
●  “Poverty is the worst form of violence perpetuated with the consent of the society”… says Ela Bhatt 
– the founder of Self Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) – the largest national trade union of 
poor self-employed women workers from the informal economy. With a membership base of over 1.5 
million women workers spread across 18 states in India, SEWA works towards facilitating full-
employment and self-reliance to its members through the joint action of union and cooperatives. 

● The reality of the members of SEWA – the informal sector women workers, is that they are poorest 
of the poor. Their tools are old and worn out and they hardly have any information about or access to 
the direct market. For these workers, there is no employer-employee relationship. The employment 
opportunities available in informal economy is never constant due to severe competition, market 
trends and changing economic policies. In such situations, informal sector workers often have to 
pursue more than one trade, especially the rural workers. Their occupation varies depending on what 
is more conducive at what point of time.  

● Therefore, these workers need multiple skills and continuous re-skilling as well as skill upgradation 
and skill diversification. Lack of access to such life-long learning often leads to compromising the 
dignity of such workers and they end up in the vicious down-fall of drudgery and poverty. 

● SEWA strongly believes that to be poor is to be vulnerable. Poverty makes one become a chronic 
victim of forces beyond one’s control. With every misfortune, problems compound, leaving one 
increasingly powerless and setting in motion a spiral descent into starker poverty.  

● And in such situation, to protect the informal sector workers from the vicious circle of debt and 
poverty, there is a need for a safety-net in form of Universal Social Protection. Let us take an example 
of the salt-pan workers in LRK - what Universal Social Protection means for the informal sector – what 
does it entail?  

● Even today, in the 21st century, these salt-pan workers live the life of a bonded labor. Year on year, 
they migrate to the dessert … living in uninhabitable climatic conditions for 8 months in make-shift 
tents with temperatures varying from 2 – 50 degree Celsius… barely earning 150 USD annually – on 
which they have to sustain their families of 6 – 8 members for the entire year.  

● Lack of asset ownership and working capital constantly traps them in the vicious circle of indebtedness 
to traders and money lenders. In order to strengthen the livelihoods of these members, over the past 
4 years, SEWA facilitated over 2000 poor salt-pan workers with affordable access to clean, green solar-
powered pump-sets. This not only led to an increase in the savings but also freedom from exploitation 
… they became Self-reliant. 

● But the issues and challenges of these poor workers don’t end there… they are further compounded 
by market shocks such as refusal of trader’s cartel to offer competitive rates or sign purchase 
commitment… and climate shocks … the unusually long monsoon shortened the salt-season… the 
cyclone again flooded the desert and washed away their salt-pan…  The floods will recede in a week 
or two, but the desert will not dry up in time for salt-production. Therefore, hardly any salt-farmer 
will have any work. 

● SEWA’s member Vijuben… a poor dejected salt-farmer says… “Despite toiling hard for generations… 
the morsel of food gets snatched from our mouth… desert is flooded… even standing crops in fields 



are destroyed… so there’s no employment… where do poor workers go… how do we feed our 
children?”  

● Vijuben’s state is the same as millions of rural informal workers, from various trades such as salt-
farming, agriculture, animal husbandry etc.- who are generally poorest of the poor. Agriculture has 
also faced large-scale devastation this year due to climate change effects. The poor workers are barely 
able to afford 1 meal per day. They have been forced to discontinue their children’s education due to 
inability to pay fees. Last month (November) was Diwali - the biggest festival in India, but these poor 
workers couldn’t even procure a morsel of sweet for their children.  

● This is the example of a scenario where the dignity of such workers is often compromised and they 
end up in the vicious down-fall of drudgery and poverty. Therefore, what does Social protection mean 
for poor informal workers like Vijuben… 

● There is a need to design affordable social protection products and services that suite the needs of 
the informal workers and address the challenges of their livelihoods by helping them mitigate climate 
shocks, market shocks and strengthen their livelihoods...  

● What kind of insurance product – not just life insurance or health insurance – these workers need 
lifecycle insurance – a holistic protection that gives them safety net in all life-cycle events – like 
sickness in family, loss of employment, natural calamity, accidents, occupational hazards, credit risk, 
climate and market risks, asset loss etc.  

● They also need a livelihood stabilization fund that helps build their resilience against the effects of 
unforeseen climate and market shocks etc. – thus a social protection that ensures work and income 
security and thus safe-guards poor informal sector workers from getting trapped in the vicious circle 
of debt and poverty. 

● Another similar example is one of our agricultural leader Puriben Ahir from Patan district of Gujarat… 
Puriben and her family have 2 acres of land on which they grow pulses and castor in monsoon and 
cumin in winter. Last year (2018) due to unseasonal rains, their entire cumin harvest was washed 
away… they could hardly manage to pay-off the working capital loan.  

● And this year (2109), due to the unexpectedly long monsoon, entire monsoon crop such as groundnut, 
pulses, millet, paddy as well as cash crop such as cotton and castor has been completely destroyed. 
Puriben’s family used the stock of these corps as fodder for the cattle. However, due to excessive 
humidity and heavy cyclonic rains, even the stock has become rotten. Thus, there is no food left… 
neither for her family, nor her cattle... 

● The rotten crop in the field is attracting stronger breed of pest which is not only eating away the rotten 
crop but also the leftover standing crop. Even the strongest pesticides are proving ineffective in 
destroying this pest. At the same time, Puriben’s sons have developed skin rashes and diseases due 
to the strong pesticide.  

● The crops of large farmers have also been destroyed and hence the poor small holder farmers do not 
even get employment on their fields. Thus, climate shocks have led to large scale destruction of 
employment opportunities in the villages. Lack of work and income security has forced Puriben to 
discontinue her grand-children’s education... 



● A dejected Puriben says… “why doesn’t the nature now kill us… these increasing climatic shocks and 
market shocks are making our survival so difficult…” 

● The plight of Puriben is same as that of millions of poor rural workers in India and also in the countries 
of Global south. And therefore, to build resilience of these poor rural workers, there is a need for 
social protection that adopts a holistic approach… one that treats their farm as an enterprise… and 
provides an integrated package that includes products such as credit-risk insurance as well as 
affordable access to services like technical, planning, managerial as well as marketing. And to achieve 
this kind of social protection, we strongly believe that organizing is the key.  

● Additionally, when we are talking about social protection for the informal workers; especially the rural 
workers, it also needs to encompass enabling policies like minimum support income and an 
agriculture stabilization fund that helps build their resilience against the effects of unforeseen climate 
and market shocks etc. – thus a social protection that ensures work and income security and also safe-
guards poor informal sector workers from getting trapped in the vicious circle of debt and poverty. 
There is also a need to deliberate on how do we fund such kind of social protection. 

● From SEWA’s experience working with informal workers in urban and rural areas and implementing 
several govt. schemes (for ex. RTE scheme), we believe that Govt. partnership with organization of 
informal workers like trade unions of informal workers is the key to effective and efficient 
implementation of social protection schemes.  Organizations of informal workers need to be given 
the responsibility of identifying and enlisting the beneficiaries as well as the monitoring of 
implementation process.  

● Additionally, SEWA also believe that donors can make a significant difference. They need to use their 
donations to transform the social protection sector into a universal, just and liberating protection. 
This cannot be done with projects but with investing in policy changes, organizations of workers and 
at-scale members and individual workers. 

 


