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INTRODUOTION

This short report on my experiences - in Sri Lanka is 
bcised on my ten days stay in Sri Lanlca, The main objective 
of the visit to Sri Lanlia wa,s as follows:

(i) To visit the SIDA/SOG women consumer project 
and study its operations with a possibility 
of setting up such a project in one of the 
countries of the Region.

(ii) Exchange of ideas and information between 
women activities in our Region and women 
activities in Sri Lanlca.,

(iii)To visit women cooperators and see how 
they are involved in cooperative for 
comparative purposes,

(iv) To discuss women cooperative affairs with 
my coTJinterpEirt in the New Delhi Office
in India,

TH'i: COOPBRATIV:^ V/OM7̂ N*3 GONSUM'-F̂  F^OJ'^CT
In its bid to involve more v/omen in cooperatives, the 

Consumer Guilds in Sweden decided in 1976 to collect fimds 
and support a v7omen's project in a developing country. It 
was ultima,tely decided that this project should be in Sri 
Lanka, in South E’a,st Asia,

The reasons for picking Sri Lanlca are tha,t :
(i) being a pilot project it is easy to 

a,dminister it in a sm;all country^
(ii) liters-cy standard especia.lly amon;g 

women is quite high - among women*
(iii) in some cooperative societies \vomen's 

committees had been formed,.
Project Activities ;

In October 1978 the project was officially inaugurated 
and actual field work started from 1st Januaxy 1979,

The Project was to go by phase so that experiences 
obtained from one phase could be used in the next ph8.se.
Phase I (1979)

Started with five societies around the school of co­
operation in Polgolla, This was done so that school of 
cooperation facilities could be utilized. The following 
types of societies v/erfe chosen j



— tv/o economically :̂ ood societies 
~ two oconomicalljr weak ones
- one urban society

Phase II (19 8 0)
An additional ton societies wore addod, making it 

fifteen*
Phase III (19(31/82)

Fifteen mo--.‘'o socioties were .a.dded.
Since the projcct v/as -'̂ oing to deal with nutrition, 

consuraer protection, family health, ' there was need to 
imderstand food habits in the areas. Thus a survey was 
ca,rricd out to collect information on typo of food 
available, food preparation ha,bits, women involvement 
in cooperatives. This survey v/as done in ten societies 
which had wom_en’s committees.
Training to o_mcn_Lcaders

Since whr.t was required was to influence women in 
societies on understanding nutritious food a.nd its 
prepa.ration, on health, famdly planning, etc., there 
was a need to give the v/omen loaders, training and 
education on this, so tha.t they could in turn educate 
othcjrs,

Women loaders undergo trcdning by stages. The 
workshops are as follows t

1st Workshop - Introduction to the project, 
introduction to cooperation omd by-laws, basic 
nutritionj Hore group-work is combined with 
loctuir’es. Also use of flip ch3.rts, food 
pyramid, etc., is utilised.

2nd Workshop - Responsibilitios of committee 
members, child nutrition, preparation of 
weaning food, etc : concentration here is on 
)practical work, e.g of role play on how to 
deliver a talk, preparation of balanced mea.l.
3rd Workshop -- Food preserva.tion. (The type 
of food dcTpends on season)
4th Workshop ~ Goo^ budgetting, and kitchen 
improvement,
5th WorkshoD - Homo gardening
6th Workshop — Cn incomc generating a.ctivities 

7th Workshop - ConsuHiGr protection



“  3

Tho le.?xi,urs ciro also ■trained on preparation of 
te'icliinj -vna uo.ucation ni£i.terig.ls, spccial :':Tucst lecturers 
are also invited sometiracs,
■^ducc^i£i,;5 raoiabos^s :

The trainers nho arc loaders from different societies 
and v;ho have undergone the aloove training, liaise with 
Education Officer in their societies to conduct education 
progranTinos for v;omen. In fact at the time when the 
Project started there y./erc no education officers, Hov"/over 
the v/omon consumer project necessitated this change. As 
a result theiro a.re now education officers in most societies 
v\?ho arc incharge of education programmes, A nui'nber of them 
arc women.

