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3.1 INTRODUCTION

Last Mile Delivery is a subject at the crossroads of economic and social issues.
On one hand, the ability to reach out to very low income populations deprived of
access to basic services, particularly those in isolated rural areas, has long been
one of the main concerns of many humanitarian organizations or development
NGOs. On the other, for a few years now a growing number of businesses have
become interested in a segment that is too often forgotten by economic
glottalization, which means populations living on only a few dollars a day. One
of'the major concerns is bringing essential services to the poor whether in remote,
rural, urban or semi urban areas or slum in the metro cities. Developing countries
lack resources and capacities to reach out to the underprivileged in the areas of
education, health, water and sanitation. Many private organizations are making
an effort to reach to the last mile in order to provide social services. This is
especially true in developing countries where social enterprises not only face the
inherent challenges of growing their services, but also the unique challenge of
delivering social returns to the last mile. In the traditional methods, reaching to
last person has been challenging but private companies, which often step in to
serve the middle and upper classes, are dissuaded by high risks and low
affordability from providing these services to the poor or what is sometimes
referred to as ‘the last mile’. In contrast, social enterprises have been able to
provide basic goods and services to the poor. In social development programmes,
connecting last mile is most important because if any person gets no service, it
means percent of the programme is not achieved. For example if we talk about
open defecation, if safe defecation facility is not available and accessible to even
one person it means that one person is at risk and opportunistic infections that
can arise due to lack of such facility is open for the others as well. So reaching
out to the most deserved by connecting them to the development programmes
and schemes of the Government implemented through Non-Government
Organizations (NGOs) funded by the Corporate sectors is the need of the hour.

After studying this unit, you will be able to:

e  Explain the meaning of connecting the last mile
e Discuss economic and social issues around last mile delivery

e  Elaborate on the opportunities and challenges in last mile delivery



3.2 CONNECTING THE LAST MILE: CONTEXT
AND BACKGROUND

Inclusion of the last mile in any social development programme is very crucial,
as to achieve complete results in social service, which ought to be delivered to
the last person. India or in any developing country connecting last mile is a
challenge, specifically as many socio—economic dynamics stands in the way of
service deliverance and people. Both government organizations (GOs) and non
government organizations (NGOs) take the responsibility to cater to all needy
population, but availability, accessibility and affordability still remains a challenge
in the traditional system. In this situation, private companies come in to the picture
and they take responsibility of giving it back to the community including the last
mile in all essential services for the communities. It is noteworthy that,
Government in recent times has strengthened the rule for the private companies
to give back to the community and thereby the concept of Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR) came in to existence. Having stated that, it is important to
understand that connecting last mile is based on the principles of the availability,
accessibility and affordability of the development services to the communities.
The table below throws light on the principles.

Accessibility

Availability

Affordability

All schools and
colleges have to be
in the approachable
geographical
location so each
student can be
reached and they
avail education

In education — Private and
public institution ensure
that required infrastructure
should be available for the
schools and colleges

All education facility
should be affordable — that
it should not be expensive
and should have a student
friendly environment

Accessible to all —
Educational
institute should be
accessible to the all
the students, they
can easily access
the services — that
should not be very
far, rules should be
student friendly.

Available for all - it is very
important that
infrastructure should be
available for the student
and there should be
availability of the teachers
and staff

Education should be
affordable for the student,
language friendly, healthy
academic environment

In the health sector-
Hospitals and

dispensaries should
be accessible to all.

In the health sector—
Hospital should have
sufficient infrastructure and
staff to cater all the patients
of the area and also have
sufficient care giving
facility

That care giving facility
should not be very
expensive and should be
as per the need of the
people
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To meet the services of availability, accessibility and affordability, CSR is playing
the major role in India after making it essential by legalization under the CSR
law.

