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Post-war vulnerabilities
Women in fisheries in the north and the East region of post-war Sri Lanka continue to 
face serious safety and livelihood challenges

By kasandra Marasco 
(kas.marasco@gmail.
com), Research Intern 
for NAFSO, University of 
Ottawa, Canada

When the war between the Government 
of Sri Lanka (GoSL) and the 
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam 

ended in 2009, the Northern and the Eastern 
province of Sri Lanka resembled a disaster zone. 
Homes and infrastructures were damaged; many 
civilians were killed; many others had fled, and 
society was in complete disarray. Even today, 
military control continues in a few areas, along 
with settlers occupying houses and lands. This 
has prevented many from either returning home 
or regaining rightful access to their land. 

Women and female-headed households have 
been amongst those most adversely affected by 
the war. Both are vulnerable groups in terms 
of the everyday challenges they face. The war 
has only made things worse. During my study, 
I analyzed the socio-economic challenges 
confronting women in fishing communities and 
the impact of these challenges on their quality 
of life. Three of the most serious challenges that 
women and female-headed households face 
are discrimination and violence, lack of access 
to education, and financial debt. These are a 
consequence of both the war and the lack of 
government action towards protecting these two 
most vulnerable groups.

Discrimination and violence are serious 
problems for women in the North and the East. 
Socio-cultural norms highly influence the way 
women are treated as well as perceived in sites 
such as the workplace. Studies have shown that 
women who have minority identities have to deal 
with many more incidents of discrimination and 
harassment. For example, Sinhalese women have 
more freedom, in terms of employment, than do 
Sri Lankan Moors women because Sinhalese is 
the dominant ethnic group. In fisheries, women 
are only allowed to partake in fish production 
processes, marketing and small miscellaneous 
jobs, such as net repairs. Only men can go out to 
sea to fish; it is regarded as taboo for women to 
do so. Such factors constrain women’s ability to 
apply for jobs and go out to work.

In addition to the poor rate of participation 
of women in work, they also do not get the same 
wages as men. As in the case of most third-
world countries, women in Sri Lanka too are 
paid a lower wage than men. Women in every 
stage of the supply chain receive wages that are 
insufficient to survive on, and as a result, they 
must work long hours or find additional work 
elsewhere. Female-headed houses have it worse, 
and women in such houses must work twice as 
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hard to make ends meet. As a result of limited 
employment and growth opportunities, women 
are pushed deeper into poverty. 

Poverty also limits women’s access to much-
needed social support services. Daycare and 
childcare facilities are some of the essential 
services that women need but lack access to. The 
war destroyed many daycare centres, and when 
they were later restored, post-war, they were 
too expensive for women to afford. Today, with 
Coronavirus travel restrictions and lockdowns, 
many daycare centres are closed either temporarily 
or permanently. This has made it harder for 
women who relied on these centres to keep their 
children safely engaged during the workday. 

The lack of childcare support significantly 
limits women’s job opportunities. Women with 
children often cannot leave the house because 
there is no one to look after the children in their 
absence. Some find ways to make an income at 
home, such as weaving coconut leaves, while 
others will look for a job near their homes. Only 
those with proper childcare support are able to 
travel to another city for employment or to work 
longer hours, and thus enjoy stability at work. 
Therefore, adequate access to social support 
services is crucial for gender equality and to give 
women a better life.

In terms of financial debt, 2.4 million women 
are currently suffering from the indebtedness 
that patriarchal financial institutions have 
forced upon them. Issues of indebtedness are 
significantly higher in post-conflict areas, and 
in the North and the East, women are suffering 
from what they call the ‘household debt crisis’. 
Due to the war, over 100,000 homes were 
destroyed which led to many people, including 
women and children, being forced into camps 
and settlements for internally displaced persons. 
Multiple organizations assisted in housing 
restoration in the North and the East by partially 
funding such reconstruction. However, those 
who received partial financial assistance still 
had to pay off the balance as well as grant 
installments in a timely manner. Many could not 
afford to do so. This led to further loans from 
financial institutions.

Many women had no option but to take loans 
at very high interest rates. They also faced many 
instances of corruption in financial institutions. 
The GoSL has failed to implement a standard 
interest rate and several financial institutions 
are functioning arbitrarily according to their 
own rules with differential interest rates based, 
in part, on the recipient’s capacity. Women 
often lack financial understanding; they don’t 
know how loan-agreements and credit work; 
this makes it easier for financial institutions to 
exploit them. 

Additionally, women who borrow money 
are likelier to face harassment, and may even be 
driven to commit suicide due to the financial 
difficulties they face in paying back loans. 
COVID-19 has made matters worse with many 
women losing their jobs and income. Women 
reported that debt collectors seize valuable items 

from their homes if loans repayment schedules 
are missed, and some demand bribes through 
favours, which in the case of these women were 
mostly sexual favours, either forcefully taken or 
given voluntarily.

To help women overcome these challenges, 
the GoSL must take strong corrective action 
and change the current legal frameworks that 
systemically discriminate against women. Sri 
Lanka ratified the Committee on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW) in 1981 but women’s rights in the 
country instead of improving only seem to be 
getting worse. In 2017, CEDAW examined the 
rights of women in Sri Lanka and concluded 
that its laws and policies required amendment 
to ensure gender equality, and recommended 
greater involvement of women in decision-
making processes for women’s empowerment. 

To resolve financial issues, such as the debt 
crisis, the government must work with financial 
institutions to evolve a standard agreement on 
loans. As mentioned, women are not aware of the 
current clauses that come with borrowing money 
from financial institutions, such as the increase 
in interest rates if loans aren’t paid back on time. 
To reduce women from falling deeper into debt, 
the GoSL needs to actively monitor financial 
institutions to ensure that the proper guidelines 
are followed with respect to lending money as per 
the guaranteed standard interest rate.

Apart from policy and legal solutions, there 
are some practical steps that the government 
can take to aid women’s livelihoods. Childcare 
services and daycare centres should be funded by 
the government and have longer operating hours 
to give parents, particularly single mothers, and 
among them, particularly those who work long 
hours in the fisheries, greater flexibility in terms 
of working hours. Free or subsidized daycare 
would help women manage their expenses and 
reduce their debts. 

To summarize, women in fisheries play a 
significant role that fails to get the recognition 
it deserves. Their work fetches low salaries, 
and when they get home, they have additional 
unpaid work to do, often without the help of 
their husbands. Women cannot continue in this 
manner, and equality measures must be put in 
place to help improve their livelihoods and the 
future of their families. 

Authorities, the GoSL and international 
bodies, who are all responsible for the protection 
of women’s rights and to ensure gender 
equality, have failed. These institutions must 
work together to create a safe environment for 
women that offers equal opportunities and 
economic growth. The neglect of women’s rights 
is a violation of the CEDAW and international 
laws on gender equality. The United Nations 
bodies must engage with GoSL to ensure that 
international law on gender equality and equity 
is applied in Sri Lanka. Without the assistance 
of international bodies, corruption is likely to 
continue in the government, and the wealthy are 
likely to prosper. 

Women and female-
headed households 
were amongst those 
most adversely 
affected by the war
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The lack of recognition by the state continues to cast  
women in fishing outside the net in Sri Lanka

Outside the net

By Gayathri Lokuge 
(gayathri@cepa.lk)  
Senior Researcher, 
|Centre for Poverty 
Analysis, Colombo,  
Sri Lanka and  
Chandima Arambepola 
(chandima@cepa.lk) 
Senior Researcher,  
Centre for Poverty 
Analysis, Colombo,  
Sri Lanka

While increasingly, around the globe, 

women’s participation in fisheries 

is being captured in government 

statistical records, the data on active fishers 

compiled by the Department of Fisheries 

and Aquatic Resources in Sri Lanka is not 

disaggregated by sex. The underlying reasoning 

is that the number of women contributing to 

the fisheries sector is so low that it does not 

warrant such data disaggregation. However, 

primary data collected for doctoral research 

by the first author of this article showed that  

there were a sizeable 596 women engaged 

in fisheries in Trincomalee, one of the main 

fish producing districts located in the eastern 

province of the country. Therefore, exclusion 

of women from government enumeration  

deepens their invisibility in the sector. 

Women’s invisibility in the labour market is  

a current issue of debate in Sri Lanka’s policy  

and advocacy circles. While social media 

activists, elected officials and the media take 

sides on a range of issues regarding women, 

alarms are being sounded on the declining 

female labour force participation. Women’s 

participation in the labour force is fundamental 

for the larger national economy. Further, at the 

micro level, the work of women contributes to 

the well-being of the family, in particular,   the 

welfare of children and most importantly to  

the women themselves. The question here 

is whether the declining trends of women’s 

labour force participation is because they are 

not counted in government data, especially in 

sectors where their labour is rendered invisible 

by government action, as in the case of the 

fisheries sector. 

This article highlights the difficult physical 

terrain that women navigate in order to make 

a living in coastal Trincomalee in Sri Lanka; 

and their inability to access services that the 

Government of Sri Lanka provides to the  

fisher community, solely because they lack 

recognition by the State. Women fishers  

therefore lack the financial and physical 

support required to improve their livelihood 

opportunities. 

The case of Trincomalee fisheries shows  

the need to treat women as a heterogeneous 

group, understand the different sub-groupings 

that they belong to, and recognise how 

these sub-groups are marginalised by the 

actions of the state and society. The notion of 

intersectionality seeks to analyse how multiple 

identities work simultaneously to create  

fissures of power and victimisation among 

different groups of fishers. This analysis 

highlights how women bear the brunt of being 

left out of access to government support, 

primarily because of gender discrimination 

in fisheries policy. Women fishers also get  

excluded due to ethno-religious affiliations, and 

because of where they live. 

Trincomalee is an ethno-religiously 

diverse district in Sri Lanka, where all three 

major ethnic groups—Muslims, Tamils and 

Sinhalese—engage in fishing. Cultural norms  

in all three groupings dictate that fisheries 

related spaces are not for women; in fact, 

participation of women is seen as bringing 

misfortune to an activity that is very strongly 

dependent on chance. The following extract 

brings out this cultural bias.

Interviewer: 

“Have you been to sea by boat?”

Respondent (daughter of female gleaner, 

Muslim):

“People will not take the girls in the vallam 

(beach seine boat). They don’t allow the  

women to touch the boat even. They say  

that there won’t be a fish catch if we touch 

the boat. They say it will bring tharthiriyam 

(misfortune). Small girls are allowed to touch 

the boats but not young and married women. 

Once my elder brother scolded me when  

I touched the boat, and after that I have never 

touched it.”

Interestingly, despite restrictive cultural 

norms and ideologies, many Tamil and Muslim 

women also participate in fisheries, fishing in 

shallow sea areas and gleaning clams, prawns 

and crab in the numerous lagoons. But the 

women’s work is not visible since landing 

sites and fish markets are clearly identified as  

public spaces dominated by men. This is an 

extension of the idea that women’s role is  

within the safe confines of the household,  

and not in public spaces where one’s safety 

cannot be guaranteed. 

The three-decade long civil war in Sri Lanka 

that directly affected the Trincomalee district 
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also shaped notions of security and safety, 

especially for women. However, women have  

to leave their homes to pursue livelihood  

options. During certain times of the year, 

in an area just South of Trincomalee town  

called Kinniya, on the beach itself, women 

wait patiently on the margins until the beach 

seine nets are pulled ashore by men who  

dump ‘leftovers’ on the beach, which the 

women sieve through for seaweed. In other 

locations, women leave for the lagoon after 

they finish their morning household chores  

and return just before noon, with a day’s  

catch of prawn or clam. These women use  

the income they generate to support their  

daily expenses, purchase assets, and save for 

future investments. 

Women, however, tend to steer clear of  

public spaces such as fish landing sites and 

stay closer to home—a trend noted specifically 

among Muslim women, who have a strong 

presence in the lagoons, mostly because their 

houses are located in the nearby vicinity in 

Trincomalee. They sell their fish catch locally, 

within their own communities. For Tamil  

Hindu women engaging in fishing, their caste 

identities and pre-existing informal networks 

are critical factors, either to their benefit or 

detriment. Muslim and Tamil women are  

also often stopped and questioned by the  

Sri Lankan military which is largely composed 

of the majority Sinhalese ethnicity, when 

attempting to access the lagoons. With no 

proper identification cards issued by the 

Fisheries Department, the women have  

had to defend their livelihood options, often 

through negotiations that involve their  

male relatives. 

