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Unpaid Work, Poverty and Women’s Human Rights 

Sri Lanka has a mixed performance with regard to gender sensitivity.  The country has already 

achieved gender equality in primary and secondary education as per the Millennium 

Development Goals.1 

Women are responsible for cooking, raising children, and taking care of housework. In families 

relying on agriculture, women are in charge of weeding and help with the harvest, and, among 

poor families, women also perform full-time work for the more well-to-do. The man's job is to 

protect women and children and provide them with material support, and in this role men 

dominate all aspects of business and public life. At the center of the system are children, who 

mix freely until puberty and receive a great deal of affection from both sexes. As they enter 

their teens, children begin to adopt the adult roles that will keep them in separate worlds: girls 

help with household chores and boys work outside the home. Among the middle- and upper-

income groups, however, education of children may last into their early twenties, and 

femalesmay mix with males or even take on jobs that were in the past reserved for men. There 

has been a tendency to view the educational qualifications of women as a means for obtaining 

favorable marriage alliances, and many middle-class women withdraw from the workplace after 

marriage. 

Consequently, women often work harder to stretch their limited funds.  Many have to spend 

more time shopping for cheaper items, cultivating home gardens to supplement store-bought 

food, caring for sick family members at home longer before taking them to the doctor, and 

walking rather than taking public transport.  In a traditional society women are the primary 

caregivers for their families.  The unpaid work of bringing up children, preparing food, 

maintaining a household, and tending the ill, although invaluable, are invisible.  But the 

economic models used by financial institutions fail to take into account the unpaid work of 

women which leads to an over-use of women’s labour.2Securing women’s legal rights, 

especially to land and other property, and ensuring that women’s voices and priorities are 
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heard and acted on, are vital components of empowerment - securing women’s land rights has 

a direct impact on their ability to access finance. 

Overall status of human development attained by women is fairly evenly distributed within the 

country mainly with regard to life expectancy levels and education attainments.  However, 

gender sensitivity is marginally better in Anuradapura, Polonnaruwa and Nuwara Eliya Districts 

because larger proportions of women in these areas are engaged in productive market 

activities (farming) and have become income earners.  As a result, the share of economic 

production increasing to women in these districts has been relatively even as compared with 

the male earning.  Women are mainly involved in low skilled agricultural jobs and medium level 

service sector activities in these three Districts.  It is also important that female participation is 

skilled, professional and managerial jobs is depicted by the higher Gender Development 

indicators in Gampaha and Colombo Districts. 3 

The social traditions in some communities limit women’s activities outside the home, and the 

percentage of women in government and politics does not correspond to their percentage of 

the population. 

Around 22% of all households in Sri Lanka are female-headed.  Many of these women have 

been thrust into the role of breadwinner with little knowledge of income-earning methods and 

few coping skills.  Female literacy has remained at 90% for several years.  Urban and rural 

disparities still exist, and are not represented in national gender development indexes.  Female 

literacy in urban areas is 91% while the rural rate is 78%.  Although the percentage of Sri Lankan 

women entering universities increased from 42% in 1989 to 52% in 1999, women are still 

under-represented in many disciplines and tend to find employment at the bottom of the 

employment pyramid.4 

Women’s standing according to the Gender Empowerment Index measured by women’s power 

in economic and political decision making is low in Sri Lanka.  Despite the fact that women form 

half the population and were granted the vote as far back as 1931,representation of women in 
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the institutions of governance at all levels has been deplorably low. In Parliament, there has 

been a decline from 4.8% in 1994 to 4% in 2000, and a small rise to 4.1% in 2001, and to 4.8% in 

2004, and 5.6% in 2011.5 

The constitution provides for equal employment opportunities in the public sector and the 

recent legislative changes have also strengthened rights of women, new laws addressing sexual 

harassment in the workplace.  However, discrimination against women in hiring, promotion and 

salary practices remains.  Women constitute approximately one-half of the formal work force.  

