


 
Foreword 

 
Gender disparity remains a significant obstacle to development in Asia.  Women are often 
left to bear the brunt of poverty.  They are married at young ages, endure frequent 
pregnancies, and often eat less than other family members.  Women are primarily engaged 
in unpaid reproductive work, and due to cultural and religious norms, their mobility and 
autonomy are severely constrained. They always become victims of socially constructed 
norms, natural disasters, famine, and insurgency and conflict situation.  Women’s 
empowerment and equal access to opportunities is therefore an integral component to the 
development process.  But more than just a strategy for economic development, women’s 
equality is also a necessity in the positive evolution of human development, and is a 
fundamental human right. 
 
In an effort to explore and highlighting specific gender issues that impedes development 
initiatives undertaken by the most of the developing countries, INAFI Asia decided to bring 
these issues in the discussion table by conducting thematic study concerned with gender 
issues. This effort has been taken as a process to create greater awareness on mainstream 
gender among its Member Organizations and within the sector as a whole.  As part of that 
process it has collected empirical issue-based case studies concerning with gender problem 
titled “ Exploring Gender in South Asia: Thematic essays from Bangladesh, Nepal, Pakistan, 
and Sri Lanka”. INAFI’s strength lies in the real world on the ground experiences of its 
member organizations. Therefore, INAFI Asia has decided to collect case studies from 
Bangladesh, Nepal, Pakistan, and Srilanka.  
 
Recognizing the centrality of gender equality to the success of the any development 
interventions, this document will discover some unattended gender issues that need to draw 
attention of the practitioners as well as policy makers. It will provide information of specific 
gender issues and responses and strategies taken by NGOs to mainstreaming gender. 
 
We are very grateful to our Member Organisations – BRAC (Bangladesh) Khwendokor 
(Pakistan), Sap-Nepal (Nepal), and SEEDs (Sri Lanka) for their support and cooperation in 
undertaking thematic studies in their respective countries to prepare this document. My 
thanks are due to Ms. Nasheeba, Ms. Mariam Bibi, Shova Sherestha, and Antoinette 
Thiruppathy for taking responsibility to prepare the case studies. I am very much grateful Ms. 
Theresa Condor for designing, compiling, and editing this thematic study.  
 
I would like to extend my profound gratitude and respect to the members of the Board of 
Trustees of INAFI Asia for their encouragement and supports. I am also indebted to the staff 
member of INAFI Dhaka team.  
 
 
Finally, I am indebted to the Novib for providing financial support to conduct this study  
 
On Behalf of INAFI Asia, 
 
Mr. Atiqun Nabi 
Executive Director 
        December, 2005 
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Introduction 

 

This collection of essays on gender issues in South Asia was undertaken as part of INAFI 
Asia’s program on mainstreaming gender in microfinance.  INAFI Asia’s mainstreaming 
gender program up to this point had focused on ensuring a gender perspective throughout 
program design, implementation, and evaluation.  To a large extent, this involved working 
with INAFI member organizations to institute gender analysis as a regular component of a 
Microfinance Institution’s (MFI) everyday activities.  Following several successful workshops 
on this issue, INAFI Asia felt that is was time to broaden its focus and consider thematic 
gender concerns to which microfinance might be one solution.   This compilation of essays is 
a result of that idea. 
 
The essays in this collection come from Bangladesh, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Nepal.  They 
address issues of pressing international concern and offer an analysis of the gender issues 
involved from a local perspective.  Each essay was written by a microfinance specialist 
working in the country and on the issues that are discussed.  Aside from considering the role 
that the microfinance sector should be taking to address the thematic gender concerns 
discussed in these papers, this collection also serves to highlight the extraordinary work that 
is being done by local organizations all over South Asia and by INAFI Asia members in 
particular.  
 
The first essay of the collection discusses the potential for microfinance to ease the 
vulnerabilities of commercial sex workers in Bangladesh and to expand their options.  It 
contextualizes the experiences of sex workers in the country and explains the hierarchical 
nature of the trade, which often leaves women bound by debt, in both psychological and 
physical terms.  Even with assistance, many sex workers find it difficult to leave an 
occupation that has left them socially ostracized and with no other income earning skills.  
The essay examines lessons learned from a range of organizations offering targeted 
microfinance services to commercial sex workers in South Asia and finds that a number of 
successful models are available for emulation.  While it is important not to further increase 
the debt bondage of sex workers, a microfinance program specially crafted to sex worker 
needs and realities may be one viable option for helping to ease their vulnerabilities. 
 
The essay from Pakistan raises the issue of Islamic fundamentalism and offers the 
experiences of Khwendo Kor, an NGO working towards women’s empowerment, in 
combating fundamentalism in the North West Frontier Province and the Federally 
Administered Tribal Areas of Pakistan.  In these remote areas of the country, women are 
especially restricted - they are seen as the guardians and reproducers of Muslim identity 
who must be protected from outside influences.  The situation is exacerbated by the high 
number of Madrassa graduates and proximity to the conflict in Afghanistan.   There is 
suspicion of NGOs, who are seen as agents of the west.  At the same time, local 
government institutions have a vested interest in maintaining power structures that resist 
development and women’s empowerment.  Khwendo Kor has been successful in working 
with all stakeholders in the area and gaining the support of local religious leaders.  Rather 
than trying to force an ideal, the organization works within the limits of the area and only tries 
to slowly discuss interpretations of Islam that support women’s rights once a relationship and 
trust have been established.  This essay discusses the other strategies that Khwendo Kor 
has employed, including microfinance, to promote women’s empowerment within a 
fundamentalist environment. 
 
The third essay addresses the gender issues that have arisen from the Asian tsunami of 
December 2004.  Aid poured in to Sri Lanka following the tsunami and in the rush to provide 
basic amenities, gender-specific issues and the need for gender disaggregated data was 
forgotten.  The essay from SEEDS/Sarvodaya discusses the gender situation post-tsunami 
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and the role of microfinance in a post-disaster scenario.  The tsunami forced changing 
gender roles on many of the survivors, both men and women.  In addition to facing increased 
sexual violence, many women with dead or missing husbands were left as the head of the 
household.  At the same time, many men were also left to suddenly care for children and 
domestic issues on their own.  The essay analyzes the social upheaval resulting from these 
changing roles and the need for relief programs that take them into account.  The essay also 
offers an overview of what other organizations in Sri Lanka are doing to address post-
tsunami gender issues and provides case studies of its own efforts. 
 
The final essay of the collection discusses gender and the armed conflict in Nepal.  Like the 
post-tsunami situation in Sri Lanka, the Maoist insurgency in Nepal has also resulted in 
increased sexual violence towards women and vulnerability to sexual trafficking.  The conflict 
has also resulted in changing roles and social breakdown as family members are killed, 
productive enterprises and financing are inaccessible, and citizens are left to juggle 
demands by both the Maoists and the government. The essay details the activities of SAP-
Nepal in working with women affected by the conflict, and analyzes not just the difficulties 
that the conflict presents for women, but also the opportunity for women to overcome 
challenges and take on new roles. 
 
All of the essays discuss varied gender issues in different country contexts, yet there are 
common themes throughout all of the papers that are instructive for mainstreaming gender 
efforts.  The first theme is a recognition that gender equality and empowerment can only be 
achieved by understanding the context and cultural mores under which women are living.  In 
addition, efforts towards women’s empowerment must be satisfied with slow steps forward 
and must operate within the limits imposed by a culture.  This is the common lesson of the 
essays from both Bangladesh and Pakistan.  In order to assist commercial sex workers, 
development practitioners must accept that women will not automatically leave the trade the 
moment they are given a loan or a bit of subsidization.  In Pakistan, efforts to fight 
fundamentalism will not be successful unless the fundamentalist religious leaders 
themselves are treated as partners and respected authorities.  While respecting oppressive 
customs may seem anathema to the cause of women’s empowerment, these essays 
demonstrate the delicate task facing development practitioners of nudging change without 
upsetting the entire social order. 
 
A further theme found in this collection of essays is the need to consider all gender issues 
instead of focusing exclusively on women’s disadvantages.  In both Sri Lanka and Nepal, 
high death rates created new gender roles for both men and women, and upset the usual 
social order.  It was found that assistance needed to be provided to both men and women 
facing new challenges so that community cohesion could be restored.  By addressing many 
of the underlying problems facing society, programs for women’s safety and empowerment 
are more likely to succeed. 
 
This collection of essays offers firsthand analysis of critical, internationally relevant gender 
issues in South Asia.  While further research is still needed in all of these areas, these 
essays offer a starting point and provide an opportunity for INAFI Asia member organizations 
to share their strategies towards mainstreaming gender. 
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Microfinance for Brothel Based Sex Workers in Bangladesh: Is It A Viable Option? 
 
Introduction 
Sex work has been identified as the oldest profession known to humankind, but it has often 
not been identified as work.  During all these centuries, women have primarily been engaged 
in this work. Sex work has, however, taken different forms in different societies, and over the 
years, both its content and the process have undergone significant changes. Globalisation in 
recent times has added new dynamics to sex work ---there has been an increased flow of 
trafficking of women, the growth of new centres for sex trade and the emergence of new 
institutions that control this process.  
 

The impact of sex trade and work on women is well known. It first of all robs their basic 
human rights and dignity and deprives them of making choices that have influences on their 
lives.  In this profession, women become properties of pimps, madams, people, and 
institutions that control the business. In economic terms, they are exploited, with a major part 
of their income taken away by others.  Most sex workers also lack a decent standard of 
living. Moreover, their health is at risk, and they suffer from malnutrition, ill health, sexually 
transmitted diseases, tuberculosis, and other diseases. They also often become subject to 
complications related to their reproductive health, including abortion. Socially, prostitutes live 
the lives of untouchables, and they are socially excluded.  Furthermore, they live under 
constant personal insecurity - beaten up by madams, pimps and customers, robbed of 
money and their other belongings, and bought and sold many times. In recent times, they 
have also become the major carriers of HIV/AIDS as well as victims of it.   
 

Sex work exists both in the developed as well as in the developing world.  But its linkages to 
poverty, the social stigma attached to it, and the non-protection of those engaged in it are 
more prominent in developing and poor countries. In Bangladesh, where the overall poverty 
is overwhelming, women are the poorest of the poor and the most deprived. Overall poverty, 
lack of various opportunities and low social status of women coupled with shocks in the form 
of floods and cyclones often force poor women in this man-dominated society into sex work.  
 

Destitution, caused by the extreme vulnerability of women and their lack of appropriate 
education and employment, has pushed many into prostitution or into other forms of sexual 
exploitation. More than 150,000 women have become sex workers in Bangladesh, although 
the official statistics recognize only 9,000 (Shezhad 2002)1 Women and children work in the 
profession of prostitution as child prostitutes, floating prostitutes, commercial prostitutes, and 
women in forced prostitution.  
 

In this paper, I will first contextualise the experiences of sex workers in the Bangladeshi 
context to better understand the socio-economic and cultural vulnerabilities they face in their 
everyday lives. In the second half of the paper, I intend to critically analyse the need and 
scope for a sustainable microfinance programme to help this marginalised group of women 
and point some examples of microfinance programmes that have already been initiated by 
some of the Bangladeshi organisations working with sex workers and other marginalised 
groups.  In conclusion I will draw some policy recommendations for integrating a sustainable 

                                                 
1 SHEHZAD Noorani (2002) ‘Female slaves from the brothels of Bangladesh’, Combat against AIDS,n°27, march 
2002. http://www.reseauvoltaire.net/article8926.html 
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microfinance programme for the sex workers to empower them effectively to be able to 
demand their rights as women’s human rights. 
 
Sex Work in the Bangladeshi Context 
In Bangladesh, women in the sex trade face a dire situation. They are labeled as Patita 
(fallen women).  Society pushes them to the periphery of life because of their work and the 
social stigma attached to it.  For example, in 1991 the national census of Bangladesh 
categorized them as beggars and vagrants under the heading of “miscellaneous.” While 
prostitution is legal in Bangladesh under the current law system, the status of sex workers in 
Bangladesh is far from being valued or respected.  Indeed, the status of sex workers in 
Bangladesh paints a very different picture. Sex workers do not have any rights over their 
clients, hours of work and the income that they earn. Thus, they do not have any economic 
independence, not to talk of economic solvency. They are abused by the pimps, the clients, 
the madams in the brothels, and by the police, who are supposed to be their protectors. The 
prostitutes are forced to walk bare feet outside the brothel areas. Furthermore, when these 
women die, they are denied proper burial with basic funeral rites.  In fact, women in the sex 
industry in Bangladesh are treated as sub-humans and have the worst working conditions 
possible.  The various dimensions of sex workers’ status such as economic, social and 
political are totally interlinked and their low status in each dimension basically reinforces 
each other.  
 

The devaluation of sex workers in Bangladesh, like in many other societies, comes from the 
patriarchal notion of ownership and the fact that not one man owns the body of the sex 
workers. Because of the weight of Islam and Purdah, sex workers are especially ostracized, 
and the emergence of AIDS has exacerbated their rejection. According to society’s 
standards they are impure because they choose a profession that entails having sex with 
several partners in exchange for money. 
 

