
    Banking on Re-usables - The Shivamogga(rural) Story 

In Karnataka’s Malnad region, Shivamogga district is implementing a new approach to waste 
management. While single-use plastics remain a significant challenge for both urban and 
rural landscapes across India, a pioneering effort initiated by Saahas, named Sada 
Suchitva Shivamogga project, supported and funded by Shahi, is gaining momentum as a 
practical model for a circular economy. The cutlery bank in Shivamogga stands as a 
landmark achievement, marking the first successful initiative of its kind facilitated by Saahas 
in Karnataka. Defined as a community-based service, a cutlery bank lends stainless steel 
plates, glasses, and cutlery for events, providing a sustainable alternative to single-use 
plastics and paper disposables. 

Designed as a (Self Help Group) SHG-driven business model, the cutlery bank was 
established with the dual purpose of promoting eco-friendly, reusable alternatives to 
single-use plastics while simultaneously creating sustainable livelihoods for local women in 
the space of Solid Waste Management (SWM) . 

The journey began with a collaborative effort between Saahas, the Zilla Panchayat (ZP), 
Gram Panchayat (GP), and the GPLF of Shivamogga district who worked together to identify 
a group interested in operating a cutlery bank. The selected team needed the capacity to 
manage both the inventory and the daily operations. The stainless steel inventory was 
established as part of the project initiative. While the cutlery bank was initially entrusted to an 
SHG group that struggled with inconsistent engagement and financial sustainability, the 
responsibility was eventually transferred to an SHG from Koralahalli GP. This transition 
proved pivotal as this SHG was already managing an established catering business, making 
them a natural fit for integrating a cutlery bank into their existing workflow. While 
collaborating with a catering based SHG was not a part of the original plan, it proved to be a 
strategic move that boosted the overall income and leveraged their existing reputation and 
contacts within the region. 

At the heart of this operation are three core members from the SHG who manage both the 
cutlery bank and the catering business. Kanika, a founding member who moved to 
Shivamogga from Tamil Nadu over 25 years ago, established the group in 2000. Today, she 
leads a team of 16 women from the same Gram Panchayat who balance catering, cutlery 
management, and occasional waste collection.  

With 18 years of experience, their catering service has built a deep foundation of community 
trust within the district. Their integrated catering and cutlery services reach beyond their own 
village to neighboring Gram Panchayats, Taluk headquarters, and the Zilla Panchayat. The 
cutlery bank operates as a standalone service as well. This implies that while most people 
may approach the services of the catering business as well as the cutlery bank as a 
collective, oftentimes, the cutlery bank is used as a separate service. This especially holds 
true for functions such as religious functions where customers may want to prepare their 
own ritual meals while the SHG provides the necessary sustainable cutlery, further 
diversifying their revenue streams. 



When Saahas invested approximately 1.5 lakhs to set up the cutlery bank facility, it 
transformed the group’s earning potential. In just 14 months, the SHG collective’s monthly 
revenue climbed from INR 32,264 to INR 39,609, marking a steady 23% increase in their 
earnings. This growth culminated in a highly successful first year, where the group achieved 
a total turnover of INR 5.5 lakhs (comprising INR 4.5 lakhs from catering and over INR 1 
lakh from the cutlery bank). By integrating the catering and cutlery services, the SHG has 
created a profitable, self-sustaining model where 100% of the earnings remain with them. 

Operationally, the SHG has mastered a seamless logistics chain, managing a diverse 
inventory of 674 pieces across 41 categories, consisting of large cooking vessels, steel 
plates, tumblers,  delicate tea glasses and many more. This entire inventory is housed in a 
dedicated 100 sq. ft (10ft* 10ft) facility, for which the SHG pays a monthly rent of INR 2,000 
and INR 200 for electricity. To maintain stringent hygiene standards and prevent pest issues, 
the facility is strictly reserved for only cutlery storage, with a firm policy against storing any 
food materials on site. 

 

Figure 1: Cutlery Bank 

 



The SHG operates with certain clear mandates, including a 30% advance fee upon booking 
and a minimum order requirement for events of 50 people or more. The team coordinates 
logistics the day before the event, ensuring that both rations for their catering service and the 
required inventory from the cutlery bank are ready for transport.  

One of the factors contributing to their success in Shivamogga is their willingness to provide 
post- event washing services to their clients for an additional fee of INR 800 to 1,000. 
While this is a labor-intensive task that other SHGs in different districts have shown 
resistance towards, this particular SHG views it as essential for client retention and overall 
customer satisfaction. Since the storage facility is dedicated solely to the inventory, all 
washing is performed on-site at the event venue, ensuring the cutlery is cleaned and ready 
for transport immediately after the function. 

Marketing for the cutlery bank has been largely organic, driven by the self help group’s 
pre-existing relationships with local officials and institutions within the district. As the GP had 
already implemented a strict ban on single-use plastics following the national ban for the 
same -  Taluk offices, training centers, Zila Panchayat offices became the cutlery bank’s 
primary early adopters. Between January 2025 and January 2026, the SHG fulfilled 52 
orders, ranging from intimate family functions and birthday parties to large-scale 
government workshops and SHG Melas.  

An important factor in the community’s widespread adoption of the cutlery bank was its  
competitive pricing strategy. By renting a tumbler for just INR 1 and a plate for INR 2, the 
SHG made the sustainable choice the most economical one. In comparison, single-use 
plastic cups and plates typically cost between INR 3 and INR 5 per unit. In instances where 
the customer demand exceeds their cutlery bank inventory, the SHG stays true to their 
eco-friendly mission by providing Arecanut plates as a sustainable backup. Arecanut plates, 
despite not being re-usable, form the best alternative to stainless steel cutlery as they are 
bio degradable in nature. After an event, the SHG composts these plates in the backyard of 
the venue or hands them over to the collection vehicle for composting elsewhere. 

 



 

                                            Figure 2: Self Help Group incharge of the cutlery bank 

The replacement of Single-Use Plastics (SUP) with reusable stainless steel alternatives has 
reduced SUP waste by  252 kgs  over the last 14 months. This shift has prevented 
significant landfill contributions. Despite their success, the SHG remains realistic about the 
challenges of scaling. While they recognize that the cutlery bank has significantly boosted 
their sales, they currently do not intend to expand their order capacity due to a shortage of 
cutlery units as well as a lack of sufficient manpower. Their focus remains on serving the 
district effectively while maintaining the quality that ensures repeat customers. They also 
manage their environmental footprint carefully. Leftover food is donated to those in need, 
while all the wet waste generated is diverted to animal sheds or towards village-level 
composting.  

Looking ahead, institutional support through schemes like the National Rural Livelihoods 
Mission (NRLM) offers pathways for SHGs to access loans and subsidies for further 
upgradation of their facilities. However, for other Gram Panchayats seeking to replicate this 
success, Kanika and her team emphasize that the ultimate prerequisite is not just financial. It 
requires the courage to challenge the status quo and the confidence to build a business that 
actively resists the 'disposable culture.' In Shivamogga, this model has proven that 
eco-friendly initiatives and financial independence for women are not just compatible, they 
are mutually reinforcing. 

 