When they find work, it is usually in low status, low skilled and low paying jobs in peasant and 

plantation agriculture.6In Sri Lanka, women are disadvantaged in the labour market. A 

significant proportion of the female population remains outside the labour force. While three 

fourths of the working age male population is either employed or looking for work, only 36 per 

cent of working-age women are in the labour market. This is despite the fact that, thanks to 

free education policies, women are as well educated as men. Indeed, nearly half the number of 

all employed graduates is women, as are a little less than half of all those educated up to the 

GCE A-Level. Nevertheless, women’s unemployment rate is twice that of men, and women with 

at least Advanced Level qualifications make up slightly more than a fifth of all unemployed 

people while equivalent men account for only less than a tenth. Underemployment among 

women is also much higher. 7 

 Job opportunities for women are limited to only a few sectors whereas men have a wider range 

to choose from. Rapidly growing sectors such as construction are largely male-dominated while 

social attitudes about appropriateness of jobs for women and issues of personal safety, 

transport and housing, constrain women from taking up jobs away from home. Cultural 

attitudes with regard to the divisions of jobs as jobs specified to male and female also refrain 

female from working in technical areas.  A significant proportion of women also remain outside 

                                                           
5
 Women’s Manifesto, Policy Brief; Social Scientists’ Association, June 2011. 

6
Strategic plan 2009 – 2017, Caritas Sri Lanka, p.6 

7http://www.nhrep.gov.lk/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=111&Itemid=59&l

ang=en 

 

http://www.nhrep.gov.lk/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=111&Itemid=59&lang=en
http://www.nhrep.gov.lk/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=111&Itemid=59&lang=en


  

   4 
 

the ambit of basic physical, social and financial infrastructure, lacking the opportunity to 

contribute to the current growth momentum. There is clearly a need for increased involvement 

of women, women’s NGOs and women-owned SMEs and related associations in a dialogue on 

policy reforms and implementation strategies related to sustainable employment creation for 

women. 8 

 Whether there is gender-based wage discrimination in Sri Lanka is often debated. A combined 

Government of Sri Lanka and ILO study of 2009, however, argued emphatically (using a set of 

2006 data) that in nearly every instance, men in the same skill/occupation group and same 

employment group in terms of public/ formal/ informal earn more per hour than their female 

counterparts, indicating the existence of a widespread gender-based gap in wages.  

 Women workers are also far more vulnerable to sexual harassment at the workplace and, given 

social attitudes and limited job options, almost invariably suffer in silence.  

 Such issues discourage women from looking for work and may also account for low female 

participation rates. Many women are unable to seek paid employment because caring for 

children and elderly parents takes up most of their time. Decreasing family size and overseas 

migration have also increased the burden of unpaid care work on Sri Lankan women.  

 While these factors combined keep women from participating in the labour market, a 

tightening labour market situation conditioned by demographic changes and overseas 

migration makes it imperative that more women need to work in the monetized sectors of the 

economy if current economic growth rates are to be maintained, living standards are to rise, 

and savings are to be generated for the social protection of the current generation of working 

Sri Lankans. Policy measures such as those that follow are needed to enable women to 

participate in the labour market and access jobs that pay better wages.  

Suggestions910 
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 In order to enhance women’s participation in the labour force, measures such as the following 

will be implemented: 

o Encouragement of more flexible work arrangements such as part-time work, and work that can 

be done online. Telecommunication and other infrastructure facilities necessary to support 

online working arrangements will be further developed.  

 Through measures like the following, the accessing of better paid jobs can be facilitated for 

women in the labour force: 

o Investment in training women for higher skilled occupations such as in the IT sector, nursing, 

hospitality industry and driving;  

o Promotion of women’s entrepreneurship development, enhancing the access to credit, 

technology, business knowledge and markets for women;  

o Provision of a secure environment by maintaining law and order for women to travel to and 

from work; and  

o Provision of safe and efficient transport services through public-private partnerships.  

 Attitudinal changes will be promoted: 

o Sexism and gender stereotyping in the workplace ought to be discouraged.  

o The state’s legal and institutional infrastructure will be strengthened to handle issues of 

discrimination and sexual harassment.  

o A more equitable sharing of the burden of care and household chores between men and 

women will be encouraged.  

