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When digital interlaces 
with the warps & wefts 
of Odisha...
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Preface

India’s craft traditions and living craft skills, passed on from 
generation to generation, are not just an important part of its 
cultural identity but a crucial means of sustenance for numerous 
communities. According to official figures, there are about 70 lakh 
artisans engaged in craft production for their livelihood. As per 
unofficial figures, there are about 20 crore artisans who form the 
backbone of India’s non-farm rural economy.

Digital Empowerment Foundation through its digital cluster 
project help cluster occupants combine their previous traditional 
skills with new digital knowledge and connect their traditional 
skill-based business to the outside world. 
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The DigiKala Project

Digital Empowerment Foundation in partnership with 
Microsoft Corporate Citizenship has initiated DigiKala, a 
model that primarily involves inclusive and decentralised 
use of Information Communication Technology (ICT) 
in critical aspects of cluster development, especially to 
improve and scale up weaving skills, designs, marketing and 
entrepreneurship, besides creating sustainable livelihood 
options for youth in the clusters.

Operating under the mandate of the Digikala Project are the 
two centers of Odisha, namely Barapali in Bargarh district 
and Nuapatna in Cuttack district that are stablished under 
the objective of enhancing and digitally developing the 
traditional handloom industry of the region. 
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Nuapatna Cluster
A cluster of some of the most talented weavers and national awardees, 
Nuapatna is located about 70 kilometers from Bhubaneswar in Cuttack 
district of Odisha, It is home to more than 5,000 weavers who make 
one of the most intricate tie-and-dye ikat designs on sarees, stoles and 
dupattas using mostly natural dyes. However, lack of awareness and 
direct access to the market has restricted the household income of 
weavers to Rs.1,500-3,000 only. The numerous cooperative societies 
established in Nuapatna have failed to have a desired impact. Project 
DigiKala hopes to change the scenario. 

At Nuapatna centre, 377 students so far have been trained in digital 
literacy. Twenty-five youth have been trained in spoken English. 
Another twenty youth have been trained to become potential Core 
Master Designers. Identification of the Wi-Fi hotspots is now in 
progress. Once suitable spaces are identified, we will proceed with our 
plan. 

Systematic archival of traditional designs is yet to begun; however, 
students from weaver community, who have learned designing from 
the center have already started to save designs that are unique and 
need to be preserved.
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Barapali Cluster
Barapali is densely populated block in Bargarh district of Odisha located 
340 kilometers North West of Bhubaneswar. In Barapali, there are more 
than 1,000 handlooms spread across several cluster pockets, each at a 
distance of five kilometers from the other. Weavers in this part of Odisha 
are known for their original Ikat prints on cotton and Tasar silk. However, 
machine-aided printing is damaging the market for handloom products 
as the former can be produced within minutes and costs much less. 
Project DigiKala is trying to change that.

The Barapali center has trained more than 300 students so far. These 
students have completed the digital literacy course with support of 
Microsoft. Sixty-five households have been imparted core as well as 
peripheral and tertiary skills, needed to avail ICT services; and many 
others have received health and other services, including public and 
private scheme information services. Twenty young individuals have 
been trained so far and skilled for digitally enabled entrepreneurship. 

Under digitisation and archival, 25 designs have been archived so far. 
Two groups have been formed and will soon be registered as SHGs, 
following their training on functional and financial management



16Page 17

Stories of Change
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Abhir is eager to apply his digital 
skills in to weaving
From the last twenty years Abhir Kumar Pal has been weaving sarees and 
handloom based material. Financial constrain and the responsibility to 
look after his family at an early age debarred him to complete his formal 
education. Lack of formal education and inability to register with any of the 
co-operative society brought severe exploitation and economic instability 
for his family. 

Today, at the age of 36 Abhir Pal is eager to work with the freedom to 
create his own design and work upon them. After getting in touch with the 
CIRC, Abhir and his members have started to use the facilities available 
at center in multiple ways. Abhir is learning to create new designs on 
computer aided softwares. Additionalle, he is also benefitting from the 
various schemes that learnt about only after getting in touch with the 
centre. Abhir is regularly checks the prices of various designs and products 
online and is confident to negotiate with the master weaver for getting the 
right value for his labour. 

‘After being enrolled at 
the center for basic digital 
literacy, I want my children 
too to learn computers’
“



20Page 21

Manjulata emerges an independent 
woman 
Manjulata Mahanand is a 34-year-old dowry victim from Balitikra, Barapali. 
2 months in to her marriage, she was harassed by her in-laws. She had 
to go back to her father’s house. Even the courts could not deliver true 
justice. After her legal struggle came to a halt she started working at an 
orphan institute, where she was not being paid fairly. Feeling disappointed 
with her life, one day she was informed by her brother Nruparaj Mahanand 
about CIRC Barapali and the services it offered. After brief orientation she 
came to the center for information. 

