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In this issue CEO’s Message

This quarter marks the celebration of a new achievement as 
Karandaaz enters the clean energy investment space with the 

DFID-funded Sustainable Energy and Economic Development 
(SEED) programme. The SEED programme will provide financing 

for renewable energy and energy efficiency to the SME sector and 
beyond. Karandaaz is proud to have established itself in a relatively 

short span of time as a trusted partner to DFID to implement this additional focused 
financing programme in Pakistan. Karandaaz also aims to invest in InfraZamin Pakistan 
(IZP), a for-profit credit enhancement facility to be domiciled in Pakistan as a non-bank 
financial company (NBFC). The company will issue local currency irrevocable and 
unconditional credit guarantees for infrastructure projects. Through this intervention, it is 
expected that there will be a widening of the investor base and longer loan tenors.

It is also known that Karandaaz, in close partnership with SBP, is working on the 
development and implementation of a Micro Payment Gateway (MPG) to reduce the cost 

barriers in the financial inclusion of the poor. Within this context, learning sessions with Central Bank of Serbia about the experience in 
implementing real time payment system were arranged for State Bank of Pakistan.

A pilot project with economically active women in peri-urban/rural areas for encouraging the use of digital financial services through 
Roaming SimSim Facilitators is also underway in partnership with FINCA Microfinance Bank. The project focuses on need-based use 
cases for women with the objective of financially empowering them and creating opportunities for economic prosperity. A call for 
applications was also rolled out by Karandaaz to conduct digital experiments with interested and eligible entities. These experiments will 
enable DFSPs to conduct A/B testing of ideas within themes specified by Karandaaz in order to generate learnings for the wider industry 
for the acceleration of financial inclusion. The call for applications will remain open throughout the year.

Delving even further into bridging the gender gap, Karandaaz launched its Financial Inclusion of Women Challenge (FIWC) in September 
2019. Through this focused call for ideas, Karandaaz seeks to support solutions that have the potential to address the critical issue of 
women missing out on the benefits of being financially included. To guide innovators, two ideation and design thinking workshops were 
held for participants. You can read more about it in the following pages of the newsletter. At Karandaaz we are also excited about winning 
the prestigious CFA Society Pakistan’s award for “Recognizing Gender Diversity at the Workplace 2018”. It is a testament to Karandaaz’s 
commitment to lead by example in terms of equal opportunities for women to thrive at all levels within the company.

Ali Sarfraz
CEO, Karandaaz Pakistan

CEO’s Message 
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Financial Inclusion of Women
Challenge (FIWC) 2019

Infographics: DFS Insights Accelerator

Infographics: National Economic Data

Impact Story: Lél Collection

About Karandaaz

Karandaaz signed a new commitment with DFID for Sustainable Energy and Economic Development (SEED) programme.

Greetings!



Karandaaz Pakistan wins the CFA Society’s Gender Diversity Award 2018

Newsflash

           At Karandaaz, we endeavor to create a culture that is truly inclusive and gives equal opportunity to both genders. Today, 50% 
of Karandaaz Board positions, 43% of senior management roles, and almost 38% of professional staff roles are held by women. 
33% of our staff reports to a female manager. We have adopted inclusive policies to make work place easier for women.

Farwa Hasnain, Company Secretary and Head of HR, Karandaaz Pakistan said,

    Karandaaz promotes gender equality and women’s economic empowerment across all its activities as well as at the 
organizational level. We fully recognize that women’s economic empowerment and ensuring their fair share in the development 
process is the only way to reap sustainable social as well as economic dividends for any country. Karandaaz is committed to lead 
by example in terms of equal opportunities for all staff to thrive at all levels within the company.

Ali Sarfraz, CEO Karandaaz Pakistan, while talking about Karandaaz’s commitment to gender-inclusive growth said,
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Karandaaz Pakistan won the prestigious CFA 
Society Pakistan’s award for “Recognizing Gender 
Diversity at Workplace 2018”. The award ceremony 
is CFA Society Pakistan’s flagship event for the year 
and celebrates industry leaders with outstanding 
performance under various categories that have 
provided value-enhancing services to the financial 
industry and investing public in Pakistan.

