CASE STUDY 10 – Kamala:

NOTE:

Names have been changed to ensure privacy and confidentiality.

Personal Background Summary:

Kamala is a 46 year old woman. She is one of a family nine and her mother had died shortly after the birth of her youngest sister. Her father had been an employee of the Ceylon Government Railways (CGR). He had brought up the family and had not married again. Kamala’s house was considered to be one of the best in the village because it had a roof of thatched coconut leaves – the poorer ones having roofs of Iluk and Mana. Her father had lost his job shortly after the death of his wife and this together with the mother’s death had resulted in people considering the birth of the youngest daughter as being unlucky for the family. Her father had provided for the family by selling venison and kasippu. However, he had also been a respected member of that village and many used to come seeking his guidance and advice. A foreigner had also been a regular visitor to their home. During the youth uprising of 1971 a group of rebels had ordered her father to teach them to fire a gun. They had threatened to kill the children if he did not comply. The fact that Kamala’s father was instructing the rebels in the art of shooting had been reported to the police by an informer. Kamala’s father had been arrested and had only been released on the intervention of the above foreigner. 

Kamala had only studied upto Year 2 and had worked as a casual labourer since she was 10 years old, earning a daily wage of Rs. 8.00. Two or three of her siblings had been very sickly and her father had done all that he could to ensure that they had received regular and proper medical treatment, even taking one of the daughters to an eye specialist in Kandy. Kamala had been taught to cook and keep house by a neighbour who was also a relative. This relative had provided Kamala with a measure of security because she had taken Kamala with her when she went to work in the Government Farm in the area.

Kamala had started working as a casual laborer in the above Government Farm when she was about 12 years old and had earned Rs. 12.50 a day. When rumors that this farm was being taken over by a private company had been abounding, her lack of formal education and limited exposure to alternative employment opportunities had made Kamala an easy victim to unscrupulous and irresponsible advisors. Kamala had been influenced by what they had told her and instead of finding out the true status at the time, had gone to the Middle East for employment. As a result she had not received the compensation, etc. that had been paid to other employees. Her older sister who had stayed on and had also worked there had received the above compensation payments. 

The money that she had earned in the Middle East had been remitted to a joint account opened with her father. Her father had spent all the money she had sent, but Kamala bears him no ill-will, since she is very grateful for the way in which he brought her and her siblings up and looked after them. Kamala then returned to the Middle East for a second term of employment, but returned before her employment contract was completed because her father had fallen ill and had wanted to transfer the ownership of the house and land to her. Her employers at the time had presented Kamala with some valuable jewellery and advised her to get married. 

However, instead of getting married Kamala had to look after her father who was an invalid by now and work as a casual labourer to earn their daily keep. With the money she had earned when in the Middle East she had got the electricity connection and done the wiring for two rooms. She also had to sell some of her jewellery to raise the necessary money to meet her father’s medical and other expenses.

In spite of the fact that she had to earn her daily wage and look after her invalid father Kamala used to attend all the Samurdhi meetings and shramadhana activities. However, when she had tried to obtain the water connection which had been brought to the village through the Samurdhi programme, she had been unable to obtain this facility, which would have afforded her much relief in looking after her father, due to the discriminatory and insensitive behaviour of the relevant officer. Instead she had been asked to sign a letter, purporting to be from a Provincial Member of Parliament, saying that since she was not in a position to pay a fee of Rs. 500.00 within a day, she was relinquishing all rights to obtaining any facilities under the Samurdhi programme. Her lack of formal education, access to proper help and counsel and time to seek help because of the care her father had further aggravated her helpless situation. Her only support had come from the Grama Sevaka of the village who had advised Kamala not to sign the letter but to go and ask the relevant MP whether in fact he/she had written the above letter. Kamala had gone to Polonnaruwa on three occasions on this errand, but had not been successful in meeting the relevant MP.

At this point Kamala’s father had to be hospitalized and had passed away there.

WHH Status:

Kamala became the sole owner of the house and land belonging to her father. She had also started looking after one of her nephews, sister’s son, who was a hot-headed and irresponsible person. He had married in haste and had no regular income. He also drank heavily. Kamala had managed to forge a relationship with this young man who had later amended his ways which had resulted in his building a house of his own, giving up liquor and gambling and starting a poultry business which he later expanded to include 1000 chicks. This man continued to seek Kamala’s advice and counsel which had resulted in alienating his mother, Kamala’s sister, who resented the close relationship between nephes and aunt.

When Kamala’s father had died, she had received only Rs. 4,700.00 instead of the Rs. 5,000.00 usually paid out for expenses related to the funeral, through the Samurdhi programme.

Many visitors, some from as far as Colombo had attended the funeral and from the many cash gifts she had received she had been able to meet the funeral expenses, spend on the alms-giving and securely fix the doors and windows of her house.