However, it is among the indigenous Veder 

community that the study notes marked 

differences compared to the other women in 

Trincomalee. The women and men work side 

by side, pulling the nets ashore and working 

together in order to earn a living. However, 

while women have more freedom to engage in 

fishing, the community as a whole encounters 

other obstacles. They literally occupy the 

margins of Trincomalee, living in an area 

called Vakarai, bordering Trincomalee and 

Batticaloa. They have poor access to education 

and health, leaving them outside larger  

post-war development processes taking place  

in the Eastern Province. Therefore, they 

continue to depend on the traditional  

livelihood of fishing, that too within strict 

geographic confines.  

Some interesting trends are also noted 

in the fish markets. Sinhalese men dominate 

the large scale buying and selling of fish.  

A relatively younger generation of Sinhalese 

‘war entrepreneurs’ moved in from Northern 

Trincomalee, to fill the void created by the  

older generation of businessmen who were 

displaced from Trincomalee by war-related 

violence. The new entrepreneurs established 

control over the wholesale market by  

negotiating the complex civil-military 

bureaucracy that was in place during the war. 

The Muslims and Tamils remain outside  

these markets. Their male identity is not 

adequate for the men from the minority 

ethnicities to carve out a space within the  

fish markets of Trincomalee fisheries  

wholesale sector. 

Thus, for both women and men engaged 

in fishing, attempting to understand their  

life chances through the lens of only a gender  

or an ethnic identity fails to capture the  

multitude of ways in power has to be negotiated 

within the sector. 

At present, the Department of Fisheries 

and Aquaculture in Sri Lanka is redrafting 

the fisheries policy, an exercise that drew 

upon insights from our study. In any attempt 

to promote sustainable livelihoods among  

women, especially in the war-affected regions 

such as Trincomaleee, women’s contribution  

to the fishing industry must be duly 

acknowledged and recognised. The policy  

being drafted can help women working in 

the fringes of the sector, to be given due  

recognition, and access to policy support and 

assistance they deserve. While Sections 2.5.2  

and 2.5.10 of the Draft Bill categorically  

mention the support to be rendered to 

women, at present, policy support is restricted  

to women who are the wives of men who 

are registered as fishers with the Fisheries 

Department. Ironically, the women struggling 

to earn a living in the brackish backwaters  

in the lagoons remain invisible and excluded in 

the new policy document. 

In discussions around women in fisheries, 

while it is important to explore new avenues  

of employment generation, it is equally 

important to address issues faced by women 

in their existing occupations; and government 

policy interventions should seek to support 

their work. Such interventions can generate 

multiplier effects, with positive impacts on 

women’s working conditions, their earnings, 

and the well-being of their families. 

Attempting to 
understand life  
chances through the 
lens of only a gender  
or a ethnic identity 
fails to capture the 
multitude of ways 
in power has to be 
negotiated
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Fishing communities, in particular women, in Sri Lanka’s 
war and disaster ravaged regions require support

a double struggle

By Cornelie Quist 
(corneliequist@gmail.com), 
Member, ICSF,  
with special thanks to 
anthony Jesudasan and 
Herman Kumara, NAFSO 
(nafsosl@gmail.com)

Sri Lanka receives many tourists from all 
over the world, attracted by its beautiful 
coasts and other natural and cultural 

treasures. But few people know that small-scale 
fishing communities in Sri Lanka face difficult 
challenges and hardships, in particular, due to 
displacement and eviction from coastal beaches 
and lands, which have been their home and 
working space for many generations. 

Ever since reconstruction began after  
the tsunami of 2004, small-scale fishing 
communities have faced severe problems of 
displacement due to the government’s policy of 
promoting tourism and urban and industrial 
development, in particular at Negombo, 
Kalpitya, Hambantota, Trincomalee, Batticaloa 
and Ampara. 

After Sri Lanka’s civil war ended in 2009, 
fishing communities of the Tamil population in 
north Sri Lanka began facing severe hardships 
as they tried to rebuild their livelihoods.  
For decades they were denied access to their 
fishing grounds by the armed forces and the 
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), 
and yet the post-war period has not brought 
them much respite. Licences are provided to 
better equipped fishers from the southern 
districts of the country to fish in their northern 
waters. Acres of their ancestral lands continue  
to be under occupation by the military.

Women are in the forefront of the struggle  
to reclaim the rights of their communities.  
Many of them, in particular in the War-affected 

North and East Sri Lanka, are widows and  
women whose husbands and other relatives  
are missing. They organize sit-in protests in 
front of military camps and local government 
offices in cities such as Mannar, Jaffna,  
Vavuniya, Killinochi, Mullaithivu, Batticaloa 
and Ampara. Besides struggling for their 
communities’ rights, they also need to fight  
for their rights as women. 

While in earlier reports on Sri Lanka  
(see Yemaya 41 and Yemaya 50), I have 
described the situation of women in the 
fishing communities of Batticaloa and Mannar, 
my visit to Sri Lanka this year included the 
district of Mullaithivu. The visit was intended 
to get a glimpse of the post-war situation and 
learn about the lives and work of the local 
fishing communities, in particular about the  
struggles of the women of whom I had  
learned through the National Fisheries  
Solidarity Movement (NAFSO), a Sri Lankan 
national small-scale fisheries’ organization,  
and other media.

The fishing community of the Mullaithivu 
district in Northeast Sri Lanka went through 
tremendous devastation during the last phase 
of the War, and before that, the tsunami and 
decades of displacement. Almost every family  
has lost one or more persons; most of their  
homes were devastated and their fishing 
livelihoods were brought to a standstill. Yet 
the post-war period has not brought any 
real improvement in their lives. According 
to government data, in 2012-13, Mullaithivu  
had the highest percentage of poor  
households in the country at 24.7 per cent. 
The District Secretariat records reveal that 
Mullaithivu has nearly 6000 women who are  
the sole breadwinners in the family. At 
least 5000 are widows, many of them being  
‘war-widows’. Over 750 people are reported 
missing in the district. 

Writing in in May this year in the Daily 
Mirror, one of Sri Lanka’s English language 
national newspapers, the Sri Lankan 
researcher Ahilan Kadigamar, a regular 
visitor to Mullaithivu, expressed his concern: 
“After the War, the Rajapaksa regime further 
humiliated this population by interning them  
in camps, undermined their economic 
revival with militarized restrictions on  
fishing, and intimidated them for years with 
surveillance. Sadly, even after regime change  
two years ago, their economic situation has 
become worse. Their fishing livelihoods have 
been undermined by the arrival of hordes 
of fishing enterprises from other regions.  

The livelihoods of women here have been further undermined after the War  
by the hordes of fishing enterprises that have arrived from other regions

Cornelie Quist
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Ironically, it is the Fisheries Ministry  
responsible for developing sustainable local 
fisheries that is at the centre of the current 
controversy. Excessive licences are granted to 
hundreds of gill-net fishermen and companies 
that send divers to collect sea cucumber 
for exports. The large inflow of licenced  
fishermen has also provided cover for  
unlicenced fishermen and illegal fishing 
practices including the use of light course  
and dynamite, which are all draining the 
ability of the Mullaitivu fishing community  
to recover.”

Our visit to Mullaithivu is between late  
June and early July 2017. Every morning, we go  
to the beautiful beach in a village near  
Mullaithivu town, where we mingle with the 
local fishermen and women amongst colourful 
fibreglass boats illustrated with the names 
of donor agencies, to observe their work and  
listen to their stories. Earlier, we had  
befriended a Tamil fisherman who lived in 
a refugee camp in India for 20 years and only 
recently returned to his home in Mullaithivu. 
Now he is our ‘interpreter’. There are a lot of 
people on the beach, both men and women, 
helping with pushing boats on shore, cleaning 
nets, reorganizing hook and line and gill nets, 
and sorting the catch. “In our community  
there are many jobless people and also many 
widows. We are all one family, we help each 
other,” we are told. 

The community does not seem to have  
boats for every fisher family. We learn that  
after the tsunami and the War, several NGOs 
came to donate boats on loan. Many fishers 
already had high debts, and so, only a limited 
number could afford to purchase boats and 
nets. Their daily catch does not look very big: 
on the average, one boat has about four kilos of 
big, commercially valuable fish (such as ribbon 
fish, tuna, barracuda) and a few kilos of small 
fish, primarily sardine. The big fish is taken 
to the traders who wait with their weighing 
equipments and refrigerated vans in small  
sheds near the beach. Their vans announce 
where they have come from and it seems that 
most are from the far south of the country.  
The small fish is mostly kept aside, and 
distributed among those who are helping or 
sold to local people. 

We are invited by a friendly fisher couple  
to their home. Every morning, the woman 
brings fresh tea and food to the beach for 
her husband and the helpers. She is also  
responsible for distributing and selling the 
small fish. We sit under a big mango tree in 
front of their simple home. “This mango tree 
was planted by my uncle 40 years ago. Like 

us, it has survived both the tsunami and the 
War,” she says, adding softly, “We are so happy 
that there is peace now.” She and her husband 
lost three daughters during the 2004 tsunami. 
Twice her house was destroyed, once during  
the tsunami and another time during the last 
phase of the War in 2009, when there was 
continuous shelling and bombing. They lived 
in a refugee camp for two years. They have  
one son left, who is fifteen now and goes to 
school. With support from NGOs, they were 
able to rebuild their house and restart their  
livelihood. “I love my husband and son very 
much. I never want to leave them or my 
community. We all are one big family here  
and help each other,” she says with renewed 
strength in her voice. Her husband smiles 
broadly and hugs his wife. Then he adds,  
“We love our way of life but we are worried 
because our catches are declining.” He explains 
how after the War, Indian trawlers intruded  
in their waters using destructive gears to  
catch shrimp. (On 6 July 2017, the  
Sri Lankan Parliament approved a law that 
prohibits bottom trawling. This ban on  
trawling particularly hits Indian fishers from 
Tamil Nadu, who engage in bottom trawling 
and are often found trespassing into Sri Lanka’s 
territorial waters.)

Lately, fishers from far away regions 
of Sri Lanka have been coming in  
big numbers to Mullaithivu attracted by its 
rich fish resources. “We are willing to share 
our resources, but the livelihood and future  
of our local community need to be protected.  
In our community, we live and work in  
harmony, but we feel so powerless to protect 
ourselves against these outsiders that come 
to destroy our livelihood,” says the fisherman 
sadly. We ask about the big holiday resort 
built on the beach in the corner of the lagoon. 
We had been told it was built by a German 
and would open soon. To us the beach looked  
too small to be shared by both the fisher  
people and the tourists. The fisher couple 
looks at us with uncertainty. Our question, 
about whether they were consulted about  
the construction of the resort in their village 
and on the beach where they work, seems  
to surprise them. 

On our walks along the coast to Mullaithivu 
town, we observe the many ruins of houses, 
still not rebuilt. We are moved to see that real 
efforts are being made to decorate gates and 
house fronts as beautifully as possible, as if  
in an attempt to bring colour and life back  
into the environment of destruction. 

Mullaithivu’s beaches are beautiful and  
clean, but every time our path is blocked by 

It is very important 
to continually extend 
support to the 
campaigns of these 
courageous women’s 
groups
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a military camp and are we sent back by the 
soldiers on duty. They are very friendly, but 
somehow we feel the War is not over yet.

Arriving at Mullaithivu town, it is  
impossible not to notice the group of women 
sitting in a shed with many portraits of 
mostly young people, in front of the District 
Government Agent Office. They are women 
whose family members disappeared during 
and short after the civil war ended in 2009.  
“I ‘surrendered’ my only son to the LTTE  
during the final stages of their battle against  
the Sri Lankan armed forces and since then  
he is missing,” says one of the women, who is  
from a fishing community. She firmly believes 
that her son is alive. Being a widow, having 
the support of her only son is of enormous 
importance to her. The other women are 
already engaged in a sit-in for more than 150 
days demanding that the national government 
disclose the names of their near and dear who 
are now missing—political prisoners, detainees 
and those who surrendered to the armed  
forces. “Without knowing where our loved 
ones are, we cannot pick up our lives again. 
Everything feels meaningless,” she says with 
deep sadness. Together with women of other 
areas in the former War zones who have joined 
this protest, they have met and petitioned 
various commissions and government  
officials. Till now the list of names has not  
been released. 

