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Abstract

This paper aims to study how Mumbai Dabbawalla system as a model of
sustainable logistics and social responsibility for 135 years and how well they fit into
the Sustainable Development Goals of United Nations which was launched on
January 1, 2016. Through extensive literature review, cast study analysis and first-
hand data collection through seminars, the paper explores how this century old
system contributes to SDG 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities), SDG 8
(Decent Work and Economic Growth), SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and
Production), and SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities). This study explores the
operational, economic, and social dimensions of the dabbawallas and how they have
powered it with their resilience, inclusivity, and adaptability. The critical and
challenging factors of changing technology, policy bartiers and the gap of young
people not taking up the profile is also discussed. The conclusion given is how this
system can be more adapted in other areas and how thriving a society can be if it

gives the importance for community-based entrepreneurship.

I. INTRODUCTION

As we travel into the 215t Century, it is more of an alarming call that has
intensified the search for living with sustainable and robust methods which includes
brilliant ideas of the past with the technologies of the future. These changes are to
be rapidly implemented, due to the growing population and environmental stress
India is a large country with lots of highly populated states and citites. Mumbai is its
financial capital faces all the issues of society that has occurred due to modernisation.
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But but in this chaotic city, lies a celebrated case of logistics, that has won accolades
across the world, recognised by Forbes and also an award for Six Sigma Process.
They are the Dhabbawalas, for over 130 years, Mumbai’s Dabbawallas—lunchbox
deliverymen—have provided a vital service, delivering over 200,000 home-cooked
meals daily with deep commitment to community values. Serving humanity with
humanity, on time every time. The Dabbawalla system has been there for over a
century, it has adapted itself to certain factors that help the society, way before it was
even named or called out. For example social equity, environmental care, and
economic inclusions. All these were brought in as a policy by the United Nations in
2017 as Sustainability Developmental Goals (SDGs) SDG 11 (Sustainable Cities and
Communities), SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth), SDG 12
(Responsible Consumption and Production), and SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities).

The world today is trying to a get a grip of sustainability can be brought around in
day to day life.The Dabbawalla model helps us to understand on how traditional,
community-based systems can help cities become sustainable and resilient to climatic

changes as well

This paper aims to provide an in-depth analysis of the Dabbawalla system’s
contributions to the SDGs, drawing on recent research, field studies, and policy
frameworks. It addresses the following research questions:

¢ How do the dabbawallas practice sustainability, inclusion, and resilience in
their day-to-day operations

% How their ways align to the Sustainable Development goals of United
Nations

¢ Current challenges that the dabbawallas are facing now

% Learnings from the dabbawallas and how they can be adapted to other areas

Literature Review: Key Studies and Theories

The Dabbawalla System in Urban Studies and Management

In the world of precision, management, entrepreneurship, referral marketing, quality,
operational excellence, innovation and much more, The Dabbawala system has been
the subject of extensive academic and managerial analysis. As a benchmark in the
world of logistics, Harvard Business school, Forbes Inc have all recognised their
system’s Six Sigma — Level Accuracy — Less than one error in Six Million Deliveries
The most celebrated hub and spoke model, color coded logistics and their flat
structure of cooperativeness are the key ingredients to their success.

There are many scholars who have applauded the unique blend of traditional values
and modern techniques that tha dabbawallas use, along with their ethics which
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include, disciplined culture, community based recruitment and equal pay structure
The dabbawallas use, the public transport, bi cycle and reusable containers, such
practices makes them a resource efficient alternative to all the other logistics model.

SDG Framework and Urban Sustainability

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were officially launched and came into
force on January, 1, 2016, as part of the UN's 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development. They provide a comprehensive framework for evaluating urban
systems across economic, social and environmental dimensions. SDG 11 calls for
inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable cities with respect to housing, transport,
waste management, and participatory governance SDG 8 is all about formalization
of informal labour and economic growth from that. SDG 12 focuses on waste
reduction and circulatory economy SDG 10 secks to reduce inequalities within and
among countries. There is a connection between these goals, the progress in one
area has its implications in another. They are effective when combined. Inclusive
urban transport systems (SDG 11) can enhance access to decent work (SDG 8) and
reduce inequalities (SDG 10), while circular logistics models contribute to
responsible consumption (SDG 12) and environmental sustainability.