The education officer conducts a workshop once in 
every two sind half months. Those workshops arc attended 
by branch vvomen leaders. The; number however is not 
supposed to excecd forty-five. Demonstration cleisscs 
are given on nutrition, balanced diet, hygiene, fcjflily 
planning, etc,

'Workshops are also held at district and national 
levels.
Support to '7ome]̂ *s Commi'yx^

In the beginning the attitude of men to the project 
Wras not very positive. The cooperative societies thought 
that this would create a.n additional bu:cden on their ipart. 
However since the project was greatly supported by the 
government, through its responsible ministry of cooperativef 
non-government0,1 officifils he-.d to accept it ultimately.

One can however see that now there is definite support 
on the women consumer project and women’s committee in 
genero.l. In all societies I visited a certain sum of money 
was allocoited. to wom-.cn activities,

"/omen’s attitude to the project is very positive. They 
arc happy as they arc no-.v being rocognizcd, oomcn’s inte­
rest was a.roused though not on the same level. For’ some 
women the project was a v>foy of getting a job, schol-arships, 
etc. Sometimes there were petty jealousies fighting for 
leadership positions.

The age of women involved varies from society^to 
society. In most societies there v/as a mixtu.'c of young 
and old people.

Some societies have done very well, while others ho.vc 
not done so well. "Reasons for failures are several. Some 
of the failures 0,re due to the following reasons :
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(x) Some women loaders expected economic
DcnGiits from the project, Ho"/ever,
v.'hen they found that it was purely
an education programme, they loft the project.

(ii) Some expected to get scholarships a,nd 
go to foreign coimtries,

(iii) Those v\?hc are not re-elected into 
leadership positions become inactive 
cind soi'netimcs tend to critize the 
project,

(iv) Political, castc and racial issues
tend to interfere■with those conduc­
ting field work e,g the leader going
to educate women of another religion?
political party or caste, is not’ 
listened to. This means that when 
they do not get fullest cooperation 
from the society they tend to get 
discouraged -and opt out,

Apaxt from these, the project o,lsc experienced 
other problems. These arc :

(i) Leadership problems - When leaders wore
electod, they ?/Cre not av-/arc of the role 
they v.'ould play. Later they found that 
they had to utilise p̂ '̂ rt of their froo 
time on the projcot, a.nd some leaders 
were not prepared for this.
Not being good toacheirs - Some leaders 
could not nolcc good teachers. This 
meant that wha,tevcr knowledge they gained 
they could not shea'̂ e it with others during 
v/ork shops,
Superiority Complex ~ Some thought they 
were too nf”3i'*to rub shoulders with others.
Status Conscious - Some thought that going 
out for ficld̂ V'/nrk v/as not being feminine and 
was too low for them.
Lack of time — Som-C did not have enough 
time for workshops.
Dispute between organisation - There were 
o^EEclr~or^n£s'^ions dealing with some aspects 
that arc covered by the wom-cn consumer 
project. These created disputes initially,
Ghgnges in the pro.ieot staff - Since project 
staff have to be experienced and trained in 
their field? it is very expensive if staff 
keep changing o,g since the project started 
there‘have bcoii three chpngos in the consumer
post,.



Scmu societies feel there ia intorfGrcncG 
in the/lay to day activities of their Gocietios_. e.g the idea of having wonen volumtarily facing into a conswaor shop pjid 
cleaning it up, insisting to put sales tags, 
etc., is too nuch of a bother for those who 
have been used to a certain vve.y of carryin--'- 
out their activities. This nay also appea? 
as a challcngG to sone cooperative leaders•
Other activities - The spillover effect of 
the pro jecf ideas is very good, '.Yenen are 
no',7 involved in nunber of self-help activities, 
Everyday they think of now activities that 
can be carried out. For example, v/oncn 
organise funeral on a self-help basis.
The savings promotion scheme has become very 
important and popula.r in the project and more 
sccicties are involved in this scheme.
It is definite that women membership to 
societies has greatly increased in different 
societies since the inception of the women 
consuirier project.

