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FIGHTING INJUSTICE WITH COMPASSION

FOUNDER OF HONG KONG-BASED NON-PROFITS, COMMUNITY
BUSINESS AND THE ZUBIN FOUNDATION, SHALINI MAHTANI OPENS UP
TO TINA THAKRAR ABOUT USING HER PERSONAL EXPERIENCES AS THE
SPRINGBOARD TO ERADICATING SOCIAL INJUSTICE
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S
halini Mahtani has
been breaking rules
since as far back as
she can remember.
From fighting for

her right to be educated to
questioning the Sindhi rituals
and superstitions that her
family followed to a T, she was
always acutely aware of social
injustice happening not only
with her, but also around her.
She had a strong voice then,
and has an authoritative one
now as a proponent for
diversity, inclusion, and social
equality in Hong Kong and
Asia.

Shalini is the founder of
Community Business, a non-
profit focused on corporate
social responsibility in Asia,
and The Zubin Foundation, an
organization that works to
uplift Hong Kong’s ethnic
minorities through social
inclusion. She powers through
every cause she takes up,
which has a lot to do with her
own personal hardships and
family background. 

Hong Kong based Shalini hails
from the prestigious Harilela
family, often dubbed one of
the richest Indian families in
that part of the world. Her
grandfather George Harilela
had seven children, one of
whom is Shalini’s mother who

married into a Mahtani family.
Even today, Shalini distinctly
remembers hearing her
mother recite the
Satyanarayan Katha every full
moon night and gorging on Sai
Bhaji, Koki and Mithi Loli.

However, she also recalls
another side to the loving, big-
hearted family that resided in
the massive Harilela Mansion
in Hong Kong. “There was
always a very clear distinction
between the role of man and
woman. I was discouraged
from studying, could only
marry a Sindhi boy, and was
chided for being
argumentative lest I ruin my
marital prospects. But I was a
rebel. I fought to study, and
study law, although I was
allowed only accounting; I
questioned the rituals and the
educational background of the
priests who were supposed to
be the flagbearers of our
culture; and I could see only

hypocrisy and no substance in
most that I came across.”

That uncomfortable feeling
that was always brewing
within her as a child became a
promise she made to herself;
that once she got to a certain
point in her career, she’d
begin working towards
bringing about social justice.
That moment came very early
in her life, soon after she’d
graduated from the London
School of Economics and
become a qualified accountant
with a few years of
professional experience under
her belt.

Working with MNCs and large
conglomerates made Shalini
well versed with not only the
accounting and auditing side
of the businesses, but also
management and leadership
thought. In 2002, she set up
Community Business, an
organization that works
towards diversity, community
engagement and CSR at the
workplace, for the inclusion of
women, the LGBT community,
and those with disabilities.
She’s worked tirelessly with
hundreds of companies in
Asia, serving as advisor to the
likes of Merrill Lynch,
Goldman Sachs, Cisco, HSBC,
and Standard Chartered. As
part of her work, she’s penned

qÜÉ

LIFE IS SHORT. WHAT
WE GROW TO CARE
ABOUT IS THE IMPACT
THAT WE MAKE ON
THE LIVES OF OTHERS
AND THAT OTHERS
MAKE ON US
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research and opinion pieces,
hosted radio shows, and
spoken at multiple forums on
diversity and inclusion.

During the time she was
pursuing her banking career,
Shalini met Ravi Gidumal, a
fellow Sindhi who fought to
give British citizenship to Hong
Kong’s ethnic minorities in the
1990s. He became her biggest
supporter, the wind beneath
her wings, and her rock. The
two were married, and every
penny they received as
blessings from the community
was donated to building a
school for children in India.

A couple of years after they
were married, in May of 2009,
Shalini and Ravi’s young first
born, Zubin grew suddenly ill
and passed away two days
later. Life changed overnight
for the two, both of whom dealt
with the trauma differently,
grieved separately, but stood
by each other every step of the
way. To help Shalini find her
feet again, a family friend set
up The Zubin Mahtani Gidumal
Foundation. Shalini took it over
in 2014, registered it as a
charity, and began working
with the long-suffering ethnic
minorities of Hong Kong.

“Going through something as
traumatic as losing a child
made me understand suffering
much more. I felt pain like I’d
never felt before, and suffer
from depression even today.
But I wasn’t afraid of trivial
things anymore. So I started to
work with the least talked
about and deeply suffering
ethnic minorities in Hong
Kong. Everything I do today, I
do for my three children, which
includes Zubin,” she says with
quiet determination.

Now, Shalini works three
days a week, balancing the
foundation’s work with home
life and her children’s

routines. When she isn’t
ploughing through her
emails, she meets with
funders, collaborators,
clinics, and other NGOs to
further the work of her
foundation as well as that of
others. She’s been named
Member of the Order of the
British Empire (MBE) by Her
Majesty Queen Elizabeth II in
2008, made it to the list of
Young Global Leaders of the
World Economic Forum in
2009, and received a Master
of Charities, Arts and
Culture from the American
Chamber of Commerce in
Hong Kong in 2011.

“One of the causes we’re
exploring now is the issue of
forced marriage amongst
Pakistani girls in Hong Kong.
People need to be more
aware of these issues, as
also the broader role of girls
in the South Asian
community. We’re trying to
mobilise the female
community to get behind this
problem, and also trying to
create links with NGOs in
India and Pakistan so our
governments can provide the
right kind of assistance when
needed,” states Shalini, who
spends her weekends doing
activities with her children
and meeting family in Hong
Kong. She and Ravi have also
instilled in their kids, aged 11
and 8, a responsibility to give
back to society.

“I’ve learnt some hard but
important lessons through
Zubin. Life is short, and the
only thing that counts is love.
What we grow to care about is
the impact that we make on
the lives of others and that
others make on us.” Shalini’s
personal and professional life
has seen such a strong
overlap, that we know her
words always ring true.
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ONE OF THE CAUSES WE’RE
EXPLORING NOW IS THE ISSUE
OF FORCED MARRIAGE
AMONGST PAKISTANI GIRLS IN
HONG KONG. PEOPLE NEED TO
BE MORE AWARE OF THESE
ISSUES, AS ALSO THE
BROADER ROLE OF GIRLS IN
THE SOUTH ASIAN COMMUNITY
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