We also go to Keppapilavu, a village on  
the other side of the lagoon, where 138 families 
held a sit-in protest in front of a military camp 
to reclaim their ancestral lands occupied by  
the army. As their lands and beaches had been 
occupied by the army for decades, they had lost 
access to their traditional livelihood activities. 

We are led to a shed put up at the entrance 
of an army camp. It is covered with banners 
that announce, in Sinhalese and Tamil, the  
main issues and demands. We sit in a circle 
with the protesters, most of whom are women, 
and listen to their stories. They had started 
their sit-in on the 9th of February this year  
and today was already Day 121 of their 
protest. The military had cut off electricity 
and drinking water facilities and blocked  
the road. Several women had fallen ill due to  
the difficult conditions of their long sit-in.  
In one case of a woman who developed a  
serious heart condition, the ambulance could 
not reach the sit-in site. Their places of worship  
have been made inaccessible by the road  
blocks. “We have lost everything. We have  
been running for a long time—displaced 
continuously. When will we return to our  
homes and lands? I am an old woman now.  

I want to die on my ancestral lands. These 
lands won’t be there for our children if we  
don’t continue our protest,” says one woman, 
among the courageous many who have been  
in the protest from the beginning. 

Among the affected families are 60 ‘war-
widows’. Several have their sons ‘disappeared’.

The leadership of the protest is mostly in 
the hands of women. They have petitioned 
many commissions and met countless officials, 
both at the district and central level. They 
even held a protest in front of the President’s 
office in Colombo. Many politicians came to 
meet them and their representatives even met  
Prime Minister Ranil Wickremasinghe. 
However, only a few families got their lands 
back. The majority is still waiting.

Why is this the case, we ask? The women  
say that it primarily has to do with a lack 
of genuine concern of the politicians and 
authorities. “Politicians in neither Colombo 
nor Jaffna know anything about how we live 
in Mullaithivu or the hardships we undergo,” 
says Jeyaseeli, an outspoken woman leader 
of the Keppapilavu families. The women 
feel abandoned. They are convinced that the  
central government is not interested in  
allowing the people of the former War zones  
to come up in life, and that protecting the 
interests of the army is their priority. 

After the War, the army began to exploit 
the lands they had occupied in the north 
and east. They now cultivate cash crops for 
additional income and compete with local 
farmers. Sometimes they lease out large tracts 
of the lands they occupy to big companies 
for commercial crops. On beaches, the army 
participates in the construction and operation 
of tourist resorts. Some of these activities are 
detailed here. This is all lucrative business  
and therefore the army is not willing to give  
up these lands without proper compensation  
by the government. The women in Keppapilavu 
have heard that the army has received  
SLR 5,000,000 (US$ 32,895) compensation by 
the government for 189 acres of occupied  
agriculture land at Keppapilavu. But the  
lands have not yet been released. Further,  
these 189 acres are also only a part of the  
482 acres that the villagers claim to be their 
ancestral lands.

The return of their land is of vital  
importance to them, emphasize the women of 
Keppapilavu. “Before the War we had a good  
life, we had our own houses and our own 
livelihoods on the land or on the shore,” they 
say, adding that only when they are back on  
their ancestral land can they feel at peace;  
only then can they pick up their lives again 

http://lawandsocietytrust.org/content_images/publications/documents/english-20170628110959.pdf
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and rebuild their livelihood. “We can then 
regain our self-confidence and give up our 
lives as ‘losers’,” says one of the women. How 
do you survive now, we ask? They tell us that 
they live in temporary houses with little or 
no facilities, or stay with relatives. Because  
families have expanded in the last decade,  
they are now forced to live in crowded 
conditions. They are dependent on irregular 
daily wage labour and odd jobs in exchange 
for a small income or some food. There is not 
enough work, the women say. Mullaithivu is 
dependent on agriculture and fisheries, and  
local fishers and farmers find it hard to invest, 
facing not only threats from external sources 
but also declining production. This year it 
is even worse because of the drought, the  
women say. They now make and sell food 
items in the village or package grocery items in  
small quantities, but they can’t really make a 
living from this.

Last year, Hirdarami, one of Sri Lanka’s 
largest apparel companies, built a factory at 
Mullaithivu. The company worked closely 
with the Sri Lankan army. The army not only 
helped the company find a suitable location  
for the factory but also allowed a workers’ 
training centre to be set up within the premises 
of its headquarters.

Jobs in this company are only for the  
happy few. Usually these are young unmarried 
women from families with friendly  
connections with the army. It is common 
knowledge that the women workers in the 
factory must work standing on their feet all  
day in order to earn a few hundred rupees daily. 

Do women face different problems from  
the men of their community, we ask. The 
women unanimously answer ‘yes’. Women 
face huge economic hardships, they say, in 
particular, the War widows and other single 
women heading households. Daily labour 
opportunities in agriculture and fisheries are 
few and mostly given to men. Daily wages 
for men are also almost twice as much as for 
women. Women must walk long distances, 
sometimes up to six or seven kilometres,  
for a daily wage job and, despite the lack  
of safety on the roads, they return home late,  
after dark. Women are also primarily  
responsible for household chores, and because 
wells have dried up due to drought, they have  
to walk miles to fetch water. Most women take 
loans, particularly for the education of their 
children or to set up some small business, 
and many find themselves deeply trapped in 
debt. Some women are even forced to go into 
prostitution for income and food. There are  
some governmental and NGO income  

generation programmes that teach women 
to sew, make sweets or pappadam (a lentil-
based cracker), but these do not help generate 
meaningful incomes because of marketing 
constraints. And there is also discrimination 
in the selection of beneficiaries, the women 
say. Often the poorest women are not selected, 
particularly if they are known to have engaged 
in prostitution or are suspected of having 
connections with LTTE fighters. One of the 
women recalls how she used to dry fish in  
earlier times. The income was meagre but 
regular. “Now that has become impossible!” 
she says. After the War, the Rajapakse regime 
introduced a new system of Rural Fisheries 
Societies (RFS) through which it extends 
financial support for economic activities in 
the fisheries. However, not only did these  
RFSs tend to exclude women, they turned  
out to be highly prone to political patronage 
as well as destructive to the long tradition  
of fisheries cooperatives through which the  
local fisheries were managed. The present 
government has not changed this policy. 
Women, with the exception of the very few  
who represent their husband’s business, 
participate neither in the RFSs nor in  
the fishermen’s cooperatives.

“Both government and NGO programmes 
generally make people compete with each  
other and so, they divide us,” says Jayaseeli  
sadly. However, if there is a silver lining in the 
dark clouds that face her and other women 
in fishing communities, it is the support of 
NAFSO, which has been organizing leadership 
training as well as raising awareness around 
the international guidelines governing tenure 
and the small-scale fisheries. With the support 
of NAFSO, the women have united with other 
women at the district level and formed an 
organization called Thenral. “Earlier we had 
no voice. We did not know how to confront 

Mullaithivu-women’s protest release list of disppeared children and relatives.  
War widows and other single women heading households face economic hardships.

Cornelie Quist
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government officials and politicians with our 
problems and how to negotiate with them 
for our rights,” says Jayaseeli, “Earlier we lived 
in isolation. Now we have links with people 
in other parts of the country, particularly 
with women’s groups and groups from the  
southern districts. They could learn about our 
struggles and extend solidarity just as we also 
extended our solidarity for their struggles.” 

Due to her leadership skills, Jeyaseeli  
was selected to be part of the Sri Lanka civil 
society delegation for the fifth review of  
Sri Lanka by the United Nations Committee  
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(UNCESCR) at Geneva in June this year. The 
UNCESCR is a body of 18 independent experts 
responsible for monitoring the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights by state parties. It was an unforgettable 
experience for Jayeseeli, who is extremely  
happy with the recommendations passed. 
Particularly noteworthy are Recommendation 
50 of the 5th Periodic Report of Sri Lanka, 
which asks the Sri Lanka government to 
“end military involvement in commercial 
and other civilian activities and establish 
and develop a national land policy, in line 
with the recommendations of the Lessons 
Learnt and Reconciliation Commission,” and 
Recommendation 54 that asks the government 
“to ensure that women headed households  
have access to livelihood assistance, housing  
and land in their own name, as well as low  

interest or interest free credit schemes. It also  
urges the state party to ensure those officials 
who commit sexual exploitation, bribery and 
harassment are prosecuted and sentenced, 
and victims to have access to remedy and 
compensation.” 

Subsequent to our visit, a delegation from 
Keppapilavu was received by the Ministry of 
Resettlement in Colombo. There, on the 26th  
of July, they were informed about the  
decision of the central government to release 
their lands in a phased manner within a 
period of six months—110 acres, 30 acres and  
finally 70 acres. The Keppapilavu people 
responded by resolving not to give up their 
protest “until they were all settled and able to 
drink a cup of tea on their ancestral lands”.

Upon returning from Sri Lanka, I have been 
reflecting upon the question of what visitors, 
be they development practitioners, researchers 
or just tourists like me, can do by way of 
supporting Sri Lanka’s fishing communities. 
Given the existing power dynamics, these 
fishing communities will not be free from the 
existential threats they face. The burden will 
fall mainly on the shoulders of the women, 
who, admirably, still find the strength to stand 
up for their rights. In one way or another, it is 
very important to continually extend support 
to the campaigns of these courageous women’s  
groups in the north and south of Sri Lanka as 
well as to organizations like NAFSO that support 
them. Writing this report is only one step. 
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This report documents the post-war struggle of women, 
mainly widows, from the fi shing communities of Mannar, 
Sri Lanka, attempting to reconstruct their lives

Widows’ struggles in post-war Sri Lanka

By Cornelie Quist 
(cornelie.quist@gmail.
com), Member, ICSF, 
with support from 
Anusan Mary Priyantha, 
NAFSO-Mannar

In 2012, Yemaya had carried a report based 
on my meetings with women of fi shing 
communities of Batticaloa, a district on 

the east coast of Sri Lanka which had been 
badly affected by both the ethnic based civil 
war in Sri Lanka and the Indian Ocean 
tsunami of December 2004 (see Yemaya 
Issue 41). This year, at the end of August, 
I had the opportunity to return to Sri Lanka 
where I met widows who are organizing 
themselves in groups to survive and 
meaningfully reconstruct their lives.

There are an estimated 89,000 such war 
widows in Sri Lanka. Since 2009, the guns 
have fallen silent after 26 years of ethnic based 
civil war, but the widows are still struggling 
to feed themselves and their children. Many 
war widows belong to fi shing communities in 
the north and east of Sri Lanka. Their plight 
has recently been captured in an Al Jazeera 
documentary as well (see http://www.aljazeera.
com/programmes/101east/2015/04/sri-lanka-
widows-war-150421161203533.html). 

I was able to talk to some of these widows 
during my meeting with women’s groups at 
Mannar Island, a fi sheries dependent area in 
north Sri Lanka. The meetings were arranged 
by the National Fisheries Solidarity Movement 
(NAFSO), an NGO that works with fi shing 
communities all over Sri Lanka. 

Mannar Island is located in the Mannar 
district of the Northern Province of Sri 
Lanka, and is connected to the mainland by a 
causeway. It is situated in the Gulf of Mannar, 
a large shallow bay forming part of the 
Laccadive Sea in the Indian Ocean. The bay 
lies between the southeastern tip of India 
and the west coast of Sri Lanka. From 
Thalaimannar at the western tip of Mannar 
Island, a chain of reefs, sandbanks and 
islets nearly connects Sri Lanka to India at 
Rameswaram).

 The Gulf of Mannar is an ecosystem with 
high biodiversity. It is rich in fi shery resources, 
and fi shing is a major contributor to the 
economy of Mannar Island. Approximately 
half of the island’s population (99,051 in 2012) 
is involved in fi sheries. The large majority 
of fi shers practise small-scale fi sheries using 
fi bre reinforced plastic boats with outboard 
engines, motorized traditional boats (vallam), 
non-motorized traditional boats (theppam) 
and non-motorized beach seine boats, and a 
large variety of nets. Although much of the 
catch is from the sea, lagoon fi shery is also 
practised. Mannar Island is famous for its dry 
fi sh production.

