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Kalpana works for the 
Amitava craft collective 
in west Bengal, one of 150 
village-based enterprises 
supported by the Sasha 
Association of Craft 
Producers in India. For three 
decades Sasha has worked 
to improve the livelihoods 
and status of women such as 
Kalpana through its ongoing 
support for rural industry 
and traditional crafts. Sasha 
artisans receive design 
and business training; 
women are represented 
in management; and all 
artisans’ children receive a 
school-based education. 

“You see these village women 
becoming more confident, 
and more economically 

Kalpana Biswas 
works at a 
weaving unit.

She has access 
to free healthcare 
and her children 
go to school 
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Arable land 
is “the single 
most important 
source of 
security 
against 
poverty”. 

Where 
property rights 
do exist they 
are invariably 
reliant on 
relationships 
with men.

confident,” export manager 
Devika Sonar told Trade Aid. 
“Now they are beginning 
to feel that, yes, they are 
achieving their goals.”

This in a country where 
two-thirds of married 
women have been found to 
suffer domestic violence and 
where female infanticide 
and sex-selective abortions 
are identified as the primary 
causes of skewed gender 
ratios.

In many of the countries 
with which Trade Aid trades, 
prohibitive property and 
inheritance laws, lack of 
welfare, discriminatory 
religious codes, exploitative 
employment practices, 
systems of dowry, a 
workload defined by 
traditional gender roles 
(housework, childcare, 
gathering water and fuel, 
the care of elderly relatives, 
unpaid agricultural work) 
and economic or social 
codes that regard women 
as a financial burden – or 
“another man’s problem” – 
have all kept women in the 
world’s worst statistics. 

The majority of the 1.5 
billion people living on less 
than one dollar a day are 
women. While advances 
have been made in women’s 
health and education over 
the last decade, an estimated 
41 percent of households 
headed by women globally 
live below the locally defined 
poverty line.1 Of the world’s 

774 million illiterate adults 
two-thirds are women.2

These statistics are weighted 
against those living in 
the rural regions of the 
least developed countries, 
home to an estimated 
70 percent of the world’s 
extremely poor. In Africa 
41 percent of women have 
never attended school, 
compared to 24 percent of 
men; in southern Asia 49 
percent of women have no 
education, compared to 36 
percent of men.3 Improving 
women’s education has been 
described as “probably the 
single most important policy 
instrument to increase 
agricultural productivity and 
reduce poverty.”4 Education 
leads to lower rates of 
child mortality, as well as 
better health, nutrition, 
and educational outcomes 
for children (women with 
higher education, for 
example, are less likely 
to have their daughters 
subjected to the traumatic 
and dangerous custom of 
genital mutilation) and 
plays a crucial role in 
rejecting what the United 
Nations calls “entitlements 
to violence” – the belief in 
a man’s right to physically 
punish his wife.

Secure access to land is 
also critical to reduce 
women’s poverty. Protected 
land rights, writes Eve 
Crowley, deputy director 
of gender, equity and rural 
employment at the UN’s 

Namita Sardar is the leader of the Pravestra craft group, 
one of the many village-based enterprises supported by 

the Sasha Association for Craft Producers in India
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Food and Agriculture 
Organization, increase 
rural women’s social and 
political status and “improve 
their sense of self-esteem, 
confidence, economic 
security and dignity.”5 In 
agrarian economies, explains 
Geeta Rao Gupta, president 
of the International Center 
for Research on Women, 
arable land is “the single 
most important source of 
security against poverty.”6 
In Africa, however, where 
the majority of farmers are 
women, they nevertheless 
receive “less than 10 percent 
of small farm credit and own 
just one percent of the land.”

Even in those countries 
where women do have legal 
right to land, unprotected 
systems of tenure and lack 
of legal understanding 
frequently result in the 
loss of land to neighbours, 
private companies and 
family members. What 
property rights do exist 
are often reliant on 
relationships with men 
as husbands and fathers. 
Inequitable inheritance 
laws—the UN has identified 
gender inequality in 
inheritance rights in 43 
African countries and 
21 Asian countries—and 
widowhood or divorce 
invariably leave mothers 
and daughters amongst the 
landless poor. The result is 
destitution or entrapment 
in violent or exploitative 
marriage.7

Even as unprecedented 
numbers of women in 
developing countries enter 
the formal workforce in 
factories or on plantations 
the gender wage gap 
remains wide and job 
security is low.

And the demands of 
home continue unabated. 
According to the UN’s 2010 
World’s Women report: “In 
all regions, women spend 
at least twice as much time 
as men on unpaid domestic 
work” (ix-x).

Market fair 

Fair trade has been 
instrumental in challenging 
some of these systems 
of subordination and 
discrimination, not only 
by negotiating a fair 
price in local terms but 
by working with groups 
and co-operatives that 
provide the mechanisms 
and opportunities that are 
necessary to raise the status 
and economic security of 
women: access to credit, 
training schemes, adult 
literacy programmes, 
healthcare initiatives and 
education opportunities for 
girls. Included in Trade Aid’s 
criteria for potential trading 
partners is the provision 
of “equal opportunities for 
women in decision-making 
and as beneficiaries of the 
enterprise.”

Fair trade 
has been 
instrumental 
in challenging 
some of these 
systems of 
subordination 
and 
discrimination.