Now, she is an active learner at the centre. She travels 10km by bus 
everyday to reach the center. Manjulata can now work on various 
important computer applications. Although her true interest lies in tie-and-
dye, for which she is attending training at the centre. After completion of 
designing classes she will be a trained in tie-and-dye designer. She would 
then help other weavers too, to learn digital tools at the centre. Today, 
Manjulata lives her life with an identity that she is proud of. 

‘One day I will prove that a 
woman can be independent 
and live without the support 
of a man.’
“
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“ Despite illiteracy, Krushna becomes 
computer literate
Krushna Meher is a 43 year ST weaver. When he was just eight years old, he 
was hired by a Brahmin family as to take care of their cattle. He had to work 
to support treatment of his paralyzed father. Not being able to attend school, 
Krushna grew up illiterate. His next job was at the canteen of Burla Medical 
Institute. Later, with the help of a relative he got work at a loom. However, 
due to lack of knowledge about the job, he was unable to work properly. 

Recently, he came to know about the CIRC in Barapali through Chudamani 
Meher, one of the dedicated centre volunteers.  He enrolled himself and 
started to come to our center to learn and acquire various types of digital 
services. Now he is regularly taking tie-and-dye training as well as attending 
computer literacy classes. He cycles every day for about seven km to learn 
tie-and-dye. His hard work and patience prove that age or circumstance 
does not matter to learn a new thing or acquire livelihood based skills. 

I am sure that my days of 
struggle will be over and 
with me knowledge, I will 
to work and earn as much 
as possible.
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Nirupama hones her designing skills 
through digital tools
Nirupama loves painting and has a flair for colours. This 19 year old girl 
wanted to expand her area of interest. She wanted to learn the new tools in 
designing, but her family’s poor financial condition and the need to feed a 
family of ten posed a constraint for her. Her father who worked in a grocery 
shop had to work day and night to make ends meet. Nirupama herself 
provided for her family by teaching a small group of students. However, 
she always wanted to learn digital skills and digital designing, and her 
dream came true because of CIRC.

She learnt about CIRC through word of mouth and she immediately took 
the opportunity. At the centre she attained the know-how on how to 
operate the digital tools. She learned how to work on various computer 
applications like paint, excel and word and also to use the internet. She got 
exposure to the world outside and could now use that to her advantage. 
She learned new tools in designing and painting and discovered new 
opportunities to use them. CIRC gave new colors to her life.

‘With design softwares, 
I cannot only pursue my 
interest in painting but also 
hone my skills’
“
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Jayanti strikes a perfect balance 
between family and computer 
classes
Being held down by household responsibilities did not stop Jayanti 
from pursuing her interest in digital literacy. Having an eye for good 
designing, this mother of two wanted nothing more than using this 
talent on the digital canvas. She was given the opportunity to take 
this interest further when she joined CIRC. She considered the highs 
and lows for such an opportunity and finally took it at the CIRC.

Every day she walks about 2 kilometers to reach the centre, which 
reflects her passion towards learning. After finishing-up all her 
chores, she takes on the role of a student and attends her course. 
She attained know-how of digital tools and how to use the device. 
She had interest in designing and finally she could learn to use the 
device to her benefit and cultivate her interest further. She learned 
how to use excel, word and other tools and also learned how to use 
online services. Her perseverance yielded her impressive results. 
Today, she also assists centre staff during classes. 

‘I thoroughly enjoy being a mother, and 
at the same time, an avid student of 
digital designing.’“
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Weaver Himanshu acquires skills 
for digital age
Himanshu always wanted to learn how to operate a computer. Despite 
being a skilled weaver he wanted to possess the skill to learn how 
to operate digital tools as well. Hailing from a family of weavers, 
Himanshu wanted to equip himself with skill-set for the modern age 
and also enhance his profession. However, the 25 year old weaver 
could not even begin primary levels of education because he had to 
take up family responsibilities from a very young age.

Himanshu’s knowledge of computers was very limit. Before joining 
the CIRC, he had no clue how to use digital tools to make his life 
better. Enrolling in the digital literacy programme helped him attain 
knowledge about various digital devices and how to use them. In 
addition to this, he now uses other tools such as email and social 
networking services to his advantage. 

‘I hope other weavers of the 
community too join the digital 
literacy course and grow 
professionally’
“
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Bebina uses her digital knowledge 
in saree weaving

Bebina hails from Nuapatna and belongs to a family of saree weavers. 
Due to financial constraints, it was difficult for her to pursue further 
education after completing her intermediate in arts. Her interest lies in 
designing and she has a real flair for weaving sarees, and her interest 
got a boost after she joined Nuapatna center. Initially she had no idea 
about computers or about any digital tool; gradually she learnt about the 
devices through the training she received at the centre. She also realised 
that she could pursue her education and interests through these 
computer applications. 