Informal Sector, Social Entrepreneurship, and Inclusive Growth

The Dabbawallas, is a fantastic combination of informal economy and social
entrepreneurship. The workers involved in this network contribute to majority of
the Urban labour force, they do not have access to formal markets or legal
protections. Inspite of all this, Dabbawallas, proves that informal systems can also
foster significant levels of social and economic growth and value. This growth also
paves way for community resilience. To understand the success of Mumbai
Dabbawallas, we need to understand that social capital, co-operative networks and
innovation are the main components of this success. The intangible factors like
mutual trust and Accountability and shared purpose have contributed significantly
to their growth and success in the Informal sector

Methodology: Research Design and Data Sources

Research Design

This study adopts a case study methodology where in using secondary data to get a
wholistic analysis of the dabbawalla system and how they have adopted the SDGs.
The study also incorporates operational processes, organizational structure and
stakeholders’ ideologies.
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Data Collection Instruments

The study, has completely employed data from secondary sources which include,
articles, paper writings, academic citations, policy data, government statistics, and
SDG implementation articles in India. Nutan Mumbai Tiffin Box Suppliers
Association (NMTBSA) and studies from the Waatavaran Foundation has also
contributed to this study

Data Analysis

Qualitative data was, coded, and analysed to identify patterns, challenges, and
innovations within the Dabbawalla system. Quantitative data on operational metrics,
demographic profiles, and SDG indicators were taken to support the case study in
its true sense

Case Study Analysis: The Dabbawallas of Mumbai

The Mumbai Dabbawalla system is a co-operative network having about 5000
personnel delivering approximately 200000 lunch boxes on a daily basis across the
busy city of Mumbai.The delivery happens seamlessly with the help of hub and spoke
model, enabling each dabbawalla responsible for collecting, sorting, transporting (to
and from) and delivering lunchboxes in a particular area

Key features of the operational model include:

Color Coded Lunch boxes:

There is a unique combination of codes, numbers and colors used on the lunch
boxes which indicates the origin, via path and the destination, which can be easily
deciphered by semi-illiterate workers. This is essential to navigate through the
geography intense Mumbai.

Multi-Modal Transport:

Dabbawallas, use bicycles, hand carts and Mumbai suburban train services to deliver
the lunch boxes. Though they travel across Mumbai, the carbon emission from their
services is almost nil.

Team Work and Synchronisation:

Dabbawallas, work in a team of 20-25 members, with a leader who is called the
“mukadam” (supervisor). All these 25 members have regular meetings, their share
responsibilities and because of their work culture defined by trust and accountability,
they are being successful for over a century and continue to be so.

Lean and Just in Time Delivery

Dabbawallas operate with minimum buffer time; they deliver on time every time
(this is kind of their motto). What is more important or rather astonishing is that
they work under near zero rate errors and a very high level of customer satisfaction.
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Table 1: Operational Metrics of the Dabbawalla System

Metric Value (2024-25)
Number of Dabbawallas ~5,000
Daily Lunchboxes Delivered 200,000+
Error Rate <1 in 6 million deliveries

Average Customers per Dabbawalla | 30-35

Modes of Transport Bicycle, train, handcart
Monthly Service Fee Rs 800 -Rs 1000
Organizational Structure Flat Co operative

Simplicity and adaptability have helped Mumbai dabbawallas in their operational
efficiency all through the years. The usage of bicycles and hand carts along with
delivering using train services not only reduces cost, but also focusses on sustainable

urban logistics.

Economic and Labour Aspects:

Almost all the workers in the Dabbawalla system are illiterate or semi-literate people,
mostly migrants from rural Mumbai. The system helps to get stable employment and
sustained income for these workers who would otherwise will not be able to get such
opportunity. Equal pay, profit sharing, and life time employment along with union
protection are some of the offerings of the Co-operative structure.

Key Economic Features Include

Affordable Pricing: Customers can afford the service of Dabbawallas as it is only
Rs 800- Rs 1000/- per month. Hence many many people working in far places can
eat homemade food daily.

Income Stability: The Dabbawallas, get a steady income, profit sharing, and life
time employment along with bonus and additional work like newspaper delivery at
times also.

