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B ANGLADESH s experi-
encing rapid socioec-
onomic change marked
by increasing rates of land-
lessiiess. unemployment and
impoverishment. Among the
poor. the plight of rural
women is harder. Women are
subject to different types and
Jegrees of social and patriar-
chal control and exploitation.
The rigid division of labour by
sex has resulted in a highly
seyregated labour market. The
special risks for those desti-
rute women, who seek work in
such a segregated labour mar-
ket strueture, are that
women s wages are lower than
men s, and more critically, the
demiand for female labour Is
lower than the demand for
male labour. In such a condi-
ron in rural economy. self-
cmployment for women is a
way out from the persisting
problem of unemployment
and underpayment, an ap-
proach that has recently gath-
ered momentum among the
non government organisations
NGOs) in Bangladesh,

Tailoring Training

Rangpur and Dinajpur re-
Jions, the Rangpur Dinajpur
Rural Service (RDRS) working
area. manifest the features of
the most impoverished condi-
tion both spatially and other-
wise. Spatial inequality coupled
with class disparity in income,
concentration of land (three
jriarters of the households are
functionally landless), mass il-
literacy (80 per cent), problem
of access into government ser-
vices. poor Infrastructure,
unemployment and the prob-
iem of women's empowerment

have aggravated the rural living .

conditions in the region. Faced
with this rural reality, RDRS
telt long ago that seH-reliance
among the poor is a pre-condi-
tion for a sustainable develop-
ment in the region and indeed
in Bangladesh. With this devel-
opment view, where women's
smpowerment is the central
issue. RDRS offered tailoring
training to 80 destitute women
i1 two of its Comprehensive
Project Units (CPU) —Lalmoni-
rhat and Pirganj. Starting in
(ctober 1993, the Talloring
[raiming Project (TTP) con-
tinued until! September 1994
A study was conducted in
September 1994 in two se-
lected project areas of RDRS
»ith a view to measuring the
impact of the project on em-
ployment opportunities, in-
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come generation and other
socio-psychological develop-
ment of the clients. The pro-
ject operated with BO destitute
women participantis who come
from 23 unidns in 8 thanas
under 2 RDRS CPUs. As the
women are living in their re-
spective villages, it was not
feasible to interview all 80
participants of the project.
The study therefore selected

16 participants applying strati-
fied sampling technique.
An impressionistic view

from the field survey data
shows that the TTP is a re-
markable success in terms of
skill development, employ-
ment opportunity, income 1m-
provement, empowerment and
socio-psychological develop-
ment of the target population.
it also made some success in
motivating other destitute
womerl /adolescent girls of the
localities and transferring to
them some degree of tailoring
skill. It was seen in both CPU

RDRS ofjering tailoring training

areas of the project that the
trained tailors were working
very efficiently both at home
and in the market place. Out of
16 trainees, 12 are running
their business from their
homes and 4 have rented
shops in the market place in
Lalmonirhat and Bochaganj.

A Happy Face of the Rural
Society

There are evidences from
the two study areas that the
destitute women-turned
trained tailors have made a
breakthrough in generating in-
come. It does not matter how
slowly the women tailors will
come to the limelight of
‘development’. but the fact of
the matter is they are begin-
ngg to change the pace of ru-
ral economy. This dynamism
will explicitly determine the
course of many informal sec-
tors in the rural economy and
thereby influence the socio-
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cultural change in the society.

The projected benefits of the,

TTP are systematically taking
place as the beneficiaries
themselves are realising that it
very well serves their eco-
nomic and socio-psychological
interests. Although the project

has yet to yield long lasting
and definitive results, but

given the improvements that
took place, there can be little
doubt that in the long run the
target population' will benefit
from this. In the short term
though. the indications are

Some tailors have pur-
chased some amount of agri-
cultural land. It was not realis-
tically possible for them to
even think about it before they
joined the training project.
Similarly, 7 of the same group
of women have paid lease
money (in between Taka 1000-
3000) to in farming
land. Three of the women have
even given money on credit.