She learnt how to how to use documenting and designing softwares. 
She got training in the CATD (Computer Assisted Textile Designing) 
software from the centre and with this skill she could do digital 
designing. All this was made possible owing to the training she received 
at the centre, giving her a new possibility to utilise her talent and also 
carry her interest forward

‘I believe that I will be able to 
pursue my interest and apply 
my knowledge  of digital 
designing in weaving.’
“
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Father-son duo receives digital 
knowledge 
Dayasagar Mishra is a high school teacher at the Panchayat High 
School Laxminagar in Bagbadi of Odisha. Despite being qualified 
with a Master’s degree, Dayasagar had no knowledge of computers. 
However, there was no computer facility at his school, and no other 
place where he can learn computers. Ironically, majority of the 
school work, including keeping student’s records, filling forms for 
students and sharing data, required sound knowledge as well as 
availability of computers. 

During one of the door-to-door mobilisation walks, Dayasagar 
Mishra met Anima, Coordinator of CIRC Barapali in Bargarh district. 
She informed him about the basic digital training provided at the 
centre and at very nominal fee. Dayasagar decided to get himself 
enrolled for the training. Soon, Dayasagar learnt basic, but important 
computer applications. Today, he easily performs his school 
tasks with the help of a computer. His son Priyanshu, too, is now 
fascinated by computers, and hence accompanies his father to the 
centre to operate the device. 

Now I feel confident to 
operate a computer and can 
easily do my office-work’“
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Mamata enhances her skills with 
designing softwares
18 year old Mamata Meher lives in Barpali and belongs to the Bhulia 
community of Bhulia. Her father Shiva is a weaver, while her mother, 
Purnima, is a house-wife. The Meher family barely managed to make 
ends meet. Due to financial constraints, Mamata had to discontinue her 
studies after 4th standard.  Hence, at a very young age, Mamata had to 
work along with her father at the loom to support her family. However, 
her skill reached a saturation point as one could not explore beyond 
traditional designs and patterns in weaving. 

Mamata soon joined CIRC Barpali when she learned that the centre 
offers training in digital designing. After enrolling in to basic digital 
literacy course, she learned basic computer skills and to use the 
internet to gather information on various government schemes. Today, 
she can draw weaving designs using CAD software and create new 
weaving designs for sarees..  

‘I wish to use my software 
knowledge not just for myself, 
but also for the progress of 
my community.’
“
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‘I happy that like myself, I am 
also helping others as well 
to become financial secure 
through digital knowledge’

Bidyabati becomes tie-and-dye trainer 
at the centre
Bidyabati Meher is the daughter of Hemsagar, a professional weaver. When 
she was in middle school, many of her friends transferred to other private 
schools. She too wished to study in a private school but due to her family’s 
financial condition, she had to continue her schooling at the village high 
school. Bidyabati aspired to pursue higher studies in science and with the 
help of her teachers, as well as her dedication, she got admission in to 
science stream. However, due to her mother’s sudden illness, Bidyabati had 
to stay home to take care of her. 

Despite not being able to attend school, Bidyabati’s passion to learn didn’t 
die out. After learning about the tie-and-dye training and digital literacy 
classes offered at the Barapali centre, Bidyabati did not wait and got herself 
enrolled.  After one month, Bidyabati started taking tie-and-dye classes and 
earning an income. Anima, coordinator of CIRC Barapali deeply inspired her. 
Today, after skilling herself with knowledge of basic computers and digital 
designing, Bidyabati joined the centre of Barpali as a trainer. Today she 
works full time at centre, teaching other weavers the tie-and-dye technique. “
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Digital Empowerment Foundation aims to connect 
unreached and underserved communities of India in 
an effort to bring them out of digital darkness and 
empower them with information access through last 
mile connectivity, digital literacy and digital interventions. 
With the motto to ‘Inform, Communicate and Empower,’ 
DEF aims to find sustainable ICT solutions to overcome 
information poverty in remote and rural locations of 
India. In an effort to achieve this aim, DEF has adopted 
a multi-stakeholder approach and a six-fold path to 
enable communities, governments, schools, civil society 
organisations and micro-enterprises to avail the benefits 
of the Information Age. Under this six-fold programme 
approach, DEF initiates projects in the areas of Access & 
Infrastructure; Education & Empowerment; Governance & 
Citizen Services; Markets & Social Enterprises; Knowledge 
Hub & Network; Research & Advocacy.

www.defindia.org
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 initiative of Microsoft in association
with Digital Empowerment Foundation