Mannar Island was hit hard by the war 
because of its location. It was a major exit and 
entry point from and to India, and became 
a key host to Tamil refugees from all over 
Sri Lanka. The island’s large Muslim population 
was driven out by the Liberation Tigers of 
Tamil Eelam (LTTE) in 1990. After the war, 
the composition of Mannar’s population 
changed. It now has around 80 per cent 
Tamils, the majority of whom are Christian, 
and 16 per cent Muslim—a demographic 
change responsible for growing tension 
between the two ethnic groups. 

The war had a major impact on the 
fi shing communities of Mannar. Many fi sher 
families were displaced. The situation was 
compounded by restrictions on fi shing hours 
and fi shing grounds. Since the end of the 
war in 2009, the fi sheries have revived, but 
fi shing communities still face major diffi culties 
in their life and livelihood.

The fi shing village of Santhipuram 
has 450 families of which 75 are headed by 
women—60 widows and 15 deserted women. 
Fishery is the main livelihood source. The 
men go out to sea, fi shing, and the women do 
various types of related work. To provide food 
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Women helping in cleaning nets, Mannar Island, Sri Lanka. 
The livelihood of the widows and deserted women is very fragile



and income to their households, the widows 
go to the beach at four in the morning to 
help in removing fi sh from nets, and cleaning 
and repairing nets. In return, they are given 
some small fi sh. The men sell the big and 
valuable ones to middlemen. The women 
keep some of their earned fi sh for food and 
process the larger part into dry fi sh. In the 
absence of adequate facilities, the dry fi sh 
processing is carried out under unhygienic 
conditions.

The livelihood of the widows and deserted 
women is very fragile. Selling dry fi sh at the 
local market is their mainstay. They earn 
around SLR 500 (USD 3.5) per day when there 
is fi sh, and SLR 100 (USD 0.70) when there is 
none. The fi shing season is only six months 
long, and for the rest of the year, they live 
off their savings, and from selling dry fi sh 
and some homemade food in other villages. 
They take micro-credit loans from NGOs for 
poultry or goat keeping, but these do not 
provide a real alternative livelihood. There is 
no programme to help these women to 
improve their dry fi sh processing and 
marketing. The women feel they are drowning 
in debt, but still take more loans to educate 
their children, in the hope that they will bring a 
better future.

 In all the fi shing villages, there were 
similar stories. Women related that the major 
problems of fi shing families after the war are 
access to land and sea. Many had lost their 
homes and land when they fl ed during the war, 
leaving behind all their documents, including 
land titles. When they returned, they found 
their houses destroyed, belongings looted, 
and all their livelihood equipment had gone 
missing. Their lands are now occupied by 
other people or confi scated by the Sri Lankan 
security forces, who even today keep the 
former war zone areas under tight control. 

In the lagoon fi shing village of Pallimunai, 
the land and houses of 22 families are still 
occupied by the Navy. Of these families, 12 are 
headed by widows. These families have been 
displaced by war since 1990. One woman said: 
“For so many years we have lived nomadic lives, 
shifting between camps for displaced persons 
and the homes of relatives. Now it is our biggest 
dream to have our family land and houses 
back, and our livelihood and community life 
restored.” It was only in 2013 that the affected 
families of Pallimunai were able to go to court 
to get their land and houses returned; but their 
cases are still to be settled and they feel very 
frustrated. The navy had offered the families 
alternative lands, but these were far away from 
the coast and therefore not suitable. Fishing is 

their traditional livelihood and they need to live 
close to the coast. The widows said that they 
wanted to stay in their traditional communities, 
where they felt safe and looked after. With their 
traditional lands occupied by the navy, the 
women also lost their spaces for drying fi sh.

During the war, restricted access to their 
lands and fi sh resources was a major livelihood 
constraint for Mannar’s fi shing communities. 
After the war, fi shing restrictions were lifted, but 
the process was extremely slow. Furthermore, 
another threat arose from large fl eets of Indian 
trawlers invading the Palk Bay and Gulf of 
Mannar, attracted by its rich fi sh resources. 
The Indian trawlers fi sh very intensively near 
the shore and leave little fi sh for the local 
fi shing communities who primarily use small 
traditional boats and gear. Further, these trawlers 
also destroy the nets of the locals. Women of 
Pallimunai, as also of Santhipuram, Jim Brown 
Nagar and other villages, related that their 
fi shermen could hardly make a living now from 
fi shing: “Our resources and livelihood are being 
ruined and we are without any compensation. 
The Indian trawlers must be stopped from 
fi shing in our waters.” The women spoke 
strongly, and some also blamed the occupation 
of their land by the navy on the intrusion of the 
Indian trawlers: “Because of the Indian trawlers, 
the navy camp is here”. 

After the war, the Sri Lankan government 
started reconstruction of the war affected areas, 
with a focus on building and infrastructure. On 
Mannar Island, a highway and the causeway to 
the main land were reconstructed, and since 
April 2015 the railway has also been restored. 
Mannar is now connected again to the mainland 
and to Colombo, the country’s capital. But 
the government paid practically no attention 
to rebuilding local village infrastructure and 
rehabilitating displaced and traumatized people, 
including, and in particular, the war widows. 

The women of Mannar’s fi shing villages 
indicated that they felt forgotten by the 
government. The lack of assistance from the 
government and limited assistance by United 
Nations bodies and NGOs compelled people 
to fend for themselves. In the fi shing village of 
Jim Brown Nagar, a woman leader had this to 
say: “We lost everything in the war. In the IDP 
(Internally Displaced Persons) camps, we were 
only given dry rations and not allowed to go out 
to undertake livelihood activities. And now, six 
years after the war is over, we still live in misery. 
With no access and equipment to engage in 
our traditional fi sheries activities, it is hard to 
survive. There are no other livelihood options 
for us. Our housing conditions are also poor. 
Women feel unsafe when going to the jungle for 



The underestimation 
of women’s labour 
in fi sheries can lead 
us to understate 
the costs of fi shing, 
while overstating and 
oversimplifying their 
economic benefi ts.

toilet needs or to collect fi rewood. In the rainy 
season, the temporary houses we live in are often 
fl ooded and many families have to seek shelter 
in the church. Of course it is good that there is 
no more killing and raiding, but our housing 
and livelihood problems are not being solved. 
And we still live in fear because of the presence 
of the security forces.”

The women’s (widows’) groups in Mannar 
Island have been in existence for only a 
couple of years. Earlier, there had been many 
restrictions imposed by the security forces 
for people to organize. NGOs were only 
allowed to support government programmes. 
Community assistance was primarily organized 
by the church or mosque and these institutions 
played a binding role for the people, although 
unfortunately the relations between Christian 
Tamils and Muslims are still tense. 

The Negombo-based NAFSO came to 
Mannar in 2004. The NGO supports Tamil 
women’s (widows’) groups and citizen groups in 
fi shing communities, generally in collaboration 
with the Catholic Church. They started with 
providing livelihood loans to families headed 
by women, but later also took up land rights 
issues and the issue of intrusion by Indian 
trawlers. Presently, there are 13 village level 
women’s groups supported by NAFSO, which 
are federated at the district level under the name 
Valarpirai (‘ascending moon’) Women’s District 
Committee. The village level meetings mostly 
deal with the immediate needs of widows and 
deserted women, such as children’s issues and 
livelihood problems. Community services, 
including helping the sick, are also rendered. 
At the district level, common problems such as 
land and other rights issues are discussed. The 
women are encouraged to write petitions to the 
authorities, for which they get assistance from 
NAFSO. The women’s organization of Mannar 
also became a member of the national Women’s 
Federation, organized by NAFSO. 

 When asked what has changed for them 
since they began to participate in the Valarpirai 
women’s organization, the women’s groups in 
Mannar Island responded enthusiastically: “We 
feel more self-confi dent now to fi ght for our 
dignity and rights. Earlier we felt so isolated 
and alone. Now we meet other women’s groups 
from fi shing communities, also from other parts 
of the country, and get solidarity.” The women 
are aware of the need to speak out and actively 
approach the authorities with their problems. 
But, as they emphasized, “without solidarity 
and support from outside this is really diffi cult”. 
The NGO had encouraged the women to vote 
in the recent General Elections. For many 
women this was the fi rst time they cast their 
vote. Disappointingly, the Mannar district had 
no women candidates, but the women said they 
hoped that this would change in the future. 

The new government in Sri Lanka promises 
to focus more on reconciliation, restoration of 
human rights and rehabilitation of livelihood. 
The women said that a survey has now been 
conducted of displaced people in their area. 
These developments have generated fresh hope.

On 7 September 2015, war widows and 
human rights activists handed over a fact 
fi nding report on war-displaced people to the 
government in Colombo (see http://wodep.
blogspot.nl/2015/09/round-table-discussion-
on-ensure-land.html). At this event, Nimalka 
Fernando, a women’s rights activist and 
president of the International Movement 
against All Forms of Discrimination and 
Racism, spoke in solidarity with the war widows 
and called on the newly elected President and 
Parliament to accept the responsibility to return 
land to Sri Lanka’s war widows and allow them 
to rebuild their lives: “It is not enough for the 
government to run vocational training for 
internally displaced persons. Give them back 
their sea, lands and jungle; let them restart their 
livelihoods. It is their fundamental right.” 



and workplaces, which meant a big change to 
their way of life. 

Three years after the tsunami, a large-scale 
war erupted in the east of Sri Lanka and was 
most severe in Batticaloa. This again disrupted 
the local society. Due to a ban on sea fi shing and 
restrictions in several fi shing areas on the time 
and type of gear local fi shermen could use for 
fi shing, and due to destruction of infrastructure, 
the fi sher families once again lost most of their 
ability for income generation. 

Normalcy returned in 2009 but new forms 
of confl ict in fi shing escalated as illegal fi shing 
increased in the traditional fi shing areas of 
local fi shing communities. A new body of 
fi sheries societies at the district level was 
formed under the Ministry of Fisheries and 
Aquatic Resources. This replaced the existing 
District Federation of Fisheries Co-operative 
Societies (FCS) that was functioning to bring 
out the issues of fi shermen and resolve them 
with the authorities at district and regional 
levels. However, this new body is not active or 
effi cient in bringing solutions to the issues of 
local fi shers, because it is controlled by the 
ministry, based on a top-down approach. In 
this situation, a vast number of fi shing 
resources are being destroyed or captured 
by wealthy and infl uential fi shermen. Big 
fi shermen (using multi-day boats) and traders 
from the ethnic majority community from 
other parts of the country arrived and 
established their stake in the fi shing resources 
and the 70-mile-long shoreline of the district, 
depriving local fi shing families of their 
opportunities for income generation. Large-
scale outside investors are taking over coastal 
and mangrove lands for the development of 
the tourism industry and prawn farms, which 
do not give local fi shing families any long-
term benefi ts. 

A recent (2010) household income and 
expenditure survey revealed that 20 per cent 
of the population of Batticaloa district live 
below the poverty line. Most fi shing families 
have borrowed money or mortgaged their 
assets, and got entrapped in a vicious cycle 
of exploitation. Communal feelings and 
hatred are on the rise among the local fi shing 
communities, who generally belong to the Tamil 
ethnic minority and who feel treated as a lost 
community in an ethnic war.

The women revealed to me the hardships 
that women of fi shing communities of 

By Cornelie Quist 
(cornelie.quist@gmail.
com), Member, ICSF. 
(With special thanks 
to J. Ranjithkumar of 
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Tsunami, war and diffi cult recovery
SRI L ANKAASIA

This report on the struggle of fi shing communities of 
Batticaloa, Sri Lanka, to recover from both civil war and 
the tsunami of 2004, is based on the author’s visit there and 
meetings with local women leaders in June 2012

Batticaloa, a district on the east coast of Sri 
Lanka, has been badly affected by both 
the ethnic-based civil war in Sri Lanka 

and the Indian Ocean tsunami of December 
2004. The district is now one of the poorest 
regions of Sri Lanka. Fisheries and agriculture 
are the most important livelihood activities 
of the district. I visited the area last June and 
had a meeting with women leaders of local 
fi sher communities, who revealed to me their 
situation and hopes.

