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Abstract

Globalization and Economic Reform have enormous potential for economic growth and
poverty reduction. But there are at least three troubling features of these phenomena
that have emerged over the last two decades—technica change which is biased in favor
of capita and skilled labor; increased vulnerability and exposure to economic risks; and
ashift of economic power towards more mobile factors of production. The core of the
paper then discusses SEWA'' s experiences with the impact of these globa and nationa
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leve forces at the ground level in India, SEWA'’ s responses to them, and SEWA's
drategy for ensuring that its poor women members gain rather than lose from
globdization and economic reform.

1. Introduction

Globdization is one of those words that seem to be dl thingsto dl people. Some use it
in the narrow sense to mean increased trade and capita flows between nations. Thereisno
question that such global integration has proceeded apace since the Second World War,
and accelerated dramatically over the last two decades. Spectacular technical change,
especidly in information and communication, which has facilitated thisintegration, isadso
included by some others under the heading of globdization. To yet others, the perceived
increase in economic and politica power of mobile capital and skilled labor at the globa
level, visavis unskilled labor and sovereign governments, is what best characterizesthe
developments at the end of the 20™ century and the beginning of the 21%.

At the same time as discussion of globdization has come to dominate the international
discourse, the nationd discourse is dominated by the issue of “economic reform”. In fact,
globalization and economic reform are not unrelated because one of the key tenets of
economic reform in the last ten years has been the opening up the national economy to
international competition through more openness in trade and in capita flows. The other,
and related, key tenet has been the rolling back of the state in mgjor areas of economic and
socid activity. While the early zed of globdizers and economic reformers has been curtailed
somewhat in the last few years as the result of the financid crises of the late 1990s, and the
redlization from experience that what is needed is not “downsizing” but “rightsizing” of the
date, these two tenets till define the thrust of what “economic reform” meansin many
developing countries, including in India

How have globdization and economic reform played themsdlves out over the last ten
years? There has been a furious debate on this question. The perspectives used in the
debates have ranged from broadly ideologica and theoreticd (e.g. “markets versus state’),
through the macro level empirica (e.g. “does trade openness lead to growth?’), to the
micro level perspectives of poor households and individuds gaining or losing from the globa
and nationa level processes (e.g. “exporting creates jobs but increases vulnerability”). The
perspective of this paper isto consder the consegquences of globalization and economic
reform as seen from the ground leve. In particular, we view these globd and nationa
phenomena through the lens of the experiences and activities of the Sef Employed
Women's Association (SEWA) in India.

The plan of the paper is as follows. Section 2 elaborates three key features of
globalization and economic reform that are relevant for our discusson, asaway of
structuring subsequent discourse. Section 3 provides some background to the philosophy
and operations of SEWA.. Section 4, the core of the paper, provides the ground level



perspective in the context of some specific sectors that SEWA isinvolved in. Section 5
concludes the paper by drawing the lessons of SEWA’s experiences for the globalization
and economic reform debate.

2. ThreeFeaturesof Globalization and Economic Reform

As noted above, the words “ globdization” and “economic reform” arein danger of
losing their andytica cutting power because of their wide ranging use and interpretation. For
example, arecent World Bank (2001) report on Globdization, while highlighting the
conventiona “trade and investment” aspects of globdization, dso says, “Theterrorist
attacks on the United States on September 11 were one aspect of globaization,” and “The
goread of AIDS is part of globdization.” At the same time, the “economic reform” moves
to more market oriented economies within countries, and rolling back the role of
government and privatizing activities previoudy in the public sector, is seen by some asadso
being part and parcel of “globdization”.

Moreover, it isargued that thisis not the first phase of globaization in the world, nor
even the mogt intense. By some measures, trade and capita flows were more integrated at
the end of the last phase, which lasted from the late 19" century to the First World War. In
this view, the interwar and immediate post second world war period may well have been an
aberration on the long march to globd integration. We wish to cut through these definitiond
issues and focus on three sdient features of economic developments in the last two decades
that are directly relevant to the poor unskilled women who are members of SEWA--
technical change which isbiased in favor of capital and skilled labor; increased vulnerability
and exposure to economic risks; and a shift of economic power towards more mobile
factors of production.

Asanintroduction to the first of these features, consider the great debate among US
andysts on the causes of the widening gap between returns to skilled and unskilled labor in
the USthat started in the mid 1970s and has continued to today. Thiswidening isin sharp
contrast to a narrowing of the wage gap over three decades following the Second World
War. The debate has raged between “trade’ versus “technology” explanations of this
widening. Standard economic theory predicts that when an economy opens up to trade, the
wages of its abundant factor will be bid up relaive to the less dbundant factor. Thus, it is
argued, if more trade opens up between devel oped (skill abundant) countries and less
developed (unskilled labor abundant) countries, then as a result the gap between skilled and
unskilled labor should widen in rich countries and narrow in poor countries. In fact, the latter
effect is part of the rationale why some urge developing countries to “ globalize’.