Sex workers are generally secluded in specific neighbourhoods; the brothels are like cities 
within a city, having their own shops and own governmental authorities. These places are 
the subject of regular attacks by religious fundamentalists. Once dragged into prostitution, 
women only rarely leave the space reserved for them. 
 

From one woman to another, it seems that the stories repeat themselves. Middlemen with 
promises of marriage or jobs attracted some. Others were sold by their families in return for 
a sum of money, or simply to repay a loan of a few thousand takas (the price of a young girl 
varies from TK. 7000 and TK. 30,000). Some were deserted by their husbands and 
prostitution was the only option they found to survive. Others grew up in the brothel and took 
over their mother’s activity when she became undesirable. 
 

For new arrivals, it is difficult to escape cooptation by a former sex worker (called sardarni). 
The latter will give the former an advance for the first expenses, including a license, makeup, 
clothes, jewelry, and a bribe to the police. In exchange, the young prostitute (called chukri) 
works for free, usually for one year but sometimes longer. This constitutes one of the worst 
forms of bondage. Few manage to escape the system. Those who do escape pay a 
significant sum to the brothel committee, composed of house owners, influential babus (a 
kind of guardian attached to a specific sex worker or fixed client who is viewed in the same 
light as husband) and sardarnis. 
 

Given the economic vulnerabilities they face and the sense of insecurity that dominates their 
lives, they do not have any source of savings to fall back on in times of need or once they 
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have exited the trade. Often once the woman becomes old and undesirable as sex workers, 
she has no options of removing herself from the trade completely. While many end up 
becoming a Sardarni (an ex sex worker who owns younger girls and extract their earnings in 
exchange for shelter, food and other basic necessities), there is large number of women who 
become destitute with no shelter and have to struggle to survive by begging on the streets. It 
is within this backdrop that some organisations have initiated a microfinance programme for 
sex workers to create an incentive and habit to save for the future and also in many cases 
help them with alternative livelihoods to be able to rehabilitate themselves, when and if the 
women want to do so.  
 
Lessons for Microfinance 

The conditions for many of these workers, or survivors, seem quite hopeless. Efforts to 
provide support often encounter significant obstacles, either by those who benefit from the 
current system—such as the inherently oppressive power structures of the brothels—or by 
the intended beneficiaries themselves. As the entry point for other activities, and as a critical 
service in the prevention of debt bondage, this section reviews some initial lessons about the 
extension of microfinance to the poorest of the poor and marginalised women, the sex 
workers. 
 

It is important at this point to further break down the types of sex workers in the brothel 
environment to asses the needs and constraints faced by the different groups of women 
residing in the brothel. The power structure of the women in the brothel can be described 
with the landladies or bariwalis at the top, followed by the sardarnies or madams who have a 
few young girls under them in bonded labour and then the independent sex workers who 
rent rooms in the brothel and do not have to give up their earning to a madam, and lastly the 
chukris or bonded sex workers who work under the madam in exchange for shelter, food, 
protection and other necessities.  Among these women the chukris are the most exploited 
and do not have any rights. They also don’t have any power to keep their earnings or voice 
their preferences in terms of clients. They are treated like slaves by their madams and are 
often abused by the clients more frequently than the others.  
 

Microfinance loans in the context of sex workers can work well with the bariwalis or the 
madams and in some cases with the independent sex workers as well. They have the 
economic autonomy to a certain extent to be able to pay the installments and they have the 
socio-economic connections to use the loan in a productive fashion. However, it is important 
to note that microfinance may not be able to reach the most marginalised group, the chukris 
given the socio-economic status of the chukris and the constraints they face within the power 
structure.   
 

Microfinance alone will not solve debt bondage. So the first point about microfinance for the 
poorest is that it must be combined with complementary non-financial services to achieve 
sustainable poverty reduction. The target population has been regularly exploited, deceived 
and abused. Significant efforts must first be made to build up their trust and confidence in 
the organisation, but not create a new dependence. If the dependent relationship merely 
switches from the employer to the NGO, the organisation has not succeeded. The workers 
will remain vulnerable to the next employer or middleman who appears to be offering a 
better deal. 
 

Social empowerment initiatives are provided to the groups based on the premise that the 
process of functioning within a group will raise members’ confidence, contribute to the 
empowerment of target families, and facilitate collective action. Without a certain level of 
bargaining power, discrimination and exploitation will prevail. Without social awareness and 
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financial education, unproductive expenditures (e.g., ceremonies, dowry, and alcohol) will 
continue to offset any increase in income. 
 

In neighbouring countries, innovative methods are being used to develop an effective 
microfinance programme for marginalised groups.  In this section I briefly describe some of 
the initiatives in other South Asian countries that has been used for marginalised groups, 
such as sex workers and others to analyse how some of these considerations can be 
integrated into microfinance programmes for sex workers in Bangladesh.  
Some organisations in neighbouring countries such as India and Pakistan, use two 
approaches to microfinance lending to marginalised groups: learning conversations and 
participatory rural appraisal (PRA) tools. Learning conversations are based on real stories 
that illustrate the daily problems faced by the participants, such as the cost of marriage, the 
risks of over-indebtedness, the consequences of illiteracy, and the conflicts among 
communities. Sometimes, participants themselves tell their own stories.  
Discussions about the story can in fact serve several purposes: 
 
• To help participants to become aware of a specific problem; 
• To collectively solve a specific problem faced by one of the member; 
• To reinforce cohesion among the members group and enable them to take; and 
• To take collective action, thus increasing their bargaining power. 
 
The PRA tools are used to help participants understand household budgeting and planning, 
to prepare for seasonal fluctuations by setting aside more savings during periods with net 
incomes, and to identify “leakages” where funds are not spent wisely. In Tamil Nadu, MSSS2 
and IRCDS3 have involved men in the PRA activities. As a consequence, the women have 
reported substantial shifts in the men’s behaviour, including greater participation in 
housework and income-generating activities, and less time and money spent on gambling 
and alcohol. 
 

Complementing the social empowerment activities, the organisations also offer vocational 
and entrepreneurial training for economic empowerment based on thorough research of 
market opportunities for alternative livelihoods. For the workers in the brothels, brick kilns 
and rice mills, this intervention is intended to reduce their dependence on the employer or 
the brothel leadership through alternative sources of income. 
 

As with all integrated programmes, the design of PEBLISA4 has some important challenges, 
not the least of which is the coordination of diverse activities. To ensure that activities do not 
take place in isolation, the project uses the savings and credit group as the focal point to 
which all interventions are linked. There are, however, limits to the group approach, 
especially among persons who are strongly distrustful of others. For many of the sex 

                                                 
2 Madras Social Service Society (MSSS)  
3 Integrated Rural Community Development Society (IRCDS), these two NGOs in Tamil Nadu assist laborers in 
rice mills and brick kilns, some of whom are in short term forms of bondage, which is often the first step toward 
more severe conditions. 
 
4 In 1998, the International Labour Organization (ILO) adopted the “Declaration on Fundamental Principles and 
Rights at Work,” under which member states have an obligation to eliminate of all forms of forced labor.3 To help 
governments to abide by the Declaration, the ILO has established technical cooperation projects. One such 
initiative, the Dutch-funded “Preventing and Eliminating Bonded Labour in South Asia (PEBLISA),” began piloting 
integrated microfinance-led schemes in Bangladesh, India, Nepal and Pakistan in 2000. In each country the ILO 
has partnered with multipurpose NGOs to develop and deliver a package of services designed to prevent debt 
bondage (Bangladesh, and two sites in India: Andra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu) or to rehabilitate bonded laborers 
that have been officially released Nepal, Pakistan. 
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workers in particular, since they have been dislocated from their social networks, it is 
necessary to consider some services on an individual basis. 
 
Diverse Financial Services 

Mainstream microfinance products are not designed to respond to the needs of the poorest, 
such as those targeted by PEBLISA. Together with its implementing partners, the project 
seeks to develop a package of financial services that addresses the specific characteristics 
of the target group, with particular attention to the household’s cash flow and its vulnerability 
to risks. Besides assistance in starting alternative livelihoods, households vulnerable to 
bondage need financial services such as savings and emergency loans to smooth income 
and expenses, manage risks, and possibly pay for social obligations—in essence, creating a 
substitute or replacing the need for employer credit. 
 

Savings 

For persons vulnerable to debt bondage, it is somewhat incongruent to give them a loan and 
put them (further) into debt. Consequently the project prioritises savings and asset building 
to create a buffer to fall back on if the household experiences an economic shock. The most 
appropriate product is contractual savings, which is offered along with financial education 
and other social services. By assisting the household to identify expected income and 
expenses, it is possible to highlight the need to curtail some expenses while saving up 
money for future lump sum needs, such as home improvement, school fees, or religious 
ceremonies. 
 

While a typical argument against a savings-led strategy for the poorest is that, if they do not 
have sufficient funds to pay for food, how they can possibly save money, in fact, the majority 
of the target population does save in some way, whether it is cash kept at home or given to a 
trusted person, or purchasing assets such as small livestock, jewelry and crockery. These 
savings practices have many limitations: a) they lack of security: how to find a safe place, 
free from theft (including theft from family members), fires and floods; b) they are vulnerable 
to temptation: people are very aware of their weaknesses and the fact cash burns their 
fingers; c) they may not be sufficiently liquid, in the case of assets, or if liquidated in haste 
they may not fetch their true value; and d) they are vulnerable to requests from family and 
friends, or in the case of the sex workers, from officials and the brothel’s leadership. 
 

To overcome these challenges, organisations need to find a way to encourage regular and 
frequent savings without significant transaction costs; they need to create savings 
opportunities so that on those occasions when today’s income exceeds today’s 
expenditures, the clients can put the money aside; and they need to balance liquidity and 
security. 
 

For the sex workers, SSS5 has set up a daily savings collection point just outside the brothel 
to allow the women to safeguard their cash (and jewelry). This facility provides protection 
against extortion (since they do not keep money with them), and the opportunity to withdraw 
for urgent needs. The distance seems ideal for balancing their liquidity needs with a 
disciplinary mechanism obliging them to save. For the poorest women, this new form of 
saving represents a survival net more than anything else. Even if the amounts remain 
limited, the act of saving enables them to consider what seemed completely unattainable: for 
them, or at least for their daughters, to quit prostitution. 

                                                 
5 The Society for Social Services (SSS) working with sex workers in Tangail, Bangladesh 
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Initiating the savings service was not easy. The majority of women have been deceived, 
swindled and misled many times. To overcome their reluctance, SSS staff invested heavily 
in forging personal relationships with the women as individuals, understanding their personal 
histories. SSS also switched from group to individual savings to provide confidentiality to 
each woman’s finances. By providing complementary services—in particular, the boarding 
and training centres for the children—SSS has demonstrated its trustworthiness. The fact 
that a number of women came spontaneously to deposit their jewelry following an extortion 
threat says a lot about the quality of the rapport. 
This savings approach works for SSS because the target population is all housed within the 
brothel compound, so there is a natural economy of scale. In contrast, NRSP6 in Pakistan 
and both partners in Tamil Nadu, IRCDS and MSSS, have developed an alternative strategy 
for promoting daily savings without the costs of daily transactions. All three organisations 
provide participants with lock boxes into which clients place little bits of extra cash from time-
to-time, and then deposit the contents into the group’s account on a weekly, fortnightly or 
monthly basis. 
 

The BRAC Brothel Based Sex Workers and the Microfinance Programme 
The microfinance programme for brothel based sex workers in BRAC was initiated in 2004. 
The project runs in 6 brothels: Madaripur, Faridpur (2), Jamalpur, Khulna (2)7. The project 
focuses on giving out loans to women to both empower them for compliance of condom use 
and to develop a habit of savings among them so that once the women are too old to 
prostitute and earn money, they will have some economic security to fall back on.  
 

The microfinance for brothel based sex workers operates the same way as a usual village 
organization (VO), with members, weekly payments, meetings focused on reproductive 
health concerns, HIV/AIDS awareness etc. The project has disbursed loans for amount of Tk 
2,383,000 till March 2005. There have been 483 commercial sex workers who have enrolled 
in a VO since the programme started. The average loan is Tk. 4000, the highest here has 
been 10,000 and the lowest given out has been Tk. 10008. 
 

A large number of the loans are used to open shops such as food hotels, tailoring 
businesses within the brothel and another common use is to pay off debts of different kinds. 
Some also use the loan to buy land or other large goods to increase their asset base, while 
some women send money back home through using the loan for income generating projects.  
Furthermore, important to note that most of the women residing in a brothel also have debts 
of various kinds .It is common for sex workers to also use their microfinance loan to pay off 
these debts. While the drops out rates are not more than usual, the brothel in Mongla has 
had some difficulties in retaining their VO members compared to the other programme 
brothels.  
 

One of the main obstacles of forming VOs and giving out loans at the field level has been 
convincing the women that BRAC workers will not take their savings and run off. There 
seemed to a general tendency of distrust of any outsiders, especially if there were money 
transactions involved.  
 

The other issue of concern has been the sex workers’ need to be able to transfer their 
savings if they leave the brothel.  

                                                 
6 The National Rural Support Programme (NRSP), which works with former bonded laborers outside of 
Hyderabad in southern Pakistan. 
 