Batticaloa and Amparai were the districts 
worst affected by the 2004 tsunami. Many 
people, in particular women and children, 
lost their lives. A total of 9,517 fi sher families 
lost their assets and livelihoods for several 
months. Subsequent to the tsunami, when 
NGOs and government authorities supplied 
fi shing families with gear and other assets, there 
were several discrepancies in the distribution. 
As a result, the fi sher families were weakened 
in their co-operative and collaborative efforts 
rather than empowered for sustainability and 
development. Many fi sher families also had 
been relocated far from their original villages 

Women in the district of Batticaloa, Sri Lanka would like 
to see effective fi sheries management with their active participation
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Batticaloa face at present. Many households 
have lost their male breadwinners and have 
become female-headed. Besides having the 
burden of taking care of the family alone, 
women without husbands (widows, deserted 
or with missing husbands) suffer also from a 
low status in society. Violence against women, 
and child abuse have become frequent. 
Women also are not aware about their 
legal rights. 

During the war, many girls from fi shing 
communities were conscripted by the 
militants (the Liberation Tigers of Tamil 
Eelam). I was told that of the female 
ex-combatants arrested by the Sri Lankan 
army after the war, a large group (around 
1,860) was from fi shing communities. They 
now need to be ‘re-integrated’. However, 
most of them are traumatized, have little 
education, few skills and are in poor health. 
Many are also physically disabled. It appears 
that women-headed households bear the 
main burden of caring for these (injured) 
female ex-combatants and traumatized former 
child soldiers. 

Though fi sher and other families in 
Batticaloa have been displaced, dispossessed 
and dispirited by the long-running war and 
the 2004 tsunami, matrilocal traditions and 
support provided by matrilocal kinship 
networks seemed to have survived (Batticaloa 
has a matrilineal society). These female 
support networks seem to be of enormous 
value for emotional stability and feelings 
of security. However, women receive very 
little outside support and professional help. 
There are also practically no opportunities 
for them to set up small businesses or fi nd 
other sources of employment to generate 
adequate income. 

Women in Batticaloa used to be actively 
involved in fi sheries, but this has changed, 
in particular, after the disruption caused by 
the 2004 tsunami and the war. The women 
in our meeting felt there was great potential 
for women to develop livelihood activities 
in fi sheries, but that they lacked the necessary 
skills and resources. There are several NGOs 
that target women for microcredit projects. 
However, as the women revealed to me, 
these quite often resulted in an increased 
burden for the women, as they could not repay 
the loans. I was told that, in several cases, 
husbands had even left their wives because 
of the problems of repaying loans. The 
women told me that they felt a great need for 
training on fi sh marketing, fi sh processing 
with upgraded technology, and fi nancial and 
business management.

The women also felt very worried about the 
destructive impact of illegal fi shing and gear 
confl icts, and felt the need to do something 
about it. They would like to see effective 
fi sheries management with active participation 
of the local fi shing communities.

Women of fi shing communities, however, 
are not represented in the formal fi sheries 
societies. The women leaders of fi shing 
communities, with whom I had the meeting, 
would very much like to see this changed 
to be able to take their interests and 
concerns forward to the fi sheries authorities 
and other concerned offi cials. They also 
indicated being very interested to connect 
with women of traditional small-scale 
fi shing communities in other parts of 
Sri Lanka to break their isolation and learn 
from new experiences, as also for the purpose 
of enhancing ethnic reconciliation and 
solidarity linkages. 

Though families in 
Batticaloa have been 
displaced and dispirited 
by war and the 2004 
tsunami, matrilocal 
traditions and support 
networks have survived 
and provide emotional 
stability.
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Chitra Suriyakumar: 
Living in Hope
Chitra Suriyakumar, a 56-year old fi sherwoman from Jaffna in 
the north of Sri Lanka, is struggling to rebuild her life post-civil war

By Herman Kumara 
(hermankumara@
gmail.com), Convener, 
NAFSO, based on the 
notes of A.Jesudasan 
(denialantony@gmail.
com), co-ordinator, 
People to People 
Dialogue on Peace 
and Sustainable 
Development

Chitra Suriyakumar is a 56-year old 
fi sherwoman. She has seven children—two 

male and fi ve female. She is from the Inbacity 
fi shing village in the Vadamarachchi area of 
Jaffna district, located in the northern province 
of Sri Lanka. Her husband, K. Suriyakumar is 
the former chairperson of the Vadamarachchi 
Fisheries Co-operative Society. 

With the outbreak of the civil war in 1992, 
life as she knew it changed radically. Chitra 
and her husband struggled hard to keep the 
community united, and to get back the land 
captured for security purposes, which was 

forcing people to live outside their houses, 
in camps. However, as the situation became 
worse, Chitra was forced to leave the village. 
She shifted to Kilinochchi with her son, as a 
displaced person, while her husband stayed 
back to continue with fi shing, the only source of 
income for their family. In 1997, as the situation 
further worsened, her husband too was forced 
to shift to Kilinochchi. 

With no source of income, they went 
through serious economic diffi culties. 
Suriyakumar took to selling coconuts, to earn 
at least a meager income. The next blow came 
in April 2007, when Chitra’s son was taken 
away by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam 
(LTTE) to join the war. This was a period of 
great mental suffering and economic hardship 
for the family. They were displaced yet again 

in 2009, when they were asked by the LTTE to 
leave for Puthukudirrippu, during the fi nal 
battle between LTTE and government forces. 
After April 2009, they were sent to the Menik 
farm camp being run by the government of 
Sri Lanka for internally displaced persons. 

Refl ecting back on her situation, Chitra says, 
“It is a miracle that god saved us to continue 
to live with these sorrows and diffi culties in 
our lives. There is no point, however, of living 
without my children near me.” Both Chitra 
and Suriyakumar have tried their best to fi nd 
their son, without any success.  They have heard 
all kinds of rumours—that their son is dead, 
or that he is still alive; they continue to live 
in hope. 

The Suriyakumar family recently returned 
to their original home at Inbacity village. 
However, life is yet to return to normalcy. 
Suriyakumar does not have any fi shing gear, 
as everything was destroyed during the war. 
So, he needs to start from scratch. Economic 
diffi culties apart, Chitra continues to be highly 
disturbed. She is not ready to face society. All 
she wants is to see her son back.

Suriyakumar says, “My wife Chitra is only 
one example of thousands of such mothers 
who are waiting to see their children. We do 
not know when this will happen. But we live in 
hope. This is our country, our land, our water, 
and we love it. We can build up our future 
with the available resources. But there 
should be recognition of all people as equal 
citizens of the country. There should be an 
effective healing process for all these wounds. 
That day, we all will be in a situation to build 
up our livelihoods, our fi sheries and 
agriculture, and the skills of our people. We 
are dreaming for that day to come”. This is the 
dream of all the citizens of Sri Lanka, not just of 
Chitra and Suriyakumar. 



On 08 March 2009, International 

Women’s Day, over 1000 women from 
30 villages in Ampara and Trincomalee 

districts on the east coast of Sri Lanka, displaced 
by the tsunami and the ongoing war, marched 
through the streets of Addalachchenai, 
Kalmunai demanding their right to lead a safe 
and dignifi ed life. These women were members 
of the Eastern Women’s Federation, a federation 
whose formation has been facilitated by the 
National Fisheries Solidarity Movement together 
with two partner organizations: DIFSO based in 
Ampara and TRIFSO in Trincomalee.

They marched to draw attention to the fact 
that nearly 33,000 women in the area have, so 
far, lost their husbands; and the children their 
fathers. Today, four years after the tsunami, 

women of fi shing communities, many of whom 
are now the primary breadwinners of their 
families, have still not been provided with basic 
facilities, proper housing and the means of 
earning a livelihood. 

The women presented a memorandum to 
the Chief Minister of the Eastern Province of 
Sri Lanka, Mr.Sivanesathurai Chandrakanthan, 

Marching for Justice
A long march and a memorandum draw public attention 
to the fact that the lives and livelihoods of fi sherwomen 
affected by the tsunami and the ongoing war in Sri Lanka’s 
eastern coast, continue to hang in the balance

requesting government agencies and 
departments, relevant ministries, local bodies 
and non-governmental organizations to look 
into the specifi c problems faced by them. 

The memorandum drew attention to both 
the general problems confronting the fi shers as 
well as the specifi c problems women face. Many 
of the tsunami-affected families have still not 
been provided houses by the government. The 
LKR100,000 (US$870) provided for the repair of 
houses was insuffi cient. People have no option 
but to continue living in camps even though 
living conditions are not good, and security, 
with many reported incidents of rape and 
child abuse in the camps, is a critical problem. 
Unemployment is on the rise and it is diffi cult 
to eke out a livelihood. Lack of medical facilities, 
ineffi cient health services, and shortage of 
doctors and drugs are some of the other issues 
highlighted in the memorandum. 

In addition, women face a host of specifi c 
problems. They are unable to move about 
freely without protection. They are shackled 
by oppressive norms pertaining to education, 
employment, marriage and domestic duties. 
They face domestic violence and have to deal on 
a daily basis with alcoholism and drug addiction. 
They are also excluded from important decision-
making processes.

Fishing communities are affected by 
poaching by foreign fi shing craft; the destruction 
of fi shing grounds by the use of destructive 
gear; uneven allocation of fi shing grounds; and 
the arrest and detention of fi shermen for long 
periods in foreign countries. Restrictions on 
night-time fi shing, the ban on fi shing in certain 
areas, and the closure of fi shing grounds without 
any notice in the name of national security, are 
all issues that have led to a loss of income and 
livelihoods of the fi shing communities on the 
east coast. The requirement to unload and load 
fi sh at checkpoints during the transportation of 
fi sh from Batticoloa and Ampara to the south 
and to Colombo, has increased expenses and 
reduced the quality of fi sh (and profi ts). 

The memorandum asked for specifi c support 
from the government. A census of all tsunami-
affected areas must form the basis of a concrete 
action plan, formulated in a participatory 

manner. The damage by the tsunami must be 

estimated and compensated. Housing must be 

By the Eastern Women’s 
Federation of Sri Lanka, 
who can be 
contacted through 
Herman Kumara 
(wffp.gs@gmail.com 
and fi shmove@slt.lk)
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International Women’s Day march at Addalachchenai, Ampara District, Sri Lanka.
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provided on a priority basis, and must include 
basic facilities such as toilets, electricity and 
drinking water. 

The memorandum also demanded specifi c 
provisions for women who have lost their 
husbands, the primary breadwinners of the 
family, due to either the war or the tsunami, so 
that they can gain from adequate employment 
options to sustain their livelihoods; if no 
employment is available, they should be 
provided with a dole.

Women should be helped in getting a fair 
price for their fi sh, and efforts to improve the 
quality of fi shery products, through appropriate 
technology, are necessary. Basic facilities such 
as transportation and storage, and technical 
knowledge through vocational centres, must be 
provided. Women’s access to credit, to enable 
them to start their own small businesses, must 
be enhanced. Imports should be controlled if 
they negatively affect women’s livelihoods. 

Boats damaged in the war must be replaced. 
Craft and gear should either be jointly owned 
by men and women, or the women should 
be provided with separate ownership. The 
government should introduce surveillance boats 
to help fi shermen in times of natural disasters. 

Pertaining to the living and working 
environments of fi shing communities, men, 

women and children should be educated about 
environmental hazards and taught to keep 
their surrounding environment clean. Local 
authorities should take steps to build proper 
drainage systems to prevent the spread of 
diseases where water stagnates.

Security must be improved and women 
must be trained in self-defense. Authorities 
must take note of the activities of paramilitary 
groups that are forcibly seizing a part of 
fi shermen’s catches along the eastern coast. 
Fisher people must be guaranteed safe working 
conditions. 

Concrete action should be taken to put an 
end to the sale of drugs. This should be done 
through law enforcement at the village level. 
Legal action against offenders is not enough; 
they should also be provided with rehabilitation 
facilities and some alternative employment.

An effective security system for the 
transportation of fi sh, like the one in 
Trincomalee (through the sealing of vehicles), 
should be introduced in Batticoloa and Ampara 
Districts as well.

The memorandum concluded with a demand 
for a dignifi ed life and sustainable livelihoods 
for the people of Sri Lanka’s eastern province 
who have been affected by war, the tsunami and 
displacement by development projects. 

