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Abstract 
 
The legacy of the Rio Conference 1992 on environment development 
and sustainability has bred mixed results, as the issue has been strongly 
represented world over but, unfortunately the implementation has been 
weak. One of the prime factors contributing to this lagged behind pace 
is its limited reach which is confined only to the Corporate and 
Government sectors world over. These sectors alone have been 
entrusted with the Herculean task of sustaining sustainability, and are 
always at crossroads between striking a balance between profitability 
and sustainability. The mission is to sustain both nature and society, 
and this vision shall remain a farfetched dream unless the people from 
all strata of society are included in it. By empowering society 
economically and involving them directly in sustainability efforts, we 
are not only able to face socio-economic challenges but also address 
greater issues endangering our environment at present. The paper seeks 
to throw light on how social entrepreneurship amalgamated with 
sustainability initiatives has brought about concrete results befitting 
both our society as well as nature. For the purpose of study, a few 
cases of sustainable social enterprises from India and abroad have been 
considered. 
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1. Introduction  
Sustainable development refers to the process whereby development is undertaken in 
such a way that interests of various stakeholders of nature, and diverse social groups 
including future generations are protected and preserved. It deals with presenting our 
nature in its present state to our forthcoming generations as a gift at the same time 
taking care of socio-economic interests of all sections of society. Sustainability in India 
and world over is not a new concept, as its roots can be traced back to our historical 
times when man was directly in touch with nature in all respects be it religious (in the 
form of worshipping and growing more trees), social ( wherein various festivities were 
organised at crop harvesting ) or economic ( as vocations linked directly to nature). 
With the passage of time growing corporate competitiveness and lust for maximum 
market share dragged man away from its roots, and the price for such negligence was 
gross in the form of various natural disasters as tsunami, hurricanes etc. which had by 
now become a common phenomenon . The price of this development was earlier paid 
borne only by nature whereas now man himself is at crossroads as how to reverse the 
initial trajectory. Lots of conferences, meetings and treaties have been signed all over 
the world to manage this mayhem, but results are far from those desired. One of the 
major reasons responsible for slow advancement in this aspect has been the non 
involvement of all sections of society especially the rural and the poor who are unable 
to sustain themselves economically. The economies world over are realising that if we 
are somehow able to revert back to our original commercial path by taking up 
activities involving manpower rather than machines, our sustainability efforts shall be 
paced up. Since employment generation globally is limited according to the job 
requirements, the concept of entrepreneurial development has gained momentum. The 
focus is on converting “job seekers” to “job creators” so that maximum commercial 
engagement is achieved. This is all the more important in a developing economy as 
ours where we need to focus on equitable growth with ecological sustainability. In the 
recent years there have been innumerable cases where people have come with ideas to 
tackle ecology and social discrepancies in an economical manner, thereby befitting all. 
“ToxicsLink” is one such organisation operational in Delhi managed by a professional 
MBA which serves as a quick link to help governmental agencies in scavenging 
properly. It maintains a database (which is regularly updated) of dirt and toxic waste 
polluting agencies which do not follow proper disposal channel and report about them 
to various NGO’s and concerned Government agencies, and ensure their speedy action. 
This keeps a vigil on the polluting organisations, protects the under privileged slum 
clusters from harms due to these perilous wastes and ensures speedy action on part of 
required government agencies at the same time earn revenue for economic sustenance 
of their organisation. “ToxicsLink” is a perfect demonstration of social 
entrepreneurship has been utilised as a tool for preservation of nature. "The most at-
risk communities are beginning to understand how to protect themselves while making 
a living," says Ravi (the Man behind ToxicsLink) And there are many more as them 
who have taken up the cause and are contributing towards ensuring planetary 
sustenance at individual levels. 
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World Health International (WHI) financed by Acumen Fund in India has been 
successful in providing holistic sanitation solutions by providing effective UV water 
treatment mechanisms especially for the under privileged in the country. Working on 
the motto to provide clean safe drinking water to all it now has more than 300 water 
treatment plants which draw their resources from local community as water, land and 
electricity and ensure that none of these get wasted. For setting up the units they take 
land from locals for about 15 years with the promise of giving it back without any 
added cost and create ample employment opportunities for the locales of the region. 

Dr Harish Hande the man behind power generating firm “SELCO” is another 
living example of a social entrepreneur who is dedicated towards upliftment of 
mankind and protection of mother nature through utilisation of solar energy in 
generation of electric power for the rural sector. It caters to clean energy requirements 
of a vast population 70% of whom are small and marginal farmers earning a meagre of 
Rs 100- Rs 200 per day, and has expanded to Gujarat after hitting Karnataka and 
Kerala. This power generating system has ended the use of dirty and dangerous 
kerosene lamps and avoided emissions of approximately 24,000 tonnes of CO2 
released by the use of kerosene lamps. 

Working on similar lines is Azure Power Pvt. Ltd. By Mr. Inderjeet Wadhwa the 
first social entrepreneur to start a clean power plant in the private sector in Punjab and 
Mr Gyanesh Pandey of Husk Power System in Bihar. Both of these have been working 
religiously in generating power for the rural sector using renewable and eco friendly 
sources of energy.  