Farwa Hasnain, Company Secretary and Head of 
Human Resources at Karandaaz Pakistan received 
the award from Dr. Reza Baqir, Governor State 
Bank of Pakistan at the 16th Annual Excellence 
Awards Ceremony of CFA Society Pakistan held in 
Karachi.

Recognizing that traditional financial institutions were reluctant to develop strategies for addressing gaps that hamper growth for 
women-led and managed enterprises, Karandaaz runs an annual Women Entrepreneurship Challenge providing business support 
services and growth capital to businesswomen from across the country. Karandaaz’s intervention has to date enabled growth for 
more than 50 women-led businesses across Pakistan. Another Karandaaz initiative, the recently launched Financial Inclusion of 
Women Challenge, offers financial service providers, FinTechs, research and advisory firms and other relevant market players 
support to pilot, test, or scale interventions that will help promote women as a viable market segment, address their specific needs 
and preferences, and reduce bottlenecks restraining their financial inclusion.

Karandaaz has also conducted various research studies on women’s use of digital financial services and the barriers they face. A 
study titled “Customer Segmentation Framework – Gender Report” has been published and contextualizes behavioral and 
psychological dimensions of the financial lives of women in Pakistan. Other researches that directly contribute to the financial 
industry recognizing the importance of women-specific interventions include research on “Rotating Savings and Credit Associations 
in Pakistan” and “Financial System Needs of Micro-Entrepreneur Women”.  Karandaaz is also investing in models targeting digital 
financial services to the segment of economically low-income active women.

Karandaaz Pakistan supports small and medium entrepreneurs, increasing access to finance for unbanked populations by leveraging 
digital technologies, developing and disseminating evidence-based insights, and encourages innovation in the financial space 
through its challenge fund. Karandaaz is funded by UK’s Department for International Development (DFID) and the Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation. 
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         Less than 4% of Pakistan’s electricity is generated from renewable sources. We are working to change that. I believe that this 
investment in sustainable energy will go a long way in promoting energy-efficient and environment-friendly options for 
businesses, and at the same time help to generate more jobs and achieve greater prosperity.

Joanna Reid, Former Head of DFID Pakistan said,

         Economic and urban development is a national priority for Pakistan. With 39% of the population residing in cities, Pakistan 
is not only the most urbanised, but also the fastest urbanizing country in South Asia. Pakistani cities’ contribution to its GDP 
growth however, is much lower than in peer countries. It has been estimated by the IFC that as much as 11%-14% of the energy 
utilised in Pakistan could be saved through energy conservation and efficiency measures, which is equivalent to two hours of 
power supply each day. This grant from DFID will help bridge the financing gap and enable the emergence of sustainable and 
efficient energy for Pakistan’s private sector, resulting in more vibrant and economically friendly cities, more competitive 
businesses and more jobs all leading to Pakistan moving closer to its targets as set under SDGs.

Dr Shamshad Akhtar, Chairperson Karandaaz said,

A UK commitment to provide financing for 
renewable energy and energy efficiency to Pakistan’s 
industrial Small and Medium Enterprises (SME) 
sector has been signed by the Department for 
International Development (DFID). As part of DFID’s 
Sustainable Energy and Economic Development 
(SEED) programme, Karandaaz will invest over £15 
million to promote renewable energy generation and 
efficiency measures in Pakistani businesses. The 
SEED programme will work with firms, businesses, 
and financial institutions to demonstrate the 
financial viability of enhancing investments in clean 
energy and energy efficiency improvements.

The agreement was signed between Joanna Reid, 
Former Head of DFID Pakistan and Ali Sarfraz, CEO 
Karandaaz Pakistan. Karandaaz Board of Director’s 
Chairperson, Dr Shamshad Akhtar was also present 
at the occasion.

According to a latest World Bank study, more than 75% of Pakistani firms cite energy provision as a major constraint to growth. 
Where available, electricity provision is costly and inefficient, lowering competitiveness of industry and services. Daily load 
shedding and large leakages in the distribution system mean manufacturing firms cite access to electricity amongst the top 
obstacles to growth. Climate and environment are a global priority for DFID. Domestically and internationally, the UK has been 
leading the way on climate change. This programme is also an opportunity for Pakistan to draw on UK expertise in clean energy for 
greener growth.