Lessons to be drawn from thg" Project and its' i-i5~ltrtmncy to 
our situation
Introduction

I was able to visit different societies in Sri Lanka 
I met the m-embers, women committee miCmbers, leaders of 
societies at different levels, I held discussions and 
gave talks to the different societies visited,

I held both formal and informal teilks, I feel that 
the idea of introducing such a project is very good, '.Vhen 
I say very good, I mean that the project can lead to more 
participation of women in cooperatives.

The theme that runs thoughout our a.ctivities is 
participation or involvement of women in cooperatives, \'/e 
have managed to involve women in various ways. Either 
through exclusive women societies or through having a 
women activity within the larger society, or by just 
encouraging women to join existing cooperative societies.
Combination of business and sociâ l aspect of cooperatives

Most of our activities are business oriented. Either 
production of handicraft for S3.1e, having a restaurant which 
brings in money, having a shop which apart from giving 
service also brings in profit in money terms to the member's.

The idea of educating women in other subjects like 
nutrition, family planning, hes.lth, etc,, though has been 
there, ha.s not been very well co-ordina.ted and effective.
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The Sri Lsjika Project gives us a.n idea of linking 
economic nature of the cooperative with the social 
aspect. The combina-tion of social education; and economy - 
in fact these two things have to go together. One cannot 
fully participate in a cooperative society if one is not 
healthy,

I therefore feel that this aspect be introduced in 
cooperatives in our Region, This can be started'on a 
pilot project bases in one country of the Region# pre­
ferably in a small country,

V-/omen’s Gommittees
In order that these idea.s reach a larger number of 

women, there is need to hcive contact women in these 
societies. The idea of having women's committee in each 
society is very good. This gives a feeling to women that 
they are being represented and that their ideas are being 
listened to. Women, especisily rur8.1 women feel more at 
home among fellow women. Thus it will be easy to involve 
more women in cooperatives since they know they are among 
their own sex. This in fact is a good way of bringing 
'Women to a higher level in cooperatives and later to be able 
to feel confident and free to express themselves when men 
are around. However, the idea of having women’s committee 
and activities should not be looked upon as a permanent 
thing. This situation should be used £is a stepping stone 
to a higher situation of equality. Equality between male 
and female. To feel equal to express'oneself, to elect 
and be elected in leadership position.
Material support to women

There is a saying that says - to give is not a sign 
of richness, Ap3,rt from moral support given to wom.en, 
but also ma.terial support must be given to them, especially 
in the initial stage, A small amount of money budgetted 
for women affa.irs by the society goes along wa..y to boost 
the morale of women. Even though the women consumer 
project does help from time to time especially with training 
the societies should try to be self-reliant snd show their 
support by giving women all support possible.
Voluntarism and dedication

It is very impo'tant to raise and maintain enthusiasm 
and dedication of the women’s committee. The success of 
this project very much depends on their dedication, A lot 
of work or rather most ofthem offer their services to others 
v7ithout expecting much in return, \7orkshops and meetings 
V'/here demonstrations on nutrition, cooperatives, etc,, are 
held are thus rim by women leaders. The only thing they_ 
get is the fare from their homes to the different societies 
scattered around. This means that for any project to 
succeed this idea must be built from the very beginning.
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Proper Survey
Before the pi'oject starts proper survey is needed.

Since the basic idea is to educate women on balanced diet 
and link the ideas with cooperatives, it is therefore 
important to know the types of food available in the area..and 
how it is prepared. That is 'why this was done by the 
project. The food pyramid has become a very popular sign. 
This is used in all the workshops. It has also been prepared 
on a wooden frame v>/ith different parts to j.t tha/fc c;=tn be 
fitted in and taken out like a jigsaw puzzle.

Conclusion
In conclusion? I think that the idea of the women 

consumer project ba.sed on the Sri Lanka experience should 
be tried in one of the countries of the Region for East, 
Central and Southern Africa,

This will be one of the best ways to ensure fuller 
participation of women in cooperatives, T/e should expect 
to have more women as members as yeâ rs go by,and fuller 
recognition of women’s potentials by coopera.tive leaders.