“Today, four years after 
the tsunami, women of 
fi shing communities, 
many of whom are 
now the primary 
breadwinners of their 
families, have still not 
been provided with basic 
facilities, proper housing 
and the means of earning 
a livelihood.”
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Disaster capitalism?
Eight months after the tsunami, the affected
populations in Sri Lanka continue to live in
camps, with no clarity about resettlement and
resumption of their livelihoods
By Herman Kumara of National Fisheries
Solidarity (NAFSO)

“I am still waiting to get land for resettlement. The
land I have is situated in the so-called ‘buffer zone’. I
have two daughters and we are now living in an unsafe
situation, as it is not safe for young girls to live in
temporary huts like this. I am really worried about
the future of my children.”

These plaintive words come from Johara Hamy, one
of the 90,000 internally displaced persons (IDPs) now
living in camps in Sri Lanka. She is a woman leader
of District Fisheries Solidarity (DIFSO) and a tsunami
victim from Pothuwil, Ampara, on the east coast of
the country. Ampara was among those districts worst
hit by the tsunami.

It is now eight months since the tsunami struck coastal
countries in the Indian Ocean. The world responded
with great concern and generosity after the tsunami
and substantial amounts were raised to support relief,
rehabilitation and reconstruction efforts among
affected communities.

With the resources available at hand, Chandrika
Bandaranaike, the President of Sri Lanka, in her
address to the nation, said: “We will provide
everything lost by the affected communities but the
lives of the people”.

To fulfil this pledge, a special task force called the
‘Task Force for Rebuilding the Nation’ (TAFREN)

was appointed. TAFREN is composed of eight
businessmen, who are also linked to the tourism
industry. The first step that TAFREN took was for
regulation of the coastal buffer zone. A majority of
the people who wanted to go back and resettle on
their own lands were not even allowed to build a
temporary shelter in the buffer zone.

“My house and kitchen were partially damaged by
the tsunami waves. The Southern Fisheries
Organization (SFO) was to help repair my house and
kitchen. However, the police did not allow us to
undertake the repairs as my house is situated within
the coastal buffer zone. I have received the LKR5,000
(US$50) subsidy only twice although it has been
announced that the payments will be up to a period
of six months,” says Lalanie Kalupahana, the ex-
secretary of SFO, Galle. She is from Dodanduwa, in
Galle District, a village located next to Hikkaduwa,
one among the other proposed tourist zones.

The plan prepared by TAFREN came out within 17
days of the tsunami, on 13 January 2005. Most
importantly, 62 townships, large harbours and
superhighways as well as 15 tourism zones were part
of the proposals. This was besides the proposed
privatization of the water, electricity and petroleum
utilities, and also the privatization of phosphate
deposits at Eppawala.

TAFREN’s plan was to promote tourism and attract
investors. The tourism development plan of the
Sri Lanka Tourist Board says: “In a cruel twist of fate,
nature has presented Sri Lanka with a unique
opportunity, and out of this great tragedy will come a
world-class tourism destination”.

This is the principle behind the whole planning process
for tourism. But we need to see how it will affect the
displaced people in the camps. It is important to
understand how the affected communities view these
plans and their potential impact on their lives and
communities.

“We are living here in Arugambay. It is a tourist zone.
Most of the tourists come here for surfing. We are
not permitted to build our house or even a temporary
shelter, while hoteliers are allowed to build and repair
their hotels in the same buffer zone. Some of them
have built hotels within 15 m of the shore. Why this
indifference to us?” asks one victim.

“This is disaster capitalism amidst a highly devastated
world,” as Naomi Klein, renowned Canadian
researcher and writer, says.
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People are not ignorant. They know what is
happening to their lives. They know that, in the name
of the tsunami, they are being displaced further
from the shore and that they will lose ownership over
not only the land but also the sea.

“We learnt that the European Union is planning to
send their decommissioned fishing vessels to
Sri Lanka. We do not know how this decision was
made. We were not consulted by anyone. Such a
transfer of fleet will displace our beach-based
fisheries industry, replacing it with harbour-based
fisheries. Small-scale fishers will suffer from all
these short-sighted activities,” says Lalanie
Klupahana, a victim from Dodanduwa.

“The government did not consult us about our
preferences. We do not want to leave our land.
Besides, fishing is our occupation and we need to
continue it for our survival,” says Johara. Affected
communities are not just giving up. They want
to save their land and sea from the investors who
want to buy their land to build hotels and develop
other businesses.

“We went to the streets to mark 200 days of the
tsunami, to protest against unjust government policies.
We want to go to the court with the help of our
organizations. We have given several alternative
proposals to support tsunami victims. We will not

allow anyone to drive us out from the land and sea
we own. We know we will win the battle”, says
Lalanie.

“This courage and strength will be put together to fight
for the rights of the people against the unjust TAFREN

plans. We will protest both tourism master plans and
any other business plans prepared by the so-called
TAFREN. We will support a people’s planning
process to demand justice for the tsunami victims as
well as the poor people in the country.  Only then can
we challenge the unjust plans and defeat them,”
continues Lalanie.

“To achieve this, we are visiting tsunami- and war-
affected people’s camps to consult the people there
about the kind of development they hope for, to
organize women and affected communities for their
rights, to take legal action against discrimination and
human rights violations, to prepare alternative plans
through a People’s Planning Commission and to
promote face-to-face dialogue with policymakers.
Farmers’ organizations, plantation workers’ unions,
trade unions, women’s groups and fisheries
organizations have got together for this work,” says
Geetha Lakmini of the National Fisheries Solidarity
(NAFSO).

“The government had promised that it would provide
for people’s basic needs and livelihoods within six
months after the tsunami struck. But now it is already
eight months and the victims are still in IDP camps.
Around 400,000 people are displaced and are with
their relatives or friends. There is no sign of their
resettlement in the near future,” adds Geetha Lakmini.

The people’s struggle started 200 days after the
tsunami struck Sri Lanka, and will continue until the
victims wrest their rights to relief, rehabilitation and
reconstruction, as promised by the leaders. “We will
never give up until our people receive justice. We will
work to join all forces together to win the battle,”
Geetha concludes.

Herman Kumara can be contacted at
fishmove@slt.lk
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Stars in the dark
The story of Shaila, a widow struggling for survival
in a war-torn area in northern Sri Lanka

By Herman Kumara of National Fisheries
Solidarity (NAFSO), Sri Lanka

Shaila Idayaraj, her mother and her five-year old
daughter are live examples of what and how 20 years
of war—a war that is still not over—have contributed
to Sri Lankan society. The situation of the people in
Jaffna and their stories of survival amidst the cruel
war are so painful, as revealed by the parentless
children, widows, armless civilians, and displaced
people we met when we visited Jaffna peninsula. We
witnessed for ourselves how the war has affected the
lives of people in war-torn areas. The high security
zones (HSZs) have severely threatened the life and
livelihoods of people. Farmers have lost cultivable lands.
Fisherfolk face tight restrictions in accessing the sea.
And, very specifically, it has affected people like 26-
year old Shaila Idayaraj, of Sawalkattu fishing village
in Jaffna peninsula, in northern Sri Lanka, who have
lost the breadwinners of their families.

Can you imagine a situation where you have lost your
father, your grandfather and your husband as a result
of civil war and you do not even have a death certificate
to claim compensation? Of course, if you are the wife
of a politician, you have every possibility to succeed
your husband in parliament or even in the provincial or
regional councils. But if you are a wife of a small-
scale fisherman, what would be your position?

Perhaps you are strong enough to bear such a situation.
But when your culture, your religion, your relatives and
the society as a whole does not recognize you as a
woman, because you are a widow, do you think you
could still survive? Shaila, has already gone through all
these difficulties, though she is just 26 years old, but
she still has the perseverance to survive, at least for
the sake of her daughter.  This is Shaila’s story:

Life was very hard for people in Jaffna during the1980s
when war was raging in the area. The lives of women
were more threatened.  The first shock in Shaila’s life
was when her father was killed in 1987, by
peacekeeping forces, when she was only 10 years old.
Amidst these severe troubles her mother tried to send

her two children—a son and daughter— to school, but
could not manage it with the low income she received
from selling beedis. Her income was just enough to
feed the children.

The only alternative was for Shaila to leave school at a
very early age and marry her brother-in-law. However,
a greater disaster befell her when her husband was
killed by the armed forces just two years after she
was married. Her husband was fishing at sea when
his boat was fired at on 15 September 1996. He and
four other fellow fishermen were instantly killed. Their
bodies were not found at first, but later, the headless
bodies were identified and buried in a common pit.
Shaila could recognize the dead body of her husband,
but, to date, she has not been able to obtain a death
certificate.

A death certificate is needed to claim compensation
from the government or any support agency. That is
the basic legal document that recognizes you as a war
victim. Though Shaila was not able to get this document,
she had the will to survive for the sake of her daughter,
her most precious resource at that time. But the society
was so cruel to a widow, refusing to accept such a
woman as a human being, completely marginalizing her,
not wishing to see her face, or to invite her for important
social events. Life was hard as Shaila struggled to
survive without her husband and her father.
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According to Shaila, there were several occasions
when she felt like committing suicide because of the
way she was treated by society. But, as a woman with
the responsibility of feeding her daughter and her old
widowed mother, she somehow found the courage to
continue living. Even as Shaila was still struggling, she
faced her third shock—her grandfather was killed,
again by the armed forces. She has no tears left any
more—only the awareness that she needs to continue
her struggle.

It is not only Shaila who has faced such a destiny in
this war-torn area. In Sawalkattu village alone around
96 women have lost their husbands or the breadwinners
of their families due to war. According to available
information, there are around 20,000 widows in Jaffna
peninsula. But these women cannot go to sea to earn a
livelihood the way their husbands did. Most of them
are between 22 and 56 years of age. The women of
Sawalkattu have found the courage to get together to
form a women’s group—the Star Widow’s
Association—which has initiated small savings for a
start, to put together capital to begin some small
business.

When we visited them, the group was engaged in the
production of handicrafts from palmyrah leaves,
preparation and sale of pickles, preparation and sale of
breakfast items, and collection and sale of firewood.
These are some of the self-help programmes that have
been initiated by the association. Shaila, the main actor
of the story, is the chairperson of the association, a
post for which she bears more than enough
qualifications.

When we asked the women’s group whether they are
ready to undertake labour-intensive activities, typically
categorized as men’s work, such as carpentry,
mechanical activities, three-wheel driving, etc., the
group was open to the idea. They had no more fear
left of society, they said, recalling how they had been
treated so badly. As we are in the process of healing
the wounds of ethnic crisis today, it is very educative
to hear Shaila’s voice. It gives a very strong message
to the majority Sinhalese people in the south on how
the war victimized Shaila and others in the Star Widow’s
Association in Jaffna.

We asked the group: “How do you feel when Sinhalese
people come to you and ask you about your life situation,
even when this community may be considered to be
responsible for your present hardship?” The group was
very articulate about their situation and their reality.
Shaila responded on behalf of the group: “We do not
have any anger against the Sinhalese people in the
south. They are not responsible for the situation. Only
opportunistic politicians are responsible for the situation.
We know the reality and we need your support to have
a decent life here. We have lost our lands, our water,
and even our own houses, as our lands have been
occupied by the military. We live in refugee camps. As
we are in the High Security Zone, our people cannot
go for fishing. As members of the Star Widow’s
Association, we cannot buy fish for our survival.
Because of land mines, our fertile lands are useless.
We have no opportunities to work as labour in
agricultural fields. That make our life situation even
more difficult. Our life and peace are not two separate
things. We need peace to live in harmony. Please help
us to make peace”.

It is so important to see the courage of these women,
in the absence of the family breadwinners, amidst the
tight security situation. It is difficult to imagine that the
members of this association are today ready to help
heal the wounds of the ethnic crisis in Sri Lankan
society.

How can we help not only Shaila’s group but also Sri
Lankan society as a whole, which is suffering from
war in the North as well as in the South? We think
Shaila and the members of her association have given
us the most important message on how we should move
forward in this difficult situation.