“Drishtee” is a for‐profit social enterprises that came in to being in the year 2000 
implementing a sustainable, scalable platform of entrepreneurship for enabling the 
development of rural economy and society with the use of ICT (Information and 
Communication Technology).This initative of social entrepreneurs aims to facilitate 
the public awarness about the required information related to their field of occupation. 
Through a tiered franchise and partnership model, Drishtee provides access to 
information and local services to the rural economy. The business model is driven by 
village entrepreneurs, who own the village node to operate a self‐sustaining, profitable 
kiosk. “Project Shakti” was launched with the initiative of Hindustan Liver Ltd. (HLL) 
in the year 2001, in consonance with the purpose of integrating business interests with 
national interests. The basic objective of Project Shakti is to create income‐generating 
capabilities for underprivileged rural women, by providing a sustainable micro 
enterprise opportunity, and to improve rural living standards through health and 
hygiene awareness. Both of these enterprises work towards financial sustainability of 
the under serviced sections of society by empowering them with resources with which 
they can earn their livelihood an environment friendly manner. 

“GOONJ’ is an entrepreneurial initiative to empower the impoverished and 
physically challenged people by providing them opportunities to produce hand made 
products as bags, folders, registers etc for market but with a vision to preserve the 
environment. It is heart rending to see the handmade notebooks made out of used 
papers, bags, wallets and many decorative pieces made of used clothes as used T-
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shirts, jeans, kurtas etc. and all that too at an affordable prices. It is a very common 
sight to see their products at display all around Northern India. Similar is the case of 
“Manav Srijan NGO” which empowers the singled out females to establish their own 
micro enterprises using eco friendly resources. There are numerous such exemplary 
individuals who have actually thought of liberating themselves economically by 
preserving products of the nature. And it is through the dedicated efforts of these 
individuals that our earth can hope of breathing its own fresh air in days to come. 

A lot has been done to elevate potential entrepreneurs in a sustainable manner by 
the fellowmen alone, and time has now come that government should also push these 
miniature links to sustainability to accomplishment of their goals which coincides with 
broader goal of humanity. The path of development of social entrepreneurs is not free 
from pot holes as they suffer from serious limitations. The major hindrance in their 
progress is the lack of government support. The government’s policies and regulations 
for social entrepreneurs are very complex and strict, with no tax incentives or subsidies 
being provided for a social business, the combination of which acts as major 
impediment to the growth of social businesses in India. Another major hindrance in 
their path is the lack of adequate capital since generally, they run their business with 
their own funds or by raising funds from the local money lenders at a high rate of 
interest, which sometimes becomes a financial burden on them. Hence the social 
enterprises have to deal with the challenge of facing a hostile reaction from financial 
institutions and governments as far as funding is concerned. This forces social 
entrepreneurs to take, what can be, a more difficult path of approaching venture 
capitalist and philanthropic organisations which serves detrimental to their existence as 
they have to adhere to the vision of their financers. 

Lack of skilled manpower is the other fundamental problem faced by most of the 
social enterprises as they have to get competent manpower from a variety of sources; 
professionals, volunteers, labourers and community participants. To align the motives 
of all these groups with the long term growth of the organization is a challenge for the 
founders. In order for social enterprises to fulfil their mission in a holistic manner they 
must typically employ manpower from the underprivileged sector of the society, 
leading to increased training and developmental cost as these people are typically 
uneducated and unskilled. The organizations have to attempt to fulfil the aspirations of 
all these divergent groups and still come out with their best. 

The basic model of the social entrepreneur working in sustainable development is 
fairly simple. Assess a problem, understand the environmental, social, and economic 
dimensions. Figure out the leverage points, then execute like a pit bull being told to eat 
every T-bone steak in a butcher's shop, that is relentlessly and efficiently. Not quite as 
easy as it sounds, but no rocket science either. This having been said, there are some at 
first contradictory characteristic that crosscut leading social entrepreneurial efforts in 
sustainable development that appear to be distinctive traits. Part of what differentiates 
the social entrepreneurial project from any garden-variety sustainable development 
effort is the ability to balance and harness a set of potentially opposed notions to drive 
better and better results. 
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 Leading social entrepreneurs have the ability to evaluate the system 
dispassionately, but then have the vision to make a passionate bet on a leverage 
point and a strategy to tip that leverage point. 

 Community needs and preferences must fundamentally drive social 
entrepreneurial efforts. But these efforts must also be pragmatic and 
opportunistic about external realities. 

 A key to long-term sustainability is community control over natural resources. 
However, a reality faced by many communities is that traditional control and 
decision making systems may need to be revived or may be strained when 
encountering previously non-existent threats. Therefore intervention is 
sometimes necessary.  

 WHI, SELCO, Drishti, GOONJ and Husk Power Ltd. all implicitly recognize 
the transitive and fundamentally interconnected relationship between ecology 
and equity one cannot flourish without the other and development cannot truly 
be sustainable unless these twin pillars are structurally sound. Equity includes 
race, class, nationality, and gender and ecology includes everything.  

 To sum it up all our social entrepreneurs need to move ahead at this point of 
time is: 

 Investment 
 Improved Policy Environment 
 Better Information 
 Better Coordination and Collaboration 
 Increased Visibility and Recognition 
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