Six women have recently spent
from their own earmnings an av-
erage Taka 200 each to re-
place their traditional latrine
with a hygienic latrine

Another group of 5 women
have contributed an average
Taka 700 to improve housing
conditions, l.e. tin roof/new
thatch,

Some were able to purchase
furniture/radio/utensils for
their homes  Others have in-
creased the number of cows,
goats and poultry. Thirteen
women are now able o provide
their household members bet
ter and nutritious food. A total
of 5 women have also success-
fully sent their out-of-school
or 'dropout of school children
back to their schools. It was
checked with other 11 inter
viewed women and found that
thetr children /brothers/sisters
were going to schools regu
larly. Another group of 10
women are able to provide
better clothing, shoes and
school supplies to their
school-going children. All 6
show a picture of improvement
in the health care of their
household members.

Empowerment seem 1o
have increased among these
women. Their level of social
awareness has also improved
hand in hand. Spme of them
replied that their awareness
development is leading 1o
establish their rights and
power both at home and in the
society. thus enabling them to
play an essential role in their
household matters including
children's education and so
forth. However, there still re-
mains the of harass-
ment and social acceptance. In
certain cases, the problem has
been so excruciating that the
unmarried girls like Rebeka
and Sabina from Dhantala

thana) and Matijpur
(Bochaganj thana) village re-
spectively had to cease their
business in the village market
and return back to their

m 'tl;jhc _was not

elderly mem-
bers of the community but by
the lécal unemployed youths.
These boys taunted and teased
the young girls during their
business hours. NGOs in
Bangladesh should make some
efforts to mobilise these idle
young men to do something

better. -
The wuwiter is Assistant

Professor, Department of
Public Administration. Univer-
sity of Dhaka.

'APWIP Regional Workshop

T HE Asia Pactfic Women
in Politics Network. an
informal network that
was launched in April this
year, organised a regional
workshop in Bangkok,
Thailand. About fifty women
representing over twenty
countries including Bangladesh
assembled together, to develop
strategies for strengthening
existing efforts at national and
local levels to put gender is-
sues on the policy agenda.

The workshop entitled
“Putting Gender Issues on the
Policy Agenda: Strategies and
Action from Asia and Pacific”
held September 25 to 28, suc-
ceeded to bring together
women from different areas —
representative from the UN,
members of parliaments, high
government women officials,
educationists, professionals,
NGOs and grassroot workers at
the Women Education Training
Centre, Gender Developmenl
Research Institute, Bangkok.
The Asia Foundation (TAP
provided the financial support
and the field offices of TAF in
respective countries [acilitated
the contact and coeordination
with different individuals who
attended the workshop.

The participants felt that
social, economic and political
structures and institutions re-
quirg reorientation and re-
structuring to ensure gender

equality in all dimensions.’

Participan
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Glebally women hold a sec-
ondary position and have been
marginalised for far too long
Therefore. equity could be
achieved only through improv-
ing the status of women and
providing them with betler
opportunities. Enhancing the
powers of women and increas-
ing their participation in deci-
slon making was consaidered
the path to equity

During the deliberations
certain impediments were
identified. It was observed that
they were rooted in the cul-
tural, political, economic and
soctal arenas and they were
mutually constitutive, each
creating itself and the others
at the same time.

To help change the present
situation targets dr actors cru-
cial 10 the issues were short-
listed. These, were: political
leadership. bureaucracy, legis-
lators, party workers, religlous
leaders . - electorates, interest
groups. minorities, individuals
in the education systems,
gressure groups, civic organi-
sations, NGOs, business
groups, and media. Both men
and women belonging to these
groups required to be cosnci-
etised and sensitised In
women and gender concerns.

