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Abstract

Women make up nearly half of the global population, yet their participation in the formal financial sector remains
a significant hurdle, especially in developing nations like India. Despite India achieving an impressive female
literacy rate of 98%, only 26% of women actively contribute to the nation’s financial development. This
disconnect highlights a critical issue: the untapped potential of women in driving economic growth.

Women have long demonstrated exceptional financial skills in managing household budgets, making them
naturally adept at navigating financial systems. However, many still lack access to resources that could help
them participate in and benefit from the formal banking sector.

One promising solution to address this gap is the establishment of Mahila Banks, financial institutions
exclusively designed for women. These banks cater to women’s unique financial needs with tailored products
like marriage deposit schemes, higher education funds, and newborn girl child savings plans. While cooperative
efforts, such as the Mahila Co-Operative Bank Ltd and the Adarsh Mahila Mercantile Cooperative Bank, have
seen notable success, their reach remains limited. The closure of the Bharatiya Mahila Bank, which was merged
with the State Bank of India in 2017, further underscores the need for a renewed, focused effort on women-
centric banking initiatives.

Reintroducing Mabhila Banks in every district could serve as a game-changing step to empower women both
economically and socially. These institutions could provide a supportive environment for women to access
financial services, helping them unlock their potential and contribute significantly to India’s economy. With
thoughtful planning and sustained implementation, Mahila Banks could reduce poverty, drive national progress,
and promote gender equality.

By drawing lessons from successful cooperative models and offering innovative financial products, India has the
opportunity to create a financial ecosystem that not only includes women as consumers but also recognizes them
as contributors to the nation’s growth. Empowering women through these initiatives isn’t just an economic
strategy; it’s a pathway to a more equitable and prosperous society.
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Introduction

Women are one of God’s most wonderful creations, capable of doing everything. As they make up nearly 50% of the
population, their development is an essential step towards national progress. Financial independence is critical
for women as they are both consumers and producers in society. Financial inclusion of every woman can
significantly boost a country's economy. The establishment of Mahila Banks in each district is a necessary step
in achieving this goal.
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Despite female literacy being as high as 98% (as per the table below), only 26% of women are involved in the
financial development of the country. Women inherently manage household finances and are well-suited to
manage banking systems. In India, the cooperative sector has introduced several Mahila Banks:

1. Mahila Co-Operative Bank Ltd: Based in Karnataka, this bank has 12 branches and offers various
financial services to women.

2. Adarsh Mahila Mercantile Cooperative Bank: Located in Uttar Pradesh, this bank provides financial
services, including microfinance and small business loans, to women entrepreneurs.

3. Mahila Co-Operative Nagrik Bank Ltd: Based in Gujarat, this bank offers banking services, including
demand drafts, cheque collection, and fund transfers.

4. Vardhaman Mahila Co-op. Urban Bank Ltd: Located in Hyderabad, this bank provides various financial
services, including savings accounts, loans, and insurance products.

These are just a few examples of Mahila Banks in the cooperative sector in India. There may be others operating
in different regions. Borrowing ideas from these, the former Chief Minister Mr. Biju Patnaik opened Mabhila
branches in District Central Cooperative Banks. However, due to a lack of follow-up action, no Mahila Bank at
the state cooperative bank level was established. The women employees suffered as the central cooperative banks
did not support or favour Mahila Banks.

Financial Inclusion

Financial inclusion refers to the provision of financial services to all individuals, households, and businesses,
regardless of their income level, geographic location, or social status. It aims to ensure that everyone has access
to a range of financial services, including:

1. Savings: Safe and secure savings accounts.
Credit: Affordable credit for various purposes, such as consumption, investment, or entrepreneurship.
Payment: Convenient and affordable payment systems.

Insurance: Life, health, or crop insurance products.

o & N

Investment: Opportunities such as stocks, bonds, or mutual funds.

Mahila Banks in India

India currently does not have a standalone Mahila Bank. The Bharatiya Mahila Bank, launched in 2013 during
Dr. Manmohan Singh's tenure as Prime Minister, was specifically established to provide financial services to
women and support their economic empowerment. However, in 2017, this bank was merged with the State Bank
of India (SBI). The merger aimed to leverage SBI’s extensive network to enhance outreach and provide better
financial opportunities for women.

While no separate Mahila Bank exists today, several public sector banks have introduced women-centric
initiatives and dedicated branches designed to address women’s unique financial needs. However, these efforts
operate under the umbrella of existing banks rather than as independent institutions.

The concept of a Mahila Bank was envisioned to bridge the financial inclusion gap and support women’s
economic participation. Although the original standalone institution is no longer operational, its underlying
mission continues to inspire various initiatives focused on women’s financial empowerment in India.

