Are we invisible?

Women'’s experiences of Sri Lanka’s economic crisis from the Batticaloa District
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In May 2022, the Government of Sri Lanka announced
that it is defaulting on all its foreign debt repayments. The
country was in a severe economic crisis - like it had never
experienced after gaining independence in 1948 — because it
ran out of dollar reserves to pay for essential imports and to
pay back loans borrowed from foreign financial institutions and
other countries.

The weeks and months that followed the announcement
saw people’s lives come to a standstill, as they languished for
hours in long queues to purchase essential food items, medicines,
cooking gas and fuel due to widespread shortages. Hospitals
ran out of supplies, medicines and equipment. Schools postponed
exams due to paper shortages. Daily power-cuts extended for
several hours. Prices of goods rapidly increased and most
households were no longer able to put food on the table.

Soon, people’s frustrations over the economy boiled
over, and were channeled into small protests in street corners
and eventually grew into a mass movement - the aragalaya/
porattam and occupation of several public spaces — Gotago
Gamas, at a scale that was not witnessed in Sri Lanka’s recent
history. The resounding call was the immediate resignation of
the incumbent President Gotabaya Rajapaksa and for a system
change.

The months long protests culminated on July 09, 2022
when thousands of protestors from all over the country converged
in the Galleface promenade in Colombo. The President fled the
country and officially resigned from his post on July 14.

Bevriens S rEmmISLD 2565 OleusMBML_ (D& HL_65T Clan(HLILeTTe SHemeT
wohleid 1551& CFuieugts 202291 oyew(h G wrgb bleNss5g.
1948Q60 &gBSTL JwLbG Ny aHTCrrssns erellnE BriH
urfwegn@® Curmertgty CBHSSGmW FHSHS5S5S. HHSHwreulw
Bn& @ EnmdE b CleusMBTL(H euriSlgs LHDILD erenes BT(Hs6MeOwHiES)
CubHD HL_6vT CETHIL Lo Bmend ClFaSgieusnED CunSwere] ClL_teoi
Bmuyser GugTenwCw C\BHSSIY 5@ SHTTESTLONEIS).

DG F69605 QSML_iTHS euMTEISMeILD LTHRISEMEILD &6t
SISO EUMLPSHENS (PL-SSBLILIL_L_g). LiFeueonest QlumpL gL HiLmn\genmmed
ISHwneulw 2 ewrey, MBS LHDIL TNELNHaTSmaTL ClLmHmIS
Qareteugmn @ wo&eT HewL euflenassiled Qrey useons Ko m
SI606V6VLIL_L_6VTT. 06uSSHIIEFTEn6e0S6Med QILIMIHL_S61, LO(HBSISET HMILD
2 _LigTewTRIS6T Qevevng CLmTerr. HL_GM& S (HILILITL 165160 LITL_FTe56vLl
uifLemaser NHGLML_LILIL L 6vT. BremmbaLD werNSSwmeorniseas BHiq&@LW
Dlesignrs giewiig 1L éas6iT i (peoLi(DSSLILIL L 6w, sSleneveuné) HSH&NGSSme0
Qupureones ei(h&6Med GCuengulled 2 ewrenen emeuliLCs Feuneons

wmHlwig).

CuneTngy Klewev sMyewTons waseMenLCw eHuL L elrss),
eflemreuns QUG 2 TDINGS3I. 615 erEiseMed Siblws gy FriLm L
semns QgT_Ei&), N6 Qung) @L_miseMed Q\gr_iF&Sluines oy &S MbIILS
senneed (CarLr-CGasr Slymwd) Qevm ensulles o)6u8TenL& STe0
eureomHHled srewTsSHlenL_sang LMl @ CUITTL L bTsa D &aseT
Qusswrseayb (rseow) o GuIHlwg. HLICUTE eTrSuduns
ugalluiled QBHEs Cardaumu TTRUSEE SjeuTEH6T6sT 2 L 6vTiq.uimest
rredlestmioneLb &L L_ewioLiL rHmWPEL ks PuisssS6 6(HrISenesTEs
&Teons 61 Canféenswineng).

&lev rgmGes Blgs5s CurrrLib, B peuSeid Smbsl
TS GeTTES M6 &S ClBM(PL S16d) (PadHSIL_65160 CumTTL L S5Hled
&6058I0\BMeTeUS DTS 2022941 9LewT(H 29 Demed Iy ib Hlad) GeSbsGam(H
2 5855 L5605 JMLhEl. Bl enL 6N (B QeusMGubHluw gl
209emen 149 1d Had seng LsNNOBEHS 2 S55CWrsL,TaInns
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Ranil Wickremesinghe, a staunch market fundamentalist,
was appointed as the President through a parliamentary
manoeuvre. Under his leadership, the 17th agreement with the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) was signed. A harsh austerity
programme which effectively passed on risks of the economic
recovery towards ordinary working people was implemented.
Oppressive laws were used to stifle dissent to such policies.

People have now lived for two years under severe
austerity measures. Social indicators on nutrition, food security,
health, education etc. already reflect the extent of the pain
inflicted on people.