3.2.1 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in connecting the
last mile

The legacy and achievements of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)
provide us with valuable lessons and experiences to begin work on the new
goals. But for millions of people around the world the job remains unfinished.
We need to go the last mile on ending hunger, achieving full gender equality,
improving health services and getting every child into school beyond primary.
The SDGs are also an urgent call to shift the world onto a more sustainable path.
SDGs are main source of motivation and right path of achieving the objective of
connecting the last mile of all people of the world or any country. These are the
guideline for any country, to connecting last mile and fighting poverty, eradication
of hunger. The SDGs are a bold commitment to finish what we started, and tackle
some of the more pressing challenges facing the world today. All 17 goals are
interconnected, which means that success in one affect success for others. Dealing
with the threat of climate change impacts how we manage our fragile natural
resources, achieving gender equality or better health helps eradicate poverty,
and fostering peace and inclusive societies will reduce inequalities and help
economies prosper. In short, this is the greatest chance we have to improve life
for future generations.

The SDGs are unique in that they cover issues that affect us all. They reaffirm
our international commitment to end poverty, permanently, everywhere. They
are ambitious in making sure no one is left behind. More importantly, they involve
us all to build a more sustainable, safer, more prosperous planet for all humanity.
SDGs are the global commitment to connecting last mile, it is the right way to
reach every person, bringing all the service to the last person and eradicate poverty,
hunger, and providing all the services like health, education etc. to the last person
of the society.

Activity 1

Make a visit to one non government organization or any development project
funded under CSR in your locality/state/district/field site and document the
process adopted to include the last mile in their service delivery.




Check Your Progress - 1
Note: a) Use the spaces given below for your answers.

b) Check your answer with those given at the end of the unit.

1) What is connecting the last mile and its base principle to achieve social
development goals?

2) Discuss the role of CSR in connecting the last mile?

3) How are SDGs the main source of motivation and right path of achieving
the objective of connecting the last mile?

3.3 IMPACTFUL LAST MILE DELIVERY

3.3.1 Economic and Social Issues Around Last Mile Delivery

The very strong economic growth of the emerging countries, and in particular
India, China and Brazil, has led the major multinational corporations to be
interested not only in the emerging middle classes in these countries, but also in
the very great majority of potential consumers of these markets, the lower income
populations. The Base of the Pyramid theory conceptualizes a natural tendency
of globalization: the search for the new untapped markets that the four billion
people living with less than 5 to 6 dollars per day could represent. In parallel,
after being in existence of over 15 years, the ‘social responsibility’ initiatives of
large multinationals have moved from traditional forms of patronage to the
creation of laboratories of alternative economic projects targeting poor
populations. Social and inclusive business are some of the terms used to designate
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these new ways for businesses to contribute to economic and social development
seeking legitimacy in the eyes of the public and motivation for their employees.
And if the strategies concerning underprivileged populations today cover multiple
realities, a change is in progress: poverty is no longer seen by the international
private sector just from a philanthropic viewpoint but also from a more economic
angle. In France, for instance, half of listed businesses in the CAC 40 index have
launched initiatives of this type.

The last mile is considered as one of the key challenges for these models. All the
stakeholders involved in these strategies, despite their considerable diversity -
businesses, NGOs, social entrepreneurs - and the variety of sectors in which
they operate, are encountering operational difficulties in actually reaching the
poor populations in question, especially in rural areas.

The last mile delivery is also a significant challenge for economic development,
for two reasons: on one hand, the implementation of innovative distribution
systems relying on micro entrepreneurs could be an important factor in terms of
job creation and income generation; the development of micro franchise networks
also plays a significant part in the development of micro entrepreneurship. On
the other hand, the inefficiency or even total absence of distribution networks,
particularly in rural areas of developing countries, is a major obstacle to access
by poor populations to essential goods and services and largely explains the
penalties of poverty weighing down on the base of the pyramid. In this context,
therefore, it is important to better analyze innovative distribution practices,
including those relying on micro franchises, and to understand the effects of
these new practices on development. The sector of essential goods and services,
such as nutrition, energy, health or water, needs to be studied more particularly.
The analysis of these practices has highlighted several points, which are often
overlooked in the debate around the last Mile.

In the first place, the last mile is not simply a logistic and physical challenge; it
comprises all of the things that make up ‘the capacity to aspire’. In this context,
organizations that are seeking to reach out to low income populations need to
achieve a match between distribution and an understanding of the needs of the
populations concerned. In addition, these strategies represent the meeting between
radically different market logics. The businesses, particularly multinationals are
part of a formal market economy which are contract based and equipped with
modern marketing techniques. When they target low-income segments of the
population in emerging countries, they confront a traditional, certainly informal
but sometimes very hierarchical, market logic. In other words, these strategies
lead to a confrontation between political economies that are often profoundly
different.