7 BRAC Project proposal, 2004.  
8 Field Visit, 2005  
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Conclusion 
When people first hear about bonded labour, they assume that the workers are chained or 
kept captive physically. In fact, that is not usually the case, but instead they are held captive 
psychologically by their obligation to repay the advance. Consequently, a solution to the 
problem must look beyond the economics and explore social and psychological issues—the 
mindset must be changed before the worker can become truly liberated. 
 

All of the innovations, flexibility, and handholding required to provide microfinance-led 
services to persons vulnerable to bonded labour means that these services are not likely to 
ever cover the full cost of delivery. This reality requires the microfinance industry to re-
evaluate its attitude toward subsidies and assess under what circumstances, and in what 
fashion, subsidies might be appropriate. The conditions of the poorest require a qualitatively 
different approach in all aspects. 
 

Besides determining what services are needed and for how long, one of the objectives 
should be to ascertain the average subsidy needed to move a sex workers out of the dire 
economic situation and vulnerability to bondage. With this information, and with evidence to 
show that the models succeed in making this transformation, any microfinance should be 
able to make informed policy recommendations to eradicate bonded labour in the region.  
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Gender and Fundamentalism: Experiences from the North West Frontier Province 
(NWFP) and Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) in Pakistan 

 
Pakistan is a South Asian developing country with a population of 140 million. It has four 
provinces, namely Punjab, Sindh, Baluchistan, and the North West Frontier Province 
(NWFP). In addition, there are the Federally Administered Tribal (FATA) and the Northern 
Areas (FANA). This article is mainly about the gender related experiences of an NGO called 
Khwendo Kor (meaning sisters’ home in Pushto) striving for women’s empowerment in the 
rural areas of NWFP and FATA in Pakistan. 
 
Contextual Setting 
 
In Pakistan and in FATA, for every 100 women there are 108 men. In some FATA areas, for 
example in the North Waziristan and Frontier Region Bannu, this ratio worsens - for 114 men 
there are only 100 women. In Khyber Agency the ratio is 109 men for 100 women. 
 
The infant mortality rate (per 1000 live births / 2002) for developing countries is 61 whereas 
in Pakistan it is 83.  
 
The literacy rate for NWFP of both sexes in 1999-2000 was 33.64%.  The literacy rate for 
males is 48.22% and for females is 18.18%. The literacy rate for females in FR Bannu in 
FATA goes down to 0.64%. 
 
According to a recent Asian Development Bank report, laws in Pakistan are oppressive and 
70% of women entering the police stations report sexual abuse. 
 
The 80% labor contribution of mainly rural women in the economy is not acknowledged and 
only 5.4% of all civil servants are women. There is only one female at the high court level 
and no women at the Supreme Court level in Pakistan. 
 
Women lack decision-making power and their active political participation is negligible at all 
levels. 
 
Thus, according to the UNDP 2004 gender related development index, Pakistan ranks 100 
among 102 countries. 
 
The North West Frontier Province (NWFP) and the Federally Administered Tribal 
Areas (FATA) of Pakistan 
 
The North West Frontier Province (NWFP) and the Federally Administered Tribal Areas 
(FATA) in Pakistan are situated on the border with Afghanistan. NWFP has a population 
around 1.8 million and FATA population is 3.2 millions. People called Pathans or Pashtuns 
mainly occupy the area. The area has remained of strategic importance due to its 
mountainous terrain and the long history of its people’s struggle against foreign powers, 
including the British Empire and recently against the Russian invasion. More recently, the 
area has become known for Talibanization and as a hub for Islamic fundamentalism and 
extremism, to which 9/11, Alqaeeda, and the recent 7/7 London attacks are considered to be 
interconnected. 
 
The NWFP and FATA are primarily rural. According to the 1998 Pakistan census, only 32% 
of Pakistan’s population is urban. In the NWFP, the urban population goes down to 16.9% 
and FATA is almost all rural – only 2.7% is urban. 
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The society is very conservative, closed, and patriarchal. Low literacy rates, poverty, and 
poor health conditions prevail both in the NWFP and FATA. Gender disparities are extremely 
high, characterized by subjugation of women, male dominance, and rejection of and 
resistance to developmental demands and changes. Despite some efforts made by the 
government, the culture, traditions and practices, and the institutional framework and 
structures reinforce the gender gaps. Women have no or limited say in the communal and 
have low self esteem and confidence. Their mobility is restricted and women are considered 
to be the carriers of family honour. Therefore they are guarded all the time. Violence against 
women is wide spread and there are factually no support systems and economic 
opportunities for rural women. 
 
Islamic Fundamentalism 
 
In Islam women and men are equal in front of Allah and are responsible and accountable for 
their own deeds and lives. However, Islamic Fundamentalism is a very narrow and rigid 
interpretation of Islam mainly manifesting itself in controlling women and resisting the 
change that is especially attributed to western culture and identity. The most appreciated 
societal norm is that women reproduce the Muslim identity and therefore must not be 
influenced by any external factors such as modern education and different cultures. The 
norm is that women must be controlled, segregated, and restricted. 
 
Unlike for men, the whole approach for women is based upon imposition and compulsion 
rather than allowing them the conditions and opportunities for growth that are relevant to 
their own experiences as women. 
 
Factors Reinforcing Islamic Fundamentalism and Gender Disparities: 
    
The popular Interpretation of Islam 
Islam has always been of great influence and importance in the lives of Muslims. Ordinary 
people, the majority of whom are rural, illiterate, and poor blindly follow what the local area 
and village based leaders have to say. Almost all local religious political leaders are products 
of Madrassas, the religious educational institutions. These institutions have their own 
curriculum, which is totally different from mainstream education in Pakistan. It is based upon 
a centuries old tribal interpretation of fundamentalist Islam. Therefore the popular 
interpretation and practices strengthen the low status of women. 
 
Geo-Political Agenda 
The geopolitical vested interests of big powers in the area have direct implications on local 
power dynamics and allocation of national resources. Most of the time in such cases, 
government policies go against the interests of the local people, especially women. For 
example, the American supported Afghan war against the Russian forces led to state 
supported fundamentalism and produced millions of young boys from NWFP and FATA as 
Talibans and Jihadis. It left millions of Afghan women and children as widows and destitute 
families. The Afghan refugees in NWFP and FATA changed the whole structure of the local 
population. Almost all extremist religious political parties have become extraordinarily 
prominent and have acquired strong hold in these areas at all levels. For example, in the 
present provincial government, the ruling party is an alliance of the main hardliner religious 
political parties and at the village level the traditional leadership of maliks (tribal 
leardes/heads) are increasingly losing grounds to the pesh imams in mosques, talibans, 
mullahs, and maulanas (religious scholars). 
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Topography- Remoteness and Deprivation 
The mountainous topography and remoteness of the geographic setting of the  
NWFP and FATA has contributed to the deprivation and isolation of the areas from the 
outside world and mainstream institutions in Pakistan. Maddrassas and mosques are 
widespread and exist in each and every village, providing access to all segments of the rural 
society. This is the difficulty in creating opportunities for concepts related to gender and 
empowerment. In addition, the area proved to be a good breeding place for 
fundamentalist/extremist religious political parties to initiate and promote 
jihadis/talibanization with factually no external interference. 
 
Suspicion of Civil Society Oganizations/NGOs 
The Civil Society Organization (CSOs)/NGO phenomenon is quite new in Pakistan, 
especially in the NWFP and FATA. The sector has yet to gain its due place. CSOs in general 
push for change in favor of a human rights agenda. It challenges and questions the status 
quo, the government policies, patriarchal structures, and taboos. CSOs are more for 
freedom of thought and choice. This is not compatible with the local norms.  
 
Most of the CS organizations, especially the NGOs, are dependent upon financial assistance 
from the European/western countries. The perception of western country influence among 
the ordinary people in Pakistan is built up mainly through media. Western TV channels show 
programs full of violence and sex that are a reflection of a materialistic, competitive, and 
commercialised society. These programs are accessed even in the remotest areas of NWFP 
and FATA, leading to suspicion, fear, and lack of trust and confidence at all levels. Even the 
government functionaries would often ask Khwendo Kor staff why western donors are so 
interested and concerned about our women’s development. NGOs are seen to be working 
on a foreign agenda and are suspect. 
  
Khwendo Kor (KK) Meaning Sisters’ Home 
Against such a background, Khwendo Kor (KK), meaning Sisters’ Home, was initiated by 
local Pushtun women in 1993 in NWFP.  Since its inception the main goal of KK remains to 
improve the condition and status of women for bringing equality in NWFP and FATA 
societies. 
 
There is no separate gender component in KK as the whole organization is geared towards 
removing the gender discriminations against women. It practices affirmative action and a 
positive discrimination in favour of women-oriented indigenous organizations. Taking into 
account the local norms and culture, the organization is engaged in providing appropriate 
developmental opportunities and options to the deprived and ignored societies, especially for 
the rural women and children in NWFP and FATA. 
 
The main Purpose of Khwendo is: ‘Empowered Women and Children, Strong Families and 
Partners in Development, Progressive Society’ 
  
KK’s main program sectors and activities include: Community Based Female Education, 
Women’s Micro Enterprise Development, Primary Health Care, and Human Rights and 
Advocacy. Social organization is central to all programs, allowing village women to develop 
support systems around their need-based interest groups, such as village education 
committees and credit groups - all linked to a village based women’s and men’s 
organization.  
 
Ignorance, dominance of fundamentalism, remoteness, difficult terrain, the rigid patriarchal 
tribal culture, and poverty all have been posing enormous difficulties for KK in accessing the 
women and children in the rural areas of NWFP and FATA. For example, the security and 
safety of Khwendo Kor staff has been a serious issue. Its vehicles carrying female staff have 
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been shot at, verdicts (fatwas) against the women working for the organizations have been 
issued through mosques and other local meeting places in the villages, and local 
newspapers printed articles against the NGOs.  
 
Parents and especially men have a lot of apprehensions in sending their daughters to 
schools and allowing women to participate in the developmental activities. School going girls 
are already overworked by doing household chores, helping their mother, and grazing cattle. 
 
Support and cooperation from the government departments and functionaries has been very 
insufficient, especially in providing security and specialised technical support. In many cases 
law enforcing agencies and other institutions collude with the vested interest power 
structures to resist the change agenda of gender and development. 
 
Getting experienced and mobile female professionals ready to work in remote and hard 
areas is extremely difficult. 
 
Strategies and successes in taking forward the agenda of women’s empowerment: 
 
Strategies: 
 
Taking people into confidence, addressing their fears, and achieving their full 
participation. 
Khwendo Kor realised through its 14 years of work with conservative communities that 
unless people are fully taken into confidence and are convinced that gender and 
development is not for disempowering men will it be possible to do much in the communities. 
As a result, KK staff at the local level give more value to socialisation, developing 
relationships with families, and sharing maximum information with people about KK and 
themselves. This removes a lot of the apprehension in the communities. In one village 
women’s meeting an elderly woman spontaneously remarked, “they are women like us, they 
talk our language and understand our problems, and they have skills, resources and 
connections brought down right to our door steps in such a far flung area, why should 
anyone have any objection?” Another woman sitting beside her said, “how can they 
misguide us, we are more in number, we can just chuck them out from our village any time.” 
 
Allowing people to decide and take initiatives 
Before starting work in a village, KK always explains in front of the village elders and 
influential people its program and activities. It never insists that its program/activities are to 
be necessarily accepted by the people. When options are provided and time for reflection is 
given, most of the time people come back to KK for intervention in the villages. It is their 
decision and choice if they would like KK to work in their village for women’s development. In 
addition, people also decide which activities are needed where and who will be coordinating 
these in the village. For example, mothers of school age girls help in identifying other girls of 
school going age but who are not going to school. Similarly, village men activists help in 
conducting village meetings. Village girls themselves suggest which place in the village 
would be appropriate for them to hold lessons. 
 
Being sensitive and respectful to the local culture 
Working with village people on a highly sensitive agenda of women’s empowerment requires 
a high level of commitment and maturity. The staff always respect the local dress codes and 
cultural norms. Female social organizers avoid makeup and wear all covering dress. 
Meetings with younger women are conducted separately and the results of such meetings 
are shared in the men’s meetings for deliberations and decisions.   
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Inclusive approaches involving all stakeholders at different levels  
KK realised that for successful involvement of village women, the involvement of the indirect 
stakeholders is of critical importance. For example, without the support of the village 
mosque, the elders, the local government officials, the politicians, and other civil society 
organizations, an NGO cannot be successful.  
 
KK now organizes its initial village meetings with the help of an imam of the village mosque. 
Female staff involve the wife and family members of the village mualvi. The village mosque’s 
loud speakers are used to announce village based events such as date and timings for a 
medical camp, disbursement of credit amount, or school opening ceremonies. The local 
politicians are invited as chief guests during these events. 
 
Creating awareness and building partnerships 
While working at the village level directly with women, men, and children is of immense 
importance, publicising their problems and creating awareness through public gatherings 
and building opinion in favour of their development is also extremely important for mustering 
support and changing the oppressive culture and structures. For example, this could include 
talking more about the rights that Islam has given to women and the negative impact of 
oppressive hadood ordinance on women.  
 
