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Foreword

Under the aegis of Democracy, Peace and Workers Rights, Adult
Literacy Development Project, Adult Literacy Centers, Home
Based Women Workers Cooperatives and Labour Community
Organizations, the Labour Education Foundation observed the
initiatives bringing a change and transformation in the lives of
people, hence the idea of recording and publishing the stories
reflecting the change, increase in consciousness and courage to
face the challenges was envisaged.

The methodology adopted to compile these life stories was
interviews with the partners and beneficiaries of the Labour
Education Foundation projects, Adult Literacy Centers and Home-
Based Women Workers. The semi-structured interviews were
conducted to record situations, feelings and the level of change
among the participants to the projects and awareness on social,
economical and political issues. Another objective was to gauge the
level of success against the described objectives of the projects for
planning and designing the next ones.

The objective of this publication, along with documenting the
achievements of the projects, is to highlight the fact that spaces and
opportunities are available and there is a willingness amongst
communities to change the realities around their lives, if given a
chance. Itis hoped that this publication will create awareness about
workers right in the country.

Khalid Mehmood
Director
Labour Education Foundation
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Introduction

This publication is based on outcome of different activities of LEF.
The most promising initiatives were:

Home Based Women Workers Cooperatives - Labour Education
Foundation, in collaboration with its partners, initiated seven
Home Based Women Workers Cooperatives in 2006 in Karachi and
Hyderabad. The Cooperatives were autonomous associations of
women united voluntarily to meet their common economic, social
and political needs and aspirations through a jointly-owned and
democratically-managed enterprises. The objective was raising
awareness among working women about their economical, social
and political rights. Each cooperative had one meeting hall where
members could arrange their meetings and trainings. Another room
was specified for study circles, meetings and administrative
business of the cooperative. Besides enhancing better earning
opportunities, the cooperatives played an important role in
bringing the issues of gender and customary discrimination, legal
and political rights, national and international policies and its affect
on the agenda of the workers.

The story of Ayesha from Karachi reveals the significant role the
cooperatives played in her struggle for a better life as she says, "The
information I got at the (Roshni) Cooperative's meetings and study
circles made me so confident and courageous that during prolonged
illness, and resultant unemployment, of my husband, I boldly faced
the challenges that life threw in my way". Ayesha further says, "I
worked inside as well as outside my home to meet our domestic
needs. Besides, I searched out job opportunities for my husband
and also consoled him not to lose his heart during testing times."
The cooperative facilitated Ayesha in terms of raising awareness
about the share of women in inheritance, ill-effects of fixing a
meager amount as dower by misusing the name of Shariah, and
importance of various clauses of nikahnama (marriage contract)
usually crossed out while filling up the pro-forma.

Hanifa from Karachi admires the role of Cooperative by saying, “I
have attended many Cooperative meetings, where we shared our
problems and listened to each other's ideas.” Cooperative meetings
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were an immense source to break the isolation of women, thus
giving a sense of strength. Hanifa asserts women should come out
and fight for their rights as “sitting idle and fearful at home will not
be helpful in solving any issue.” By participating in Cooperative
activities women learnt about their personal status and legal rights
as Sajida reminds: "Itis our right. If we are not considered as human
beings, why should we remain confined in the marriage yoke". She,
however, argues that a woman can take such a step only when she is
informed and has some skill to earn her livelihood.

As home-based workers operate in isolation hence they have little
opportunities to collaborate and share with others. Evidently
Cooperatives provided women a space and an enabling
environment where they could discuss, strategize and develop a
sense of togetherness and solidarity. Yasmeen from Karachi
highlights how she was able to earn better due to her affiliation with
the Cooperative as she started getting work orders at reasonable
rates paid on time. Due to information on different topics like
gender issues, unionism, marriage contract, home-work
convention, informal sector industry and skills in stitching work
given at the Cooperative, she was confident enough to negotiate
with the middlemen for increasing her wages. “We are all prepared
to support each other in our mutual sorrows and happiness.™

Considering the low literacy rate amongst workers, the partners
adopted different techniques to disseminate message about
workers rights. Amber and Rozina, both from Karachi, took up
theatrical performances to underline problems and difficulties of
informal sector workers, low wages, lack of social security,
healthcare, lacunas, absence and non-implementation of labour
laws.

Information dissemination, organization and collective struggle
are important to claim and secure the rights of workers and Labour
Education Foundation's initiatives have become a medium for
raising consciousness. The project saw workers organizing at
different levels. Jamila along with other members have formed a
committee for sharing and discussing alternatives for each other's
problems. “There were water, health and other issues in our area
and we decided to form a committee to resolve the same at the local
basis. This committee organized a camp for TB in our area.”
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Similarly, Rehana wishes to form a strong organization of labourers
so that they can jointly work for building a world in which no one is
a loser, where there is no war and tension, none is superior or
inferior to other and everyone is getting one's due rights.

Community Kitchens - Labour Education Foundation introduced
the concept of Community Kitchen in Cooperative for home-based
women workers, where the workers could buy food at subsidized
rates. The rationale behind the community kitchen was to provide
relief to the workers so they could work with full attention to
supplement their family income without cooking worries. A
kitchen committee was elected in each cooperative by its members.
The committee would meet regularly to discuss the issues of
finance and management.

Women workers were appreciative of the initiative as it saved their
time, provided them quality food at cheaper rates besides reducing
their gas bills. According to Ayesha, the Cooperative helped her in
managing her kitchen. It absolved her of the anxiety of cooking
when the work would have exhausted her. "Now I get cheap but
hygienic food from the Cooperative and spend the time thus saved
in my business." Hanifa also appreciates the community kitchen as
a great facility for home-based women workers. “Women can buy
subsidized food from here and get some relief in terms of cooking
anxieties.”