 A labour law that ensures equality between women and men for employment and training 

opportunities, as well as equal remuneration for work of equal value regardless of sex of the 

workers will be enacted.  

 The knowledge base on the gender division of labour, employment and gender-related issues 

will be expanded through greater involvement of women’s organizations. The findings of 

studies on these issues could be used to select priority areas with higher levels of women’s 

involvement such as rural entrepreneurship, management and production and marketing of 

agricultural commodities such as spices and coir products  where sustainable employment 

opportunities may be present.  
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 The measures like the following are likely to further help women in the labour market: (a) 

provision of especially designed job search assistance to women graduates whose networks are 

even less well-developed than those of men; (b) use of mentorship programmes within schools 

and universities for female students;  and (c) measures to encourage private sector, particularly 

the large corporate firms to increase recruitment of female graduates and placement of more 

women in management trainee programmes.  

 At least in the next decade or so, a special category of the female workforce, namely the large 

numbers of war widows, demands the attention of the society and the government. The 

programmes earmarked for female workforce will be offered to this group of vulnerable 

women with specifically worked out subsidy arrangements (e.g. subsidised micro-credit 

facilities) together with available social service packages.  

 The establishment of a social security system will be considered for the benefit of self-

employed women. A fund will be set up with contributions from the self-employed women. The 

social security system will be implemented through this Fund. 

  

  

Women Workers in Plantation Sector 

While estate workers are generally isolated and discriminated against, women Tamil estate 

workers are even more at disadvantage.  The share of women among workers in the plantation 

sector is higher than other sectors in the Sri Lankan economy.  According to Central Bank’s 2006 

socio economic survey report, women’s employment rate was 47 per cent, as compared to 29 

per cent in rural sector, and 26 per cent in urban areas in general.  Women constituted an 

estimated 60 per cent of total workforce in plantations and, a large majority in the tea sector – 

between 75 and 85 per cent of the total workforce.11 

There is a strong sexual division in the estate sector – most women working in the tea sector 

are engaged in the field work, plucking and harvesting, whereas men are engaged in factory 
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and office work.  While women are left to continue this work, men go out of estate areas to 

engage in self-employment or outside work.  In the tea sector, women comprise about 5 per 

cent of the supervisory category of workers, while 25 per cent in rubber industry.  The gender 

disparity is more evident with regard to terms of employment; in particular, the State managed 

estates.  Twenty-eight per cent of men have regular employment, whereas only 7 per cent of 

women are regular employees.12  In terms of wage levels, daily wages are the same for a day of 

work for women and men – around Rs. 295 (US$ 2.24) a day, as compared to daily wage of Rs. 

350 outside the estates.  However, due to the gender division of work, women often end up 

being paid less than men.  For women workers engaged in tea plucking in some estates, 

minimum daily wage payment dependents on the quantity of tea plucked on a given day.  

Whereas, since men are paid for “work of the day”, engaging in weeding, fertilizing and pruning 

etc., they are paid the full daily wage without this “conditionality”.13 

 

Situation of women workers in North and East 

As regards the situation of women workers in the post conflict areas, according to a news 

article regions were a host to some 90,00014 war widows.  In Northern region, there were about 

40,000 female headed households, including more than 20,000 in Jaffna District.  Many women 

have had to take up economic activities, due to the loss of their family members, including 

those who previously were full time housewives.15 

Women’s labour for participation rate in North and East region prior to the conflict was low by 

national standards. Women contributed to the household economy, working on family farms. 

half of the employed women in the North had less education than General Certificate of 

Education Ordinary level.  Eleven per cent of employed women were unpaid, contributing 

family workers in the North, while 31 per cent in the East.  As for men, only 4 per cent were 
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found in this category in both regions.  Substantial shares of women workers in the North and 

East were engaged in agriculture, fishery activities.16  In particular, given that many women are 

left without male family members, various developmental projects and programmes should 

recognize women as key economic agents. 

Women workers in Export Processing Zones (EPZs) 

The textile and clothing sector constitutes a substantial share in both production and 

employment in EPZs.  Women constitute 70-80 per cent of the total workforce in EPZs.  The 

textile and garment sector accounted for half of the total manufacturing employment in 2008.  