The point of contact between two specific trade cultures in the implementation
of these strategies will precisely be the distributor. The distributor may in effect
be also the ‘relay’ between these two worlds, the figure where these two economies
influence each other. This calls for understanding of the existing distribution
networks, their structure and their dynamics on one hand, and to analyze the
possible relations between these networks and multinational businesses, and their
consequences on the two economies on the other. Distribution plays a major part
in development and the fight against poverty. Distribution first favors the
employment of micro entrepreneurs - street vendors, shopkeepers, hawkers -
and then gives low-income populations access to quality products.



3.3.2 Empowering the Rural Workforce: Case illustration

Here are some interesting models that have been implemented to reach consumers
more effectively, all of which enable the flow of information and awareness,
providing a range of options for the consumers. More importantly they aim to
achieve rural employability and empowerment as the main drivers:

1) The Village Level Entrepreneur

Companies like Villgro Stores, Frontier Markets, Essmart, etc., have created
unique distribution models that reach within villages through VLEs (Village Level
Entrepreneurs) or local dealership networks. The process of participative product
testing and evaluation by end users in actual field conditions makes adoption
quick and cost effective. The VLE model effectively creates viable businesses
even in smaller villages given its low cost of operation and local participation.
For the VLE:s this serves as an additional income other than the irregular income
through agriculture, local business, etc. A few hundred such VLEs have been
operating successfully across India.

2) Hubs to Empower Local Talent

Companies like Head-Held-High (www.head-held-high.com) have brought to
life the concept of creating multipurpose rural hubs that train local youth in various
kinds of business and employability skills, to be hired by corporations or local
businesses wanting to access the regional markets. The network is also leveraged
to service the various needs of local rural consumers by nurturing local
entrepreneurs and connecting them to manufacturers and service providers from
across the country. Two hubs have been piloted successfully by HHH in south
India and 3-5 more hubs will be ready to setup across other states in south and
central India. Bridging the gap between education and employment, Head Held
High has a school dropout programme and a graduate programme for rural youth.
The VEF - village entrepreneur forum — holds various events, expert talks and
networking events that bring the local entrepreneurs onto a single platform along
with experts, mentors and peers they can learn from. Beyond serving as an
effective engagement and knowledge platform, the VEF also helps keep the spirit
of enterprise alive in the rural areas where youngsters feel empowered enough to
come up with their own initiatives and ideas to tackle local challenges with the
support of this ecosystem. The Rural Entrepreneur Forms held by Head Held
High help serve as a knowledge, networking and peer-exchange learning platform
for aspiring village youth.

3) Engaging Women Micro Entrepreneurs

Social organizations like Udyogini (www.udyogini.org ) have pioneered a model
of creating women entrepreneurs who own and run village level service centers
(VLSCs) in some of the most backward and remote tribal areas of Jharkhand,
Madhya Pradesh and Orissa in the North East part of India. Having a local woman
as an entrepreneur has ensured that they are now financially empowered and
contributing to the local economy. More importantly the choice of products and
acceptance levels have been much higher than usual given that these women
better understand the needs of the local households and communities. Udyogini
over the last few years has setup of over 120 women entrepreneurs through a
unique curriculum in partnership with Intel. In the last few years, it has setup
facilities for over 120 women entrepreneurs across remote far-flung areas.
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While there are more such examples of upcoming innovations, a few key players
have started to architect these models to scale through the use of technology.
Logistimo, an exciting tech startup in Bangalore has made it seemingly easy for
large corporations like TATA Steel with complex supply chain back ends to better
engage and deliver through these rural entrepreneurs with the use of technology.
EKutir is another upcoming rural business that has created over 75 entrepreneurs
delivering agricultural services to small and marginalized farmers through mobile
tablet solutions.

Activity 3

Make a list of philanthropic organizations or business companies in your
districts/states that are working towards social and economic development
through CSR. Visit any one of the CSR project implementation sites in your
vicinity and write about their initiatives in achieving impactful last mile
delivery.

