World Zarathushti Chamber of Commerce – Houston

March 17th 2005 Report - Women in Business
There are more than 141 million women in the United States, accounting for 51% of the population.  In 2004 there were an estimated 10.6 million majority-owned, privately held women-owned businesses.  They generated $2.46 trillion in sales and employed 19.1 million people nationwide.  This was a good reason for our Houston Chamber to devote a program for women, entitled "Women in Business". 
 
On March 17th at The Madras Pavillion on the lake in Sugarland, we had over 50 attendees at our program "Women in Business".  
 
Our first speaker was Ms. Sandy R. Poffinbarger of Women's Business Enterprise Alliance.  WBEA is a pace setter in helping women business enterprises grow and develop.  She spoke about how her organization helps women with business and businesses with women.  Ms. Poffinbarger discussed the development of strategic partnerships and programs that WBEA has for increasing opportunities for women-owned businesses and matching qualified suppliers to corporate and govenment purchasers.  WBEA was established in 1995.  Since its inception the organization has doubled its membership, established scholarship and mentoring programs, and has become one of the nation's leading certifiers of women-owned businesses.
 
Our second speaker was Mrs. Sharmeen Irani, owner of Wellbread Bakery.  Sharmeen got her undergraduate degree from Kansas State University in Bakery Science and Management.  After graduating Sharmeen worked for a bakery subsidiary of Campbells Soup.  Sharmeen later got an MBA from Rice University and after graduating worked for BMC Software.
 
However, Sharmeen always wanted her own business and as a result in 2003 Wellbread Bakery was established in the Galleria area.  Sharmeen's family has been in the bakery business in India for decades and Sharmeen became a fourth generation baker.
 
Sharmeen spoke about the challenges she faced in gaining confidence of the affluent Galleria area market and how she turned their curiosity about these new comers into consumer confidence.  Also the bakery business being a very competitive industry, Sharmeen spoke about how she relates  and competes with her competition.  Sharmeen runs the bakery using strong business principles and has sales and growth targets.
 
Along with Artisan breads, sandwiches, gourmet cakes and pastries, Wellbread bakery has given an Indian twist to some of their items.  They also bake shrewsbury cookies, nutsingers and nankhatai's.  
 
Finally, Sharmeen spoke about the special challenges and the balancing act that a woman faces having a newborn baby and running a business.
 
Our last speaker of the evening was Mrs. Khurshid Challa, owner and director of Sugar Mill Montessori School in Sugarland, Texas.  Khurshid started in Montessori as an assistant teacher in a Montessori school and went on to acquire her AMS Montessori certification in Early Childhood and later Elementary.  Opportunity came knocking in the form of an abandoned building.  After acquiring and refurbishing it, Sugar Mill Montessori School opened its doors and the hearts of its staff to the children of this community in 1994.  Khurshid started with 5 children in one classroom.  During the last 11 years the school has grown in size from one small classroom to six, with a kindergarten and elementary program.  By adhering to its vision of providing a nurturing and academically enriched environment for children and maintaining the highest standards of quality, SMMS has earned accreditation from the National Association for the Educatio! n of Young Children and the school also won the prestigious Kathleen Rowland Award for Leadership and Innovation in Education.
 
Every business experiences growing pains and challenges.  In this business demographics, staffing and maintaining high standards of education and quality are crucial elements for success.  Initially an agressive advertising campaign inundated the surrounding neighborhoods with flyers.  Today word of mouth and selective advertising help with enrollment.  However; ongoing communication, education, parental involvement and earning the trust of families are the most vital components for continued success.
 
To those who would like to open a business, Khurshid says, "discover your passion and pursue it, there is never a good time, so seize the moment and just do it!"
 
All of us with WZCC-Houston would like to thank our speakers and wish them continued success in the future.
 
Best wishes.
