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Sharing A Life
What is life like for a poor Why is the issue of gender so impor- How is Save A Family Plan involved

woman with a family in India?

tant in development?

It is not an easy thing to describe
the life of a poor Indian woman on
paper with limited words because her
life situation and struggles are
beyond understanding and imagination.
The cost she pays for bringing her
family up is her own life.

Her work day begins by 5 a.m. and
often does not end until 10 p.m. This is
not exceptional, but is the routine way
of life. There is little time for resting
and she holds responsibility for not
only the household chores, but also to
earn income to support the family. The
men bring in an income, but usually
the day-to-day needs of families rest
upon the shoulders of the women.

An Indian woman's greatest con- §

cern is the well-being of her children.
She sees the future in the hands of her
children and makes great sacrifices on
their behalf. If you approach a woman

working in the field, she is very deter- |

mined in her life. Her work is for her
children, to enable them to have access
to education and hope for the future.
She finds many alternatives to earn
money such as animal-rearing, stitch-
ing and selling of garments, operating
a small shop or any other venture that
might be viable according to her
circumstances. These women are con-
sidered the “economically active poor.”

The issue of gender is of primary
importance because the basic develop-
ment of a community begins with the
family. The woman is critical to the
healthy function of the family. If she
is empowered, the whole family is
empowered and with 20 empowered
families in a particular area, the
whole community benefits. Through
our programs, women are organized
in “Self Help Groups” (SHGs) and
they have found that in uniting
together there is great strength. They
begin to see first-hand that what an
individual alone could not achieve can
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This group of women in Bathery, Kerala,
south India, started a leather-making
venture, enabling all nine families
involved to become self-reliant

a| considered as subordinates.

in gender and development and how
is it helping women?

Save A Family Plan believes in the
tremendous capacity and potential of
poor women. A conscious effort is made
toward increasing their awareness and
providing valuable education.

Once organized, women are very
systematic and structured in their way
of operation. They hold monthly meet-
ings and discuss various issues related
to their own locality and participate in
making vital decisions regarding their
future. Also, through the formation of
micro-credit enterprises and by en-
couraging personal savings, they are
able to provide loans to those who are in
need at a much lower interest rate so as
to provide for their basic needs.

Empowerment of women is the goal
of our gender development projects and
involves various training programs to
provide women with the opportunity to
find alternative ways of generating in-
come for their own self-reliance. Since
India has such a patriarchal societal
tradition, women have always been
Gender
and development in the Indian context
is all about bringing women into the
mainstream of society. Today, women
are brave enough to challenge the
traditions and realize their own self-
worth. It is here with these women's
groups that the work of Save A Family
Plan finds hope and meaning.
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The Plight of Women in India

India, a major industrial nation, is
experiencing rapid urban growth and
rural-urban migration. It is culturally
complex and diverse, with a mainly
rural, traditional population. It is also
undergoing significant political,
economic and social change, while at
the same time struggling to maintain
many of its traditions and customs.

However, persistent poverty and
deprivation, especially among women,
continue to be problems of great con-
cern. With an estimated one billion
people, India still has at least 350 mil-
lion poor people and of that, an esti-
mated 70 per cent are women. The
number of rural women living in
absolute poverty rose by nearly 50
per cent between 1975 and 1995 and
there are many dimensions to this
poverty.

Aside from being economically
poor, women are faced with the denial

Statistics
* India’s share of the world population
is 16.7 per cent - the second most
populous country in the world.
* Number of females per thousand
males has declined in India from
972 in 1901 to 932 in 2001.

* Discrimination against females is
responsible for one out of six infant
deaths.

* Child-birth accounts for 15 percent
of all deaths among women.

* 20 percent of rural households
are headed by women as a
result of widowhood, desertion
or male migration.

* Nearly 78 percent of all economically
active women are engaged in
agriculture.

* Work force participation of women rose
from 14.2 per cent in 1971 to 22.3
per cent in 1991.

* One million women have been
elected as members in panchayats
and municipalities in India.

* Literacy rates rose 13 percent in

the
last 10 years with 75 per cent
literacy rate among men and 54
per cent among women.

Source: Office of the Registrar General &

of opportunities and choices most ba-
sic to human development — to lead a
long, healthy creative life, to enjoy a de-
cent standard of living, freedom, dig-
nity and the respect of others. Un-
fortunately, women are often limited in
terms of capabilities, literacy, access to
information and deprived entitlements,
such as resources and assets.