3.4 SUGGESTED MODEL FOR EFFECTIVE LAST
MILE DELIVERY

From the collective learning of various rural distribution models that have been
tested by non-profits, social businesses and corporations, it is believed that we
are now at the right stage of evolution of these markets. The following architecture
is recommended that can address the needs of the rural population and empower
them in a sustainable manner while fetching the corporations gain in reaching
out to the BOP. The following layers thus working together are imperative:

CORPORATES

COMMUNITY ORGANISATIONS
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LAST MILE TALENT

1) Community Based Organizations: Local Presence

The layer closest to the community needs to understand, engage and effectively
deliver to the rural markets through local physical presence. Research and



experience of many organizations have shown that there is no better way of
doing this than developing the capacity of local talent, entrepreneurs and
grassroots institutions. Grassroot NGOs that have been working on development
challenges in the local area for a while can play this role extremely well as
institutions given their depth of understanding of the local markets, cultures and
communities. Grassroots organizations are also well aligned with the welfare
and development needs of the communities, resulting in an engagement that can
go beyond transaction and focus strongly also on educating and making the
consumers more aware of their needs and choices.

2) Social Business: consumer understanding and go-to-market strategies

Secondly, there needs to be a layer that can understand and translate local needs
into services and products that can be delivered in a sustainable and profitable
manner. In addition this layer can play a significant role in creating effective go-
to-market strategies and executing the same through the layers below. This layer
is many times the missing middle and many grassroots NGOs on one side and
product/sales teams of corporations on the other side have tried to play this role
with limited success. The ethos and principles behind a social business that is
designed to operate on the twin goals of a social mission and for profit structure,
is probably the best suited to execute this layer most effectively. NGOs with an
economics and value driven approach and corporations with a community based
approach to business are the next best options.

3) Corporations: Building products, services and an ecosystem for
empowerment

Finally, the last layer comprises corporations themselves who can take the
knowledge coming from these markets and design and build products/services
at significant scale, with appropriate quality and cost parameters. This requires
the corporations to realign themselves from their product development to sales
and human resource management and start with an attitude of learning about
rural markets, rather than pre-supposing what these markets want. While markets
and scale are huge, companies will have to be open to test their internal processes
of bottom up innovation, frugality and marketing approaches, beyond just
traditional CSR.

4) Building capacity in the last mile

As evident from the above examples there is a strong need to invest in building
capacity of local talent, entrepreneurs, institutions and networks to be able to
align and speak the language of self-sustenance and empowerment. And, at the
other end, a change in mindset and approach within corporations looking to serve
the rural markets. This ‘investment’ in building the capacity of the last mile
helps in creating a much more aligned and sustained supply chain with equitable
distribution of value leading to larger success in the long run. This however
requires patience and perseverance and more importantly strategic partnerships
for corporations to succeed in these markets. Many short term approaches of
looking to ‘quickly sell’ to growing rural markets have resulted in small time
failures to sometimes large scale disasters, across sectors like energy, microfinance
and other consumer products. Furthermore, this has also destroyed the trust
between various parties in a market that can only work through partnerships.
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5) Orchestrators /Glue and Governments

We have seen many models where any two layers have been combined and offered
within a single entity and also others where two layers have been integrated well
within corporations. However, rarely have we ever seen all the three layers built
into one single entity and then the last mile empowered to create the access.

To enable this, on one side we would have to have orchestrators who are able to
understand and empathies with these different layers and create a constructive
dialogue and empower a common platform and methodology where all these
layers can work together. While governments may not have all the tools to enable
this, in countries like India, it is imperative that they are involved right throughout
the process as one of the stakeholders. This takes time, effort and creation of
new knowledge and process systems, within organizations and in the industry
ecosystems.

Case Study 1: e-Choupal by ITC

ITC’s Agri Business Division conceived e-Choupal as a more efficient supply
chain which aimed at delivering value to its customers around the world on a
sustainable basis. E-choupal uses information technology to transmit real
time and customized information in the local language on the weather and
market prices, disseminate knowledge on scientific farm practices and risk
management, facilitate the sale of farm inputs (now with embedded
knowledge) and purchase farm produce from the farmers’ doorsteps (decision
making is now information based). This is done through village internet kiosks
managed by farmers - called sanchalaks.