After her father had died, she had examined the wiring system, learned how it worked and had completed the wiring of the other rooms in the house by herself.

After her father’s death Kamala had gone back to work in the Government Farm which is now owned by a private commercial company for which she was paid a daily wage of Rs. 200.00. She saved the money she earned from the above company and managed to complete the essential work on her house. While working there she was set to do impossible and demanding tasks which she and her co-worker had been unable to complete. As a result she had only been allocated a half-day’s wage. When she had spoken up about this she had lost her job. She had complained to the police but this had not resulted in any positive action on behalf of Kamala. She then filed a case against the above company with the Labour Court in Polonnaruwa, asking that she be paid her due wages. The case had been called but the relevant authorities (Legal Officer, Human Rights Officer, etc.) had started demanding payment and getting Kamala to do chores in the office, etc. After two years, the judge had ruled in favour of the private company and Kamala didn’t get any of the money she had asked for – her wages, travel expenses, legal fees, etc.

She is a Samurdhi beneficiary and earns her living by working as a casual labourer.  

In addition, a paddy field purchased by Kamala’s father had been given to another party for cultivation on the understanding that part of the harvest would be given to Kamala. She said that she had not received anything from this land and counted this as another discriminatory practice that she has faced as a single woman.

 As a result of a threat made by Kamala to write another letter to the Presidential Secretariat about her failure to get a domestic water connection, she had managed to obtain this facility. Many members of the village community had helped her by cutting the necessary drains, etc. at a lower rate. Kamala had pawned some of her jewellery to raise the money to pay for the necessary pipes, taps, etc. 

Kamala has also used the knowledge she gained while working in the Government Farm to grow all kinds of fruit trees in her garden.

She had also had men knock on her door in the night and proposition her, although these incidents had been far and few between.

Physical and Emotional Condition:

Kamala was a physically strong woman who had been capable of doing any kind of labour. However, as a result of an injury to the eye, she suffers periodically from an eye infection and has to seek medical treatment. She also has to be careful about the kinds of labour she now does because dust and various other particles bring on the above eye infection. She is also unable to lift and carry any heavy loads on her head because she now gets severe headaches. She still works as a casual labourer and earns her keep, not depending on anyone to support her. However, because of the problems with her eyes and the frequent headaches, she is very focused on the fact that she is alone in the world and has no one to look after her or support her.

When leaving the Middle East her employers had presented her with some valuable jewellery which she had kept for safekeeping with a family in the village. They however had replaced this with cheap trinkets and tricked her out of her valuable things. This had impacted heavily on her mental state and she had started suffering from many ailments. She had spent all she had in seeking relief from these ailments.

She is emotionally very vulnerable and unstable. Therefore it was impossible to get a lucid and orderly narrative from her and many facts could not be verified as to dates, sequence, etc. This was further aggravated by the fact that she had few documents to check and also her reluctance to show these documents to relative strangers.

Community Support:

Kamala had a close relationship with one of her nephews whom she had brought up, but due to her sister’s jealousy, this relationship has now become a strained and distant one.

At the time of her father’s illness and death the village community had been very supportive, especially in helping her to organize her father’s alms-giving, etc. Members of the village community also helped to cut the drains to enable her to get the water connection.

However, Kamala’s questioning of the discriminatory practices of the Samurdhi Officer had resulted in that officer spreading false reports about Kamala in the village. The credulous villagers who usually believed someone in authority unquestioningly had promptly withdrawn their support and Kamala found herself isolated and having to face a suddenly hostile village community, without knowing the reason for this sudden change. She had suffered much injustice and discrimination at the hands of the village community as a result of this change of attitude – e.g. when they had prevented the two officials from the Presidential Secretariat from meeting her.

Kamala had also appealed to the village temple priest and other village-level leaders, none of whom had helped her or intervened on her behalf to help resolve any of the issues with regard to obtaining any services or facilities. 

CARE Intervention:

Kamala plans on offering accommodation facilities to the teachers serving in the government school in the village. She plans on using the Rs. 10,000.00 given through CARE’s livelihood assistance project to refurbish two rooms for this purpose.

Kamala has no trust in or relationship with the VLAG. She knows about CARE’s identification of Women Headed Households and has attended two meetings in regard to this. The fact that she has to earn her living by working as a casual labourer, also aggravates her inability to attend extra activities/meetings of any nature.