According to Global Competitiveness Report, energy shortage has directly impeded Pakistan’s ability to compete in international 
markets for Pakistan’s export sector. Widespread use of renewable energy and energy efficiency is yet to kick off. 17% of the energy 
utilised in Pakistan could be saved through energy conservation and efficiency measures, which according to some estimates is 
equivalent to two hours of power supply each day.

        Karandaaz is proud to have established itself in a short span of time as a trusted partner of DFID to implement this additional 
focused financing programme for sustainable energy and energy efficiency in Pakistan. We will work closely with multilateral 
partners to pave the way for increased investments in the sustainable energy sector. This will also promote low carbon 
growth.

Ali Sarfraz, CEO Karandaaz Pakistan said,

UK-funded Karandaaz to Promote Sustainable Energy and Economic Development
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Karandaaz Pakistan launched its Financial Inclusion of 
Women Challenge in this quarter. Through this focused 
challenge, Karandaaz seeks to support solutions to 
address the critical issue of women missing out on the 
benefits otherwise possible through their financial 
inclusion such as having agency over money, savings, and 
access to credit. According to 2018 Global Gender Gap 
Report, Pakistan ranks 148th out of 149 countries in the 
global parity index. According to World Bank Findex 
2017, only 7% of women in Pakistan are part of the 
formal financial system.

Karandaaz is helping bridge this gap and soliciting 
proposals from financial service providers, including but 
not limited to digital financial service providers, financial 
institutions, microfinance institutions, and microfinance 
banks; research and advisory firms; and other relevant market players to device gender-smart, women-centric financial products 
and services to cater to the needs and preferences of women. Successful applicants will receive funding through the Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation (BMGF) and the UK’s Department for International Development (DFID) for implementing their solutions.  

Karandaaz Seeks Solutions for Facilitating Financial Inclusion of Women

A market assessment conducted by the IFC in 2014 found that potential savings range from 11%-14%. The same assessment 
estimated the demand for renewable energy investment across six industrial sectors at $2.2 billion. Incentives for firms and 
residences to switch to renewables have been initiated, but these have so far proven ineffective and the use of energy from 
renewable sources, excluding hydropower, is still under 4% of total energy generation as estimated by Hydrocarbon Development 
Institute of Pakistan.

         To make tangible progress towards targets set in the Sustainable Development Goals, Pakistan must take actions to facilitate 
women’s participation in the process of development. Fostering financial inclusion of women is a core theme for Karandaaz. 
Karandaaz Financial Inclusion for Women Challenge will provide financial sector innovators an opportunity to pilot, test, or scale 
interventions that address the gaps in women-specific market segments and remove the bottlenecks in women’s inclusion in the 
formal financial system. The significance of women’s economic empowerment will be a direct result and it cannot be stressed 
enough that women’s agency over money and an enabling environment for them to play their due economic role is imperative for 
sustainable growth.

Ali Sarfraz, CEO Karandaaz said,

      Proposed solutions may be in any area that facilitates women’s financial inclusion, including but not limited to issues 
around credit, savings, payments, mobile wallets, blockchain, alternative credit, e-commerce, insurance, remittances and 
pensions. It is important for the financial sector to realize that women customers have specific needs and specialized 
products for women customers will help the formal financial sector reach out to women who have till now been neglected. 
Women’s economic participation and empowerment is a key way to drive progress in the deep, complicated intersection of 
poverty and inequality.

Aban Haq, Former Head of Innovation at Karandaaz said,

         We are hopeful that this initiative will motivate entities to develop and scale solutions that confront the needs of an important 
yet underrepresented customer segment in the financial services marketplace; that of the women clients. While preference will 
be given to applicants who can demonstrate that they have already started developing or testing a women-centric product or 
service, the challenge is also open to applicants at the ideation or pre-revenue stage, as long as they can clearly articulate the 
value proposition of their solution. This will also spur and support innovation in the financial sector, a core objective of 
Karandaaz. 

Rehan Akhtar, Chief Digital Officer at Karandaaz Pakistan said,
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Infographics: DFS Insights Accelerator
Quarterly Digital Financial Inclusion Update
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 Infographics: National Economic Data  
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Access to Finance (Pakistan) – FII Survey 2017
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War can never be counted upon to bring beauty in 
someone’s life, but in a strange way, that is exactly what 
happened with entrepreneur and founder of Lél, an 
artistic collective dedicated to preserving, 
reinterpreting and evolving the ancient art of 
handcrafted stone inlay. Farhana Asad, a native of 
Peshawar, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, was an artist by 
training who stumbled upon a small stone in-lay box 
created by an Afghan refugee in the back alleys of a 
Peshawar market in the late 1980s. “Those were the 
days when Pakistan was seeing an influx of Afghan 
refugees because of Afghan-Russian war”, recalls 
Farhana.