Key Objectives of Mahila Banks

1. Financial Inclusion

Mabhila Banks aim to provide banking services to women, especially in rural and semi-urban areas,
promoting financial inclusion and reducing economic inequality.
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2. Economic Empowerment

By offering financial services, Mahila Banks empower women to take control of their financial lives,
make informed decisions, and actively participate in the economy.

3. Entrepreneurship
Mahila Banks provide microfinance and small business loans, encouraging women to start their own
businesses, generate employment, and contribute to economic growth,

Impact of Mahila Banks

1. Empowered Women

Mahila Banks empower women to take control of their financial lives, make informed decisions, and
actively participate in the economy.

2. Improved Economic Growth

By promoting entrepreneurship and economic empowerment among women, Mahila Banks contribute to
India’s economic growth and development.

3. Reduced Inequality

Mahila Banks help reduce economic and social inequality by providing financial services to marginalized
women and promoting their economic empowerment.

Benefits and Advantages of Mahila Banks

1. Financial Inclusion of Women

e Mahila Banks make financial inclusion easier for women, especially in rural and semi-urban areas. The
homely atmosphere allows women to freely discuss their financial needs with female officers, ensuring
a comfortable and supportive environment.

2. Tailored Services

e Mahila Banks offer financial products and services specifically designed to meet the unique needs of
women, including:

o Marriage Deposit Scheme

o Higher Education Deposit Scheme

o Newly Born Girl Child Deposit Scheme
3. Increased Access to Financial Services

e These banks provide greater access to financial services for women, especially in areas where traditional
banking systems may discriminate or exclude them.

4. Economic Empowerment

o Mahila Banks empower women by giving them ownership and control over their financial lives. This
empowerment promotes informed decision-making and active participation in the economy.

5. Support for Women Entrepreneurs

e These banks provide targeted support to women entrepreneurs, artisans, and small business owners. By
offering microfinance, small business loans, and financial literacy programs, Mahila Banks help women
contribute to economic growth and development.
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6. Addressing Collateral Challenges

e In India, property ownership is rarely in women’s names, forcing them to rely on their husbands for
collateral security when applying for large loans. Mahila Banks introduce preplanned loan schemes to
address such challenges and ensure profitability.

7. Promoting Gender Equality

« By creating financial opportunities for women, Mahila Banks help reduce economic and social inequality,
fostering a more balanced and equitable society.

8. Regional Development

o Just as women’s colleges have been established in districts across India, Mahila Banks can similarly be
set up to benefit women and promote regional economic development.

Alternative Solutions

1. Mainstreaming Gender

Existing banks can be encouraged to integrate gender considerations into their operations by offering
financial products and services that cater specifically to the needs of women.

2. Women’s Desks

raditional banks can establish dedicated women’s desks or specialized units to provide tailored financial
services to women, creating a more inclusive banking experience.

3. Digital Banking

Digital banking platforms can be leveraged to offer financial services designed for women, increasing
accessibility and convenience, particularly for women in remote areas.

4. Partnerships and Collaborations

Banks can collaborate with women’s organizations, NGOs, and other stakeholders to provide financial
services, support, and empowerment programs tailored to women’s needs.

Analysis of Women Financial Inclusion over the years
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Analysing the graphs made from the data collected over various sources (mentioned in references) highlights a
critical issue in women's financial inclusion in India: while the percentage of women owning bank accounts has
increased, actual usage of these accounts remains minimal. This discrepancy suggests that merely opening
accounts, often incentivized by government schemes, does not equate to genuine financial empowerment.
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Data from the National Family Health Survey (NFHS-5) indicates that the proportion of women
independently operating a bank or savings account rose from 53% in 2015-16 to 79% in 2019-21. However,
only 11% of women have accessed microcredit programs, despite 51% being aware of them. This low utilization
rate underscores the gap between account ownership and active financial engagement.

Further, a report from The Economic Times emphasizes that three out of every four women aged 15 and above
in India are not financially independent, and the female labor participation rate has fallen to just above 20%. This
context suggests that increased account ownership has not yet translated into substantial economic participation
or empowerment for women.

In summary, while the rise in bank account ownership among women is a positive development, the limited
usage of these accounts indicates that more comprehensive strategies are needed. Efforts should focus not only
on opening accounts but also on encouraging active usage through financial literacy programs, access to credit,
and initiatives that promote women's economic participation.

Conclusion

The establishment of Mahila Banks is a significant step in promoting women’s empowerment in the financial
sector. By providing tailored financial services, promoting entrepreneurship, and improving financial literacy,
Mahila Banks enable women to take control of their financial lives. These efforts ultimately contribute to
economic growth, reduce poverty, and promote gender equality. Therefore, establishing Mahila Banks in every
district is not only beneficial for women but also for the holistic development of the nation.
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