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““Grinding poverty, unremitting toil, heavy family burdens, and minimal support-these are

the hard realities of life for most women in the developing world. Too many children, too
; few skills, and too little recognition of their worth havestuntedtheir lives-and hence the lives

of their families, communities, and even countries. Yet this a'so implies an opportunity:

helping women overcome such limitations means helping e e,

Kristin Helmore ‘Christian Science Monitor’,

WOMEN AND DEVELOPMENT Tl

In 1976, at the beginning of
the UN Decade for women, the ‘Eco-

nomic Review' published the first
comprehensive report on the <ituation
of women in Sri Lanka, focussing on
their real participation (or lack of it)
in the political, ecgnomic and social
life of the country. Five years later,
in 1981 the ‘Review’ discussed the
same theme and found the ‘‘situa-
tion not very much different”. At the
end of the Decade we return once
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again to assess the progresss made in-
viting two researchers to review how
far women have been really involved
in the development process and the
impact of the Decade on the legal
status of women. We also carry ex-
cerpts from other studies.

The Decade was marked by a
worldwide spurt of activities, which
helped increase the ‘visibility’ of

women. At an official level, special
government machinery in the form of
a Women'’s Bureau and a Ministry of
Women's Affairs were established to
serve as official focal points for the
formulation and implementation of
policies for the advancement of
women, The Constitution of 1978
articulated gender equality as a fun-
damental right and removed disabi-
lities on access of women to public
sector employment, a process of
“creeping’’ formal equality that had
begun earlier. Two significant pieces

.of legislation were introduced-one a

controversial and debated one “per-
mitting”’ night work for women (by
removing some ILO restrictions) and
the other granting three months paid
maternity leave for working women.

The Decade also witnessed the
eme'rgence end strengthening of non-
governmental women's organisations
and feminist groups. Some NGOs
moved away from a social service
approach toan issue raising conscienti-
sation one whilst the others tred the
familiar path of training and skills pro-
viding employment opportunities to
women (often in the process strengthe-
ning the traditional roles of women as
domestic appendage in for instance,
.the form of seamstress training).

The Decade coincided partly
with the introduction of an “open .
economic policy’ in Sri Lanka. These
economic programmes had several
implications. Some increased employ-
ment opportunities as in the FTZ and
in tourism, but often as research on
FTZ's throughout Asia and in Sri
Lanka has indicated, with much to be
desired working conditions. A pheno-
menon of this period was the exodus
of women to West Asia, mainly as
housemaids, again a double-edged
benefit.

Yet, despite the interest, pub-
licity and increased consciousness
raising on women’s issues, and in-
creased opportunity in some spheres,




4

the position of women continued to
be cause for concern. Because of the
conscious and unconscious ‘invisibility’
of - women, the development pro-
grammes have not had the positive im-
pact it should have. For example, in
the Accelerated Mahaweli Develop-
ment Scheme, a significant part of ag-
rigultural activities are performed by .
women, their problems have not been
sufficiently highlighted. As Boserup
showed -several years ago agricultural .
“modernisation” has meant margina-
lisation, Although the FTZ.employs
almost exclusively women, they are
relatively low paid, lack security of
employment and health conditions
are a cause for concern. Problems of
migrant female workers in West Asia,
whose remittances form a substantial
portion of foreign exchange earnings,
have similarly not reached the levels
of concern and resuited remedial
action that they should.

Overall, over 1971-1981, the
unemployment rate for females has
doubled, with the proportion of un-
employed women who have the O-
Level, A-Level and University degrees
being more than males. No significant
ghanges have occured in the pattern of
female employment, with about 70%
of women being employed as semi-
skilled or unskilled labour, They are
still conlined to traditional areas of
female #mployment such as teaching,
medical and health services, domestic
services ahd as stenographers and ty-
pists; although women have gained
entry into new areas of employment
the number of women in professions
such as engineering, architecture and
technical occupations. remains low.
The number of women,. although
high by other Asian or for that matter
Western standards, in decision making
positions is also low.,

" TheDecade has sensitised
women’s issues. In the years that
follow it will be necessary to follow
through by changing existing condi-
tions, attitudes, norms and procedures,