There have been saverd critiques of this“trade’ based view. Firdly, in many
developing countries, the wage gap between skilled and unskilled Iabor has widened, not
narrowed. Secondly, it is argued that even if the trade effect is present, it cannot possibly, in
smple quantitetive terms, explain the full extent of the widening wage gap in the US—one
commentator has proposed arule of thumb of “25 percent trade, 75 percent technology”.



One possible way of combining these two critiquesisto give prominence to a globa
tendency for the returns to skilled labor to increase because of the nature of technical
progress in developed countries, and its spillover effects on skilled wages in poor countries
through trade and through mobility of skilled labor. For example, the wages of computer
programmers in Bangdore, dthough much lower than those in Slicon Vdley, will
nevertheless rise with skilled wages in Silicon Vdley (the two are linked by skilled |abor
migration and by trade in services), contributing to the widening gap between skilled and
unskilled wagesin India. Thisisin addition to the effects of country specific technica
progressin Indiaitsdf. Thus we come to what for usis akey consequence of the global
forces and nationa forces of the last two decades—increases in the wages of skilled [abor
relative to unskilled labor, primarily as the result of technologica change, rapidly tranamitted
through trade and openness.

The second feature of the last twenty years that we wish to highlight is the grester
vulnerability of nationd economies, and components of nationd economies, to the vagaries
of globa trade and financid flows. Starting with trade, the standard economic andysis of the
gains from trade iswell developed and establishes that opening up an economy leads to
overdl gainsin efficiency, even though there may be distributiona consegquences as some
people lose out. However, opening up an economy subjects domestic conditions to globa
fluctuations in terms of trade and demand for products. The grester efficiency may be
purchased at the price of grester risk and vulnerability. In particular, those dependent on
ther livelihood from sdling in globd markets or working for those who sl in globd
markets, even those who gain on average from opening up, may find themselves vulnerable
to sharp downturnsin demand for their product and their labor, because of globa forces
beyond their control. To the opennessin trade should be added the grester volatility of the
globa and nationa economies as the result of capitd flows. Whatever the efficiency gains of
freer capitd movement, the vulnerability sde has become dl too clear in the last two
decades. Liberdization of domestic markets can dso, dongsde any efficiency gains,
produce greater volatility in product and labor markets that impinge directly on unskilled
workers.

The third feature we wish to emphasize, has become a great bone of contention
between what one of the authors (Kanbur, 2001) has caled the *finance ministry tendency”
and the “civil society tendency.” Maingtream economics, which undergirds the thinking of
the finance minigtry tendency, indinctively builds its policy andyss on abasicaly compstitive
view of the world, in which no participant in any market has power over any other
participant. Many of the policy prescriptions, for example the advice to developing countries
to reduce their import tariffs, are based on such “ perfect competition” andysis. It can be
reedily demongtrated that once we depart from this “first best” world, and especidly if
markets have ements of monopoly power in them, then the standard prescriptions no
longer hold. In particular, the presence of market power should make us less sanguine about
the digtributional consegquences of moving to a market oriented economy. Characteridicaly,
there are two interpretations of what the process of greater globa trade and capita flows



might do to market power. The finance ministry view tends to be that such opening up
reduces concentrations of power at the nationd level—since al participants are now part of
amuch bigger globd market, they are smdler rlative to the totd market than they were.
The civil society view isthat, quite to the contrary, dlowing capita and skilled labor (but not
unskilled labor) to be more mobile increase ther rdative bargaining power & the nationd
level, visavis other market players but also vis avis governments. It should not then be
surprising that net returns to factors diverge, as governments compete on different
dimensions to attract and keep capital and skilled |abor.

One of the congtant complaints againgt the managers of the globa and nationa
economic systems isthat they rarely look down from the globd leve to seethe
conseguences of globa forces for people at the ground level, unless of course these people
take to the streets in acts of civil disobedience. But clearly the globd forces do have loca
consequences, especidly for the poor who are our main concern. Some of these are
consegquences are good for the poor, and some of these are bad. In this paper we do not
wish to argue that the globa forces identified above are dways and everywhere “evil”, as
some would have us bdieve. But aclear eyed anadyds of the chains of causation from the
globa to the loca levd, rooted in the actua experience of people on the ground, is needed
to inform and dert policy makers and the organizations of the poor to the possible negative
effects, and to develop strategies to counteract these effects.