Real time information and customised knowledge provided by the e-Choupal
enhances the ability of farmers to make informed decisions so that they can
align their farm outputs in accordance with market demands. Availability of
high quality farm inputs at fair price from reputed manufacturers is also
possible due to aggregation of the demand for farm inputs from individual
farmers. e-Choupal is also virtually linked to mandi systems and hence helps
in price discovery and reduces the transaction costs for the farmers.

While the farmers benefit through enhanced farm productivity and higher
farm gate prices, ITC benefits from the lower net cost of procurement (despite
offering better prices to the farmer) having eliminated costs in the supply
chain that do not add value.

Launched in June 2000, e-Choupal services benefits four million farmers
from 35,000 villages growing a variety of crops like soya bean, coffee, wheat,
rice, pulses, and shrimp through 6,100 kiosks across 10 states (Madhya
Pradesh, Haryana, Uttarakhand, Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan, Karnataka, Kerala,
Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu).

There were several problems that were encountered while setting up and
managing e-Choupals like infrastructural inadequacies, including power
supply, telecom connectivity and bandwidth, apart from the challenge of
imparting skills to the first time internet users in remote and inaccessible
areas of rural India. However, some alternative and innovative solutions like
power back up through batteries charged by solar panels, upgrading BSNL




exchanges with RNS kits, installation of VSAT equipment, mobile choupals,
local caching of static content on website to stream in the dynamic content
more efficiently, 24x7 helpdesk, etc., have helped in overcoming those
challenges.

Source: https://www.itcportal.com/businesses/agri-business/e-choupal.aspx

Case Study 2: Rural BPOs by Infosys

Infosys, as a part of its CSR activity has used the availability of workforce at
rural areas to open BPO centers in south Indian villages. The services provided
by the rural BPOs are centered towards back end operations. By establishing
BPO centers in the villages, it has become possible to capture a latent
workforce and also save on the stress created in the urban areas. The response
from the rural folks is very good. Currently Infosys BPO uses the rural BPO
centres to service their domestic customers and are engaged in basic
transaction activity. The biggest incentive for Infosys BPO to get deeper into
the rural segment will be its engagement with the domestic customers. Infosys
BPO is already engaged with certain domestic customers like the income tax
department and India Post, and this list is expected to grow in the coming
years. For example, in partnership with the department of rural development,
Andhra Pradesh, it has set up a rural BPO center where it handles the back
end processes of social security pensions and processing pension disbursement
for government agencies.

Source: 1) https://www.dnaindia.com/business/interview-rural-bpos-are-not-
merely-csr-initiatives-for-infosys-raghu-cavale-1467232

2) https://www.financialexpress.com/archive/infy-gears-up-for-larger-rural-
bpo-movement/1102365/https.//www.financialexpress.com/archive/infy-
gears-up-for-larger-rural-bpo-movement/1102365/

Check Your Progress - 2

Note: a) Use the spaces given below for your answers.

1)

2)

b) Check your answer with those given at the end of the unit.

What do you understand by impactful last mile delivery from this section?
[Mlustrate further relating with the model examples discussed in this section.
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3) Discuss the suggested model for eftective last mile delivery. Illustrate with
examples.

3.5 LET US SUM UP

Aspirations in rural India are on the rise and we are racing against time to ensure
the effective delivery of essential services to these areas. Significant information
asymmetry and lack of awareness among consumers make this a vulnerable
market that needs to be approached in a responsible manner. However, the costs
of learning about the needs of these markets and understanding consumer
behaviour are high and serving them profitably is not easy. Markets need to
realize and imbibe the fact that serving rural markets is a long term game and
there are very few quick wins which will be sustainable. Hence, treating the
rural consumers as an opportunistic customer segment through existing systems
will only lead to short term success and/or higher costs of experiment. Social
organizations have to nudge the consumers to make responsible choices by
focusing on empowerment and connecting them with opportunities in the markets
in a way that meets both their needs and aspirations.