Girls are twice as likely to die from
malnutrition and preventable childhood
diseases as boys, while almost twice as
many women suffer from malnutrition as
men. Relationships in most communities
are far from equal: Women are not only
poorer than men, but face social,
economic, political and cultural
discrimination on the grounds of gender.

The Problem of Poverty

Poverty is the world's most ruthless
killer and the greatest cause of suffering,
but it is usually women who face far
greater hardship. While poverty affects
households as a whole, because of the
gender division of labour and responsi-
bilities for household welfare, women
bear a disproportionate burden. They
are faced with trying to manage house-
hold consumption and production under
conditions of increasing scarcity.

In the last decade, the number of
women living in poverty has increased
disproportionately to the number of
men due to women's limited access to
power, education, training and pro-
ductive resources. These women not
only suffer economic poverty, but also
are considered more socially vulnerable
as they experience widowhood, deser-
tion and the rigidity of socially ascribed
gender roles.

Women and the Environment

In many parts of India, women are
typically responsible for collecting water
for their households. So in times of
water scarcity, the distance women
have to travel to collect water and the
energy used to carry it becomes a con-
suming and critical factor in their eve-
ryday lives.

Women participate in economic
activities, such as farming, fishing,
selling fruits and produce, and are
additionally responsible for domestic
tasks like cooking, gathering wood for

fuel, nurturing and caring for children
and tending to elderly members of the
household.

Given this wide range of women's
daily interactions with the environ-
ment, they are often those most keenly
affected by its degradation.

The amount of time and energy
women spend on household duties can
dramatically increase as resources are
depleted. Often girls are taken out of
school to assist their mothers, which in
turn puts them at further risk.

Many environmental factors such
as deforestation, soil degradation and
exposure to agricultural and industrial
chemicals and organic pollutants can
impact women's workloads,

health

and the well-being of their families.
Exposure to certain chemicals and
organic pollutants increases women's
vulnerability in pregnancy and childbirth.
Housing

Adequate housing continues to be a
great concern especially for women
who are most directly affected by
unhealthy and unacceptable living
standards. Living in substandard
houses results in the suffering of
infection and disease. Women and
children, who proportionally spend
more time at home, are the ones most
adversely affected and suffer the con-
sequences of the lack of potable water,
sanitation facilities and proper solid
waste disposal. For these families, ac-
cess to decent living conditions and ba-
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Gender EqmtyWorkshop Brlngs More Understanding

- Why does gender matter in development work?

In September 2002, Save A Family Plan held a Gender
Equity Workshop at our office in India. This workshop
was critical in creating greater awareness and
understanding about the importance of gender in
development. We were privileged to have two out-
standing resource people from the Center for Studies on
Gender conduct the workshop. Dr. Geethakutty and Miss
Sheeja Karalam held discussions focusing on gender is-
sues such as discrimination, division of labour, access to
and control of resources, women in development, empow-
erment and project planning. The workshop also helped
in making a commitment to place women's needs and pri-
orities at the centre of our development programming.

Studies have shown that gender equality reduces poverty, supports
economic growth and promotes a better quality of life. It has
become increasingly clear that the priorities of women need to be
taken into careful consideration in development projects and that
their contributions play a pivotal role in determining the health
and welfare of a family and community. There has also been a
growing consensus that gender equality and sustainable develop-
ment can only be achieved when women play an equal part in de-
cision-making. In order to do this, women require more education
and training and greater power and authority to be involved in
planning, implementing and evaluating policies and programs.

Save A Family Plan's Gender Programs

Our programs are aimed at addressing women's rights and needs
and improving the status of women. This is seen as no longer “just” a
women's issue, but rather a goal that requires the active participation
of both men and women. We are providing educational opportunities
for women to develop sustainable solutions to poverty, ensuring that
the voice of both women and men are heard. Our aim is to promote
participatory development and meaningful consultation with local
women and to provide flexibility to respond to their identified priori-
ties and needs. We recognize this as a critical aspect to community
development and to enhance the life of the whole family. And we hope
that we may be always be open to seeing things in a new way and to
help people understand that development involves everybody.