In the rest of the paper we will follow through the consequences of the three key
features of globdization—alagging behind of the productivity and wages of the unskilled as
aresult of globa and nationd technica progress, an increased vulnerability and insecurity in
the new market and trade oriented world, despite significant benefits of these same trends;
and a decrease in bargaining power of unskilled workers as aresult of the greater mobility
of capitd and skilled Iabor. These ground level impacts will be framed and illugtrated in the
context of the work of SEWA in India. The observationsin this paper are based on a
number of different sources. Some are research studies conducted directly by SEWA while
others rely on secondary sources. However, in many cases we have relied on the feedback
from SEWA membersthat are expressed in various SEWA meetings, in observations of
SEWA leaders and organizers and in experiences of individua women. We begin a
discussion of theses experiences with a brief introduction to SEWA.

3. Background to SEWA

SEWA is a trade union of poor, sdf-employed women workers. Its roots lie in the
organizing of Gujarat textile workers in pardld with the Indian independence movement.
SEWA emerged form this base in textile worker’s unions, with an initid focus was on
organizing margindized sdf-employed urban women engaged in such trades as Street
vendors, rag pickers, head loaders, etc. to give them a voice to address their plight. It now
has an dl-India membership of around 419 000 women. In Gujarat, two-thirds of it's over



284,000 members are from the rural areas. SEWA is now working in five other sates in
India

SEWA is primarily a movement of sdf-employed women workers, a confluence of
three movements — the labor movement, cooperative movement and women's movement
based on a Gandhian philosophy. Through this women become strong and visible and their
tremendous economic and socid contributions are recognized. SEWA’s main srength liesin
building the capacity of illiterate and barely literate women to manage their own activities. A
large part of the SEWA daff are recruited and promoted from amongst the members and
SEWA is developing its cadre of barefoot professonds, such as barefoot managers,
lawyers, engineers, doctors, researchers, who become ‘illiterate professonas’ by virtue of
the practica experience which they gain and the focused capacity building inputs which are
provided by SEWA. These members and grassroots organizers congtitute the spearhead
teams which are formed for each activity and which take the lead in providing direct
assistance to members a the village level. They dso play akey role in promoting activitiesin
new Villages and mohbilizing and organizing women to participate. Through this mechanism
sudtainability and capacity for replication are in-built into the SEWA’s organizationd
structure.

SEWA'’s philosophy embraces a holistic approach to development — it believes that
multiple inputs and interventions are essentid for women to emerge from poverty,
vulnerability and years of deprivation. SEWA'’s integrated approach to poverty dleviaion
comprises. (a) organizing for collective strength; (b) capital formation through access to
financid sarvices, () capacity building and (d) socid security, (essentidly hedth care,
childcare, shelter and insurance) to enhance women's productivity and to ensure that
sudden crises are not adrain on their fragile household economies. SEWA’stwo main gods
are (i) full employment meaning employment which ensures work security, income security,
food security and socid security and (ii) self-reliance by which SEWA means that women
should be autonomous and sef-reiant, individudly and collectively, both economicaly and
interms of their decison-making ability.

As a member-based organization, its activities are driven by the needs and demands of
its members. A wide range of activities are being implemented covering savings and credit
groups, micro-insurance, watershed development, dairy cooperatives and fodder security,
agricultural development, forest plantation, drinking water, craft production, salt production
and gum collection, hedth care, child care, functiona literacy, mobile ration vans, training
and research. Member education in the philosophy of SEWA and basic leadership are
provided to al members.

These attivities are implemented by the members through a number of different
indtitutions established by SEWA including a totd of 86 cooperatives (dairy, fodder, grain
banks, plantation, ration shops, etc.), of which the largest is SEWA Bank, village
committees for integrated watershed development, water users groups for management and



operation of village tanks and ponds and piped water supply schemes, handicraft
associdions, urban community dum organizations, and hedth workers and child care
workers cooperatives. This reflects SEWA’s aim to decentralize decison-making powers,
including financid responghility, to the individud inditutions and to make members and their
organizations self-reliant.

After this brief background on SEWA'’s philosophy and its operations, we turn to a
gpecific discusson of SEWA'’s experiences with the consequences of globdization and
economic reform in anumber of selected sectors.

4. SEWA’sExperience
a. TheConstruction Sector

SEWA has 13,000 members in the congtruction sector, most of them in Ahmedabad
City. Thesewomen are mainly ‘unskilled’ construction workers, working as casua labor. A
study conducted by SEWA Academy in 1999 (SEWA, 1999), found the following:

= Women were engaged in mainly unskilled work. 92% carrying loads of cement, bricks,
concrete etc. The rest in semi-skilled work like plastering or concrete mixing. In
comparison, 36.8% of men were engaged load carrying, the rest being in semi-skilled or
skilled work, like masonry, tile laying, centering etc.

*  64% of the women and 60% of the men said that they were ‘traditionally’ construction
workers, i.e. ther families did this work before them. Many of them had become
congruction workers after migrating to the city from therural areas. The rest joined this
work because of losing work in other jobs.

= 93.6% of the women and 97.6% of the men said they were casua laborers, they were
engaged on adaily basis from stes where |aborers sood every morning and were hired
by contractors.