In particular, the rate of women among the workers is extremely high in the Textile and 

Clothing sector, which is one of the key export sectors.  The women workers in EPZs come from 

rural areas, being away from their families.  Most women work in EPZs for only few years and 

return to their villages, when they have saved enough for their dowry and marriage. 

In terms of working conditions, they reportedly vary, depending on the size and the ownership 

of the enterprise.  Smaller and older factories provide worse working condtions – in extreme 

cases, working six days a week with mandatory overtime, working successive shifts without a 

break, being fined for lateness, talking or having toilet breaks.  Such EPZs tend to be more 

hostile towards trade unions, and pay little respect to labour law, and health and safety at 

work.  Sri Lankan laws equally apply in EPZs as in the rest of the country.  Generally speaking, 

women receive lower wages compared to men, and are not accorded equal career 

development opportunities in the factories.  There are also sexual harassment cases, which 

tend to be under-reported due to social stigma and shame attached to such.17  Women no 

longer would like to work in EPZs, due to the harsh working condtions and “poor image” of 

women factory workers, and low pay in the EPZs.   
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Suggestion 

The working conditons would need to be improved so that the enterprises provide the workers 

in EPZs with more decent employment with better working conditons and fairer wages, in 

particular.  Some attention to be given to their living conditions and nutrition. 

The Context of Migration 

Overseas job opportunities for Sri Lankans increased in 2012, becoming a vital source of 

employment and a stable source of foreign currency inflows to the country.  According to the 

estimates of the Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment, the total number of departures for 

foreign employment increased by 6.3 per cent to 279,482 in 2012.    The highest increase in the 

number of placements for overseas employment was in the category of housemaids (10,735) 

whose relative share in total departures increased to 42.3 per cent in 2012 from 40.9 per cent 

in 201118 have migrated as Domestic migrant workers, particularly to Gulf States such as Qatar, 

Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, U.A.E., Bahrain, Oman, Lebanon and Jordan.19 Migration and Trafficking of 

Sri Lankan Women into Middle East is a human rights issue that reflects a global problem.  

The majority of them are women with lower literacy from remote villages and from plantation 

sectors.    In Asia, especially in Sri Lanka, the most vulnerable victim of migration is the family.  

Even though migration has helped to uplift the lives of many families, the shattering effect of 

the long term distance and separations could be seen without much difficulty.  

A number of shocking stories have emerged in recent years about the abuse of migrant 

domestic workers. Last August, a Sri Lankan housemaid in Saudi Arabia claimed that her 

employers had forced over 20 nails into her body. It is very common for employers to physically 

lock a migrant worker into the house, where she will remain for the duration of her two year 

contract, to confiscate the migrant worker’s passport. The employers reinforce their hold on 

the worker until she completes her contract, though thisis illegal. In addition, employers 

frequently violate contract provisions for a day off per week or a limited work day, requiring 
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instead that the domestic work at any time of day or night as required by the family, seven days 

per week. In some cases the violations of their rights and dignity take on more extreme forms 

when employer do not pay the workers’ salary as required by the contract, either paying  after 

many months of delay or not paying at all. The job for which they agreed to migrate for has 

terms and conditions of employment which are significantly different. In the most extreme 

cases, the employer takes advantage of the woman migrant worker’s vulnerability by abusing 

her physically, sexually and verbally.  Few examples of local newspaper articles on migrant 

issues are listed below: 

 “I heard a very sad story. Hema had become pregnant during one of those bouts of 

    rape….” Dr. Asokha Thenabadu, Sunday Leader 11th April 2011. 

 “The autopsy report of the maid, identified as 36 year old Puspawalli Seilladurai 

revealed she had been murdered” Daily Mirror, 30th May 2011. 

   “SLBFE seeks international recognition for migrant workers…” Sunday Observer 10-04-

2011. 

 “Housemaid insists Saudi must pay compensation…” Daily Mirror 03-09-2011. 