Government Service Providers: 

Kamala’s father had been a beneficiary of the Janasaviya scheme and received Rs. 360.00 a month. But when this became the “Samurdhi” scheme and Kamala the beneficiary, she had only received Rs. 240.00 a month, although others in a similar status who had received Rs. 360.00 under the Janasaviya scheme had continued to receive Rs. 360.00 under the Samurdhi scheme. Kamala’s lack of formal education and the fact that her documents had been destroyed by termites and mice, also aggravated her inability to query this or prove her eligibility for fair treatment under this welfare scheme. She had also not been selected for the insurance scheme operated under the Samurdhi programme and had suffered much discrimination at the hands of the Samurdhi Officer, a woman – e.g. Kamala also said that families in the village who owned three-wheelers and other assets were also Samurdhi beneficiaries who received Rs. 240.00 or more under the Samurdhi programme. 

When the Samurdhi Officer had presented Kamala with a letter purporting to be from a Provincial MP, demanding that Kamala pay a certain fee or relinquish the right to receive any facilities or services through the Samurdhi programme, the Grama Sevaka had been helpful and advised Kamala against signing the above letter. She had also told Kamala to try and meet the above MP and ascertain whether this letter had been written by him/her. Although Kamala had gone to meet the above member, she had been unable to do so and so had lost the water connection at the time. 

Kamala used to question the various discriminatory practices of the Samurdhi Officer and one positive result had been that she had been released from paying for various things – eg. membership fees at each meeting, money to pay for stationery items, savings schemes, etc. However, this questioning on Kamala’s part had also resulted in the relevant  officer spreading false accusations about Kamala in the village and succeeding in alienating those who used to support her. Kamala had also used the services of a relative in the Polonnaruwa town to write a letter of complaint to the President and two officers from the Presidential Secretariat had come to the village to examine the petitions detailed in the letter. However, Kamala had been absent from her home on both the occasions the above officials had visited the village, and the powerful members of the village society had conspired to keep her from meeting the officials from the Presidential Secretariat. A result of the above inquiries had been that the relevant Divisional Secretary who had stood by and allowed these discriminatory practices to go unchecked had been transferred. 

Kamala’s threat to write a second letter to the Presidential Secretariat, complaining her about her inability to get a domestic water connection had resulted in the relevant authorities acting to ensure that she obtained the above facility.

ANALYSIS:

(1) Personality and Leadership Capacity:

Although a single woman with no formal education, Kamala displays qualities of leadership and innovativeness. She has a great capacity to learn and good analytical skills which have enabled her to accept challenges and address the issues she has faced in life - eg. learning to wire her own house, getting a relative to write to the Presidential Secretariat, question a government officer. 

She is not dependent on anyone for her economic welfare and in spite of her weak eyesight, periodic eye infections and headaches is capable of working and managing her affairs.

In spite of being illiterate she has a confidence and self assurance that she can manage her own affairs and has challenged and overcome many obstacles - eg. filing a case with the Labour Court in Polonnaruwa.

(2) Economic Decision Making:

Kamala has always shown independent economic decision making qualities. She went to work as a child of 10 years and has worked all her adult life. She has shown sense and prudence in most of the decisions that she has had to make in this regard, saving the money she earned by using the groceries she received as a Samurdhi beneficiary.

The income generation project she has selected under CARE’s LH project is also a very practical one, since she is a lone woman and this would provide her not only with some kind of financial assistance but also with security during the night. 

(3) Safety and Security:

This was provided for a limited time by her nephew and for a longer time by the members of the village community. 

However, after the hostility of the village community, Kamala has had to ensure her own security by making sure that she had secure doors and windows.

(4) Awareness of and access to services:

Kamala has been able to access certain services inspite of her lack of formal education – e.g. the domestic water connection. However, this has also resulted in her having to face much discrimination and injustice, since she has no way to ascertain whether what she is being told to sign, etc. is in her favour. For eg. when she had filed a case against the private company asking that her due wages be paid, the court officials would not list her case on the relevant day, and Kamala had to face much hardship in getting this done. It must be noted that the officers in the court, placed there to see that justice is carried out, were instrumental in ensuring that Kamala’s lack of formal education and vulnerability was exploited thereby thwarting justice.

(5) Role of VLAG:

The VLAG in this village has been responsible for identifying Kamala as a WHH, eligible to receive LH assistance. However, they don’t seem to have played any other significant role, and don’t seem to have gained either Kamala’s trust or confidence.

CONCLUSION:

Kamala is a very strong woman in spite of her illiteracy and marginalized status in the wider community – that which comes of being identified as a illiterate, single woman. She has faced many challenges and the very officials, placed by the state to help and assist vulnerable people like Kamala, have conspired to aggravate her vulnerable status and be instruments of injustice. Community leaders too have been unable to accept the challenges posed by Kamala and have stood silent or been active participants in the injustices she has undergone.

It is very unfortunate, that a mechanism such as the VLAG has been so ineffective in identifying and addressing some of these very relevant and crucial issues of GBV and injustice which further marginalizes WHH.