Dichotomy and dilemma exists at almost every level of this value chain, from a
rural consumer who is caught between aspirations and essentials, to a corporate
having to balance its profits with responsibility and impact and a social
organization with social structures on one side and the need for economic
empowerment and viability on the other. Every player has to make a strong attempt
to move towards the ‘balanced middle’ for this value chain to align and deliver
with absolute effectiveness.

For this to happen though, corporations and non profits will have to reinvent
themselves and be prepared for an exciting but long road ahead of them if they
want to serve the rural markets. The question really is, in the midst of quarterly
reviews and earning calls in the corporate world or a donor driven non profit
world, does one have mindshare, time and resources to invest in the long term?
And more importantly, is there enough empathy in the corporate world or an
open mind in the non-profit world today to try and understand the aspirations of
an emerging customer segment and serve them through a new breed of
partnerships and innovative products and channels?

3.6 KEYWORDS

Last Mile Delivery : Last mile delivery is defined in development
projects funded under CSR as the movement of
services from an organization/company to the
final delivery destination, which are the
beneficiaries or target population. The focus of last
mile delivery is to deliver services to the end user/
beneficiaries as fast as possible.




Social Business : A social business is defined as a business whose
purpose is to solve social problems in a financially
sustainable way.

Corporations Company : Corporations are the most common form of
business organization, and one, which is chartered
by a state and given many legal rights as an entity
separate from its owners. Registered corporations
have legal personality and shareholders whose
liability is generally limited to their investment own
their shares.

Workforce : The workforce or labour force is the labour pool in
employment. It is generally used to describe those
working for a single company or industry, but can
also apply to a geographic region like a city, state,
or country. Within a company, its value can be
labeled as its ‘Workforce in Place’. The term
generally excludes the employers or management,
and can imply those involved in manual labour. It
may also mean all those who are available for work.

Entrepreneurs : An entrepreneur is an individual who creates a new
business, bearing most of the risks and enjoying
most of the rewards. The entrepreneur is commonly
seen as an innovator, a source of new ideas, goods,
services, and business/or procedures. Entrepreneurs
play a key role in any economy, using the skills
and initiative necessary to anticipate needs and bring
good new ideas to market. Entrepreneurs who prove
to be successful in taking on the risks of a start up
are rewarded with profits, fame, and continued
growth opportunities. Those who fail suffer losses
and become less prevalent in the markets.
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3.8 CHECK YOUR PROGRESS - POSSIBLE
ANSWERS

Check Your Progress - 1

Answer 1: Last mile delivery is defined in development projects funded under
CSR as the movement of services from an organization/company to the
final delivery destination, which are the beneficiaries or target population. The
basic principles are availability, accessibility and affordability.

Answer 2: To meet the services of availability, accessibility and affordability,
CSR is playing the major role in India after making it essential by legalization
under the CSR law. CSR have the responsibility to give back some percent of
their profit in social development sector by undertaking projects in the area of
health, education, women empowerment, employment generation in a sustainable
way.

Answer 3: The SDGs are unique in that they cover issues that affect us all. They
reaffirm our international commitment to end poverty, permanently, everywhere.
They are ambitious in making sure no one is left behind. More importantly, they
involve us all to build a more sustainable, safer, more prosperous planet for all
humanity. SDG are the global commitment to connecting last mile, it is the right
way to reach every person, bringing all the service to last person and eradicate
poverty hunger, and providing all the service health education and all services to
the last person of the society.

Check Your Progress - 2

Answer 1: Impactful last mile delivery is an interesting model implemented to
reach consumers more effectively, all of which enable the flow of information
and awareness, providing a range of options for the consumers. More importantly
they aim to achieve rural employability and empowerment as the main drivers.

Answer 2: Decent rural employment refers to any activity, occupation, work,
business or service performed for and pay or profit by women and men, adults
and youth, in rural areas that provides an adequate living income.

Answer 3: The suggested model for effective last mile delivery is to involve all
the stakeholders and working with them at different stages. They are community
based organizations, where local presence is felt; social business where there is
consumer understanding and go-to-market; corporations where building of
products, services and an ecosystem for empowerment takes place and finally
orchestrators/governments who are able to understand and empathize with these
different layers mentioned and create a constructive dialogue and empower a
common platform and methodology where all these layers can work together.
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