Khwendo Kor has adopted a very careful approach in this regard. It takes such topics only in 
those communities where it has long work experience and the people are more aware of true 
Islamic principles. However, at provincial and national levels, KK takes a more active stance 
against such laws and structures. This is done through linkages and building partnerships 
with other organizations and people. KK is a member of different local, national, and 
international networks like Sarhad NGOs Ittehad (SNI), Pakistan NGO Committee (PNC), 
Provincial Education Network (PEN), Beijing +10, Violence Against Women (VAW), Joint 
Action Committee (JAC), Gender Voices, Advocacy & Development Network (AND), Micro 
Summit, International Network for Alternative Financial Institutions (INAFI), The Asian South 
Pacific Bureau of Adult Education (ASPBAE), and Pakistan National Forum (PNF). Khwendo 
Kor always has advocated for the rights of women and children and has participated in 
walks, rallies, and protest demonstrations arranged by CSOs at the provincial and national 
level. 
   
Being honest, transparent, and accountable 
Khwendo Kor has been successful in enduring the risks and threats by adhering to the 
simple principles of honesty and transparency. If required, the organization shares the 
names and addresses of and amounts from its donors with interested people. It avoids 
promising what it cannot do. By its physical presence in the form of regional offices and the 
all time availability of the local based staff, KK makes itself accountable to the communities 
for its work and undertakings.  
 
Addressing both practical and strategic needs 
It is essential to be strategic in working for women’s empowerment and therefore taking 
programs that will eventually lead to change in the position and status of women, such as 
education, micro credit, and participation in local body elections. However, KK also is 
sensitive to the practical and more immediate needs of the village women and men. For 
example, it organizes medical camps and provides free medicines, medical advice, and 
referrals to patients not otherwise in a position to access these facilities.  
 
Similarly, in the very conservative areas where there is strong opposition to charging interest 
on the credit lines, KK is considering the introduction of the Islamic mode of financing. Its 
education program is village based. The girls don’t need to travel long distances and face 
security problems, and the teacher also belongs to the same surrounding. KK strives to 
ensure that all its products are need based. KK applies strategies that won’t leave space for 
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undue criticism and that help in building the trust and confidence even of strong opponents 
of the women’ s empowerment agenda.  
 
Successes 
KK started its work with four female staff in one village near Peshawar in 1993.  It has grown 
to cover the whole of NWFP (24 districts) and parts of the FATA.  It has around 160 female 
and male staff (including the village based teachers) working for it. The organization is a 
recipient of several national and international awards, including the UN and Pakistan’s 
national awards. 
 
So far, around 8500 girls have been enrolled in the KK initiated community based schools, 
200 village based teachers have been trained in teaching methodologies, and 300 traditional 
birth attendants have been trained who are practising the better methods. It has formed 300 
viable, village based women’s and men’s organizations. KK facilitated several women from 
its groups to take part in the local body elections, and three village women from KK ‘s 
working villages received presidential awards. It provided more than Rs four million in loans 
to village women for micro enterprise development. On balance, Khwendo Kor has been 
successful in making a space for itself and for women at large in a very fundamental and 
patriarchal society through organic and non confrontational methods.  
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Gender and Post-Tsunami Response in Sri Lanka 
 
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Purpose of the Research 
This preliminary study, commissioned by INAFI-Asia, is a thematic research and action 
learning paper of four countries in the region, including Sri Lanka, as part of a larger 
research on mainstreaming gender. The theme for Sri Lanka is, Gender and Post-Tsunami 
Response. 
 
According to INAFI-Asia, the purpose of the study is to learn from the experience following 
the tsunami in Sri Lanka, and to consider the perspectives and lessons learned from 
organizations working on the ground in the country, which would enrich efforts to understand 
how gender concerns have been affected by the tsunami.  
 
Sarvodaya Economic Enterprise Development Services (SEEDS) was selected to undertake 
the preliminary research. Nationally, SEEDS is the most professional and sustainable third 
sector micro-finance provider.9 It is important to note that SEEDS is one of Sarvodaya’s 
three core Divisions, the others being the Social and Technological Empowerment Divisions. 
As the Economic Empowerment Initiative, SEEDS’ position in the overall scheme is to build 
economically sustainable societies. 
 
The Sarvodaya Movement is the largest and oldest people’s organization in the country and 
in all Sarvodaya and SEEDS has a countrywide outreach through a network of Sarvodaya 
Shramadana Societies, and a substantial clientele in the coastal areas that bore the brunt of 
the tsunami.i  
 
Many of the small and medium entrepreneurs in the affected areas had started and 
sustained their enterprises with loans from SEEDS and other MFIs, or from the non-banking 
sector. It was these enterprising micro communities that the tsunami sought to destroy. 
 
As an MFI, therefore, SEEDS will look at the subject of gender and post-tsunami response 
from a slightly different perspective to the coverage already given by the many humanitarian 
aid agencies, women’s collectives and organizations, conferences and workshops. Since it is 
a preliminary research, this paper draws on facts and figures available in the public domain 
and on research findings by concerned women’s groups, some of which have been cited 
where appropriate. SEEDS hopes that future research would provide insights into the gender 
dimensions of post-conflict or post-disaster response, particularly applicable given the 
country’s increased vulnerability to future earth tremors, as stated in the Central Bank report 
on the Tsunami, quoted below. 
The Information outlined in this paper is based on a desk review of the following:   

• On-site needs assessments by SEEDS’ District Managers and Field Officers. 
• Two documents prepared by SEEDS: (1) Livelihood Improvement and economic 

rehabilitation of people in the tsunami affected coastal belt, and (2) SEEDS’ REVIVE 
Project: Restoring livelihoods of tsunami affected persons through enterprise support. 

• Tsunami to Deshodaya : Sarvodaya plan for national awakening. 
• Communiqués by government and international aid agencies. 
• An unpublished case study on gender dimensions of tsunami assistance in Sri Lanka 
• Selected background papers submitted to the Global Forum on Development 2005, 

held in Kandy. 

                                                 
9  Durant, Steve et al (2004) ; Developing Microfinance in the North and East of Sri Lanka. 
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• CGAP Guidelines to micro finance institutions. 
• Miscellaneous news releases and news items in the local press, Internet, etc.  
• Special report on the tsunami in the Central Bank Annual Report 2004. 
 

Information gathered during a visit to a tsunami-affected woman client (for an INAFI 
commissioned Case Study), in the village of Peraliya, (Galle District) was also reviewed for 
inclusion in this paper. 
 

THE TSUNAMI DISASTER 
Emerging from 20 years of armed conflict, Sri Lanka was poised on the threshold of nation 
building and the promise of national harmony and prosperity. As a result, the country was 
totally unprepared to meet a new threat – the tsunami of 26th of December 2004ii – and is still 
trying to come to grips with the consequences thereof. 
 
The brunt of the impact was born by the eastern seaboard, which the tsunami hit at about 
8.27 a m. Thereafter the waves traveled up north and along the southern coast up to the 
west, engulfing two-thirds of the country’s coastal belt. 
 
Dwarfing the damage caused by the cyclone of 1978 and cyclical floods, droughts and earth 
slips that occur in the country, the force and fury of the tsunami waves was such, that it took 
only about two to three hours to leave a disaster zone of death and destruction. Over 38,900 
persons are officially reported dead or missing, while about 234,000 families comprising 
nearly one million persons were affected by the tsunami. The destruction to about 100,000 
homes left half-a-million people homeless. The cost of damage caused to public and private 
property and the coastal infrastructure runs into millions of dollars.iii  
 
The greatest impact was on poor coastal villages, where about 275,000 sole income earners 
were stranded without any means of employment. Among them were the fisher communities 
whose culture and livelihood had evolved around the sea and its resources. They lost not 
only their homes, but also their boats, fishing nets and gear.iv Groups of small time traders 
and entrepreneurs linked to the tourist industry and the hotel trade, such as craftsmen, 
artisans, etc., and a number of others engaged in diverse self-employment activities, also 
lost their livelihoods.  
 
Besides all this, the tsunami not only destroyed a unique coastal and marine ecosystem that 
was host to many varieties of aquatic fauna and flora inhabiting lagoons, reefs and estuaries, 
but also the home garden system, which provided a plentiful supply of fresh fruits, 
vegetables, herbs and even medicinal plants to the average household. 
 
For as long as they can remember, the people of Sri Lanka were confident that the country 
was immune to the threat of major earthquakes and seismic shocks. This was borne out by 
Sri Lanka’s location in the huge Indo-Australian plate, and its considerable distance from any 
of the plate boundaries. However, recent evidence indicates a possible splitting of the Indo-
Australian plate, just about 300 km from the Southwest coast of Sri Lanka, creating a new 
plate. This phenomenon has increased the country’s vulnerability to earth tremors, and 
should be considered in all future disaster management plans.10 

 

                                                 
10  Adapted from the Central Bank Annual Report 2004. 
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SRI LANKA 
To fully comprehend the impact of the tsunami on Sri Lanka, the researchers consider it 
appropriate to give a brief account of the country itself. Statistics quoted here are from pre-
tsunami times. 
 
Nestled beneath the landmass of the Indian Subcontinent, the island of Sri Lanka occupies a 
tiny space in the gigantic Indian Ocean. Its total land area of 65,610 sq. km, includes inland 
waters, nature and forest reserves, national parks and a 1,330 km long coastline. The 
respective distances from North to South and from East to West are 270 and 140 miles, 
which can be traversed via an extensive rail-road network covering the entire country. 
 
A largely agrarian economy, 78% of Sri Lanka’s 19.4 million (2004) people live in villages 
and in the plantations. The population distribution is 21.5% urban, 72.2% rural, and 6.3% 
estates, and while the population density is 310 persons per sq. km, Colombo’s population is 
estimated at 3,000 persons per sq. km. The average household size is 4.41. Life expectancy 
at birth for men is 71.7 years, while for women it is 76.4 years (2001). The overall literacy 
rate is 92.5%. Sri Lanka’s infant mortality rate is 11.1 per ‘000 live births and the rate of 
natural increase is 12.8 per ‘000 population. 
 
Per capita GDP at market prices of US$ 1,031 (2004) marks the first time that the GDP has 
exceeded 1,000 US dollars. The average per capita energy consumption per day is 2,325 
kilo calories. Statistics indicate that the country’s population living below US$ 1 a day is 
6.6%, while those living below US$ 2 a day is 45.4%. Needless to say that there are district 
wise and regional variances. The UNDP Human Development Report ranks Sri Lanka 96 
among 177 countries in the world.11 
 

ACTION LEARNING 
The substance of SEEDS’ response efforts to the tsunami comes within the context of the 
wide ranging interventions by the state, as well as local and international agencies and 
institutions. 
 
Hearing the shocking news of the Tsunami in Asia, UN Secretary General, Kofi Annan, 
declared, that it was an ''unprecedented global catastrophe'' that required an 
''unprecedented global response''.  
 
This ''unprecedented global response” has helped many tsunami-stricken nations and 
communities to achieve a certain degree of normalcy. The cost in human lives and physical 
resources has been such that the response efforts have been both wide-ranging and multi-
directional. Needless to say that all such assistance from peoples and nations and the state 
itself has been “gender blind.” 
 
It has become clear that the majority of casualties in Sri Lanka were women and children, 
and that, for the most part, they belonged to poor homes and communities. However, as yet, 
there is precious little accurate, disaggregated data that shows how many of the dead were 
women, or how many women are still missing or displaced. 
 

 
 
A Community of Kindness: the People’s Response 

                                                 
11  Quoted from the Central Bank Annual Report 2004. 
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As the entire country went into mourning, and the media brought round-the-clock news 
updates, the people of Sri Lanka came together in a spontaneous gesture of public 
compassion and solidarity, and an unremitting relief effort.  
 
Thousands of people from all over the country began to send large quantities of cooked 
food, dry rations, clothes, bedding, drinking water, medicines, basic utensils, and a host of 
other emergency supplies to the affected areas. Hotlines and help lines gave access to 
information about missing friends and relatives. Temples, churches and schools were 
transformed overnight into emergency shelters. Religious and community leaders and 
medical personnel were in the vanguard to comfort the bereft and care for the injured. 
Citizens groups, political and voluntary organizations, government agencies and the armed 
services helped in the enormous rescue and recovery effort. 
 
Response from the Community of Nations 
The degree of financial, technical and material assistance from the world community 
matched the magnitude of the disaster. Sri Lanka was overwhelmed by the generosity of 
peoples and nations around the globe. While funds for the rehabilitation of tsunami-affected 
victims and reconstruction work came in through fast, secure and accountable transactions 
via the Internet, wire transfer, etc., technical help flowed into the country by ship and plane.  
 
Over 350 flights from around the world arrived with relief items, predominantly, food, water, 
medicines, clothes, and tents. 15,000 tonnes of relief items and equipment and 2000 tonnes 
of medicine were airlifted through these flights.12  
 
Colombo’s warehouses were soon full to overflowing and the clearance of container loads 
went on apace to reach the affected areas as fast as it was humanly possible. Coastal Sri 
Lanka became a tent city, as tens of thousands of tarpaulin shelters were set up for those 
who overflowed the welfare centres. Military personnel from many countries in the East and 
West arrived on the heels of the tsunami, to clear roads, demolish damaged buildings, set up 
temporary bridges, provide emergency medical help and even conduct mass burials. 
 