The participants unani-
mously emphasised on re-
search, analyses, accurate in-
terpretation of data and statis-
tics, and dissemination of in-
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formation to factlitate change
and develop alternative mod-
eis. choices and options lead-
ing 'o equity in society

it was also felt that educa-
tion was essential to
understanding of the strue-
ture. gender compositions,
power relations and
ties of equality available to a
democratic pality.

Mobilisation of women in
particular and the poor in gen-
eral were also agreed upon.
Such mobilisation would help
the formation of support
groups, such as coalition or
caucus for social er financial
support. It would help in artic-
ulating and making women's
cause visible. :

To support national efforts a
common regional platform was
what the workshop aimed at’
The workshop agreed upon
certain actions that may be en-
capsulated into three broad
categories. research, analysis
and dissemination of informa-
tion: ehforeement of existing
laws specially related to
women; and advocacy and
marketing of gender concerns.

The APWIP nal work-
shop hoped to foster solidarity
among similar organisations,
individuals and efforts and
strengthen networking. The
move for equity gathers
strength through such a meet.
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Encomjaging Self-reliance among Women

SHIA Khatun, a mother

of four, credits the Ass-

ociation for Social Adva-
ncement (ASA) for helping her
achieve self sufficiency : "My
husband lacks the ability to
work as he is crippled. My
daughters take care of him and
do the domestic work in my
absence. Meeting the expenses
of a family of six became
possible only because 1 got
credit from ASA”. She used a
ioan [rom ASA to finance a
small wholesale and retaill fish
nperation which rffow supports
her family.

Khatun is one of thousands
of women ASA, a long time
partner of the Coady Institute,
Canada, has helped take con-
trol of their lives since it
started working with the poor
in 1978,

At that time, a group of de-
velopment workers from dif-
ferent non-government agen-
ries formed ASA with one wi-
ston in mind — the establish-
ment of a just society. To.
achieve this goal, ASA staff de-
veloped plans to empower the
poor. ensure people’'s particl-
pation in their own develop-
ment and to facilitate access to
local resources.

The Coady Institute has
Leen helping ASA achieve its
nbjectives by providing train-
ing and consultancy services.
The Institute's partnership
with the association began in
1989. Since then a number of
staff members have partici-
pated in the Institute's courses
in Canada, many more have
joined in workshops in
Bangladesh.

In recent years, ASA has
developed a “self-reliant ap-
proach” to people's develop-
ment. The main characteristic
of the approach Involves en-
couraging self reliance by
making small investments
within a short span of time.

According to the associa-
ffon's chiel executive officer,
Shafiqual Chowdhury, since
ASA began its comprehensive
credit programmes in 1989,
there has been a positive im-
pact on the lives and incomes
of many a landless grassrools
people.

"ASA distributed Tk. 570
million ($ 17 millon CDN) un-
ul June 1993 as credit Lo

162,214 members in 9,816
gioups.” reporis Chowhdhury.
“The “sate of repayment was
99.99 per cent.”

To improve self sufficiency
and access to technologies,
ASA provides education and

training. Members also meet
regularly to discuss savings
strategies. These meelings
provide an opportunity to build
group discipline, group cohe-
siveness and group strength. A
door-to-door programme used
to motivate prospective target
meinbers to join. .

The advancement of women
is another principal objective
of ASA. Almost 100 per cent of
its group members are womern.
They regularly participate in

to contribute Lo their commu-
nity.

According to ASA’s associ-
ated coordinator Nelson Rema,
"ASA is a grown up organiza-
lion with a proven and testegd
development mobdel.”

ASAR self reliant develop-
ment model has been designed
to provide the poor with easy
terms and easy access to
credit. Its collateral free credit
programme with weekly re--
payment and savings schedules

Ashia Khatun's small wholesale and retail jish operation enabled

......

her to provide for her family’'s neecds,

Development Educatlon
classes which directly help
them increase their awarness,
says Chowdhury.

