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Purpose of the Round Table:


It is an attempt to listen to and share their experiences of what worked and what did not. How access to credit strengthened their work. How access to telephone or computer strengthened their managerial skills. How access to health and insurance help them come out of indebtedness and reduce risks.
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Voices of the Poor: Summary of the Meeting

Background:

The meeting was organised by SEWA in partnership with the World Bank and the principal speakers were Ministers of the Government of India. It was focused around the release in India of the World Bank publication 'Voices of the Poor: From Many Lands'.

Format:

As well as staff of the ministers, World Bank  and SEWA, the meeting was attended by twelve representatives of self-employed women from Gujarat.

SEWA arranged a satellite TV link to its offices in Ahmedabad from where SEWA members could watch the proceedings and dialogue. The members were also seen on TV screens by those at the meetings.

Most of the meeting was in Hindi, with Gujarati translation.

SEWA:

SEWA is a union of self employed women founded in 1972. At the end of 2001 there were 284,000 members in Gujarat and branches were being strengthened in other States.

In order to develop the capacity of its members SEWA works on a strong principle of decentralisation. It has founded many other organisations including producer cooperatives, trade facilitation centre, housing unit, direct outlet of artisans, service cooperatives and a women's bank. All these orgaisations form a network.

SEWA was one of the pioneers of the view that it is the poor who really have solutions.

Objectives

1. Highlights the risks and challenges faced by poor, self-employed workers.

2. Relate these risks to process of national development and globalisation.

3. Discuss methods of supporting livelihood security at national and global levels.

Outcomes

Perspectives of poor people will contribute to preparation of the Government of India's Tenth Plan.

At the national level, steps taken towards establishing a livelihood security fund as a response to disaster.

At the international level, steps taken towards establishing a world bank facility to enable small producers in poor countries to participate in global markets.

Proceedings

(Reality for Poor Self Employed Women(
Smt. Ela Bhatt

Founder, SEWA

In 1947 India achieved political freedom but it has been a long struggle since then to achieve economic freedom. Here are two proposals to take us forward.

Globalisation

I have seen economic freedom. It is when a woman has  a roof over her head, a well for water and a forest for wood, and has work in her hand. But she is not secure. Only when she has her own organisaion and support from others can she stand up to the vested interests. Working women need both social protection and organised collective strength.

In search of the second freedom we are face to face with globalisation. SEWA is not for against it. SEWA is a pro poor. When the poor benefit we support globalisation, and when they do not, we try to build their strength to reap the benefits.

But the poor self-employed worker is no different from the factory worker; both are affected by national and international change. To achieve security we need to enhance our women's participation in global trade.  How can we create a mechanism that can engage our home-workers in global markets?

Perhaps the Finance Ministry could set up a Task Force to examine the issue?

Disasters

Even today SEWA members displaced by the riots are living in camps. Disaster is a constant threat to the poor. The Prime Minister's Relief Fund provided working capital so that self employed women could continue their work  after the earthquake. Provision of livelihood accelerated relief and recovery.

Perhaps the Government could establish an Investment Fund to provide working capital for workers affected by disaster?

Who are self-employed workers?

Home-based workers: artisans, bidi and agarbatti (incense) rollers, garment workers, papad rollers, kite makers.

Vendors: fruit, fish, vegetables and flower sellers. Also clothing, vessels, tools etc.

Manual Workers: construction workers, head-loaders, waste paper pickers, cleaners, domestic workers, and contractor labourers.

Producers: embroiderers, tailors, animal owners and others that produce goods on their own and take marketing risks.

(Voices of the Poor(
Smt. Deepa Narayan

PREM, World Bank

The World Bank publication 'Voices of the Poor – In Many Lands' is the third and last in a series of three books based on extensive studies commissioned in order to record the views of poor people. Among the main findings are that: 

Poverty is related to powerlessness and lack of 'voice'.

Poverty is related to lack of 'connectedness'.

Gender inequity is an important element in poverty; but women are better at adapting to the informal sector.

Globalisation has tended to erode state institutions.

Access to markets is a major issue for poor producers.

World Bank studies in India, notably in Andhra Pradesh, indicate that 'the crucial issue is organization at the local level'. Government has a role to play in terms of the regulatory framework but we need to focus more on the importance of community organization.

Poor people work mainly in the informal sector but the only way they can gain access to wider markets is through business intermediaries such as cooperatives. From the 'Voices of the Poor' study priorities to improve poor people's access to markets include—

Simplify and change Government rules

Invest in developing information about markets.

Make digital technology available to poor producers.

Link private capital to poor producers.

Create a global trading network for poor entrepreneurs.

We need national and global coalitions supporting the voices of the poor and linking them to the outside.

(Global Opportunities for the Poor and Women(
Honourable Shri Yashwant Sinha

Finance Minister, Government of India

Since the budget I have been talking with corporate India. Now I am talking with 'India unincorporated'. Thank You.

Poverty is not a simple issue. It can be viewed differently by different people-

· Individual: issues of food and work.

· Community: roads and schools.

· Class or sector of persons: discrimination.

· National: the rich of India still come from a poor country

In addressing poverty, we should note that:

· Our first target should be poor women.

· Our aim is to help the poor join in the productive activities of the nation.

· It is the poor, informal sector that saves our country from crisis.

There are a number of specific ways in which we can address poverty:

· Organisations like SEWA's Trade Facilitation Centre should be expanded

· Technical solutions should be found to reduce drudgery: the National Innovation Fund and Venture Capital Funds have been created for that purpose.

· We need better ways to find out what the poor are saying to us.

· We need to link together delivery systems including Government, cooperatives, NGOs etc.

We need to benefit from global markets. Global markets will benefit from our participation. But we think that globalisation must be based on fraternity, not exploitation.