In almost all these cases, it was revealed that they have been misled from the start  by the local 

foreign employment agencies and local sub agents through document forgery, fraudulent 

medical reports, charging high fees, violation of contracts, deceiving about high wages etc. The 

frequency of these common violations of the human and legal rights of migrant workers 

indicates their very weak position via-a-visa their employers in Middle East countries. Faced 

with abuse and exploitation, the migrant worker is caught in a tangle of bad choices. Some 

remain silent and suffer the mistreatment because they are simply unaware of their rights. 

Others tolerate it because their families depend on the remittances and because an abusive or 

exploitative situation is still considered preferable to the limited economic choices they have in 

their home country. Still others flee the home of the employer to escape the abuse but find 

themselves in illegal situation and at risk of arrest and detention or even easy prey for sex 

traffickers. These case studies use the example of the Trafficking of Sri Lankan Women into 
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Middle East  countries  for reasons of prostitution and sexual exploitation in order to highlight 

the human rights violations committed against women, the massive infection of HIV/AIDS 

among the women, and the social repercussions of the most profitable global trade. 

Most of the women domestic migrant workers who leave for employment to Middle East 

countries are between the age group of 18 -45 years.  But recently the cabinet of Ministries 

approved a proposal from the Minister of Foreign Employment, Promotion and Welfare, to 

raise the age limit from 18 to 21. Although the reform will apply to all women, it is believed the 

legislation is aimed mainly at preventing the exploitation and abuse of those women who take 

jobs in private households as maids or nannies.  

According to women migrants’ age, their children may be only in the age group of 5-16 years.  It 

is revealed that as a result of mothers’ detachment from the family, the children begin to suffer 

mentally and their education is disrupted and the stability of the families breaks down.  

They often work and live in inhuman conditions, earning very little or with no pay at all and are 

insufficiently protected by legislation. Migrants in such situations face also abuse and 

exploitation and are unable to protect themselves or demand their rights, fearing that if they 

speak out they will be imprisoned and deported. Both migrants’ and refugees’ situation 

becomes more and more complicated if they are imprisoned for their irregular status. For 

migrant workers, their stay in prison could take one month to a year or even more until their 

repatriation, depending on payment of all due taxes and fees for years spend complaint of 

robbery against them to withdraw and protect themselves from any responsibilities. With no 

one to assist them whether legally or socially, they could spend months in prison under severe 

living conditions, and sometimes experience psychological shock.  

 Trafficking is an intricate phenomenon that is closely linked to migration. Therefore, 

becoming a victim of trafficking is a potential risk for all migrant workers, refugees and 

asylum-seekers regardless of their gender.  

As Caritas Sri Lanka, we have identified the gaps in migration process such as there is no 

bilateral agreement between sending and receiving  countries, the employment contract is  
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not in local languages, the trainings are not updated with modern equipments and so on.  

Also, when affected migrants – pregnant ladies, abused women return to their homeland, 

there is no place for them to stay.   In other words, there is no safe house for these affected 

returnees.   

Caritas Sri Lanka initiated many activities in order to protect the Sri Lankan migrant workers 

(specially the housemaids) from their travails and for them to have better working conditions. 

These are as follows: 

 Awareness programmes on Safe migration & Human trafficking for aspirant migrants, 

general public, stakeholders & religious leaders. 

 Also organizing migrant returnee groups and empowering them 

 Preparation of IEC materials(handbooks, leaflets, posters etc) and Docu Dramas to 

educate the general public and for the purposes of advocacy and lobbying  

 Caritas Sri Lanka had published  many handbooks, leaflets, posters etc to make people 

aware on this issue to provide them with information with regard to safe migration. 

 Conducting research on migrants’ issues  

 

The government of Sri Lanka has introduced Divineguma bill in order to develop a 

programme aimed at poverty situation in Sri Lanka. 