Sri Lanka had to negotiate with the powerful external
creditors to restructure the debt to make it sustainable. The
Wickremesinghe government committed to offer the worst
deal for Sri Lanka, offering better terms for the lenders.

The Presidential and General elections in 2024 saw
people rejecting the old political class and voting in the National
People’s Power — a party that has never been in power and a
parliament with a majority of new faces. Once again, people
are hopeful that a different economic path can be forged for
Sri Lanka.

While all Sri Lankans were impacted by the economic
crisis and an austerity-oriented recovery programme, it did not
affect all communities equally. Some were affected much more
than others. How did the economic crisis impact women? This
report outlines the findings on the impact of the economic crisis
on women based on research conducted in the Batticaloa District.

2 mSlwines Fheng jlqLiLienL_eurslwinest Festled 6N&T&IE s
unyrenLesTn GsfeNet epeold gesm&ludluing BlwibléasiuL L. Seurg
Fenevenoullest S1p, FTeuCHe e BlSluisg) L esme (g9.611D.670% /IMF)
176ug) UILIGSS &0ILI(PSSTeng). Glunhertamy B Silles umukiganer
FTHTTENT 2 OPSHGLW Wwosamen CrredH Sleng SmHLLL sHenwnes
slagens Clameens GFwHLOSSILL L gl BSFHensw C\STeTenssEndHE
TETIET (& T60S6T H(DSHS L@ (PN FL_L_EIS6T LIesTLI(DSSLILIL L 6.

FHCUNg sHenwwnesT H&a68 BHL6UGSEMSBHEMET S &S
Brest(h) LTSNS UMDHES QUHSBTDETT. 26T | FFS5FI, 2 680Ta|Ll
UNGSTLIL, &SHTSTTD, He06 Guieain Fups GO i1qs6T enaesGe
Bseuned &S EHSHE FHLMID euedlullen oy p&ens NTSlLIeOsSeTmert.

Bevriens Fev1g) HL_emer Hleneonesigng nFTeninss Fasleumilnbg
OleusMBTL (D sL_eommeMaeit 2_L_6i1 CLIFGHTTSHDS BL_53 Covewtiq uN(hHESS.
N&TLEEIS TFTRISLD HL_63T UPEIGETHEHSE FnbS e1S)(pennasener
aupmIS QeVEINSHEE LINSSHLONET RLILGLSHMS 2 NI ClFuIgs).

202460 BL_hg MernSHuS) woHmbd Clungs CaiT56086Me0, &HS6T
LenLpwl HTEWE auTsEeEsSmS BlTTaNsg!, emCurgib o S Glumm)iled
Beveons e sl flwnen CoElw &S 556 unssNs g, WHMHID
Clu@BLUTETemWLWTET S (pasEISemeT UTTTEHLainSSn@& 05fey
Olewigysitenesty. WewT(HID Qevmienss @ wMHMILI ClLNhHETISTT LiTenSemW
2 _(HeUTES (PG U|LD 6T68TD BLOLNGHENS dSeMenL_Gu 2 (HeurSlujererng.

BevmienawTaeT wreHLd QUNmHeTTT Clh(HEsL. LOHMID Sléssers
Olaméitenas B LSS L 55160 LITESSLILIL_L_TEDILD, SI6H6STHS] FALPSHBIBENETILILD
Frs LTSHsseleene. Hev wHMeuTsenet el JSs0ne LnSss
uL_(peiententy. GQlunBemngy OB (HEslg. CLeTTSEmaT sTeleuTn)| LITSSSS!?
BKs guia] JNSNs WL L S&eliL wreul L G&ed LS L
SyTmUESIet Siq L1LenL106d QlLiewsiasi Bgmewt ClLimmemTa Ty Cln(hHdsiq ullesT
F15&D GDSS SIILIEISED6T 2_6TemL_SSlul6eTeng.
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Historical background,; engevrmmyin ifararanf]

e The Great depression that impacted the island is similar to the economic crisis we are experiencing

1 930 now. The government responded with introducing social protection including free health, free
education and food subsidies.

+ °*  Qeommauiled sHCLNE b HeLelsEn Cunmesny ClnHEsl 6108 Seneus SréSw CunmeTtgny ClLHL

kG Hlenevs @ QLILITEFI. SSHDE STeuns reMmish Beveus &HISMb, Geveus H606l HMILD 2 63516y LOTETIWILD
Curesip seps LNHISTILS SILLRsemer HD(psb ClFuisg).

e A welfare-state model followed after Sri Lanka gained independence expanding social protection
1 948 and redistribution of land. Sri Lanka’s human development indicators grew, including for women
and girls in relation to nutrition, health and literacy.
*  Qeosiens a&zpSTD CUDDES CFTL_THE BeveT 3iTe algaiemnwliTer Sp Fopsts LTgsTienu eavsNSs.
1976 Gueiib Blev 2 Mewwo BeTuMmS@B Ceunwuiiul L g eomienslles CUIEsE), &STSMILD LHNID Sev6 FNiTHES NG
S NNBHSHE &L 19.86T DH5S HMeLILGSUN SSSNSS8!.
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e  Shifted to open-economy model liberalising trade and reducing state funds for social protection.
1977 Imports grew faster than exports, creating the need for obtaining loans. Women’s migration of labour
from rural to urban areas and as migrant workers abroad was exploited more by foreign capital.
*  Apng Curmenisny Gsnsensuller S QeusMBIL () af&ssb AHNSSS. FepsL LTSISTILSSTET TE
2008 Qlzeveillenid @GewBESE!. TDDILSenw 6l Bm&@ S SiSsNSE e QuNID Heneven 2 Heunssiug). QLiewTaemest
2_ewipliy SimoriseNed Qmba BaTEseT Crrss BaiTEsCsM10H &ren b HSHsNS55..