= There were condderable differences between the average earnings of men and women,
reflecting their difference in kill levels. The average earnings of women were Rs. 60 per
day as compared to Rs. 128 for the men.

= 88.8% of the women and 74.4% of the men said that they had physica problems
connected with their work; and 51% of the women and 13% of the men said that they
had suffered accidentsin the course of their work.

Interviews conducted for the sudy identified pressure on employment as a key feature
of the previous decade in this sector. Here is how the issue appears to Madhuben
Maganbhai, a 35-year-old construction worker, in her own words:

“| arted at the age of fifteen and first carried loads of concrete on my head. Then |
learnt to carry 12 bricks a atime. Later, | learnt to lay concrete and then do plastering.



When | firgt started working we were attached to a contractor and would get work
everyday. We only had one holiday on amavas (no-moon day). However, in the last ten-
twelve years, the numbers of workersincreased with the closure of the textile mills and the
printing factories. Then workers started competing with each other, and we no longer had
regular work. We dl had to stand at the kadiya-naka (roadside site for construction
workers) and contractors come and hire us by the day. Still, | used to get about 20 days of
work a month. However, over the last five years things have become especidly bad. |
hardly get 6 to 7 days work amonth. Thisisthe Stuation with al of uswho stand at the
kadiyanaka. Why? | don’t know why. The work seemsto have decreased overall. Some
say it isdue to recession. Others say it is due to new machines, which have comein. In
some of the bigger stesnow, | have seen that dl digging is done by machines, and even
carrying bricks that we used to do, is now done by machines, and in some siteswhole walls
are made e sawhere and brought to the site.”

Madhuben clearly identifies technologica change as one of the factors affecting her
work prospects. This matches many of the inditutiond trends that we seein this sector in
the wake of globalization and economic reform. Under the prevailing WTO regime, the
essentid requirement of globa tendering has facilitated the entry of many multinationd
corporations on to the Indian construction scene in abig way. The presence of these
companiesisincreasingly visble in many infrastructure devel opment projects being
undertaken under government funding as well as under bilatera/mulltilateral assstance
arrangements. Mgor foreign companies which have dreedy arrived are: Bechtd (USA),
Hyundai (Jgpan), Mitsui (Jgpan), Obayshi (Japan), Savdesa (Sweden) and Traffel House
(UK). Many world leaders in congtruction have dready arrived staking claim on projects
for building of petrochemica plants, refineries, factories, roads, bridges and metro rall
projects. Highly technology-smart and equipped with the latest machinery and construction
methods, the entry of these companiesis beginning to have far reaching implications for the
domestic congruction industry aswell aslabor.

The trend towards mechanization with the entry of internationd firms has been
responded to by the Indian Government—by helping the domestic industry to mechanize as
well. The Government of India, dong with leaders in the congtruction industry, has set up a
new organization caled Congruction Industry Development Council. One of its mgor tasks
is to help the Indian industry enter the era of globd tendering. In the post liberdization
period, Indian congruction industry is witnessng many structurd changes that are going to
radicdly transform the business as well as the congruction labor market. With increased
mechanization, there would be massve displacement of labor in nearly dl congtruction
operations. Clearly, women congtruction workers are going to be worst affected by this
emerging scenario of increasing privatization and mechanization. Femde labor might be
completely diminated from the main operations in which they have been traditiondly
deployed, namdy, soil digging and carrying, carrying inputs in concrete mixing and placing,
concrete curing and brick carrying. Although data on labor deployment on congtruction Sites



using modern construction methods is not available, it seems that the overdl deployment of
labor could become 1/50th to 1/5th of the earlier numbers (see Table 1).

Inlight of this intensifying (un) employment Stuation in the congtruction sector, dongsde
the traditiond problems of poor working conditions, SEWA's response has
Tablel
Major Construction Equipment/Accessories being Factory-produced

Equipment/Accessories Impact on Labor

Excavators Reduction to 1/20th of present workforce
Ready-mix concrete (RMC) plants Reduction to 1/20th of present workforce
Concrete pumping machines Reduction to 1/10th of present workforce
Chemica concrete curing Reduction to 1/5th of present workforce
Bar-bending machines Reduction to 1/5th of present workforce

Sted dructures with high tension bolts Reduction to 1/10th of present workforce

Wal pand's (made from flyash-based Reduction to 1/10th of present workforce

cement)

Pre-fabricated segments Reduction to 1/10th to 1/5th present
workforce

Complete pre-fabricated stedl structures  Reduction to 1/20th of present workforce

High-strength concrete ASC dabs of Reduction to 1/20th of present workforce

different Szes (made from flyash-based

cement)

Auto-dov wall pandsusing flyash cement  Reduction to 1/20th of present workforce

(eerated, light weight -haf of amud brick

weight, low cost and high hegt isolation

property; most useful in earthquake

prone regions

Pre-engineered buildings Reduction to 1/50th of present workforce

Source: Information collected from industry sourcesfor CIDC.

been multidimensond, but with two main dements—specific programsto hep therr
members, and organization to increase their voice in policy and regulation.