Response from the State and its agencies 
In addition to existing structures such as the 3-R Ministry,13 the Commissioner General of 
Essential Services and the National Disaster Management Centre, the Government of Sri 
Lanka created three national bodies to cope with the mammoth relief and recovery effort 
needed to rebuild infrastructure and livelihood, restore business, commerce and trading 
activities, and resettle the displaced families.  
 
These were the Task Force for Rescue and Relief (TAFRER), the Task Force for Logistics, 
Law and Order (TAFLOL) and the Task Force for Rebuilding the Nation (TAFREN). When 
the immediate relief operations were over, the first two Task Forces were amalgamated to 
form the Task Force for Relief (TAFOR). Meanwhile the Centre for National Operations 
(CNO), set up barely three days after the tsunami, was wound down after completing its 
mandate to monitor and coordinate all initiatives by government and other agencies relating 
to post-tsunami relief efforts. 
 
The government also decided that all monies earmarked for tsunami relief (whether received 
by the state or non-state organizations) should be channeled into a National Disaster Relief 
Fund, through accounts operated by two State Banks and the Presidential Secretariat, to 
ensure transparency and accountability. 
                                                 
12 Ranaviraja, Tilak, Chairman / TAFOR at Sri Lanka Development Forum 2005 
13  Ministry for Relief, Rehabilitation and Reconstruction, Sri Lanka 
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The Central Bank of Sri Lanka initiated the “Suhsahana” loan scheme to assist medium and 
large-scale entrepreneurs to restart their businesses; while the SME Bank, which was set up 
earlier, helped small and medium enterprises to overcome financial difficulties. Also, the 
government’s flagship program for poverty alleviation, the National Development Trust Fund, 
made available credit lines to Partner Organizations to on-lend to tsunami victims. 
  
Gender disaggregated information was not available on government-initiated databases, 
given the lack of trained personnel, resources, communications and coordination between 
agencies. However, three independently conducted surveys by the Department of Census 
and Statistics, the Ministry of Women’s Empowerment and Social Welfare and a group of 
NGO’s (financed by UNIFEM), which are in the process of being finalized14, would no doubt 
provide this information.  
 
Sector specific surveys carried out by the tourism and fisheries sectors also did not analyse 
the gender component in the post-tsunami response. 
 

MFI Response  
The Tsunami of December 2004 impacted not only businesses and infrastructure; it affected 
social networks and a whole micro economic system of rural enterprises that had sustained 
entire families and communities. Many micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) had 
commenced by virtue of credit plus services provided by micro finance and non-banking 
institutions. 
 
MFIs initially responded to the needs of their own staff and clientele among those affected. 
Ground realities required that client communities should be given the space to mourn their 
dead, absorb the changes in family relationships, and assess their losses in terms of 
personal belongings and business assets. They also needed to access their savings to cope 
with the crisis.  
 
In the second phase, MFIs took stock of their liabilities with regard to loan clients who were 
either dead, disabled or listed missing. Apart from losing their homes and belongings, 
surviving clients may have suffered the loss of spouse, child or close family member, their 
homes and business enterprises and their means of livelihood. Such clients would be in dire 
need emergency funds to meet funeral, medical and other expenses and financial help over 
a longer period for life cycle expenses. 
 
At institutional level MFIs had to deal with death / disability or displacement of staff, physical 
destruction of office buildings and loss of equipment, transaction records, and assets 
pledged as collateral. Other issues included their liquidity in terms of unpaid loans, loss of 
interest income, savings withdrawals, etc. 
 
To guide MFIs move from relief to reconstruction, and to ensure that their mission as 
sustainable providers of financial services was not compromised, CGAP clarified the key 
principles of micro finance and provided Guidelines to Micro Finance Institutions in a post-
tsunami environment15. These guidelines cover a range of topics such as relief efforts, client 
savings, rescheduling of loans, loans for reconstruction, getting into new areas, and 
managing micro insurance claims. CGAP also cautioned donors to be responsive to the local 
context, ensure separation between relief and micro finance, stick to micro finance good 
practices and avoid setting disbursement targets. These guidelines are gender neutral.  
                                                 
14 Alailima, Patricia (2005), Gender Dimensions of Tsunami Assistance : Sri Lanka Case Study 
 
15 CGAP Brief, February 2005 – Sustaining Microfinance in Post-Tsunami Asia 
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Sarvodaya’s Response 
Within 2 hours of the tsunami hitting the eastern seaboard, Sarvodaya mobilized its staff and 
community cadres for relief work, and set up a special Disaster Management Operations 
Centre at its headquarters to receive reports from its District Offices in the affected areas. 
Emergency food and other supplies were transported to reach 14 such districts and 
benefited almost 40,000 families.16  
 
Apart from visiting all the affected districts, Sarvodaya’s President, Dr. A T Ariyaratne 
commissioned a rapid qualitative assessment of the camp management status. The report of 
this survey, which was circulated to relief organizations including UN agencies located in Sri 
Lanka served as an important reference point in the entire tsunami relief operation.17 
 
Under Sarvodaya’s “Village to Village : Heart to Heart” program, unharmed villages ‘adopted’ 
affected villages, providing food, safe drinking water (by installing large water storage 
barrels) and sanitation facilities to help prevent the outbreak of disease. All such response 
efforts were gender neutral since Sarvodaya’s development philosophy encompasses all 
sections of the community irrespective of gender, age, class, creed or ethnicity. Having said 
that, it must be mentioned that the Sarvodaya Women’s Movement is aimed at empowering 
rural women. 
 

Case Study: 
The Sarvodaya Women’s Movement, which was founded in 1987 is one of the 
independent units affiliated to its parent organization and one of the first groups to 
come to the aid of the tsunami victims. After a 3-month in-depth household survey of 
the affected districts of Galle and Matara in the Southern Province and Kalmunai, 
Batticaloa and Ampara in the Eastern Province, the organization identified the most 
vulnerable and worst affected groups (red card holders) that would need 
psychosocial and livelihood development support. Women were formed into small 
groups based on existing Mothers’ Groups, or formed entirely new groups. Since 
most of the women had shown a preference to undertake income generating 
activities with which they were familiar, they were provided training in sewing and 
embroidery, handicrafts, coir yarn projects, Maldive fish manufacture and food 
technology. They were also provided with equipment such as sewing machines (with 
starter packs), coir yarn making machines, machines to separate the coconut fibre, 
etc., and large pans to manufacture the Maldive fish. 
The starter packs given to women who showed an aptitude for sewing contained 15 
metres of raw cotton, scissors, measuring tape, needles, thread, etc. These women 
have turned out baby gift sets (quilted mattress, cot sheet, 2 pillow cases, 10 nappies 
and 5 baby shirts) and also gift packs, each containing 2 bed-jackets and cloths (for 
pregnant or lactating women). 
In the Batticaloa district, there were not enough sewing machines for individuals. 
Instead whatever was available went to women’s groups. This proved to be a great 
success. Each member of the group took turns to finish a product. If one woman 
could not finish her sewing, because she had to cook, someone else would complete 
the job. When they had to meet a fairly large order, they took turns to sew right 
through the night. Where there were no sewing machines, the women hand-
embroidered bed sheets & pillow cases, table cloths & serviettes. They even made 
rugs with fabric pieces and off cuts. Among other products are tablemats out of 
palmyrah leaves (commonly available in the district), and reed ware purses and 

                                                 
16  Sarvodaya (2005), From Tsunami to Deshodaya : Sarvodaya Plan for National Reawakening  
17  Sarvodaya (2005), ibid. 
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shoulder bags. Other than bead jewellery, these women have also produced hand-
made paper bags to replace synthetic shopping bags. 
Under the agriculture project, the Women’s Movement supplied 1,000 plants such as 
Ambarella, Mango, Rambuttan, Banana, Orange, Woodapple and Pomegranate. 
Unfortunately only 50% have survived, due to soil deficiency and lack of water. The 
Women’s Movement also encouraged village people to grow Watekeiya (Mangrove 
plant) nurseries and to replant the devastated areas, as a coast conservation 
measure. 

 

SEEDS’ Post-tsunami Intervention 
SEEDS’ intervention at this stage was to provide emergency cash relief to the affected 
village organizations (Sarvodaya Shramadana Societies) and to mobilize the Head Office 
and District Offices to arrange for the collection and distribution of a variety of relief items to 
the stricken areas. Once the emergency phase was over, SEEDS’ exit strategy ensured that 
all future relief assistance was channelled through Sarvodaya.v  
SEEDS now reverted to its mission of promoting economic empowerment for sustainable 
livelihoods in its overall strategy of poverty eradication, since poverty is more than just a lack 
of income; it is the denial of choices and opportunities basic to human life. 
 
As a first step, SEEDS focused on its loan clients : (i) members of Sarvodaya Shramadana 
Societies (SSS), and (ii) non-member clients who are eligible for loans under specially 
funded credit lines accessible to SEEDS. 
 
The death toll among SEEDS clients was 754 SSS members and 23 non-members. The 
affected loans amounted to Rs. 75 million (i.e. Rs. 41.6 m and Rs. 33.4 m, respectively). 
Each Sarvodaya Society also grants small consumption savings-based loans to their 
members. Here, the loss is estimated at Rs. 23 million. 
 
In accordance with CGAP Guidelines18, SEEDS customized its responses to suit client 
needs. All loan write-offs and rescheduling are considered on a case-by-case basis, the 
rationale for write offs being: (a) death of borrower, (b) permanent disability of borrower, 
and/or (c) complete destruction of his/her business. In the case of others, repayment periods 
will vary between 6 months and 12 months, with a grace period of one year. 
Sixty percent (60%) of SEEDS’ loan clients are women. Therefore, we have to assume that 
the clients who were affected were proportionally the same, implying that the beneficiaries of 
the above response in rescheduling or writing off outstanding loans would benefit the women 
themselves, or their dependents (in the case of death of borrower). 
  
Physical damage to SSS buildings has been assessed at Rs. 14 million. Of these, 38 
buildings were fully destroyed and 46 were partially damaged. The tsunami also destroyed 
furniture, equipment, and more importantly, records of transactions. SEEDS is seeking the 
services of experts to reconstruct, from available sources, the books and records of 49 SSS. 
SEEDS and Sarvodaya are working closely with government agencies in providing 
permanent housing for affected staff members and some of the most needy client families, 
though this is a totally new experience for SEEDS. 
 
The first phase of SEEDS’ Long-Term Tsunami Relief Program19 covered a wide spectrum 
of proposed interventions so as to rehabilitate people and livelihoods, create assets, and 
provide greater access to resources. Prior to livelihood support, SEEDS provided capacity 
building to affected clients to develop their skills and competencies, and trained them 
                                                 
18 CGAP (2005)- ibid. 
19 SEEDS’ Action Plan on Livelihood Improvement and Economic Rehabilitation of People in Sri 
Lanka’s Coastal Belt, affected by the deadly Tsunami of December 2004 
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through self-employment, enterprise development and technical skills programs. Under 
phase two, SEEDS initiated the REVIVE Project in partnership with USAID; to restore 
livelihoods of tsunami affected persons through enterprise support. 
 
As of now, SEEDS is involving the wider community through participatory processes so that 
they become stakeholders in the reconstruction phase. This is a particularly pro-gender 
exercise. (Details are given elsewhere in this paper)  
 

SEEDS’ Housing Project  
To provide relief to 14 of our staff members whose houses were totally destroyed or partially 
damaged, SEEDS launched a Rs. 4 million housing fund, adding counterpart funds to the 
staff contributions of one or two days’ wages. In response to an appeal by SEEDS, the 
employees of Interpolis (a subsidiary of RaboBank of the Netherlands) sent a generous 
donation of Euro 30,000 towards the project. Each of the affected staff members received an 
outright grant to start building their homes.  
 
Also In partnership with the Holcim Fund for Reconstruction in Sri Lanka (a subsidiary of 
Holcim Cement Ltd), SEEDS District Managers identified needy families. While 152 houses 
are being constructed for the most affected people in Matara, Galle, Batticaloa and 
Kalmunai, a further batch of houses is being constructed in Trincomalee and Jaffna under an 
Agreement signed between Sarvodaya and Holcim. 
 
Initially, SEEDS could not gather gender-disaggregated data from the affected localities 
because of the massive displacement of people and the breakdown of transportation and 
communication and local government machinery.  
 
As the situation became more stabilized, SEEDS’ District Managers, Assistant Managers 
and Field Officers, visited the affected villages and welfare centers, interviewed the 
displaced people and did a rapid assessment of their needs. These needs were considered 
when preparing SEEDS’ Action Plan on Livelihood Improvement and Economic 
Rehabilitation of People in Sri Lanka’s Coastal Belt, affected by the deadly Tsunami of 
December 2004 (short title - SEEDS’ Post-Tsunami Action Plan), was submitted to our 
Resource Partners in the form of a Project Proposal (complete with budget lines and time 
frames) for total or partial funding. 
 