A member of Nepali Craft, the exporting arm 
of the Association of Craft Producers, sorts 
thread into skeins of yarn
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organisations are also able 
to challenge traditional 
boundaries of caste and 
disability as well as gender. 

Back in India, in the 
largely Muslim village 
of Pataudi, the TAJA 8 
jewellery-making co-
operative, established by 
fair trade organisation Tara 
Projects, provides a separate 
workshop for women so 
they can work without 
being veiled and Muslim 
households feel confident 
in allowing single women to 
work in the workshops.

The women of 
Bangladesh
Bangladesh is one of the 
poorest countries with an 
estimated one-third of the 
population living in poverty. 
Jobs are few, nutrition is 
poor, literacy is low, archaic 
property and inheritance 
practices entrench 
landlessness amongst 
women and violence against 
women is one of “the most 
serious threats to overall 
development and progress”.9

The poorest of the poor are 
rural women, particularly 
sole heads of households. 
Of these, women belonging 
to the Mundi tribal group 
suffer the added challenge 
of ethnic discrimination. 
Although the Mundi people 

Whether in a slum in 
India, a squatter settlement 
in Guatemala, a rural 
settlement in Uganda or 
a village in Nepal—where 
the Association of Craft 
Producers funds a girls’ 
education allowance to 
address the deep-rooted 
marginalisation of women 
in that country—women 
artisans are being 
empowered as income-
earners and decision-makers 
through their engagement 
with craft co-operatives and 
fair trade.

Home or village-based 
work such as craft-making 
provides a vehicle for 
women to work together 
to earn a reliable income 
within the demands of 
childcare and agriculture, 
so elevating their social 
standing within their 
communities and families 
and providing much needed 
social support. 

In working with local fair 
trade organisations that 
insist on—or aim for—
female representation at 
all levels of management, 
women also assume a 
more active role in the 
economic decisions of 
their groups and families. 
Through small enterprises, 
writes craft development 
specialist Caroline Ramsay 
Merriam, “women artisans 
are increasingly taking 

responsibility for project 
administration and are 
availing themselves of 
other programmes such 
as micro-credit and health 
programmes that, in turn, 
increase their productivity 
and economic power.”8 

According to the UN, when 
women do have control over 
income they tend to spend 
it on their families and 
the “nutritional security” 
of more vulnerable family 
members. 

Fair trade farming  
co-operatives are  

similarly working to 
empower women. 

In Uganda, where women 
have little access to land 
and virtually no control 
over their income, the 
Gumutindo Coffee Co-
operative involves women at 
all levels of operation, from 
growing and processing 
through to management and 
governance. As manager 
Willington Wamayeye 
told Trade Aid, “In Africa 
women are not (otherwise) 
given that status. They do 
most of the work in the 
gardens but they are not 
given management of the 
business.”

In providing safe and 
equitable working 
environments fair trade 

Mary Nabugobelo works with the farmer-
owned Gumutindo Coffee Co-operative in 

Uganda. © Twin Trading
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have been living on the 
land for at least 700 years, 
costly land registration 
processes have left women 
landowners vulnerable to 
land confiscation and “land-
grabbing”. 

Today at least three of the 
143 groups working within 
the framework of Trade Aid 
trading partner CORR-The 
Jute Works (CJW) comprise 
women from the Mundi 
tribal ethnicity. As with all 
artisans making and selling 
jute crafts through CJW 
these artisans receive a 
regular income and access 
to job training, healthcare 
programmes and education 
initiatives (in Mundi society, 
priority is given to female 
children over male children) 
regardless of religion 
or tribal affiliation. The 
results are conspicuous as 
artisans use their earnings 
from making and selling 
crafts—including Trade 

Aid’s jute shopping bags—
to improve the lives and 
living conditions of their 
families. Houses are rebuilt 
or improved, children attend 
school (two of the criteria 
for membership of all CJW 
groups is that producers’ 
children are sent to school 
and that money is invested 
for the future of the family) 
and all members have access 
to preventive healthcare 
services, saving schemes and 
low interest loans for the 
purchase of raw materials or 
to generate further income 
through basic trades, garden 
initiatives and farms. As 
Sharpla, on the right in the 
photograph on this page, 
told Trade Aid, “I have been 
working for 16 years and my 
children are now studying 
in college. It is this job that 
allows me to do this.”

 

A future, a voice

Mundi artisans from three craft-making groups 
—Shadhupara, Beduria and Joynagacha —

working through CORR-The Jute Works.

“I feel very proud as a woman, 
as in India girls are seen as a 
burden”—Rukshana Khatoon, 
leader of Mahila Vikas Crafts in 
Delhi.

Ending poverty 
means ending 
feminized poverty 
– UN, 2006
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“Weavers earn good money now 
so they get respect from their 
families and husbands”—Laxmi, a 
weaver with ACP in Nepal.

“We have learnt how to value 
ourselves as individuals and 
women”—Angela, adminstrator of 
UPAVIM in Guatemala. 

“Women... have a sense of 
their worth and are more 
self-confident”—Alida Strauss, 
manager of Heiveld rooibus tea 
co-operative, South Africa.

“I spent my money on my 
daughter who is studying 
honours”—Shefali, artisan 
with Bagdha Enterprises in 
Bangladesh. 

“Before this project, women 
didn’t leave the village but now 
they are out and about and have 
more independence”—group 
leader Mua Thi Ganh, Craft Link, 
Vietnam.  
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