Social Safety Nets: The Union and Co operate of Dabbawallas provide healthcare,
retirement planning, and educational opportunities for members and their families,
enabling them to have social mobility. The Dabbawalla system proved its resilience
during the pandemic that shook the world in 2020 also, they had survived the
recession that happened in 2008. They were able to sustain, generate income while
taking care of its employee’s wellbeing.
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Environmental Sustainability

The Dabbawalla was found on the principles of low-carbon emission, resource-

efficient urban logistics. They use bicycles, trains, and reusable containers, the system

minimizes fuel consumption, reduces air pollution, and advocates efficient waste

management.

Some pointers that are making them the most efficient are:

% Zero Fuel Delivery: 90 % dabbawallas use bicycles for last-mile delivery, with
74% combining train and cycle transport

¢ Reusable Packaging: The lunch boxes are mostly steel or aluminium and have
been used religiously to avoid single use plastic

s Circular Supply Chain: Post lunch delivery, the empty boxes are returned to
the house, this is closed chain logistics at the

s Health and Well Being: Cycling is a good exercise, so it walking as well. The
whole process of Dabbawallas promotes community health contributing to
better life and longevity

Social Inclusion and Inequality Reduction

Dabbawallas have been an example for social inclusion, stable work, upliftment of a
urban population. A place where semi-literate people can do dignified work, be
respected and add value to the community from where they come and to those
whom they serve also. The various social impacts include

% Access to Decent Work

% Community Empowerment

% Gender and Minority Inclusion
o

Social Services

Dabbawallas have proven or rather are demonstrating the fact that community
driven systems can advance families and reduce inequalities amongst rural and urban
places.

SDG Alignment: Pathways to a Resilient Future

SDG 11: Sustainable Cities and Communities

Sustainable Cities and Communities, aims to make urban areas inclusive, safe,
resilient, and sustainable by 2030, focusing on smart urban planning, affordable
housing, efficient public transport, waste management, and green spaces

Target 11.2: Access to Sustainable Transport

By leveraging the public transport and hand carts along with bicycles, dabbawallas
reduce traffic congestion, air pollution and carbon footprints form various
emissions.? 1011 They contribute to a greener environment and more sustainable

cities. They make delivering food more affordable as well as.
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Target 11.3: Inclusive Urbanization
The Dabbawallas, community-driven urbanization, fostering social cohesion,
cultural preservation, and inclusive governance

Target 11.6: Reducing Environmental Impact

Re usable containers, minimal packaging, and circular logistics, along with a brilliant
circular logistics, works towards better waste management and improved quality of
air.

SDG 8: Decent Work and Economic Growth

Target 8.3: Support Productive Activities and Decent Job Creation
Employment for thousands of informal workers, whilst promoting,
entrepreneurship and innovation within a co-operative framework is a great support
to the community of dabbawallas

Target 8.5: Equal Pay for Equal Work

They work the principle that everyone should have equal rights, regardless of age ,
gender, background contributing to equal pay for equal work:

Target 8.8: Protect Labour Rights

The community advocates for safe working conditions, social security, and mutual
support. They also seek to protect labour rights, safe & secure environment for

migration workers.

SDG 10: Reduced Inequalities

Target 10.1: Income Growth of the Bottom 40%

Dabbawallas, support and enable decent income earning opportunities for rural
migrants and marginalized communities. This enables economic empowerment of
the bottom 40 percent of the population

Target 10.2: Promote Social, Economic, and Political Inclusion

Inclusivity, is the manthra of dabbawallas. The governance and social activities
promote inclusion of all, irrespective of age, sex, disability, race, ethnicity, origin,
religion, or economic status

Target 10.3: Ensure Equal Opportunities

The ideologies of Dabbawallas ensures equal opportunity and reducing inequalities
of outcome. This is done with Equal pay, job security, and system advancements
SDG 12: Responsible Consumption and Production

Target 12.3: Halve Food Waste

Circular Supply Chain, Surplus food re distribution and eco friendly packing, this
helps in reducing food wastage at all levels:
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Target 12.5: Reduce Waste Generation

Reusable containers and low waste logistics help reduce wastage through prevention,
reduction, re cycling and reuse.