Addressing the problem of lack of unskilled work requires training SEWA’s membersin
new skills. While standard congtruction work is decreasing on the one hand, there is growth
in other types of congtruction on the other, from large-scale infrastructure projects to urban
housng to rurd semi-permanent huts. The Government has been encouraging low-cost
housing. Given the growth of the sector, many new products are coming into the market. As
an example, SEWA approached a prominent cement company and a loca builder to help



the women get better skills. The firgt training taken up was in masonry, where the women
trainees had to face a great ded of ridicule—who had ever heard of women masond
However, &fter the training, about one-third of the trainees improved their earnings from Rs.
60 to Rs. 130 per day. After that alarge number of women wanted to take the training and
thisis an on-going activity, ranging across other congtruction skills aswell.

But traning is not enough. What is dso needed is to influence the councils of
policymaking and regulation that make decisons that affect the daily lives of poor women.
In this regard, SEWA’s firg action was to organize the workers, make them members and
enligt their demands. These demands included: the issuance of identity cards and attendance
cards for congruction workers, key documents for accessng loca public services,
insurance coverage and payment of medical expenses, and payment of minimum wages. As
a result of broad based pressure, the Government of India has passed the Construction
Workers Protection and Welfare Act (1996). However, the Government of Gujarat has not
yet implemented this Act. The main demand of SEWA in Gujarat was that the Government
of Gujarat implement the Congtruction Workers Act. Thus congtruction workers now do
have some voice through SEWA. However, the mgor decisons to ded with globdization
are not made in Ahmedabad, but in New Dehi. SEWA has now become a member of the
Congruction Industry Development Council and through this channd among others, is
making the needs of the workersfdt at the level of Government policy.

b. The Garment Industry

In the wake of liberdization, during the 1990s the garment sector in Ahmedabad grew
rapidly: output grew by 18 per cent and retail trade grew by 12 per cent (Singh 1999). A
recent sudy of over 100 small factories and workshops found that well over haf were less
than five years old and over one third were less than two years old (Ibid). Because the
garment industry in Ahmedabed is fast growing and changing it is difficult to capture in
officia gatistics or otherwise. To begin with, the garment Iabor market is highly segmented
by product, market, location of work, employment status, and, across or within each of
these niches, by gender. Second, many garment workers work not in factories but are home
based - both own-account and sub-contract - and are not adequately captured in officia
datistics (SEWA, 1998). Third, the garment sector is highly volatile, experiencing rapid
changes in the domestic market and rapid (but fluctuating) expansion of the export market.

A SEWA survey found that 50 per cent of workersin dl registered firms did not have
written contracts and about 10 per cent did not receive any benefits. Another sudy found
that many large factories hire workers on both a piece rate basis (whereby wages vary
according to output) and atime rate bas's (whereby wages are fixed by the week or
month). This study aso found that women are typicdly hired on a piece rate bas's, whether
or not they are permanent workers and whether they stitch or do ancillary tasks (Unni et d
1999).
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Small factories and workshops tend to hire workers without written contracts and
below minimum wages (Kantor 2000). One recent study found that only 34 per cent of
femae workers and 40 per cent of mae workers in smal garment workshops are paid a
regular monthly salary. The rest are paid by the day or piece, depending on their output
(Unni et d 1999). Moreover, workers typically do not get worker benefits such as pad
leave, severance notice, or bonuses. Only 15 per cent receive employer contributions to a
pension or provident fund; only about 5 per cent are covered by accident insurance. Sub-
contract workers are paid per piece or per dozen pieces produced. The rate per dozen
pieces varies by the type of garment. Whatever the item, dependent home-based garment
makers earn only a small percentage of the sdlling price - aslow as 2 to 5 per cent - while
the employer-trader (the seth) and his contractor (if any) earn a far higher percentage - as
high as 40 per cent (Singh 1999).

Most workers - both dependent and independent - experience fluctuating earnings and
income. What a person earns is not just a function of her wages but dso of the number of
days she gets work. There are seasond fluctuations in the garment industry. The season
when mogt festivals and weddings take place - from September to February - is the pesk
season for garment production. During the pesk season, the volume production that is "put
out" to smal manufacturing units and home-based producers increases to hdp meet
demand. During the other six months of the year - March through August - the volume of
sub-contracting declines. During those months, if they do not get or expect work orders,
some dependent producers shift to other occupations. for instance, rolling bidis or incense
sticks.