“When women earn their
own income it reduces their
economic dependence on
money lenders and male part-
ners. The self-reliant approach
has enabled women to engage
in homestead production, mini
trading. and poultry, fish and

dairy production. This type of
economic involvement social-

izes women and allows them

butids up institutions at the
grassroots level. These then
become the stepping stones

for self reance and the sus-

tainable development of the
poor, .

Already a great success in
Bangladesh, the model was re-
cently initiated gn Cambodia
with the help of donor agency
HEKS-Switzerland. There |s
also fhe possibility of pro-
gramme replication in places

such as the Philippines and
Indonesia. :

Meanwhile, in Bangladeeh.
the impact of ASA programmes
is changing the lives of people
such as Ashia Khatun.

“Now | am free from all
debts." she says. “] do not
need to go door to door in
search of money. As ' profits
have increased. my children
have resumed schooling and 1
can now afford to buy warm
clothes during the wintér for
them. 1 am satisfied, ASA's

_credit programme helped me

attain economic emancipation,
which is a great achievement
for me.”

== A Correspondent

Assistance can Change
- Omne’s Future

SMA [brahim stood be-

A fore the microphone
and pulled a bloodied

skirt out of a plastic bag and

held it up.

+ At a conference here on

women's rights, the Pales-
tinian woman recounted
publicly, for the first time, how

" her skirt came to be covered

in blood when her father-in-
law pulled her by the hair and
dragged her along the ground.

Her crime: marriage to the -

man's son had not produced a
child.

ibrahimm wears a veil, but
told the wamen and sprinkling
of men in the audience that

Momena Begum

Group: Pragati, Deana

No woman is a fool or an
idler. All she wants is a cozy
home which she will build in
her way. Momena dreams to
build not only a home, but to
educate her children too.
although she herself is an illit-
erate,

Momena's father-in-law was
once a middle class farmer of
Faridpur. He sold out all his
property gradually to educate
his youngest son who, after ob-
taining a Master's degree
abandoned all relatives, leaving
his parents and brothers pen-
niless. Momena's husband
Aulad Hussain, a muster roll
labour in PDB, settled in Deana
and brought his parents down
here. She has two sons and
two daughters.

Momena aspires to turn the
wheel of luck In her favour.
Knowing the saving procedure
and loan facilities of WDP she
took up membership in July
1992. After three months she
borrowed Tk 1000.00 from
the project and opened a little
grocery in a wooden box.
Continuous sitting in the shop
was not possible for her. So
she engaged her youngest son
who was a school student. She
sought help of her afling fa-
ther-in-law also and herself
remained at the helm of affairs.
The eldest son passed SSC and
got himselfl admitted into col-

lege.

The shop started to do
quite well. Paying back the ini-
tial loan she received Tk
2000.00 from the project and
placed it as capital. She was
very careful to keep apart
profits and make regular Fnan
payments. The day came when
she paid back Tk 2000.00 with
service charge and borrowed
Tk 3,000.00 again.

Momena says, 'The project
is fulfilling my dream to stand
in the soclety with dignity.’
Her own group savings is Tk
416.00. The business is flour-
ishing. She says more money is
required to expand the shop
further. Now she pays Tk
150.00 for the box shop as
rent per month. She has hired
two such boxes. She wants to
make the boxes her own and
hopes to do it soon — even
bigger In size. Her present
capital is about Tk 18000.00.

She is diligent, clear and
keeps her home and children
tidy. She has taken training in
health education, leadership
and poultry. She possesses 20
hens which lay 12 eggs daily.
She lives on two decimals land
only. Therefore, the desire to
build a bigger farm is always
there. Momena is very happy
being a member of the project
and says when her elder son
gets the Degree, she will put
him into the business.