Target 12.2: Sustainable Management of Resources

Usage of handcarts and bicycle at the same time leveraging the railway system of
Mumbai, the dabbawallas, contribute to reduction of carbon foot print by efficiently

using the natural resources

Challenges Faced: Modernization, Competition, and Policy Barriers
Modernization and Technological Distuption

In today’s era of Digitalization, there has been a wide range of food delivery apps
like Swiggy, Zomato, Zepto Café there has been a rise in competition for the
dabbawallas. On grounds of convenience, variety and digital integration, the recent
apps trump the dabbawallas. Though these apps, are faster, rely on motorised
deliveries, they contribute to pollution and increased traffic. They also offer
flexibility and better payment opportunities to the younger generation. Our
dabbawallas owing to the lack of digital literacy, has difficulty in adapting to newer
technologies and digital booking. Especially customer engagement is not top notch
because of no online presence. There have been action plans to introduce these
things to the dabbawallas, but the results have not been encouraging

Generational Shifts and Labor Supply

The younger generation looks out for a more lucrative job, a bit more formal, in this
world of digital world. This reluctancy, is a threat to the systems long term
sustainability mission the dabbawallas have always stood for.

Infrastructure and Urban Policy Barriers

The dabbawallas depend mostly on the public train services of Mumbai, which
means even a slight disruption to the system will have a serious impact on their
delivery system. It creates a big vulnerability on the operational front. The
dabbawallas also have some infrastructural challenges like, traffic congestions no
dedicated cycling lane and dedicated parking spots for cycles

Governance and Institutional Challenges.

The dabbawallas are a true depiction of Tradition with Innovation practice.
Autonomy with a sharp sense of accountability, balancing community values with
market demands will always be a challenge as the world is changing in a faster pace.
Recommendations: Replication and Adaptation Framework

Replicating the Dabbawalla Model in Other Urban Contexts

Mumbai s topography, along with the cultural set up and community thriving has
made the dabbawallas a big hit. The reliable public transport system aids to the
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success of this system. The same system with some adapted values from Mumbai

can be replicated in other cities as well.

Using public transport and non-motorized form of travelling.

% Encourage and form guidelines towards community-based governance

% Work on leveraging resource efficiency and circulatity

% Integrate social services and provide basic needs to employees

¢ Every town and city has certain cultural preferences, certain limitations so the

system should include them as well

Table 2: Transferability Factors for Dabbawalla-Style Urban Logistics

Aspects of Dabbawalla

Why this is important

How can it be
Leveraged

Public Transport

Reliable, affordable, and
extensive network

Invest in multimodal,

accessible systems

Community Network

Strong culture of trust
and solidarity

Encourage local
associations and build it

on accountability

Geographical coverage

Working on demand
filled places

Have a clear route

optimisation plan

Home cooked food

More people want to
consume home cooked
food for health benefits

Form a network of home
cooks and small eateries
to cater to this need

Policies in place

The benefits that are
being given to the
workers adds a lot of

value

Inclusive policies will
help attract employees to
this system

Be it Mumbai or any other city the dabbawalla’s adaptability to technology and digital
transformation will help the system to optimise routes, faster deliveries and customer
engagement as well. When they build their capacity of dabbawallis, outreach
programs to attract youngsters, gender inclusivity and Diversity will help them grow.
Monitoring, Evaluation, and SDG Indicators

Mumbai dabbawallas come with a legacy of century old process yet understanding
the need to protect the earth and their early adoption of SDG elements. Main focus
should be to include Operational Metrics, The impact they create for the
environment, how inclusive they have been and the economic freedom they have

given to the workers, though they come from semi literate backgrounds.
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II.CONCLUSION
The Mumbai Dabbawalla system stands as a pioneer to the power of community-
based entrepreneurship, operational simplicity, and social inclusion in advancing
sustainable urban futures all this and much more. Its alignment with the SDGs—
though they were formed many years later. particularly in the domains of sustainable
cities, decent work, responsible consumption, and reduced inequalities—
demonstrates that informal, simple systems can deliver world-class outcomes in
efficiency, equity, and resilience. All this along with accountability for the betterment
of the community and the earth. The whole world is trying to make ways to help
mother earth, but the Dabbawalla model offers critical lessons for policymakers,
practitioners, and researchers. The Dabbawalla system’s enduring success is not
merely a relic of tradition but a dynamic, evolving model of sustainable development.
It embraces its core principles and leverages them to suit local contexts, cities can
chart pathways to a more resilient, inclusive, and sustainable future.
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