. Working with red and black thread on coarse white
cotton, she creates intricate geometric patterns passed down
through generations of women.

With the Toda community numbering barely a thousand, this
tradition remains deeply fragile. Most pieces seen beyond the
Nilgiris are the result of decades of practice, begun as early as
adolescence. Sangeetha serves as both practitioner and bridge,
carrying this craft to wider platforms while ensuring
recognition and returns reach the women who sustain it.

From Waste to Worth: A Sustainable Craft Journey

At 45, Anita Rana, of the Tharu tribe in Udham Singh Nagar, Uttarakhand, demonstrates how
traditional ecological knowledge can power sustainable livelihoods. As part of a women's
collective now spanning over 300 members, she has gained better
market access, fair pricing, and opportunities to showcase her
work at platforms like the SARAS Fair and tribal festivals.

Her craft centers on Munja grass weaving- a seasonal,
biodegradable resource transformed into functional items such as
roti hot cases, offering an eco-friendly alternative to plastic. By
training younger women, Anita is preserving this indigenous
practice while enabling dignified livelihoods within her
community. Her journey reflects how sustainability, tradition, and
enterprise can come together to create a lasting impact.

“Munja grass weaving is part of our culture and also a good solution for the environment. What
we make is completely natural and does not harm nature. I want the younger generation to
learn this so that our tradition continues and more women can earn with dignity.”







Growth Rooted in Identity

As India’s tribal communities step into global value chains, one thing is clear- what tribal
artisans create cannot be replicated by machines, and that very uniqueness has become
their strongest advantage in an era of mass production. Initiatives like TRIFED and RISA are
helping translate this strength into sustainable income and dignity.

With the expansion of Van Dhan Vikas Kendras, the growth of Tribes India’'s e-commerce
presence, and rising visibility at platforms such as Bharat Tribes Fest 2026, artisans across
regions can engage with the market on their own terms, as creators rather than
beneficiaries.

From forest produce to global design spaces, tribal India is not just producing goods- it is
shaping a model of development that is sustainable, inclusive, and deeply rooted.

References

https://www.pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=2241924&reg=3&lang=1

https://www.pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=2242221&reg=3&lang=1

https://www.pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=2106121&reg=3&lang=2

PIB Research



https://www.pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=2241924&reg=3&lang=1
https://www.pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=2242221&reg=3&lang=1
https://www.pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=2106121&reg=3&lang=2