Sadia, while admiring the community kitchen facility, says the
provision of meals at affordable prices has saved her time and
smoothened work. Earlier, she had to start her work early in the
morning and continue with it without a break so that time could be
saved for cooking. This would exhaust her and cause aching in her
limbs and arms. Now free from cooking obligation, she gives full
time to stitching clothes booked through the Cooperative.

Adult Literacy Centers - Labour Education Foundation established
adult literacy centers to provide workers with basic skills of reading
and writing and most importantly to involve them in a discourse
about social, legal, political and economic rights of citizens.
Functioning of these centers was designed in close and active
collaboration of respective communities by establishing Centers
Management Committees consisting of parents and community
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members to manage and run the centers.

Shaheen joined the School for Working Children when a branch
was opened in her neighborhood. She says that reading and writing
skill helped her in doing calculations, units and wages of her work.
The education also enabled her brother to start his own business.
Shaheen guided her brother in business and market negotiation and
helped him in bookkeeping. The brother now goes to the market for
seeking orders directly from the shopkeepers. She believes that
education and skill trainings are necessary for women
empowerment and their economic protection. Women must also be
aware of their rights and the means to claim them.

Sadia joined a school only to drop out due to shrinking family
resources in the face of ever-increasing price hike and poverty
graphs. But stories of struggle and fight back shared at the Home-
based Project's Regional Conference at Islamabad by
representatives of various organizations inspired her enough and
she penned a travelogue on the conference. She decided to restart
her learning and increase her information base at every cost. She
enthusiastically takes part in the study circles held at the
Cooperative for self-enlightenment. Thus the whole booklet sheds
light on observations, feelings, experiences and learning of people
involved in different project activities extending a hope for better
surroundings and circumstances.
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Sincere efforts bear fruit

Three years ago the Labour Education Foundation started to work
in the locality dwelled by a small immigrant community called
Godhara belonging to Indian Gujarat.

Presently two female,
one male centre and one
skill development centre
are being successfully
run by an eight member
Center Management
Committee consisting of
social activists, coun-
cilors, doctors and trade
union activists. In the
beginning, the response
was slow. With the
passage of time and due
to community and workers oriented activities it started attracting a
large number of cluster groups, especially youth and women
workers belonging to informal sector--mainly textile.

Adult Literacy Project Karachi teacher Saira mobilized substantial
grants from the local government during her term as a social
activist and teacher. She actively monitored developmental work in
the area, mobilized financial resources for special people. So far
she has got admitted 15 learners of the Adult Literacy Project to the
area's regular government and private-run schools. She is also
active in getting addressed the problems faced by the people in her
vicinity due to frequent power failures.

Saira also played an active role in clearing the locality of garbage
and dirt, arranged proper dumping bags, monitored sewer
cleansing, advocated for women issues, sought PAWLA support
against women's exploitation, conducted numerous programmes
for social awareness and arranged visits of PAWLA team to the
area. Now she is working as a social mobilizer for Home-Based
Women Workers project.
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Awareness through Cooperative

The story of Ayesha of Karachi reveals how much Cooperative has
been vital in creating awareness. “The information I got at the
(Roshni) Cooperative's meetings and study circles made me so
confident and courageous that during prolonged illness, and
resultant unemployment, of my husband, I boldly faced the
challenges that life threw in my way," says 30-year-old semi-
literate embroidery worker, with five children. "I worked inside as
well as outside my home to meet our domestic needs. Besides, |
searched out job opportunities for my husband and also consoled
him not to lose heart during testing times."

This made Ayesha's
husband, so far reluctant
to allow her join the
Cooperative's activities
outside their neighbor-
hood, to realize the need
and importance of the
women education and
their skills training. "He
has developed so much
trust in me and the
Cooperative that he is
not resisting even our
daughter's move to follow my footsteps,"” says Ayesha, who is eager
to improve her formal education. Her family traditions do not allow
womenfolk to step out of their homes. But learning about the
Roshni Cooperative for informal sector workers through a chance
meeting with a social mobilizer, she got her husband's permission,
though with much difficulty, for joining monthly meetings as well
as study circles there.

The opportunity gave her awareness about the share of women in
inheritance, ill-effects of fixing a meager amount as dower by
misusing the name of Shariah, and importance of various clauses of
nikahnama (marriage contract) usually crossed out while filling up
the pro-forma. She decided that while marrying off her daughters,
she would fight for the protective cover these articles offer to
women. So that her little dolls could get the respect, rights and
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protection that she herself'has been failing to attain.

Her family was ignorant of the importance of girls' education. But
the awareness she got at the study circle made her to discuss with
her husband and successfully convinced him of the significance of
schooling for their daughters. She has two daughters and as many
sons and all are going to school now.
"I'm more than happy at the role the
Cooperative played in creating this
awareness," Ayesha exclaims with
joy.

The newfound information also
helped her in economic activities. "I
used to get work in piece meal from a
middleman, who would give me just
Rs. 20 for finishing knots of 100
headscarves. But learning at the
Cooperative that direct contract
would earn me better, 1 along with a
few colleagues approached a
contractor and thus doubled and
tripled my income.” After six months,
they're getting Rs. 60 per 100
headscarves' knots. The Cooperative
is also helping her in managing "her"
kitchen. It has absolved her of the anxiety of cooking when the
work would have exhausted her. "Now I get cheap but hygienic
food from the Cooperative and spend the time thus saved in my
business."

She and her daughter are also students of stitching classes at the
Cooperative. The skill would enable Ayesha to support her family
while staying back at home.

Never suffersilently

Awareness can transform life even at an age when generally people
lost all hopes. That's what happened with Hanifa, 55, an asthma
patient. Hailing from Bahawalpur, Punjab province, she settled in
Karachi 30 years ago when she was divorced by her husband. At the