The products in the market have been changing rapidly. A decade ago, women were
making mainly petticoats and children’s wear for the local market. Now, the demand isfor
more sophisticated items in the nationa and internationa market, which they do not know
how to dtitch. Earlier, cotton cloth was the main raw materia, but now there is a variety of
gynthetic materids including satin and velvet. These materials do not stitch well on the older
sewing machines owned by the women. Most women have the Smplest types of sewing
machines, and dthough many women have fitted these machines with motors, they il
remain low in productivity. They would like to move to the next level of sewing machines,
but cannot afford the capital to do so. In addition, many types of work, which used to be
done by hand such as making buttonholes and hemming, now are done by machines, or by
add-onsto existing machines.

One of the mgor problems of the garment workersis the lack of capitd to expand their
businessif they are sdf-employed, or to upgrade the qudity of their sswing machines. The
SEWA Bank has a speciad emphasis on asset creation, on buying new machines. Every
month about 300 garment workers take loans from SEWA Bank ranging from Rs 5000 to
Rs. 25,000. But many are unable to afford them. Also, some women claim that when they
bought the specia add-ons they were able to earn well, but soon the market changed and
they were |ft to repay the loan with greatly reduced income from the machine.
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SEWA'’s efforts on behdf of its membersin the garment industry have been directed to
increasing their access to employment opportunities, to capital, to skills and to markets. For
example, while there has been a growth of smal factories of dl types including garment
factories in Ahmedabad city, there does not exist any system by which workers can get to
know of vacancies or opportunities in these factories, or for the factory ownersto find good
workers. The existing Employment exchanges only cater to forma sector jobs. SEWA has
st up its own employment center, where SEWA members register themselves, their
qualifications and skills and the kind of the work they are willing to do. The Center kegpsin
touch with potential employers through direct visits and through other forums such asthe
Chamber of Commerce, and attempts to place workers as well as negotiate a good wage
and working conditions for them. About 150 workers are placed every month.

Most garment workers can only stitch one type of garment and so as the market
changes they lose work. SEWA has been running classes where workers learn to stitch 25
different types of garments, which are most popular in the market. The courses are part-
time for three months and about 100 workers are trained at one time. The women say that
learning these new skills hasincreased their work opportunities by about 50%. Moreover,
SEWA members are generdly at the low end of the scde of products. The Government has
set up a number of inditutes of fashion technology to promote the garment industry and
exports, and there are many private indtitutes dso training people in fashion and designs.
SEWA has an agreement with the most prominent such ingtitute—the Nationa Indtitute of
Fashion Technology, that they will accept about 50 SEWA members for training every year.
The skills taught in this ingtitute enable the workers to enter the market directly, or to work
for exporters.

A find example is the SEWA Trade Facilitation Center (STFC). A sgnificant number of
SEWA members are embroidery workers, mainly in rurd aress. In the last ten years they
have been hit by repeated disasters such as drought and cyclone and a these times
embroidery isthe only livelihood they can sustain. The objectives if SFTC areto link artisan
rurd micro-enterprises with the nationd, internationa, globa and virtud marketplace,
thereby offering access to both domestic and external trade opportunities and increased
sustainable employment opportunities for the disaster-affected poor artisans. In order to
achieve its gods, STFC uses the latest management tools and information technology to
redize the true potentid of the products produced by the artisans and to connect them with
the targeted market arenas and segments globdly. In its brief one and haf year period it
helped to redize an annua growth of 62 percent in overal sdes and 311 percent growth in
exportsin 2001 over the preceding year. The plan isthat in five yearsit the STFC, which is
incorporated as a company, will have developed into a profitable ingtitution, which is totaly
dedicated to asssting the poorest women to market their own products localy, nationdly,
regionaly and internationaly. This unique business modd for poverty dleviaion operaesvia
a unique principle whereby the mgority of shareholders are the disaster-affected artisans
themsdves.



c. TheForestry Sector

About 90% of India’s 64 million hectares of forests are under state ownership; the rest
are community and private forests. Altogether there are an estimated 100 million forest
dwdlersin the country living in and around forests and another 275 million for whom forests
condtitute an important source of livelihood support. Women's economic dependence on
forests extends far beyond their involvement as wage labor in forestry operations and forest
based industry. Women interact with forests at multiple levels and this complex raionship
needs to be understood in its entirety before any effort is made to trace the impact of
macro-economic and policy changes on their lives and livelihood (Nanavati, 1996).

A large number of SEWA members earn their livelihood from the forests. For example,
in the drought-prone villages of Banaskantha, Gujarat, gum is a product collected from the
trunks of babul (propogisjulifera) trees. It is used as an input into a variety of manufacturing
processes such as glues, dyes, firecrackers and certain eatables. Due to lack of irrigation,
the agriculture in this area is very meager and most people pick gum as a means of
supplementing their livelihood, often it is the only source of livelihood. According to a survey
done by SEWA in 1997:

= 92% of the women said that gum collection was their main occupation

= 68% of families earn Rs.500 or less and 25% earn Rs. 500-Rs.1000 per month

= 77% of the children help their parents; most do not go to schooal.