(Shaila’s Story was compiled during the visit by NAFSO
and the Kantha Shakthi team to Jaffna in February
2004)

Herman Kumara can be contacted at fishmove@slt.lk
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We like it here
A visit to a prawn processing plant in Puttalam
district, Sri Lanka, provides a brief glimpse into
the lives of those who work there

By Cornelie Quist, a member of ICSF

Sumeethra and Mala are both workers in a prawn
processing plant of a company that exports to Japan
and Europe. I was invited inside the plant after having
introduced myself as a researcher working in the prawn
industry of the Netherlands.  With Sumeethra I spoke
in the presence of the plant manager and with Mala,
only briefly during her ten minutes lunch break. Both
women have enjoyed higher education, are ambitious
and are not married. Here are their stories.

The company where the two women work is situated
in the centre of the prawn cultivation (aquaculture) area
of Sri Lanka, in the Puttalam district on the west coast.
It started operations in 1999, when the prices for
processed prawn were at their peak in the world
market. The company is a partner in the Hock Bee
Group, which has its head office in Singapore and is
one of the six export companies in Sri Lanka qualified
to export to the European Union (EU). The company
falls under the Free Trade Zone regulations, which
means that it not only enjoys privileges such as duty-
free import of equipment and raw materials, but also
that the national labour laws are not applicable to
workers here. The company has 250 employees (230
women and 20 men), most of whom are casual
workers.

Sumeethra is a microbiologist and, as production
controller, she is responsible for ensuring that the quality
of processed prawn meets standards such as the
Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Point  (HACCP)
required for exporting to Europe and some other
countries. She tells me that she is very happy with her
job, because she finds it very interesting. She also likes
to work in a modern company and she finds it a real
challenge to ensure that the product qualifies for export
to the EU.

The prawn that they process are cultured and supplied
by prawn farmers in the area, but they also obtain wild
prawn from fishermen of northern Sri Lanka (Jaffna).
They process two to four tonnes per day.

Unfortunately, the supply of local prawn has declined
in the last few years, one reason being the white spot
disease that has destroyed practically all prawn farms
in Sri Lanka. The other reason is the difficulty in
transporting the wild prawn catch from the north
because of the conflict between the Sri Lankan
government and the Tamil Tigers (LTTE).  Sumeethra
says that her company is now thinking of importing
prawn from India and Bangladesh for reprocessing into
higher value-added products, and further research on
this is being undertaken.

She agrees that it could be better if the company would
process Sri Lankan prawn and, in particular, prawn
obtained from the same district, one of the poorest in
the country. However, it is unfortunate that the Sri
Lankan government has no policy to regulate
aquaculture. In a poor district like Puttalam this led to
a gold rush mentality and a boom in prawn cultivation,
most of it by untrained and inexperienced cultivators.
These were primarily poor folk attracted by the high
prices in the world market for prawn, hoping to strike
it rich in a short time. Unplanned and unregulated prawn
farming not only resulted in disasters like the white
spot disease, but also led to environmental problems
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arising from the destruction of mangrove forests,
pollution of the lagoon and salinity of the soil. Sumeethra
said she feels very concerned about this, but she also
feels that her company cannot do anything about it
because it operates in a free market.

Challenging my critical questions, Sumeethra says that
the EU standards are not very realistic for countries
like Sri Lanka. The investments are too high, particularly
now that the prices for processed prawn in the world
market are declining rapidly. She was of the opinion
that the Japanese were less demanding in this respect.
I show her a promotion film on CD of a Dutch prawn
processing and exporting firm in the Netherlands. While
seeing the super-modern production and marketing
technology she heaves a deep sigh that makes me feel
guilty.

Sumeethra then gets the permission of the manager to
show me the production room of her processing plant.
For reasons of hygiene, I can only watch the workers
from behind a glass wall. The majority of workers are
young women who, clad in white uniform and boots,
work standing in a long row. Some are separating prawn
by size and quality; others are packing the separated
prawn. The few young men workers only carry boxes
between the refrigerated production room and the cold
store. All work is done manually.

While leaving the plant, we pass a small room near the
entrance where some workers are having their
lunchbreak. Through the window, I greet them and they
invite me inside. They are excited to talk to me and
offer me some of their lunch. I take a piece of mango
and ask if they like to work in this company. Yes, they
do, they say.

They tell me that all workers are from the area. One
of the workers, her name is Mala, says that she has
been working here for three years. She is one of the
80 permanent workers. The other 170 are all casual
workers. Mala, a high school graduate, says that she is
happy with her job because there is lot of unemployment
in this area. I ask her what type of career she can
expect in this company. She answers that good workers
have the chance of becoming permanent after they
finish a six-month contract, and, thereafter, a few of
them can become supervisors. Is that it, I ask?

The usual working hours are from 8 am to 5 pm, she
continues, but most workers hope to do overtime and
work over the weekends as well. The basic salary is
Rs3,000 per month (about Euro 30), but this can go up
to Rs5,000 or more, because of overtime. She says
that some workers even do a 100-hour working week!
However, this is an exception now because of
inadequate supply of unprocessed prawn. I ask her if
the type of work she does is not heavy, in particular
the long hours of standing in the cold temperature. She
says that women like this type of work and she makes
a move to go back to the production room. Her ten-
minute lunch break is over.

(With thanks to the National Fisheries Solidarity of Sri
Lanka for their help in making these interviews.)

Cornelie Quist can be contacted at cornelie.quist@
wolmail.nl
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Valuing women’s labour
Women in the fisheries sector in Sri Lanka find it
increasingly difficult to compete with recent
developments and modern technology

By Geetha Lakmini of National Fisheries
Solidarity (NAFSO), Sri Lanka

At an international conference in 1995, the guest
speaker happened to ask a question of the males
present in the audience: “How many of your wives are
employed?” Only a few replied in the positive. The
second question was “How many of you have a
domestic aid?” At this juncture, most of the men felt
embarrassed to say that it was their wives who attended
to the domestic chores. The real situation was analyzed
at this point: women’s labour in Sri Lanka is
underestimated.

No consideration is given whatsoever to the labour of
housewives who have to attend to all the household
chores. Apart from that, there are disparities in income
in some fields of employment, for example, in the estate
sector, garment manufacturing and in manual labour.

In fisheries, it would be true to say that women labour
in the fisheries yesterday, today and tomorrow. In the
past, fishermen and their wives worked together. They
used simple methods like cast-nets, hooks-and-line and
cages, and simple traditional boats such as the theppam
and vallam, without engines. All household chores such
as processing and selling the fish were done in close
co-operation.

Women’s labour, at that time, was highly valued. This
was the case despite the fact that, in the south, women
were not allowed to fish due to the myth that they were
impure.

The situation today is entirely different due to larger
social and economic changes. Globalization processes,
combined with advanced technology, make it possible
to utilize resources for maximum profit, through the
use of efficient boats and gear. These processes
simultaneously lead to the underestimation of the labour
of women, who primarily use traditional technologies.

As people from outside the community enter the
fishery, fisherwomen and fishermen are negatively
affected. Increasingly, they become employees under
these new traders, receiving payments on a daily or
monthly basis. Today, women are often no longer,
directly or indirectly, part of this industry. As earnings
decline, they seek some form of self-employment, such
as in the coir industry, weaving mats, and so on.

At the same time, the high prices of fish make it difficult
for women to access them to earn an income through
fish processing—preparing maldive fish, dry fish and
jaadi. Consumers today are more accustomed to
purchasing imported forms of dry fish, maldive fish and
canned fish.

Like most other women in our society, women in the
fisher community too struggle hard to exist. They have
to shoulder all the problems of the family. The situation
is further aggravated by government policies inviting
foreign vessels to fish in our seas. At this rate, it will
not be long before our fish is truly endangered.

Geetha Lakmini can be contacted at
fishmove@slt.lk



YEMAYA NO. 11:  NOVEMBER 2002

Asia/ Sri Lanka

Victims of sea erosion
An interview with Melanie Costa, a woman from a
fishing community in Wennappuwa, Sri Lanka

By Chandrika Sharma of ICSF’s Chennai office

We met Melanie Costa of Wennappuwa, Sri Lanka at
the South India Fisherfolk Festival organized by the
South Indian Federation of Fishermen Societies
(SIFFS) at Trivandrum, from 14 to 16 September 2002.
She was there with a group of six others from Sri
Lanka. The group comprised fisherwomen, as well as
representatives of the National Union of Fishermen
and the NGO, the Fisheries Development Solidarity
Centre.

Melanie Costa is the wife of a deep-sea fisherman.
She has had to face a lot in the past few years.  A couple
of years ago her husband was arrested by the Indian
authorities for straying into Indian waters. The families
of arrested fishermen, with the support of NGOs and
unions in Sri Lanka, had worked hard to pressurize
the Sri Lankan government to secure their speedy
release. However, it was 11 months before he, and the
others of the crew, were released.

For Melanie, with three young children, this meant
that she had to go out and find work to earn money, to
feed and educate her children. The work she found
was in a tile-making unit.

This was not the end of her troubles. A few months
later her house, along with the houses of about 30 other
families, were washed away by the sea. With this was
washed away all their life’s earnings and possessions.
Their entire village has been under threat from sea
erosion and the villagers have long been demanding
groynes and other structures to check the erosion.

Overnight they found themselves without a roof over
their heads. People came to their help fortunately, and
someone offered them a place to put up their tents
temporarily. While this helped them tide over the
immediate problem of a place to stay, there were other
problems. Returning after work in the tile-making unit,
Melanie would often find that pigs had entered her
tent and eaten up the rice she had cooked for their
meals.

The families decided to organize themselves, and with
the support of NGOs they began their struggle for
recognition of their rights as citizens, as human beings
and as women. On March 8, International Women’s
Day, they went as a group to meet the district
government officer. He gave them a sympathetic
hearing and also a letter to be given to the minister,
mentioning a piece of land that was shortly to be
acquired by the government as a possible location to
rehabilitate the displaced families.

While continuing the process of contacting government
officials and ruling party members, the displaced
families, in the face of few other alternatives, decided
to occupy the land.

However, the land owner filed a case for eviction. The
case was now in court. According to the law, if a land
is occupied for three months, those occupying it cannot
be evicted. The land owner, however, had filed a case
against the encroachment within just eight days.

With the help of a lawyer and free legal help from an
NGO, the group was able to get several stay orders
that delayed the case from coming up for a hearing for
three months. When the case finally came up for
hearing, the judge asked them to produce a copy of
the gazette notification declaring that the government
had acquired the said land.
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 Unfamiliar with the legal jargon, the group assumed
that what was needed was a cassette and they even
gave one to the judge! This has now become a big
joke enjoyed heartily by the community.

 In the subsequent period the group and the supporters
from NGOs spent many days in Colombo meeting with
government officials and ministers. They finally
received an assurance that the gazette notification for
acquiring the said land would soon be published.
However, aware that they would need a printed copy
of the gazette notification in court, they did not let the
matter rest there. They went to the government printing
press and got a copy of the gazette notification as soon
as it was ready, directly from the printer.

This was how they finally managed to gain possession
of the land. For the judges the settlement of the case
came as a relief as well, as during the hearing of the
case they had had to contend with the large numbers
present in court—all the members of the displaced
families, including children and the aged, as well as
their supporters.

Even as this struggle has come to a close, they are
readying for the next one. On the land given to them
even basic facilities like electricity, water and sanitation
are lacking. To get these facilities will be another
struggle.
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The solution is among us….
Women take the initiative to improve the managament
of the lake they depend on for their livelihood

By Geetha Luckmini, the Training Officer of
National Fisheries Solidarity (NAFSO), Sri
Lanka

Parakrama Samudra is one of the major inland reser-
voirs under the Mahaweli development project at
Polonnaruwa district, in Sri Lanka. More than 500
fisher families depend only on this lake for their
livelihood. Bandiwewa  is one of the seven small lakes
of the Prakrama Samudra. In Bandiwewa alone there
are 75 fisher families with forty traditional crafts. Their
average catch is around 800 to 1000 kg daily. Small-
scale fish traders come from Ratnapura and Ampara
areas to buy fish from Bandiwewa.

“Fishing is our family business. Earlier, we earned
enough to run our family. We managed to save some
money for our future and urgent needs, from our daily
catch. This was in the past, when the lake was well-
managed,” says Vineetha. Vineetha is one of the
fisherwoman in the Parakrama Samudra who goes to
the lake to catch fish together with her husband.

Earlier, the fisheries co-operative society was able to
manage the lake. The fisher people used the legally
approved nets of more than 3.5-inch mesh size. Self-
regulation by members of the co-op was common. But
this has now changed.