— Rotary Club, Khuina

she was willing to show anyone
who wanted to see the bald

*spot left on her head where

her husband had pulled her
hair out. :

"I never had children and
he blamed me, even though
several doctors told me 1 was
fertile. [ led a miserable life.
He beat me. He burned my
clothes, insulted, me and
sometimes wouldn't allow me
to leave the house.

"It's just such a reljef to talk
about it. and to have people lis-
ten and support me,” said
Ibrahim, now 21, who was

- married at 13.

As gripping as her story
was, what was even more re-
markable was that it was being
told at all, at a public meeting
before hundreds of people.
One of the great taboos of
Palestinian society — public
discussion of domestic vio-
lence — is finally being broken.

More and more women's
group are now turning from
the political issues that domi-
nated the struggle against 27
years of Israeli occupation to
focus on social issues that sim-
ply were not discussed before,
particularly outside academic
circled.

Zidan, stood proudly in front of
the crowd to tell of her 10-
year legal struggle to win a di-
vorce and escape a dead mar-
riage that had never been con-
summated. :

But the Greek Orthodox
Christian courts have stalled
the case. During those 10 years
she has been required to take
a number of medical tests to
prove that she is a virgin and
has had to go to court fighting
injunctions ordering her to
live with her husband for short

:periods to see if things would

work out.

Zidan and Ibrahim are not
unique. Their stories are like
those of many others in the
West Bank and Gaza Strip, a
traditional society riddled with
the problems caused by early
marriage, domestic violence,
sexual abuse and gross
Inequality.

"We propose to present real
stories of women whose rights
have been violated for legal or
social reasons to try to break
the barrier of fear and make
people talk openly," said Randa
Siniora, one of the conference
organisers.

"This “conference repre-
sents a courageous attempt Lo

A Bloodied Skirt Helps Break a Taboo'

and Gaza is based in Jerusalem
and still only functions part
time. [t has received 110 calls
from women suffering from
abuse by their husbands  or
sexual abuse by relatives.

One 20-year-old woman

. called the hotline to tell how

she had been raped since 15

by her widowed father but was
unable to leave the home since
she was the oldest child and

had brothers and sisters to

care for.

For the first time, she has
someone to talk to. The pres-
ence of a large number of
Palestinian women who live in
Israel, where there are
800.000 Israel Arabs, added
another dimension.

Aida Teuma Sleiman, direc-
tor of the® Women Against
Violence programme in
Nasareth, said the issue of do-
mestic violence has received
more attention in Israel,
where state bodies and a more
well-established feminist
moverment are supportive.

There are six shelters and
hotlines in Israel for women
and Sleiman's organisation was
created in 1992 and has
opened the first two shelters
in Israel meant especially for
Palestinian women. -

The debate over gender is-

/ Tbrahim was speaking be-
fore a mock tribunal, staged at
a conference convened in late

September by Al-Haq, a
Jerusalem-based human rights
group and entitled "Women,
Justice and Law, Towards the
Empowerment of Palestinian
Women."

The four-day conference
was the culmination of a year-
long campaign to hold work
shops and seminars on
women's righits and the law, an
effort partly financed by the
Canadian government.

Another speaker, Nadia

[(it's going to be X ...it's going to
about women, really change

put on the table and discuss
difficult issues like domestic
violence and even incest.
added Eilleen Kuttab, a lecturer
in soclology at Birzeit
University in Ramallah, the
West Bank.

The workshops deall with
women's rights in health, edu
cation, social welfare; political
involvement; protection
against violence and the need
for emergency hotlines and
shelters: and reproductive
rights

The one telephone hotline
for women in the Wesi Bank

sues in the West Bank and Gaza
is complicated by the diver-
gence of views between secular
women and those who adhere
closely to traditional Islam,
and by an awareness that
Western notions of how soci-
ety should funection cannet
simply be transplanted.
— Gemini News
The writer is a [freelance
journalist whose research on

Palestinid, women’s i"’mz

has been partly funded hz"w
Canadian International

lopment Agency's media
collaboration programme.