A Case Study

I have visited mc„ny societies and seen their activities. 
Since most societies resemble each other in their activities 
and organisation? I will just give description of one.

In all societies visited women are very active. They 
attend sewing cls.sses and later start stitching garments, 
They start producing children’s clothes.

All societies undergo training covering same sta.ges.
This means the.t teachers are tradned together and they in 
turn train these VJomen.

The women consumer project was going to hold an 
examina,tion in 8.11 the societies to determine their level 
in sewing and in other hei-ndicraft activities.

Nutrition which include preparation of food, balanced 
diet, family health, family pla.nning is taught to women 
members. Practical classes a.re held in 'which food is pre­
pared for sale. Some societies have small consumer shops 
run by women. They utilize this shop to sell their things. 
Otherwise they utilise society run consumer cooperative 
society. Prom time to time exhibitions are held and sales 
are also irtade here, 7omen are also encouraged to take part 
in agriculture production. Competition is held every year 
to determine the best home garden. The National Cooperative 
Council which is the apex of Sri Lanka, sometimes organise 
poultry-keeping training at the school of agriculture.
Members are sent for training v/ho later a.ssist poultry 
farming in the a.rea through axlvice, etc. This training is 
co-ordinated with the women consumer project.

One can see that women are involved in many activities, 
depending on their situation. They are confident and thus 
whatever they do they do it voluntarily and with a big heart.
The Nallur Multipurpose Cooperative Society

The Nallur Multipur-pose Coopera/fcive Society has thirty 
two branches. Amalgamation of societies took place on 30th 
March 1971. Membership as at'31st May 1982 was 9299* Out 
of these there are 2626 women.

The Na.llur MFCS has been selected in the 3rd Phase 
of the v/omen consumer project. Through women’s activities 
the tv\'o ma.in communities - the Sinhalese and the Tamils 
have come together,

7/omen are engaged in different activities. The idea 
is to involve women in management positions as w'ell. The 
women’s comxiiittee are campaigning to involve a.11 those 
women above the age of eighteen in the area cover'cd by the 
society.
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The v^omen's conimittee started the savings campaigns 
ivhich hc.s become very popular. They have so far saved 
150?000 Rupees, Every month a lottery is organised and 
there are three winners» *

The society through the women's committee also 
conducts cookery classes, and also markets products 
prepared by women» Bites are sold at the University 
of Jaffna canteenc By last year I98I they had a net 
profit of 1500 Rps from the canteenc As a resiilt they 
opened another canteen at the Art School,

Exhibitions are held monthly where some of the 
items are sold,

V'/omen are educated on nutrition? family health and 
other related subjects. There is very good co-ordination 
with other government depa.rtments, Women traineâ ’s have' 
been trained by the Adult Educp^tion Officer in the area. 
They attended twenty-four sessions on adult education 
methods. They were also lectured by other university 
lecturers on related fields.

Income generating activities a.re gree.tly encouraged 
'Education and training is offered in handicra.fty poultry- 
keeping, cattle breeding} etco This is encouraged to 
increase their income„

There is an orphanage in the area and 'women’s 
committee teo,ch these orpho^ns to be self-reliant by 
producing different items for sale. Tutorials are also 
given on different subjects.

The 'Women’s com.mittee in its bid to increase knowledge 
among women have set uj) a library where members can borrow 
books, A sma.ll aimount of 5 Rps is contributed by-members. 
The school children also make use of this library.

Apart from supplying bites to the University ca^hteen 
the women’sCDmmittee also supply meals for weddings.

Cultural aspect is also encouraged by the women’s 
committeee Cultural shov/s s,nd dancing and other culture^l 
classes arc also held. Discussions on such issues as 
dowry are also held to educate the younger generations, 
especially.

The 'Women’s committee ig getting support-from both 
the Movement end the Department, For example, 15,000 Rps' 
V'/as voted for the I98I/ 8 2  wom.en activities by the society.