SEEDS’ Long-term Tsunami Relief Program 
SEEDS is in for the long haul – We have made a commitment to see that our client 
communities would once again be a cohesive force for development, supporting each other 
to recreate a once vibrant micro economy. 
 

For more than 18 years SEEDS has worked with village communities under an economic 
empowerment program of credit-plus support. Sixty percent of our loan clients are women. 
Each client goes through several loan cycles, sometimes to support her husband’s (or son’s) 
business, at others, to enhance her own. These women are no strangers; they are all 
members of their respective Sarvodaya Shramadana Societies, even serving as Society 
office bearers, if elected. SEEDS, therefore, was aware of their needs and potential long 
before the tsunami struck. Some of these insights were incorporated into SEEDS’ Post-
Tsunami Action Plan. 
 
One of the most inclusive and impactful exercises has been the Participatory Rural Appraisal 
(PRA) program. Here, irrespective of society membership, women were given the space 
through dialogue and discourse to participate, articulate their needs and bring valuable 
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observations into the development process. As a result, they are empowered to take an 
active role in the post-tsunami reconstruction effort. Women became the primary 
beneficiaries (91%) of this exercise, largely because the men were engaged in cash for work 
programs and/or other activities.  
 
Under the subject, “The Plight of Women” SEEDS’ Action Plan for Tsunami Relief, goes on 
to say:  
 

“Women, particularly, from the poor communities, are the most defenseless 
among the tsunami victims, especially, where they have been bereft of their 
children, or their husbands, or perhaps both. They have no savings, no assets, 
and more often than not, no education and no training. The women and girls in 
welfare centers are also vulnerable to sexual abuse, because of their isolation. 
Life for a widow or single parent is particularly difficult – a woman caring for 3 
or 4 children has the daunting task of finding food, seeing to their schooling, 
etc., especially if she has no financial resources to fall back on. The loss of 
loved ones and the physical displacement from their environment is an 
emotional trauma that can have long lasting effects; and, therefore, they need 
careful counseling to get back on their feet and cope with their changed lives.” 
 

It must be stated that while SEEDS’ Action Plan does include a gender component, there is 
no overall strategy to target women in the post-tsunami scenario, largely because of the 
massive and disproportionate toll of women across ethnic lines and the fact that the burden 
of provider and caregiver has fallen on the men. Since our loan clients are also part of the 
larger community, SEEDS has adopted a holistic approach involving entire communities and 
is focusing on a medium to long-term program to help those affected.  
 
This is the ground reality. When whole communities have been displaced and are either 
living in welfare centres or in other shelters, it is extremely difficult to plan exclusive services 
for men and women separately, or for that matter, members and non-members of 
Sarvodaya Societies. It is also important to realize that SEEDS’ mandate as a micro finance 
organization is more limited than that of the other Divisions or Units of Sarvodaya. In any 
event, there was no need to duplicate or replicate their services, because their target 
populations were the same as ours. 
 
 
 
Therefore, SEEDS is committed to rehabilitating the livelihoods of entire communities and 
their socio-economic structures, where women form a part of the matrix, not the sum total 
thereof. 
 
Since SEEDS does not have the expertise to undertake trauma counseling, it has devised a 
program of psychosocial support to deal with post-traumatic stress. This motivational 
exercise on positive thinking helps vulnerable communities such as the elderly, the 
bereaved, women, girls and young children to return to normalcy as quickly as possible. 
 
A quick assessment of our affected client communities reveals their occupational diversityvi -- 
fisher folk, craftsmen, artisans, traders, bakers, vendors, carpenters and many others 
including those dominated by women, viz., dressmaking, manufacture of coir and coir 
products, dairy and poultry farming, home gardening, agriculture, agro-based industries and 
food-related enterprises. The sum total of their losses included savings, house and property, 
productive assets, stock in trade, transportation, tools, machinery and equipment, apart from 
which, they did not receive any compensation for their losses, since they were not insured. 
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SEEDS’ support does not envisage a meager one-off payment, but a long-term engagement 
in the process of rebuilding tsunami-stricken communities. This includes the provision of 
working capital to start businesses, obtain raw materials and other supplies and also the 
creation of market linkages for their products. Therefore, in addition to debt forgiveness and 
rescheduling of loans (as stated earlier), SEEDS has commenced a soft loans program to 
enable its clients to restart their enterprises, or engage in new ones. Women who are the 
dominant loan clients are directly benefited by such support. 
 

SEEDS has received grant and loan funds from local and foreign resource partners to 
implement this program, viz. Novib International – Oxfam Netherlands, German Savings 
Bank Foundation, USAID “Review” Project, PLAN International and the Stromme 
Foundation, the National Development Trust Fund and the Southern Region Rural Economic 
Advancement Project (Dasuna). 
 

Under phase 1, SEEDS disbursed loans to the value of Rs. 10.46 million to Sarvodaya 
Shramadana Societies in Hambantota, for on-lending to the affected clients. These monies 
will be used to either kick-start the demolished enterprises, or to start new ones. 
In addition, SEEDS hopes to restore the micro-environment of the home garden system 
which was destroyed by the tsunami. The average home garden contains a variety of fruits, 
vegetables, herbs, coconuts, jak, breadfruit, and even medicinal plants. Apart from being a 
source of food and fuel wood, home gardens served as a supplementary source of family 
income. However, since it would take many months to overcome the soil degradation and 
salination caused by the tsunami, SEEDS will, in the first instance, distribute coconut 
seedlings to householders in September 2005. The choice of coconut seedlings is an 
informed decision. There was evidence to confirm that many of the coconut trees had 
withstood the pounding tsunami waves. SEEDS anticipates that these seedlings would not 
only grow tall enough to act as a buffer against any future tsunamis, but would also supply a 
host of products, nuts, fibre, vinegar, molasses, jaggery, treacle and material for thatching 
roofs. 
 

 
 
 
The loss of household utensils is another burden specific to women, and appeals were made 
to the general public to provide kitchen utensils and household necessities such as brooms, 
buckets and so on. Through PRA exercises, SEEDS officials made lists of all household 
items requested by the women. Each needy household then received a package of goods 
worth Rs. 3,500. 
 

SEEDS’ REVIVE Project covers phase 2 of its interventions in the tsunami affected districts. 
 

Most Pertinent Gender Issues 
It was evident that apart from the disproportionate number of women and children killed, the 
tsunami also swept away community structures that would have given protection to the 
survivors. Incidence of rape and violence has been reported from practically all the affected 
areas, where women and girls are at risk of such threats as exploitation, prostitution, sexual 
abuse and domestic violence from their spouses or male relatives, with consequent mental 
and physical trauma. 
 

Women have had to cope with the loss of loved ones, loss of home and hearth, of familiar 
environs and the support of friends and relatives. Widows (and those whose husbands are 
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missing) have suddenly been transformed into household heads – to nurture and care not 
only for their children but also for aged parents and/or sick and needy dependents. As a 
result, they are unable to go to distribution centres to obtain their quota of food and other 
supplies. In fact, most women are not listed to receive disaster relief and even when a 
woman does go to claim the cash allowance paid to tsunami victims, she is asked to send 
her husband instead to collect it, even though he may be dead.20  Many women have no job 
skills and hardly any job opportunities since the cash for work programs are male-
dominated. 
 
Women have little or no privacy in overcrowded welfare centers when attending to personal 
hygiene, washing or bathing. They also need space when tending to their children or breast-
feeding their infants. Pregnant women need urgent medical and nutritional support to avoid 
complications of pregnancy, or trauma-induced miscarriage. The UNFPA has distributed 
reproductive health care kits, to minimize the risk of life-threatening complications related to 
premature and unsafe deliveries, miscarriages, and unsafe abortions. But much needs to be 
done to prevent the threat of unwanted pregnancies, STDs and HIV/AIDS, particularly if the 
victim has been raped. 
Discriminatory practices over land, property and inheritance rights that give preferential 
treatment to men, are also threats to a woman’s fundamental right to equality guaranteed by 
the Constitution as well as by International Conventions and other instruments. This is 
particularly so, in the post-tsunami situation, where women are liable to lose land or property 
rights, given the loss of deeds and personal documents.  
EMACE, an organization working in the northern and eastern provinces, observes that Sri 
Lanka’s complex legal structure pertaining to property and inheritance is further complicated 
by other legal statutes and traditional customs - such as Kandyan, Thesavalamai and 
Muslim laws - having a different and limited acceptance of the rights of women to own, 
inherit and control property21 
Women in the Batticaloa district (with a predominantly Muslim population) are concerned 
that customary laws that give them equal rights to land and inheritance may be lost in the 
new and discriminatory legal regime being designed by the state. This is particularly 
applicable to the Mukkuwa community that ensures inheritance rights from mother to 
daughter. 
 

Advocacy by Women’s Organizations 
While government and non-government agencies moved fast to stop the spread of disease 
through medical camps, cleaning of wells and provision of drinking water, inadequate 
attention was paid to the special needs of women and girls. This is particularly distressing in 
view of the fact that there are many official bodies with regard to women’s issues – viz., the 
Ministry of Women’s Empowerment and Social Welfare, the National Committee on Women, 
Women & Children’s Division (Ministry of Labour) and Women & Children’s Desks at many 
Police Stations. 
Nonetheless, over the past 6-7 months, several advocacy groups and women’s rights 
organizations have succeeded in bringing to the public realm, the threats faced by women 
and girls, and helping to raise funds specifically earmarked not only to protect women's 
physical safety, but also their health, dignity and psychological well-being.22 
Listed below are just a few of the initiatives by such organisations to bring to the 
consciousness of political leaders, activists and donors, the special concerns regarding 
women: 

1. As early as the first of January 2005 a collective of five women’s rights groups, 
through a published statement, urged that international aid efforts be "refocused" to 

                                                 
20  Internet : Oxfam : Tsunami survivors in  Sri Lanka 

21  From the Internet :  “Women’s Inheritance and Property Rights” 
22  Women’s e-News, March 2005 

 28



address violence against women and the needs of vulnerable communities. They had 
conducted a week-long series of fact-finding missions in the tsunami-affected areas 
and expressed concern regarding the safety and well-being of women and girls in the 
light of the mass displacement and destruction of communication lines.23 

2. Many International NGOs, in collaboration with local partners, have now come 
forward to increase awareness among women caregivers and service providers and 
to train them to recognize and deal with incidents of sexual and gender based 
violence. AUSTCARE, works with the UNFPA and the Coalition for Assisting 
Tsunami Affected Women (CATAW), a group of highly skilled and experienced 
women’s organizations, community based groups and networks across tsunami-
affected areas in Sri Lanka. AUSTCARE’s local partner is the Women and Media 
Collective (WMC) - the facilitating body of CATAW.24 

3. In a statement circulated to the international press, the Women and Media Collective 
outlined some of the worst breaches of women's rights. They stated that they had 
received reports of incidents of rape, gang rape, molestation and physical abuse of 
women and girls in the course of unsupervised rescue operations and while resident 
in temporary shelters. They advocated that the government and relevant authorities 
should take immediate action in this regard. 

4. The Associate Director for MADRE, an international women's human rights 
organization based in New York, says that these allegations reflect what typically 
happens during turmoil. "When communities are under stress, you tend to get a huge 
upsurge in domestic violence. We're seeing what we always see in the wake of a 
disaster: Things start to unravel and people snap. In a crisis, the mechanisms that 
are usually in place to prevent rape, violence and molestation have disappeared. 
There are no family members to protect women and girls, no homes in which to hide, 
and fewer police and armed forces to dissuade would-be criminals."25 

5. In Batticaloa, the very strong, active women’s groups that had already been 
established prior to the Tsunami, formed a Gender Watch with other gender focal 
points in INGOs and UN organizations. They monitor the situation in the camps and 
meet regularly to discuss gender-based-violence issues and lobby the state on behalf 
of the affected people. They have already conducted gender training for 120 camp 
managers, as well as others linked with management, such as LTTE, Grama 
Niladharis, the Police, etc.26 

6. In a Briefing Note, Oxfam notes that domestic abuse is a real threat, and that it has 
grown with the added stress on families since the tsunami. Alcohol abuse, a pre-
existing problem, is likely a key factor that increases the risk of women being abused 
by spouses or other male family members.27 

7. In a News Release dated 23 June 2005, the Executive Director of the United Nations 
Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) states that at two major women's 
meetings, one in Aceh and the other in Colombo, women on the ground identified 
four critical issues: the urgent need to re-establish livelihoods; the issue of land titles 
and ownership, including inheritance rights, particularly in the case of children who 
lost their entire family; the creation of adequate settlements and housing and the lack 
of gender sensitivity in the planning and management of temporary barracks; and the 

                                                 
23   Press Release : 1 January 2005 by the Sri Lanka Women's NGO Forum, Mothers and Daughters of Lanka, Action Network for Migrant Workers, 

Women's Alliance for Peace, and Women's Alliance for Peace and Democracy. 