Net Making Project Helps 23 WIdOWS

This last year, SAFP was actively involved in
hundreds of initiatives with its Community Develop-
ment programs that specifically targeted poor women.
There are many amazing stories worth sharing but one
project that was full of hope was the Net Making Project
in the rural coastal fishing village of Eraviputhen-
thurai, Kanniyakumari District, Tamil Nadu, India.

Partnering with the Wild Rose Foundation and the
Sisters of Charity, 23 poor widows were trained in the
traditional art of weaving hand-made fishing nets in a
building that was constructed at the Asha Nagar
Convent. Walking to the convent each day for training,
this energetic group of women overcame many personal
obstacles to participate in this initiative. The women are
now able to sell their fishing nets in the local market,
WhICh has created a Iong-term sustainable situation and

by-passes the need for a “middle man” for the sale of their prod-
ucts. They now also have more leverage to purchase raw materials
directly, therefore reducing the input costs of the finished nets.

The Sisters provided the women with seminars on planning and
budgeting, health and hygiene and their rights within society.
Through awareness programs, these women organized themselves
to stand against the “social evils” taking place in their local
community, such as the dowry system and alcoholism. The
mentality of the local village people has also changed and now
many appreciate these women and allow them to do this work.
A truly hopeful sight was to see their young daughters arrive after
school to lend a hand in rolling the balls of nylon thread for
weaving...filled with the same self-confidence that has been newly
acquired in their mothers.

Lesley Porter, SAFP Canada Office
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I always considered it as a
privilege to work with our founder,
Msgr. Kandathil, for the cause of
Save A Family Plan. | found it
extremely meaningful since it
gave flesh to what | believe, that
Jesus came to proclaim the king-
dom and make that kingdom real
to everyone, especially to the
poor. | was so lucky to work in
Canada for 14 years with a won-
derful team of people who care
about the poor and who want to
live a life of personal simplicity.

For the last four months | have
been living in India and getting
lots of chances to visit many of
the families who are being supported
by Save A Family Plan. Itis truly a
wonderful experience since | am
able to see the work being done
from this end. First of all, many of
the families being supported by the
programs are trying their best to
use their skills to generate more
income, educate their children, and
build hopeful lives.

What is most miraculous is
that they have chosen to come out
of themselves to help other needy
families who are in similar
situations. They are also fighting
against social evils like alcoholism,
dowry, spousal abuse, etc. Many
women who never came out of
their houses have become wonderful
leaders in their own communities.
When | meet and talk with them,
they are quite articulate about their
capacity in identifying the needs of
their communities and their
proposals to resolve problems.
Save A Family Plan is transforming
village communities, especially
the lives of the women in the
villages.

I wish and pray that | could
work for Save A Family Plan in
one way or the other until the end
of my life since this organization
gives a passion for meaningful life
and puts me in touch with the
poor who are so dear to God.

Bishop Sebastian Adayanthrath,
SAFP India

“Holy Cow!” ...Children reach out

It was 8:45 a.m. on July 8, 2002, and the heat and
humidity were already very evident in the air. We were
all busy at our desks when a whoop of laughter came
from the front desk. Our interest peaked, we hurried
over to see the source of amusement. Helen, who opens
the mail, shared the letter in her hands, which read,
“We hosted an event called ‘Holy Cow!”

The parish Sunday school children of St. Mark’s-by-the-
Lake, St. Clair Beach, Ontario, became shepherds of the
flock by requesting money to purchase a cow for a poor
family in India. The church invited a local farmer to bring
a cow and calf to explain the importance of dairy cattle.

As a result, the children§
raised $518.39 for Save A Family
Plan to provide much needed ¥

who will be starting Animal [
Rearing Projects. :

We found these photos delight-
ful and recognize the deep care
and concern the parishioners of §
St. Mark's-by-the-Lake, St. Clair
Beach, Ontario, have shown for poor
families in India. We are very
grateful to this community, espe-
cially the children, who have
helped several families in India §
to not only support themselves,
but to become active, contributing |
members in their local commu- .
nity.

Congratulations to everyone!

Janice
Smith,

Howard-
SAFP Can-

If anyone else has a story to share with us,
please feel free to call or write us anytime.

Lord, Give Bread to the Hungry
and Hunger for You to Those Who have Bread
Catherine Doherty