In the market I saw a small box at a stall which had an 
American eagle (in stone) on it. I bought it and asked the 
seller who had made it. He led me to an Afghan Babaji 
who said he was the maker. He told me that he had 
collected small stones to piece together the eagle. I 
asked him if he had any other similar things and he said 
yes. That simple “yes” led Farhana to the old craftsman’s house where she saw other things made with the same technique and that’s 
where, for her, a lifelong passion started with stone. Pietra dura is an ancient 16th century Italian art technique through which 
precious and semi-precious stones are cut by hand to create unique and stunning designs in marble inlay. For Farhana, in the late 
eighties in Pakistan, this was about catching the fading wisps of a centuries long artistic tradition that had spread from Italy to the 
rest of Europe, Russia, Afghanistan, Iran and the South Asian subcontinent. “This is not your ordinary coloured marble that you cut 
for flooring”, says Farhana enthusiastically as she explains the art form.

“This is literally painting in stone.” From that earliest discovery, Farhana dedicated her life to learning about the craft. She read 
extensively and sought references, and through her persistence tracked down a few more Afghan refugee artisans practicing the 
craft in Peshawar. She had a certain artistic vision inspired by her research for showcasing this art form, but the artisans that she 
initially contacted worked exclusively on gravestones. “Back in those days, mostly Afghan refugees who knew this craft worked on 
calligraphy and geometric designs on gravestones. I engaged them and convinced them that this work had more potential beyond 
gravestones. There used to be a joke among us where I used to tell them ‘leave the dead; try to make the living happy with your craft”.
And so, Farhana started Lél, which means mother stone or mountain in Persian, from her garage. With two or three workers, there 
was a lot of experimentation in the beginning. Farhana used her background in art as basis of her inspiration, and inspiration came 
steadily from a plethora of sources, including embroidery patterns, paintings, and even flowers from her garden. “I would pluck a 
flower and we would start experimenting on the design in stone, discussing the various stones and cuts we could use.”

These early experiments and prototyping started gaining traction. The first customers were her friends and family members. 
Material sourcing was one of the biggest challenges she faced 
despite abundance of marble factories and semi-precious stone 
sellers in Peshawar. It was male territory that she had decided 
to enter.

“In the beginning when I used to go to marble factories they used to 
think I was a strange woman, wearing my joggers and a shawl in all 
sorts of difficult weather, showing up to buy scrap. I used to buy the 
scrap material for most designs by the kilo and the vendors were 
amazed because only men want to do this kind of work. I did not get 
intimidated though and slowly they started to respect my 
persistence. In the end, two or three vendors truly understood my 
work and appreciated what I was trying to do. Those are the ones I 
still buy from.”

Farhana was experimenting with stones from Skardu, Gilgit and 
even Iran and Afghanistan. Her artisans taught her about the 
possibilities and limitations of working with stones and marble, 
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and she taught them about colour, balance, design and refined palette to appeal to a discerning clientele base. Together with her 
small but dedicated team of artisans, smaller exhibitions at friends’ houses led to bigger opportunities, especially with support of 
Farhana’s growing children. Her son helped her through a path of bigger exhibitions and developing a clientele base. Her daughter, 
Mehrunnisa Asad, who studied architecture at National College of Arts and in America, also returned from her studies to formalize 
her mother’s business. She had grown up seeing her mother’s artistic struggles and triumphs, and she was ready to lend a hand to 
take it forward.

With Mehrunnisa’s inclusion as the Creative Director of Lél, the enterprise was formalized as a business with a work and exhibition 
model that created new opportunities for the mother-daughter duo. They showed their products beyond Pakistan in Italy, Dubai and 
London and garnered attention of art collectors, buyers and other artists who wanted to collaborate. Expansion for them meant 
training more artisans, since this dying art had no natural heirs left.