24   Internet : Tsunami disaster : 6 months on : Sri Lanka 

25   Women’s e-News, March 2005 

26   Alailima, P (2005) ibid. 
27   The tsunami’s impact on women, Oxfam Briefing Note. March 2005  
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need for more opportunities for women to interact with local and national authorities 
and participate in decision-making to engage with the reconstruction process.28 

8. According to a news item, a new training manual on “Preventing Trafficking of 
Women and Children in Tsunami Affected Communities” was launched in Colombo. 
The United States Agency for International Development (USAID) provided financial 
support to the American Centre for International Labor Solidarity (Solidarity Center-
Sri Lanka) to develop this manual, which would be a valuable tool for all those 
involved in the prevention of trafficking.29 

9. In a statement issued by the Asian Women’s Consultation on Post Tsunami 
Challenges, it was noted that seven months after the December 2004 Indian Ocean 
Tsunami, women continue to be marginalized, discriminated and excluded from the 
process of rebuilding on all levels: the family, the community and the nation.30  

10. Representatives of women’s organizations participating at the Asian Civil Society 
Consultation on Post Tsunami Challenges in Bangkok, February 13-14, 2005, from 
India, Indonesia, Thailand, Burma, Sri Lanka and Maldives, noted that there was a 
need for a comprehensive report focusing on women’s human rights violations in the 
tsunami aftermath given the gravity of the violations and the extent of marginalisation 
and exclusion of women from the rehabilitation process.31 

11. Against the backdrop of International Women's Day, rights activists called for more 
gender-sensitive programs to help women and girls who survived the Indian Ocean 
tsunami. 

 

Lessons regarding Post-Tsunami Gender Programs 
Because of the unrelenting lobbying by women’s organizations, there is a growing 
awareness that the post-tsunami disaster response at all levels must be designed within the 
framework of a gender perspective, and that women should be involved not only in the 
planning but in the implementation process. 
Nonetheless, apart from making allowance for the needs of women, particularly women at 
risk, widows / women household heads, pregnant women, lactating mothers, and so on, the 
post-tsunami recovery programs should also consider other vulnerable populations such as, 
the elderly, persons with physical and mental disabilities, those with special medical needs 
and orphaned or separated children.  
 
Gender Evaluation in the Post-Disaster Response 

Since there was a plethora of women’s organizations and collectives and international aid 
agencies that are engaged in post-disaster gender evaluation, SEEDS did not make any 
special effort to do so, except on one occasion, when this researcher visited a village in 
south Sri Lanka, to interview a woman client who had been severely affected by the tsunami. 
This information was put into the framework of a case study presented by SEEDS at the 
INAFI Regional Workshop in June 2005.32 
What SEEDS is currently most concerned about is to get men, women, youth, children and 
elders back on track as early as possible. Mobilizing the village people to participate in 
community exercises, like the PRA and VDP (Village Development Program) under the 
                                                 
28    Asian Tsunami: UNIFEM Calls for Greater Role of Women in Recovery and Reconstruction Efforts 
29    Financial Times - Sunday July 31, 2005 

30    Asian Women’s Consultation on Post Tsunami Challenges, Banda Aceh, July 25-27, 2005   
31    http://www.apwld.org/tsunami_humanrights.htm 
32  Post Tsunami and Micro Finance : How It affected Women’s Life. (Paper presented by SEEDS at 

the INAFI Regional Workshop, Peshawar, Pakistan, 27-29 June 2005) 
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Long-Term Tsunami Relief effort, has enabled lonely or isolated women and other segments 
of the village, to become reintegrated into community life as partners of our post-tsunami 
planning and implementation process. 
 

The following Case Study was submitted by SEEDS at the Post-tsunami and Micro 
finance: How it affected Women’s life, INAFI Regional Workshop held in Peshawar, 
Pakistan, June 2005. 
 

Case Study  
Only the bare outlines of a foundation and a pile of rubble mark a once thriving place of 
business run by Lalani Renuka and her husband, Upul Priyantha Wijeweera. Now, with their 
business in ruins, they live in a one-roomed structure – where they cook, eat and sleep. This 
room holds all their earthly possessions, the most precious being the photographs of those 
near and dear, who died on that terrible day in December, when the Tsunami came to their 
village. 

The little seaside village of Peraliya, consisting of about 450 families, hit the headlines when 
a train carrying an estimated passenger load of 1500 or more, was flung off its rails by the 
force of the tsunami waves. But not even that could stop the waters as they raced over the 
railway tracks into the homesteads, wreaking death and destruction everywhere. As Upul 
Priyantha says, to have survived the waves that could topple a huge train, itself is a miracle. 
But the surging waters did not go away empty handed. They snatched the lives of his 3-year 
old daughter, torn from her mother’s arms, of his 64-year old mother, who was inside their 
overturned truck and of a young niece who was in their house. The other 320 villagers who 
died were also mainly women and children. 

Of their two children, Subhas Asanga was born in April 1998. He attends school in 
Ambalangoda, the nearest large township, while Kasuni Kumudumal was born in September 
2001. A precocious 3-year old, cared for by her doting parents and grandparents, Kasuni 
would imitate her older cousin and dance at the drop of a hat. Her questions about 
everything were endless. She was the light of their lives and they will never ever come to 
terms with her death. 

Lalani and her husband ran a bakery business. This was his father’s trade, and instead of 
seeking employment outside the village like his two older brothers, Upul Priyantha decided 
to stay on in the village to run the bakery. Lalani, who is a pioneer member of the “Dilena 
Tharu” Sarvodaya Shramadana Society in Peraliya, helped the family business by obtaining 
a series of loans from the Society.  

Apart from local sales, the couple provided bread and cakes to the grocery stores and 
outlets in the neighbourhood and beyond. Gradually, as they expanded their business, 
Lalani and Upul invested in a truck to carry their products to more distant markets. While 
Lalani’s husband drove the truck, 3 young men from the locality were employed as bakery 
assistants. The product range included bread, which was their mainstay, and buns, 
sweetmeats, Vienna rolls, and an assortment of fancy cakes and pastries. Their monthly 
income was about Rs. 30,000. 

Now, their bakery business is no more. The main house, where they lived with Upul 
Priyantha’s parents, crumbled in the deluge. The truck, which had overturned and got 
wedged between two coconut trees survived with a certain amount of damage. But they lost 
every other asset that was their means of livelihood – the building which housed the fuel-
wood oven and the stores, the oven itself, an electric cake mixer, all the aluminium trays, 
moulds, pastry cutters, sifters, spoons, tables, cupboards as well as their stock in trade of 
flour, sugar, salt, margarine, yeast, flavouring, colouring, eggs, etc. They were all swept 
away. 
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In a strange twist of fate, their wedding album, with its laminated pages of photographs 
remained intact. The photographs of the elders that now adorn the walls of their one-roomed 
house were scanned from this album found among the debris. Little Kumudumal’s 
photograph taken by her brother on the 25th of December survived, because a friend had 
borrowed his camera. 

Over the years, Lalani had gone through three loan cycles of varying amounts, the last being 
a Type C project loan of Rs. 300,000 from SEEDS, for which she had pledged the truck as 
collateral. In December 2004, Lalani had paid the 15th loan instalment. 

Lalani’s parents and brother also died in the tsunami. They had a little grocery store, 
bordering the main trunk road leading to Galle. Only her mother’s body was found, the other 
two are listed missing, presumed dead. Here again, Lalani’s and Upul’s framed wedding 
photograph was retrieved from the rubble of her parent’s home, and brought to them by a 
friend. 

One would imagine that this double tragedy would have broken Lalani’s spirit and sent her 
into a deep depression. Instead, her innate strength of character plus the support of her 
extended family and friends has helped her to cope. She is deeply thankful to the SEEDS’ 
Assistant Manager / Field, who was the first person to come to their aid. Under Sarvodaya’s 
Village to Village : Heart to Heart program, she had organized four villages in the Elpitiya 
District Secretary’s Division to help the people of Peraliya. 

The village was declared a prohibited zone until the train wreck was cleared, and the families 
were housed in the Peraliya Navodya school. Here they received immediate assistance in 
the form of food, clothing and shelter. Later they received packages of dry food, including a 
few utensils, from the Bataganwila Sarvodaya District Centre in collaboration with the 
UNICHELA organization. Sarvodaya has also provided large water storage barrels and 
about 65 latrines to the village. Through the Grama Niladhari’s office, the each family 
received Rs. 5,000 for the months of January and February 2005, and until April, they 
received a weekly payment of Rs. 200 in cash per person and dry rations and foodstuffs 
from the nearest cooperative store, to the value of Rs. 175 per person.  

However, they do not receive any official assistance at present and exist on the generosity of 
their relations and friends. In fact, a family friend had been able to obtain for Lalani, a Gas 
cum Electric Oven from abroad. This would give a kick-start to their business, but for the fact 
that they have no capital to buy the basics. They need at least 2 commercial gas cylinders; a 
kerosene or diesel operated generator, and all the equipment and raw materials needed for 
the bakery. They need also to make adequate profit to pay wages, buy fuel, and meet their 
daily needs. 

Lalani and her family will move into his father’s house, as soon as the construction work is 
over, at which point they hope to convert their present living quarters into a bakery.  

Lalani’s courage and resilience is remarkable. A young woman of 35 years, She has put the 
past behind – a tragedy that would have wrecked her life - and instead looks forward to the 
future with a great deal of hope and anticipation. Apart from restarting the bakery, Lalani 
hopes to put up a building on the spot of the grocery store run by her parents. Here she 
would not only sell groceries, but also pastries, bread and cakes from her bakery. She hopes 
to eventually buy a hot cupboard and even operate a Cool Spot, to help quench the thirst of 
those traveling to Galle. She has estimated the cost of this venture plus the bakery as 
amounting to Rs. One million. However, the lack of income is her biggest concern at present. 
If and when the authorities pay special attention to re-establish their livelihoods, Lalani would 
soon find her dreams coming true.  

In a bid to relieve the debt burden of tsunami affected clients, SEEDS has granted Lalani a 
grace period of one year to repay the outstanding loan balance. She would also benefit from 
the proposed micro loan scheme. 
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Issues not yet addressed 
One of the harsh lessons learned has been the absence of a micro insurance system for our 
loan clients. Although SEEDS has a loan security system and a loan risk fund, which is 
applicable in the case of death or disability of a borrower, yet these are not underwritten by 
any insurance organization. SEEDS is now taking measures to introduce a comprehensive 
micro insurance scheme as part of the loan process to minimize loan risks. 
 

Further Research Agenda on the Topic 
While gender is not the sole determinant of vulnerability, it is an important one and relief 
programs should seek to understand both women’s and men’s differing vulnerabilities and 
coping strategies so that the assistance provided does not further marginalize them.  
It is therefore recommended that the further research agenda should consider: 

• the many men who have been bereft of their wives or female relatives and are left to 
cope with little children and have not received adequate support in their new role of 
caregiver and provider. 

• the plight of people who have been indirectly affected. Many of them were engaged in 
the supply chain to the fisheries and/or hotel trade. Also many micro enterprise and 
service sectors supported family members, particularly women, to earn a livelihood. 
Resumption of such livelihood opportunities is the quickest way to revive affected 
communities.  

• The impact of microfinance interventions on client communities affected by the tsunami, 
particularly on women clients. 

• the need for new or amending legislation to assist women to cope in post-conflict or 
post-disaster situations, particularly, if they have become heads of households due to 
death / disability or disappearance of spouse. 

These laws should: 

1. clarify the status of women, whose husbands have disappeared; 
2. treat women as heads of households for all official purposes, particularly to 

receive relief in times of national disaster,  
3. grant women inheritance and property rights and raise awareness of such 

rights 
4. create an enabling environment for a gender sensitive banking sector like that 

of the Janashakthi Bank and the Ceylinco Grameen Bank. 
Such legislation would enhance the status of women in the family and the community at 
large, but above all, it would give women a legal identity which would enable them to 
access credit from banks and other financial institutions. 
As equal citizens of the land, women have much to contribute to the prosperity of the 
country. As mothers and caregivers they are also the custodians of much of our cultural 
practices, values and way of life. It is at their knees that children learn of great kings 
and nobles and carry forward the best of the traditions of yesteryear. 