Our weavers and artisans must become entrepreneurs. SEWA has shown a way forward. We must now see that this happens in may parts of India.

(Voices of the Poor(
Honourable Smt. Vasundhara Raje Scindhia

Minister of State for Small Scale Industries, 

Government of India
There has been some progress in the status of women. Ten years ago women did not come out. Now they come to my meetings and men sit on the periphery. 

But still we need to know what women think. How can we improve small scale industries? The experience of my Ministry is that too many people expect the government to do everything. The state can not do what SEWA does.

Because of globalisation we are aware of many more choices. We can buy an international brand of soap rather than what is made by local producers. We can help producers to 'brand' what they make.

People are afraid of banks. We need ways to provide venture capital. SEWA has set a good example.

Small industries need linkages to technical advice –an 'escort service'. Given the opportunity poor people, especially women, will take it.

The challenge is to link free market principles with collective welfare.

Too often it is the richer people who take up our help. We welcome poor people at the Ministry. They should come and tell us what they need.

Today small producers across India want more say in markets, whether they are local or global.

(Globalisation and the Poor(
Smt. Reema Nanavaty

General Secretary, SEWA

There has been considerable research on the effects of Globalisation on different sectors but less attention has been given to was of engaging the most marginalized groups. Aid programmes tend to focus much more on credit and training that on the policy changes and market linkages needed for the very poor to gain access to global markets.

There should be efforts both to make the markets meet the poor and also for the poor to meet the markets. For poor people to reach the markets they need skills, collective activity and social security measures such as health care, child care and shelter.

To open the markets to poor people there should be a review of the policy constraints. Secondly technical and marketing support is needed, such as the Trade Facilitation Centre of SEWA has begun to provide.

It is also important that poor people are protected from disasters. This needs a livelihood security fun. Our experience is that poor women want work, not relief, to recover.

With the support assured from the Government of India and the World Bank, SEWA's efforts will be strengthened.

(Next Steps(
Shri B. P. Singh

Executive Director, 

World Bank, Washington
The World Bank is giving more and more attention to the issue of poverty. Now we have heard many things that poor people are saying but how do we move forward?

Today no one believes that it is God that made them poor. We know much more about poverty, and ways of removing it.

We can not replicate Ela Bhatt but we can replicate SEWA. We must discuss how to do this in many locations.

When President Nyerere of Tanzania visited India in 1997 to receive the Gandhi Peace Prize he could not sleep at night because he had people sleeping out on the streets. But when he went to find them I the morning he found them chatting with each other and laughing. What did they have to laugh about?

Gandhiji said (Let me have the strength to live and think like the poor(. The World Bank does not  live or think like the poor. But now, at least it does listen to the poor.

To link the poor with globalisation we should consider:

· Creating a global Trade Facilitation Centre to support women's participation in global trade.

· The next Finance Commission of the Government of India should focus on poverty among women and children.

· The Government of India should set up a Social Investment Fund to support self employed workers after a disaster.

· The World Bank should assist in that process.

· A strategic group should be established to take these issues forward.

Responses

Shri Januben Aiyer

Artisan, Banaskantha

Now we have 60,000 members in our area of Gujarat. There are different trades. I am involved in embroidery work. Over the last 14 years since started we have progressed a lot. For the last 8 years we run the association ourselves. We do business planning and keep ourselves informed about costs and finances.

In the past we did not have even water to drink. Now we take a bath like you do.

Now we are looking for new places to sell our goods. We want to trade in Delhi and even France. How can you help us?

Shri Hansaben Hasmukhbhai Vankar

Weaver, Anand

We used to go for labour on farms but with SEWA we have been able to return to our traditional skill of weaving. SEWA helped establish crèches so so that we had time to work.

We collected enough money to be able to make a sales link with the Gujarat State Handloom Corporation. But after some time they too much stock and stopped buying from us. We formed DWCRA group and started making saris. SEWA helped us improve the designs. Now we are earning up to a thousand rupees per month.

How can you help us with loans, with skills, and to increase our market reach?

Finance Minister: do you feel satisfied with your work?

Hansaben: Yes, but it is not only the work. It is also that we get the opportunity to see the world outside.

Shri Rajiben Parmar

Paper-collector, Ahmedabad.

We used to work in the mills but they all closed down and we turned to collecting paper. There are 14,000 paper collecting members in SEWA.

Collecting small amounts was no good but then we got together and started to collect from offices. To deal with the problems we set up a tripartie board with the management of the offices.  We regulate our work.

I am training my daughter to become expert at recycling and making stationery.

What we need now is:

· Identity cards so that we are recognised.

· Protection against guard dogs and other risks.

· Collection bins in more areas of Ahmedabad.

Shri Marthaben Georgebhai Parmar

Tobacco Worker, Anand

Before SEWA we were labourers who used to work and eat. That was all. Now we have information and life is bigger.

We started with savings and insurance. Then we set up day care centres for the children. Our income increased because we could do more work. We were trained in raising tobacco seedlings and we became skilled.

When disaster strikes it is SEWA that comes to our help. SEWA links up back with work.

Shri Raniben Aiyer

Embroidery Worker, Patan

We never realised that our skill in embroidery could be used to make money. When there was a drought we used to migrate to find work. Now we stay where we live.

We have learnt what it means to 'finish on time' and what are 'orders'. From my savings I was able to buy a telephone for my house. Now I can contact the other workers. I know about the market rates. We also got computer training.

SEWA taught us 'to pool our risks and share our burdens'

But we still face disasters. This year it was the earthquake. Six people died in our village and fifty were injured. I used the telephone to get people taken to hospital. Otherwise it might not have been possible.

Shri Baluben Macwana

Construction Worker, Ahmedabad