= 38% of the women and thar families have to migrate to other didricts during the
summer in search of work.

= 70% of the families have mortgaged their land.

SEWA'’s actions in the Forestry sector confound any smple characterization of its
general stance as pro or anti market, or pro or anti state. It is well recognized that dtate
intervention in the forestry sector in India has been pervasve and government palicies have
had a decisive influence on the management and hedlth of forestsin the country. A number of
sudies (eg. Bgg, 1994) have established that these policies have been detrimentd in their
economic, environmental and digtributiond effects and made the case for a smaller and more
focused government presence in the forestry sector.

In the last decade, the sector has seen a number of changes in the wake of the
economic reform process. The most sdlient change has been the lowering of import barriers
for wood and wood products. Timber in log or sawn form and pulp have been included
under Open Generd License and private entrepreneurs can now import. There has been a
quantum jump in the import of timber with imported quantities reaching about 50% of
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recorded timber production from forests land. An estimated 50% of pulp consumption is
aso currently imported. The liberdization of imports has helped to conserve forest resources
among other benefits.

Overdl, SEWA would argue that the impact of the reforms on forest based
communities and particularly women has been postive, dthough the import of pulp has
adversdly affected some farmers who had undertaken block plantation of eucayptus and
other such species. International participation and influence on forest management has been
positive to the extent that greater sakeholder participation and community-based
management ae now widdy accepted within the forest bureaucracy. With the
ingtitutiondization of Joint Forest Management a great conceptua breakthrough has been
meade in sharing ownership with loca communities. However, JFM covers only a miniscule
proportion of the country’s forest and even here the literature suggests that women's
interests may have been adversdly impacted upon in the initid stages.

In SEWA'’s view, by far the greatest faling of the reform process, and that too
impacting most on women collectors, is that of the continued state control and monopoly of
the non-timber forest produce (NTFP) trade, across different states in the country. Gum
callection by SEWA members is a leading example of this phenomenon. Almos dl of the
important NTFPs are nationaized and can be sold only to government agencies. Most state
Forest Development Corporations are defunct agencies confronted with mounting liabilities.
Huge and redundant manpower and capita enhance operating costs and huge mark-ups are
needed to break-even. Very often subcontractors are deployed and the collectors margins
further squeezed. The extensive literature on the subject amost unanimoudy points towards
decontralling the trade and reducing the government rolein it (Bgg 2001).

In response, SEWA organized the gum collecting women into groups, which got
licenses from the forest department to collect gum (SEWA, 2000). Due to the forest laws,
the groups were not dlowed to sdl the gum in the market but had to sdl it to the forest
department at prices determined by the latter. The forest department began reducing its price
from Rs. 12 per kilo to Rs. 10 and in one year even aslow as Rs. 6, further impoverishing an
aready impoverished community. One of the reasons cited for this decrease of prices, was a
large-scde import of gum from Sudan. However, the prices in the market were much higher
than forest department prices, remaining around Rs. 20 to Rs 26. SEWA began a dialogue
with the Government asking for specid permission to sdll gum directly in the market. This
permission was reluctantly granted for a year, during which the earnings of the women went
up consderably. However, the permisson has not been renewed. Meanwhile SEWA is
exploring ways of processing the gum in the villages. At the same time, SEWA is working
with the agriculture university to upgrade the qudity of the trees and make them more
productive.

With annua production of over 25 million standard bags (each bag containing 1000
bundles of 50 leaves each), Madhya Pradesh is one of the largest producers of tendu lesf in
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the country. The state has a system whereby the leaves are collected by collector co-
operatives set up by the Government. More than 3 million workers are involved in the tendu
leef collection. The entire family gets up a four in the morning and walks five to 9x
kilometers in forest for the collection of tendu patta. They come back by noon and then
make bundles from leaves and deposit it a fudh by four in the evening. For 100 bundles
(one bundle consigts of 50 leaves) they get Rs 40.

In both Gujarat and Madhya Pradesh SEWA has helped the women to form collector
groups and sl to the forest department. In Madhya Pradesh SEWA found that the
cooperatives were in name only. The tendu-pluckers have nothing to do with the
governance of the tendu business. The businessis clearly run by the forest department
hierarchy. Tendu-pluckers who are supposedly the ‘members of primary societies have not
been issued membership certificates even after a decade. For all practica purposes, the
tendu pluckers who are supposed to be members of co-operatives are treated as casua
workers. In fact, many forest department officials don’t even know what a co-operdiveis
and how it should be run. They think they are providing employment to tendu pluckers for
which they should be grateful to them. In response, SEWA’s campaigns have focuses on
empowering the tendu pickersto organize and clam ther rights viaa vis the forestry
department, including the right to sell to private traders.

d. Insurance

SEWA's poor women members have adways faced tremendous vulnerabilities in their
lives—the risks of accidents and illness, fire and theft, and periodic unemployment and loss
of income through the vagaries of product and labor markets. As documented in the
previous sections, this last factor has increased in the last decade of liberdization. SEWA
found that poor women want support to tackle as many risks as possible at atime, thereby
reducing their vulnerability, and that they are willing to pay premiums for insurance. In 1992,
SEWA st up its insurance programme, implemented by SEWA Bank. Women paid a smdl
premium and in exchange were covered for degth, hospitalization and asset loss. The
premium had to be paid every year, so to smplify payment, SEWA Bank linked it with
saving and the interest on afixed deposit amount covered the premium.