 
 

Endnotes 
                                                 
i  SEEDS’ interventions for economic empowerment and sustainable livelihoods commenced in 1987. 
Since then, SEEDS has contributed towards the growth of the micro finance industry in the country. 
Together with other key players, it has helped shape a dynamic micro enterprise sector spawning a 
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rich diversity of income generating activities. Micro and small enterpreneurs create assets and job 
opportunities, promote local initiatives, encourage thrift, and form linkages with local and regional 
markets. 
 
ii  On the 26th of December 2004, at 6.59 am local time, the most powerful earthquake in 40 years, 
measuring 9.3 on the Richter scale, occured under the Indian Ocean off the Western coast of 
Northern Sumatra, Indonesia. Although 1,600km from the epicenter, deadly tsunami waves moved 
across the Indian Ocean at incredible speeds of about 500 kmph causing death and destruction in all 
the littoral states, including Sri Lanka, before moving on towards the Maldives, Mauritius, and East 
Africa. Due to the distances involved the tsunamis took different time intervals ranging from 15 
minutes to 7 hours to reach the coastlines of these countries. While it took only a few minutes to reach 
Indonesia’s Banda Aceh province, it took nearly 2 hours to reach Sri Lanka, hitting Kalmunai in the 
eastern province at 8.27 a m. 
 
iii  The tsunami wiped out community structures and flattened beachside hotels. It destroyed public 
and private property - government offices, schools, hospitals, police stations, railway stations, and 
places of worship. High voltage power lines came tumbling down, while hundreds of wells were 
contaminated. Pipe borne water supplies and telecommunication services were damaged. The 
encroaching waters also washed away 1,615 km of roads, 25 bridges and causeways, as well as 
fisheries harbours and anchorages. Because of its proximity to the sea, the tsunami also destroyed 10 
railway bridges, 69 railway stations and the signaling and communications network. In one of the most 
bizarre incidents of that day, the tsunami twisted 160 km of railway tracks and caused the single most 
devastating train wreck in living memory. The cost of material and physical damage to infrastructure is 
estimated to be around 1 billion US dollars (4.9% of the GDP). Bankers and economists downgraded 
by 0.5 to 1.0%, Sri Lanka’s anticipated economic growth of 6.0%. 
 
iv  There are no fishing villages now. Their flimsy houses and shacks on the beachfront could not 
withstand the pounding waters, while the demarcation of a 100-200 metre buffer zone has prevented 
the reconstruction of their homes. For many months afterwards, a grim reminder of what had 
happened were some large fishing boats stranded like beached whales along the coast. 
 
v  Among the many voluntary organizations and civil society groups that rushed in to render aid to 
tsunami victims, Sarvodaya enjoys the distinction of being the best placed to assist stricken 
communities, whether in the North or South, East or West. Its long involvement with vulnerable 
populations like internally displaced persons, the mentally and physically handicapped, the aged and 
the infirm, orphans, street children and others, has made Sarvodaya a dedicated relief agency with 
strong links to local communities, donors, the state and its administrative machinery at all levels. 
Sarvodaya preparedness was evident, when following reports of a probable cyclone, it obtained the 
help of a Met Department official to brief the District Coordinators on disaster management, at their 
monthly meeting in November 2004. 
 
vi  Tourist-based cottage enterprises in the deep South included batiks, handlooms and ready-made 
garments, hand made lace, handicrafts, gems and jewellery, coir and leather products, horticulture, 
fresh fruits and beverages and the packeting of condiments and spices, while others operated small 
guest houses and restaurants.  
 
Livelihood enterprises in all the affected districts include one or the other of the following : rope and 
coir manufacture, salt processing, production of joss sticks, brick making, making cement blocks, rice 
and flour milling, carpentry, welding, communication services, tailoring, production of exercise books, 
repair services, making sweetmeats, snacks and milk products, artificial flower making, printing, retail 
trading, vending of fish and vegetables, tractor and transport services, operating small kiosks, etc. 
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Gender and Armed Conflict in Nepal 
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Gender  
While some progress has been made in recent decades, in no region of the world are 
women and girls equal to men and boys in legal, social, and economic rights.  Gender gaps 
continue to exist in access to and control of resources and services in economic 
opportunities, in power, and political voice. Often women and girls have no or lack of 
inheritance rights and lack of access to credit or markets. They have less bodily safety and 
integrity.  
 

Gender based discrimination is one of the underlying causes of armed conflict. The 
consequences of the armed conflict have had an adverse effect on both men and women of 
the country. Very often gender interventions are assumed to benefit women and girls or to 
address the concerns of women and girls only, but this is not correct. Gender is not a woman 
only or girl only issue, but a developmental issue, social justice issue, and human rights 
issue.  
 

The inequality and discrimination on the basis of gender do not only occur in the cases of 
women and girls.  Men and boys can also be limited and excluded on the basis of their 
gender. Therefore, gender sensitive development means taking into consideration that girls 
and boys, women and men have different realities, constraints, potentials, and aspirations.  
Gender sensitive approaches must work with them to address their particular needs in ways 
that will improve their quality of life.  
 

According to the Population Census 2001 National Report, the population of Nepal has 
reached 23.4 million, of which 50.3% are female.  Estimates of female literacy rates vary 
according to region, but overall it is estimated that 39% of the female population are literate. 
Nonetheless, prevailing gender hierarchies restrict women's access to resources and 
systematically marginalize them from decision-making within all social institutions in the 
country. Women are facing a high degree of social discrimination. 
 
Conflict in Nepal  
Nepal has been facing severe internal conflict because of the armed insurgency initiated by 
the Nepal Communist Party (Maoist) in 1996. Rampant poverty, structural inequality, political 
oppression, social discrimination against certain groups (e.g., Kamaya, women, Dalit, etc.), 
failure of the public administration, widespread corruption, and continuous failure of the 
successive governments to address these structural problems are the root causes of the 
current conflict in Nepal.  
 

The Maoist insurgency has caused widespread violence throughout the country, killed over 
11,000 people, and cost billions of rupees worth of physical property. The tension, mistrust, 
and distance between the 3 power blocks, namely the king, the democratic political parties 
and the Maoists, have been increasing. The armed conflict has caused insecurity, great loss 
of human life, and much suffering to innocent people.  
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Women in Conflict  
The conflict has left more than 4,000 widows who face severe social and economic hardships 
as they are discarded by both family and society. Together with the humiliation they bear the 
burden of bringing up their children by themselves. Women without husbands are at greater risk 
of being trafficked into the sex industry, as there is no one to support them. Increased 
insecurity, fear of attack, harassment, and economic hardships have forced hundreds of 
women to flee their homes and become internally displaced.   
 

The women especially from rural areas have been passing through a difficult period. Both of the 
conflicting parties are violating the rights of women. Apart from the killing of innocent women, there 
are several other inhuman ways in which both the parties in the war have made women victims. 
They are using sexual violence as a tool to punish women for their alleged connection with the 
other side. Hundreds of women and children are in trauma brought about by the loss of their 
husbands, parents, and relatives.   
 

The violent conflict has affected women's health and increased their economic burden. The 
decrease in their business has affected their income and productivity. Most of the women 
lack the skills and knowledge to initiate enterprises. Moreover, they lack capital for 
investment. They are in need of a special sort of micro credit to sustain their livelihood. But 
due to the conflict, micro credit programs do not operate smoothly. On the other side, almost 
all of the branches of commercial banks have been shifted from villages to district 
headquarters. In such a situation, MFIs should move to villages with special packages for 
the victim women.  
 

Impact of Armed Conflict on Women 
Sensitization and Awareness  

The awareness developed by civil society interventions on existing social problems have 
increased and helped empower lower caste, ethnic groups, and women from local to 
national levels.  People have formed different pressure groups to address social issues. 
These have helped to decrease gambling and alcohol abuse in Maoist controlled villages in 
the initial phases. Moneylenders have lowered interest rates (sometime from 60% to 18%) 
and police harassment has decreased in villages. Pressure has also been exerted on the 
government to make social reforms (e.g., land reform, a reform of women’s property rights, 
regulation for sale and consumption of liquor, bills to regulate private schools, anti-corruption 
bill, etc.). An increase in the grass-roots political awareness of the rural population has given 
a voice to socially excluded people, the poor, and rural women and can contribute to the 
democratisation process.  It can also decrease the exploitation by landlords and the elite, 
and introduce various community decision-making mechanisms such as a people’s court to 
look after land issues, domestic violence, etc. 
 

Mobilized in Maoist Militia and in the Army  

Women have started to participate in social and political activities. They have become aware 
of political issues. Due to the Maoist movement and its political mobilization process, many 
women have been positively engaged in political participation. The women involved in the 
Maoist army have proven that they are equal to their male counterparts, which has forced 
the government to change its policies for recruitment of women in the armed forces. Earlier 
there was no provision for recruitment of women in the armed forces. But nowadays they are 
being recruited by the army as well.  
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Enhanced Coping Capacity  
After the disappearance of the male member of the house, women have taken the 
challenging role of looking after not only the household chores but also the economic well-
being of the remaining members of the family. They have built the capacity to socialize with 
both the parties as well as the armed forces to protect their families' lives and livelihood.  
Their capacity has increased to take up social responsibility and economic challenges and 
political pressure. Therefore the confidence among women has dramatically increased to 
undertake a balancing role between various forces active in society.  
 

Social Economic Pressure  

Increased insecurity, harassment, and economic hardships have forced many women to flee 
their homelands as either internally displaced persons or migrant laborers.  This situation has 
also forced women to take additional responsibilities to take care of their family members 
(children and elderly) along with the regular agricultural activities in the rural areas. This has 
curtailed the regular source of income due to a decrease in quality and quantity of farm 
productivity. Because of a decrease in income, women have been facing difficulties 
providing health and educational opportunities to their children.  Therefore the women who 
are left behind with no husbands and male family members are at greater risk of sex work or 
trafficking because there is no one to protect them or their family. 
 

Psychological Trauma 

The violent conflict has badly affected women’s health, both physically and mentally.  
Women who are the sole earners are compelled to cut off expenditures on health. Lack of 
access to health facilities in the rural areas has affected women's reproductive health and 
safe motherhood. Women are traumatized as their family members are killed brutally by the 
contending parties. The sexual harassment by the armed forces has created a situation of 
terror for women. Single women are triply vulnerable to torture from the armed forces, the 
Maoists, and the society as single women are considered a social curse and burden to 
society. This has created depression, psychological stress, and trauma among the victimized 
women. All this torture, misbehavior, and sexual exploitation have forced conflict women 
victims to live in pain.   

 
SAP-NEPAL's INITIATIVES IN REDUCING NEGATIVE IMPACT OF ARMED CONFLICT 

 
For several years SAP-Nepal has been incorporating gender issues in all its local level 
initiatives. It has always been concerned with bringing direct, positive impacts to women and 
children. It has been providing space for both men and women to be involved equally in 
program and project implementations. SAP-N has been taking a gender-balanced approach 
while implementing and promoting the participation of women at decision-making levels. The 
organization believes that the positive initiatives on conflict reduction and peace building at 
the grassroots level will bring situational improvements for women, children and dalits, as 
they have been adversely affected by the conflict. Men will also benefit equally. It has been 
encouraging women and socially excluded groups to be directly involved at the decision-
making level through active participation. It has also been contributing to building the 
capacity of both men and women to bring positive changes by involving them in 
national/regional and district level interventions.  
 

The strengthening of Civil Society Organization Program (SCOP) of SAP-Nepal deals with 
socio-economic issues of the voiceless and powerless people of rural Nepal with a special 
priority to women. Almost 65% of the beneficiaries of this program are women. Under this 
program women are organized into groups, which are gradually converted into Mutual 
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Development Organizations (MDO). These MDOs deal with socio-economic issues of the 
group members.  Even the conflict issues are being shared.  
 

Presently SAP-Nepal is working with 125 MDOs in the villages of different districts. It is 
mandatory for MDOs to forward reports to SAP-Nepal once a month. The reporting formats 
have some columns that deal with the major constraints and challenges faced by partner 
MDOs and the corrective measures taken. These reports are analyzed by SAP-Nepal at the 
regional level. All major issues are categorized accordingly.  Gender issues are given high 
importance so as to deal with effective strategies.  
 

Some of the major issues of women can be listed as follows:  

• Loss of earning members of family and resource constraints for livelihood 

• Migration of the youth force from villages due to lack of employment opportunities  
 

The major problems faced by MDOs can be listed as follows:  

• Shifting of commercial banks from the villages 
• Increased loan demand by women who have lost their husbands and grown up children 

in the present conflict 
• Less opportunities for women to come together to share their social as well as economic 

problems with each other 
• Problem in mobility for credit management  
• Declining micro enterprises in the rural areas 
• Migration of productive human resources from the villages, especially youths 
 

 
 
The lessons that have been learned while working with gender issues so far are:  
 
• With a focus on education and human resource development, women will be able to 

work in an autonomous and sustainable manner  
• The ultimate aim of micro finance should be of mainstreaming gender in development 
• In order to sustain the women’s empowerment process, there should be an independent 

source of income for women together with exposure to new sets of ideas 
 
Recommendations for future initiatives: 
  
• Effect of conflict on women’s empowerment process with special focus on socio-

economic aspect  
• Credit need of conflict affected women for them to become involved in micro enterprises  
• Access to control over resources of women in present conflict situation in Nepal 
 

Evaluation of the programs 
The program has been evaluated on the basis of reviews made by partners (donor, 
proponent and network organizations) on monitoring issues and objectives of the program at 
the end of each phase. Interaction among the partners/stakeholders and periodic reviews 
(annual reports) are the major basis for evaluating the program.  
 
 

 39



                                                                                                                                                        
 

 
 

 40


	Gender and Armed Conflict in Nepal…………………………………………………………38
	Introduction
	Microfinance for Brothel Based Sex Workers in Bangladesh: Is It A Viable Option?
	Introduction
	Sex Work in the Bangladeshi Context
	Conclusion

	Gender and Fundamentalism: Experiences from the North West Frontier Province (NWFP) and Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) in Pakistan
	Gender and Post-Tsunami Response in Sri Lanka
	INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
	
	Purpose of the Research


	THE TSUNAMI DISASTER
	SRI LANKA
	ACTION LEARNING
	Case Study