 

Divineguma Bill:   

The goal of this programme is setting up community oriented financial organisations, providing 

people with microfinance facilities, ensuring food security, establishing a social security 

network, storage facilities for various products, processing, packaging and sales, increasing job 

opportunities for Divineguma beneficiaries, encouraging people to adopt a environment- 

friendly lifestyle, encouraging them to save part of their earnings, increasing investment 

opportunities, strengthen their self-confidence, stressing the importance of collective social 

responsibility and ethical and moral standards. 
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One of the first steps in this direction was the establishment of a commission to probe issues 

relating to the pensions and other matters of Samurdhi Officers and Managers as proposed in 

the Divi Neguma Bill. The Bill will bring relief to around five million people. Steps taken to raise 

the economic level of Samurdhi families by improving their sources of livelihood and making 

Samurdhi employees permanent government employees with pension rights was the basis of 

the DiviNegumaBill. 

Accordingly the Divi Neguma National Movement was launched on March 12, 2011 to create 

one million household economic units. The movement covered 14,008 grama seva divisions 

under the theme ‘A Prosperous Home and a Prosperous Country’.20 

 

Caritas Sri Lanka Programme of empowerment as a way to eradicate poverty 

situation in Sri Lanka  

“Empowerment is not giving people power, people already have plenty of power, 

in the wealth of knowledge and motivation, to do their jobs magnificently”21 

As practitioners of Integral Human Development (IHD), Caritas Sri lanka believe in creating a 
world where all people are able to live to their full potential, meeting their basic physical needs 
sustainability, while living with dignity in a just and peaceful society.  The key elements that 
guide our work are holistic development which promotes the good of every and the whole 
person solidarity which promotes the rights  and responsibilities of every person, and justice 
and peace which ensure respect for the dignity of every person. 
 
IHD, the first Strategic Objective of Caritas Sri Lanka, focuses on achieving integral human 
development by effectively empowering the poorest and marginalized communities.  Improving 
the socio-economic and spiritual status of such communities by enabling them to gain access 
and control, management and maintenance of resources and decision making power are the 
means of achieving integral human development.  Capacitating the community institutions and 
advocacy and lobbying actions to influence the adverse policies that affected them is the 
general process followed in this regard.  
The integral Human Development Unit implements sector wise programmes targeting 
vulnerable communities such as farmers, fishermen, plantation workers and women. 
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Goal 
Integral Human Development through Community Empowerment 
 
Objectives: 
 

1) Poor and marginalized communities will have restored their human dignity by having 
improved socio – economic and spiritual status, access and control over resources and 
decision making. 

 
2) Conducive atmosphere of just and violence free society will have been created where 

people will be living in peace and harmony by respecting the diverse nature of different 
ethnic and religious groups and their cultures. 

 
3) Adverse impact in terms of loss of human life and damage to properties and 

environment will have been reduced   
 

4) Emotional and Psychological well-being is restored in the social sphere to bring hope 
and new life to the people. 

 
5) Caritas Sri Lanka will have become an organization which is constantly learning and 

reflecting to be efficient and effective and is accountable and transparent to all donors  
 
 
 
Problems Addressed by Integral Human Development Program (IHDP) 
 
Situation Analysis 

 
Poverty: National Poverty head count ratio remains a higher number even though the per 
capita income is high in Sri Lanka.  More than fifth of the population (i.e. 23 percent) lives 
below the poverty line although the country is on par with middle income country. Rural and 
estate sector house 88% of poor, showing the wide disparity in income distribution in the 
country. Inequality between rural & urban areas widening as rural areas benefit less from 
economic development. Poverty in the estate sector has increased by 50% in the last decade 
making the sector poorest in the country.  
 
 
Problem 1:  Many people in rural areas, estate sector and slums in and around major cities live 
below poverty line and struggling hard to earn adequate income to meet their basic needs.   
 
Problem 2:  Poor and marginalized communities have not given the opportunity to participate 
in addressing their own problems. 
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Specific Objectives: 
  

 Economic condition of the grassroots communities improved 

 Poor and marginalized communities empowered to claim their rights. 
 
 
 
“Empowerment encourages people to gain the skills and knowledge that will allow them to overcome 
obstacles in their life or work environment and ultimately helps them to develop themselves”. (Annual 
Report 2011 – 2012, Caritas Sri Lanka)  

 

 