Says Vineetha: “The co-operative society does not ex-
ist any more. It was destroyed by unnecessary politi-
cal interference. Politicians intervened to prevent the
arrest of some members of the co-operatives engaged
in illegal fishing. Fisheries inspectors were threatened
when they tried to check illegal practices, and several
were transferred for trying to enforce the law. The
officials were fed up. Members were frustrated.”

A majority of the members of the co-op, like Vineetha,
were for the enforcement of the regulatory measures.
Says Vineetha: “Although they are in minority, they
are very powerful with political backing. We are ut-
terly helpless. They cut down trees in the water catch-
ment areas. They hunt illegally in the forest. What can

we do, when law is with the law-breakers? The nets
they use are between 2 to 2.5 inches while the legally
approved size is 3.5 inches. Beach seine nets and mono-
filament nets are used even though they are banned
for use in the lake.”

The income of fisher families has steadily declined as
the catch and the size of the fish has declined. Fishing
was no longer a sustainable livelihood for fisher fami-
lies by mid-2000. The fisher people understood the
cause of their problems. They realized the necessity
of organizing again.

“We discussed the problem and its causes. We knew
that the solution is among us,” says Vineetha. “Unless
men come forward to solve the problem, we as women
have to take action. Because our children approach us
when they are hungry. Can mothers feed them with
tears? How do we feed them without income? My
husband and I start fishing at 7.00 p.m. and come back
around 7.00 a.m. If we cannot sell our total catch, I
have to dry the fish too.” With all of these activities
Vineetha and her husband earn only about Rs 100 to
150 per day. Which is barely enough for a hand to
mouth existence.

Vineetha was a committee member of the former coop
society, which was responsible for protecting and man-
aging the resources of the lake. She is now also a
founder member of the lake management committee
organized under NAFSO (National Fisheries Solidar-
ity).

According to Vineetha: “The fish we catch now are
very small, almost 10 to 14 fish to a kg. We feel sorry
to kill small fish. They are like our babies. Earlier,
when the lake was better managed, there were only 2
or 3 fishes to a kg. This is a very clear indicator of the
destruction. This is threatening the livelihood of fisher
families. It is exploitation, over-exploitation. That is
why I am involved in the management practices,
although we face many threats from political
henchmen. Who else will protect the lake?”

“After we initiated management practices in July this
year, we have already begun to experience some suc-
cess. Even though it is only four months since these
efforts began.”

Recently, the lake management committee, assisted by
NAFSO and the Franciscan nuns, had organized a
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meeting with policy makers. The Deputy Minister of
Fisheries and Aquatic Resources Development, the Co-
ordinating Secretary of the Minister of Mahaweli, the
Co-operative Commissioner, the Fisheries Extension
Officer of Polonnaruwa, the Fisheries Inspector and a
number of Government officials attended the meeting.
At this particular meeting the voice of fisherwomen
was very high. A number of women like Vineetha
voiced their concern over the poor management of the
lake.

Ultimately four women were selected to the co-ordi-
nation committee. Vineetha was one of them from the
Bandiwewa community. Says Vineetha, ‘We needed a
legal body to protect our lake. So we formed our
fisheries co-op again, of which I am a member. Now
the Fisheries Inspector should work with us, to protect
the lake.’

“I’m not very educated. I’m not much involved in these
management and organizing activities. But from our
family Vineetha is involved. Our fishing village has
realized the importance of their work. I’m proud to
have such an active woman as my wife. She is a
blessing to my family, my son and daughter. She is an
asset to the whole fishing village and to the Parakrama
Samudra.” These are the words of Vineetha’s proud
husband.

Women like Vineetha are involved in feeding their
families, as well as in protecting and managing the
resources of the lake, through the newly formed lake
management committee and co-operative society.
Women must be involved in decision-making
processes, since they are genuinely involved in the
sustainable use of resources, the protection of
livelihoods and ultimately of humankind.
(Geetha Luckmini can be contacted at: nafso1@slt.lk)
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Whose problem?
Families of fishermen in foreign jails have a
difficult time surviving

by Herman Kumara, the National Convenor of
National Fisheries Solidarity (NAFSO), Sri Lanka.

We would like to tell you about the situation of women
of fishing families, when their fishermen husbands
find themselves in foreign jails. Deep-sea multi-day
boat operators often get arrested when they cross the
borders of foreign countries. Occasionally this is done
on purpose. But most of the time the actual reason
may be different. For example, some boats may drift
into foreign seas due to engine breakdown. But since
they have violated maritime boundaries the charge is
the same—violation of the maritime boundaries. The
ultimate result is that the crew has to be in a foreign
jail for a period ranging from six months
to two years.

Our story is about W.M.Lourdes Mourine Fernando,
a 37-year old mother of three school-going children,
living at Munnakkara, Negombo. Her husband,
K.Anthony Joseph Ironius Fernando, has been in an
Indian jail for six months already. He is a share la-
bourer in a multi-day boat that belongs to a mudalali
(investor), also from Negombo. Anthony and his crew
left the shore on 30 January this year. They were ar-
rested at the Indian border on 12 February. They are
still in an Indian jail, waiting to be released.

Back home, the situation of his family continues to
worsen. Mourine has to feed her children and send
them to school. Even with an average income this is
hard enough, given the present economic situation and
rate of inflation. Mourine’s mother and mother-in-law
helped her to run the family for around one month.
Since all families are facing a similar problem, this
was not easy.  The boat owner gave them Rs.1000
(US$14) for two months. But for the past four months
now there is nothing.

Says the mudalali: “We are also helpless. When the
boat and crew are under custody we don’t have any
income. How do we pay back the loans and the inter-
est, while feeding the five families of our boat crews?”

Determined to feed and educate the family, Mourine
finally decided to find a job. She took up a job ironing
the washed clothes from a laundry. They paid her
Rs.100 per day with meals, a meagre income on which
it is difficult to survive. In the meantime, there has
been no good news about her husband. Nobody to
help them.

“They are not organized. They do not want to get or-
ganized. Fisher people do not think about their future,
and they do not care when we try to form a union. So
there is no one to fight when they are in a difficult
situation”. This is what one of our trade unionists had
to say about this situation. “But we will do our best to
get the fisher people released.”

“These fisher people have gone to rob fish resources
in foreign waters. So we do not want to intervene in
this problem. Please do not come to me with this prob-
lem.” This is what our fisheries minister had to say
when the family members of the crew and the boat
owners went to meet him. When they tried to meet
the minister a second time, the main entrance to the
fisheries ministry was closed to them.

So what do we do? There is no assistance to the fami-
lies or any attempt to secure the release of the arrested
fishermen. 135 fisher people of more than 25 boats
are facing this situation.

Mourine, together with 300 other people, has started
an agitation against the policy makers. “You people
promoted the deep-sea fisheries industry. You pro-
vided high technology and continue to provide such
technology that is not appropriate to our fishing
grounds. So our people run behind the fish stocks and
end up crossing the borders and getting caught. The
promoters of the deep-sea fishery should settle this
problem.” NAFSO is demanding that the fisheries
minister help secure the release of innocent fishermen
in foreign jails.

The World Forum of Fish Harvesters and Fish Work-
ers (WFF) was requested to intervene. “There is free
flow of capital under globalization. But there is no
such space for human labour. People need passports
and visas. While investors have access to passports
and visas to over-exploit our resources, poor fisher
people who come for mere survival do not have such
facilities. How should fisher people know the
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boundaries in the sea? Is there any demarcation?” asks
Thomas Kocherry, the co-ordinator of the WFF, who
joined the peoples’ struggle in Sri Lanka.

Although the number of women facing a situation
similar to that of Mourine is increasing, this is not
their problem alone. This is a problem of all resource
users in our oceans. There should be a collective effort
to settle the problem and policy makers should take
the initiative. But this will be a long and time-
consuming procedure.

But Mourine and others like her need immediate ac-
tion and prompt settlement if they are to survive.
Mourine has been at the forefront among other
women, organising prayer services, and joining
agitations in front of the ministry seeking the release
of fisher people in foreign jails. Their demands are
very clear:

• Release all fishermen in foreign jails.
• Prepare an agreement for use of resources reason-

ably in the Indian Ocean.
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From Asia/ Sri Lanka

Poisoned dynamite
Women and men of fishing communities work
together to demand a ban on dynamite fishing

by Herman Kumara, the Convenor of National
Fisheries Solidarity Organization (NAFSO)

Vineetha Kahingala is a 35-year old housewife in a
fishing village on the southern coast of Sri Lanka. She
has three small children—a son and two daughters—
the smallest of whom is less than a year old. Her hus-
band is a traditional small-scale fishworker, working
with two others in a boat. They go to the sea early in
the morning and come back by around 9.00 am. Their
income depends on the catch. The boatowner gets 50
per cent from the net income and the three workers
share the rest. Some days, they each earn below Rs.
50, and on the rare better days, they may even get
around Rs. 500 each.

Vineetha has been facing  many problems over the last
ten years due to the ongoing civil war situation. The
small boat her husband works in cannot operate in the
rough sea during the monsoon season lasting almost
six months of the year. Prior to the start of the civil
war, Vineetha’s husband and the other fishermen in
the area used to migrate to the north and east coasts of
the country, during this period. But now, due to the
civil war, it is not possible to fish anymore in the north
and the east. This has affected not only Vineetha’s
family, but also all other fishing communities in the
country.

Vineetha narrated her life struggle with tears. Earlier,
the catch during the calm season was adequate to run
the family smoothly. But today they face a number of
problems caused by the rich and powerful people.
Purse-seine fishing using light lures and dynamite fish-
ing are some of the worst problems affecting the fish-
ing communities along the southern coast.

Dynamite fishing has been responsible for the present
poverty of Vineetha’s family. The operators use dyna-
mite to destroy all the fish stocks. They collect as much
fish as they can, while the rest of the dead fish is left
in the sea. Ironically, the dynamite operators are day
labourers from within the community. But they are also
helpless since they depend on others for their survival.

They are backed by six powerful multimillionaires.
The small fisher people cannot operate their boats in
the area because they face death threats from dynamite
operators. At the same time, since fish production from
dynamite fishing is very high, it depresses fish prices
in the local market. Artisanal fishermen, who catch
small amounts, cannot earn enough even for their
survival.

Says Vineetha, ‘After these dynamite operators came
here, our families have been starving. My eldest son
cannot go to school, because he doesn’t have anything
to eat, no shoes, no bus fare, no money to buy books.
Some days my husband does not catch any fish. No
fish at all. This year we had to get loans, at up to 20
per cent interest per month from the same merchants
who support the dynamite fishing.’ Vineetha is anae-
mic. As she herself is starved of nutritious food, she is
unable to breast-feed her youngest child.

Vineetha, a very dynamic woman, works with the
women’s group, Savistri (Women for Development
Alternatives) as a community leader. They have a sav-
ings group, but are unable to save now, since there is
no money to save. Savistri and the Southern Fisheries
Organization (SFO) have been working to draw atten-
tion to the problems they are facing. NAFSO, a net-
work of 10 fishworker organizations working with
coastal and inland fishing communities in Sri Lanka,
has been supporting this struggle, and a street drama
group has been formed to educate others and to get
their support. Media tours have also been organized
to ensure that these issues receive better media cover-
age.

The women got together and wrote a petition to the
Fisheries Minister and to the President demanding an
immediate ban on dynamite fishing. As a result, the
Minister of Fisheries ordered that dynamite fishing be
stopped. The police caught a few boats using dyna-
mite and jailed the operators, but both the boats and
the operators were released on payment of a small fine.
The dynamite operators bribe police and government
officials, and small fisher people continue to suffer.
Activists   at   SFO   have   even     received    death
threats from the  powerful dynamite operators.

‘This practice should be stopped. All the illegal equip-
ment should be destroyed.’ This is the voice of
Vineetha’s group. ‘This should not be the struggle of
fisher peoples alone. Fish consumers must also come
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forward to stop this. Our husbands are under
deaththreat if they raise their voice. That is why we
have come forward.’ This is the voice of the women’s
group.

The story of Vineetha is not only the story of one
woman. It is the story of around 2,500 small fisher
families along the southern coast. The courage of
women like Vineetha clearly shows how women con-
tribute to the life and livelihood of fishing communi-
ties in the country.
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