Farhana was clear and adamant about how she wanted to proceed. “This is an ancient, time consuming and laborious craft, which is 
sadly dying out across the world. Even in Italy there are only two schools teaching this. For us, this is a passion as well as a social 
enterprise. We don’t just pocket our profits; we share with them equally with our artisans. We pay them by the piece. But procuring 
raw materials and paying our artisans so they would keep working was a challenge. We needed funds to grow our work. My daughter 
decided that we should apply for funding and also make a less expensive line because not everyone could buy the premium quality 
items. We wanted that no one should leave a Lél exhibition empty handed.” Mehrunnisa’s business acumen had infused new life into 
Lél, but she was aware of hurdles in funding for women led businesses. “The bank interest rates were enough to turn us off,” she 
recalls. “But I saw an advertisement for Karandaaz and we decided to apply. What’s the worst that could happen?”

Karandaaz Pakistan, promotes access to finance for micro, small and medium – sized businesses through a commercially directed 
investment platform, and financial inclusion for individuals by employing technology-enabled solutions. The Women’s 
Entrepreneurship Challenge is an initiative funded by DFID and run under Karandaaz Innovation component. To Farhana and 
Mehrunnisa’s delight, they were selected to participate in the Challenge.

“It has been an amazing experience. Two months prior to the pitch day we received trainings in business planning, marketing, sales, 
legal compliance, finance and accounting,” Farhana adds. “A lot of aspects were touched upon that we hadn’t thought of, and we also 
connected with other participants of the Karandaaz Challenge and learned from them. It was heartening to meet a lot of women from 
across Pakistan doing such amazing things. We thought during the trainings even if we don’t get the funds the experience itself is 
brilliant.”

Mehrunnisa shares her mother’s feelings, “The mentorship and trainings were immensely helpful and prepared us to make a viable business 
pitch to an expert panel. Additionally, with Karandaaz, you have to repay the amount you get but the mark-up is very low as compared to a 
bank. The training also helped us think about our business in new and innovative ways, and that is not something banks would do.” 

This funding has helped Lél set up a workshop and studio in Islamabad and reach out to a bigger international clientele base but most 
importantly, it has helped them revive the craft through trainings of both boys and girls from KP. “For far too long this region’s men and 
boys have been associated with brutality because of the wars that have been fought here,” Frahana adds compassionately. “My optimistic 
goal for Lél is to show the world that our Pathan boys and girls make beautiful things with their hands.” And indeed, a look through Lél’s 
catalogue of work reveals how Farhana and Mehrunnisa’s vision of drawing beauty from stone and from artisans has been a success. 
Each piece is a work of fine art, created with colours and facets of nature’s oldest art materials: stones. With Karandaaz, their dual 
mission of running a successful women led enterprise and providing a skill and economic opportunity to young men and women is no 
longer only a dream.
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About Karandaaz
KARANDAAZ PAKISTAN is a Section 42 company established in August 2014 and focuses on fostering economic growth and 
creating jobs through  financial inclusion of unbanked individuals and unserved enterprises, with a special focus on women and 
youth. The company has four verticals:

Karandaaz Pakistan has received funding from the United Kingdom’s Department for International Development (DFID) and the 
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation (BMGF).

Karandaaz Capital

Karandaaz Digital

Knowledge Management 
and Communications

Karandaaz Innovation

Provides wholesale structured credit and 
equity-linked direct capital investments 
to micro, small and mid-size enterprises 
(MSMEs) that demonstrate compelling 
prospects for sustainable business growth 
and employment generation in Pakistan.

Focuses on expanding the poor’s access 
to digital financial services in Pakistan by 
working across the ecosystem with all 
stakeholders.

Supports the company’s core financial 
inclusion goal by developing and 
disseminating evidence based insights and 
solutions.

Manages the Innovation Challenge Fund and 
Women Entrepreneurship Challenge, 
providing risk capital and grants to partners 
with the aim to generate innovative 
solutions in areas of financial inclusion and 
entrepreneurship.

1E, Mezzanine Floor, Ali Plaza,
Nazimuddin Road, F-6/4, 44000, Islamabad
Tel: (051) 8449761
Email: info@karandaaz.com.pk

karandaaz.com.pk
twitter.com/KarandaazPK
linkedin.com/company/karandaaz-pakistan
facebook.com/KarandaazPK
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