In the early 1990's only the Public Sector firms were dlowed in the insurance sector,
and s0 the insurance schemes were worked with the public sector, Life Insurance Company
and Generd Insurance Companies. It was very difficult working with these companies,
because firdly, dl thework of collecting premiums, convincing the women, identifying clams
and following up with the insurance company was done by SEWA, & its own cog.
Secondly, the insurance company rules and regulations required procedures that were very
difficult for poor women with limited resources to comply with for example they were
required to get a certificate from the Weather bureau about speed of winds, if their houses
were destroyed by astorm. Third the companies were very dow in checking out clams, for
example assessors would not reach the dSte of house damage by flood or riots till weeks
afterwards. This downess dso resulted in the women going to moneylenders and into dett.
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In the late 1990s the Indian Parliament passed an Act dlowing private insurance
companies into the sector. SEWA'’s stand was that a provison should be introduced into
the Act, that a certain percentage of the insured of each insurance company should be from
the informa sector and the poor, and this clause was indeed introduced into the Act. Once
the Act was passed, SEWA was keen to launch its own insurance company in the form of a
co-operative. However, it was not alowed to do so because the Act seemed to be only
promoting very large companies. The minimum capita required to register a company under
the Act was Rs. 100 crores for Life Insurance, and for generd insurance. SEWA argued
with the Government that an insurance company for the poor, did not require such a large
capitd base, and that Rs. 30 crores would guarantee the safety and stability of such a
company. However, this argument is not being heard and so far only the very large
companies are being dlowed to enter the market.

Meanwhile SEWA has being building up its own insurance program for its members
(Chatterjee, 2002). By 2001 over 92,000 people had been insured which included about
72,000 women and 20,000 men (husbands of SEWA members). Three packages are being
offered to the members al of which include benefits for deeth, illness, asset loss and
maternity. With privatisation, SEWA has been able to get better dedls for its members, as
there is more competition among the insurance companies.

As in the Forestry sector, therefore, SEWA'’s postion on liberdization is a nuanced
one. The support of state owned insurance companies to the poor was not great, and the
privatization has alowed SEWA to get better dedls for its members. However, the dream of
darting its own insurance company is unfulfilled, as the regulaory framework in the newly
privatized sector seems more suited to the needs of large insurance companies than to
organizations of the poor. SEWA'’s needs greater representation and clout at the councils
where these issues are discussed and decided, so that it can better make the case for the
needs of its members.

5. Conclusion

What do we learn form SEWA’s ground level perspective on the consequences of the
globa and nationd forces that go under the labds of “globdization” and “economic
reform”? We draw the following five lessons.

(i) The effects of globdization and economic reforms on poor
women are highly differentiated and nuanced, so a blanket
andysis or ganceis not judtified (Jhabvaa, 1995). Some features
of the economic reform process, such as reducing the role of the
sate in Forestry, and some consequences of greater openness,
such asthe easier access to international markets for poor
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(i)

(ii)

)

)

women's products, are beneficia to poor women. But other
features are not.

Despite the benefits of globdization and economic reform, the
three troubling features identified from first principles—relative
decline in unskilled wages, increased risk and vulnerahility, and a
declining bargaining power of unskilled labor—are indeed seen in
SEWA'’ s ground level experience.

Maximizing the benefits and minimizing the cods requires active
management of the process of globalization and economic reform
with the outcomes for poor in mind. A hands off policy isnot an
option. Strategies for management should be devel oped by
listening to the experiences of the poor and to their
representatives.

Managing and mitigating the negative consequences of
liberdization will require direct interventions to enhance the skills
of the poor, and to develop insurance tools to manage the risks
they face, will be crucid. These interventions need to combine
government action and action by organizations of the poor.

The poor, and especidly unskilled poor women, need
organization to counteract the growing economic power of capital
and skilled labor as aresult of their grester national and globa
mohbility. Organization is dso the sne qua non for representation
of the interests of poor women in locdl, nationa and globa policy
making councils, apoint also emphasized in World Bank (2000).
Public policy can help by developing an enabling legd and
regulatory environment in which membership based organizations
of the poor can represent their interests and provide them with
services they need.
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