e  Foreign capital lowed in after the war ended, at higher interest rates and for large-scale infrastructure
2009 development, real estate and urbanisation. People’s livelihoods, rural economy and social protection
were ignored.
o Gumy wyks N QeusNBIL_(H ePeVGEILD BIL g6 LIMLIGSTNID, Senet HHs el lg igs5SnEw urfw
2020 2 I &L (DIOMEUTEISE, aUTSHSHHH SL IgL RS HNID BSTLWLLTSS ClFWHLTBSEHSE LLSTLOSSLILL L G|
&&6Mest eumpeungmyib, Symblu QUTBETTSITLD WHMID FEPSHLI LITFISILIL| 6TETLIENE LiDSSNSSHLILIL L g
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® The country’s huge foreign debt could not be paid back when Covid-19 pandemic further impacted
the economy. While only the rich benefited from the debt, the risks of the debt-trap and repayment
of it was passed on to the working people.

2020- .,

Carefl_-19 Qgmhmy B g6 GunmemsmSemns Cuweib LTSéss Bevriensulsr urfw ClausNBTL & sL_ene
BewwT@Ib ClEISS (igwng Curesigl. 61(DSS HLctis6etT BeTenaamen QaereuhgTs6T L HIEL eILINGHTEILD
sLe81 QumHlllesr umumiISeT wHmID Beit QlFe)SEIb QUIMILIL] 2 mW&EEL WoseMenLCw &LSSILL L ).
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Research Questions / gyuie eflernsaer

e How did women experience the economic crisis in the Batticaloa District, Sri Lanka?
Bevmiens e L L Sl wreul L $Sed eumpld Gluewiast Clunmemmany ClbmHasiq.enw sTeleunn) SieniLeNSSniasen?

® How has the economic situation of women changed in comparison to before the

economic crisis?

Uz CBHSS1q5@E (WevteT UIkNHenaulled CluestasMes GLnmeTTsTy Hlenev steueunmy) wrhHlulereng)?

e How did women perceive the responses to the economic crisis?

QuInmeMs T QB ([HS S SHTE BL_6lq HEHSHSHEMET OlLITTTSHE 6T6LIEUMN)| 2 6wTiTHSMiTS6T?

e How do women perceive as the way out of the economic crisis?
Qunmemtgmy ClmmH&asquNedHHg CeusNGumb aublwennasr LuHdw CluesTgsMesT SININTTWLEIGET 66568 ?

( Research Process / ey @mpmm)

Report Development

SDGens swnfiiy
Data-collection
sy Geafily e May / @ 2024 —
August / sysev 2024
Macro-level economic analysis Data—_analysis, report Wri‘_[ing_&
Guifewrs QuIneTTSTTL LiGLILMLIey November / peusri 2023 — creatlrlg research dissemination
April / euges 2024 material . '
*9 focus groups with women SeH HGUUITLe, Sihlbews ﬂ@fg’“
QT e @9 ——  wHnID uie] CeusNui@amens
August / y@err — Criranemedse swnfggsed
December / geuy 2023 7 interviews with women

0 Questaepest CriTamenTe0s T
® 3 interviews with local /
national government officials
3ITEF D166V & (ETHL_68T
Crirsewsred

Final Report & Publication
BniS) ohsensub Glung QeusMuSHEID

December / wswuy 2024



Batticaloa District - L &senLiy

LOMeUL_L LD

Batticaloa GN Division
Classified by DS Division

[:] Eravur Patty

I: Eravur Town

I:I Kattankudy

- Koralai P. W. (Oddamavad)
|:I Koralai Pattu (Valach )
- Koralai Pattu North
- Manmunai North

I:' Manmunai P. (Arapattai)
- Manmunai S. and Eruvipattu
- Manmunai South - West

Manmunai West

- Porativu Pattu

0255 10 15 20
o e |

1:200,000

created by R. Umapathy based on
Surevey department's geospatial data
contact: umapathyxp@gmail.com

The research was conducted with Tamil and Muslim working
women from seven villages in the Batticaloa District. The women
are engaged in small agriculture and fisheries, domestic work,
garment factories, palmyrah and reed products and small livelihoods.

The age range of the women who participated in the
research was between 20 - 60 years. Furthermore, women with
disabilities and transwomen also participated in the interviews.

The incomes of all the women who were interviewed is
under the poverty-line for Batticaloa district. Among them, women-
heads of households, women who faced sexual, domestic and
war-related violence.

The research also included a samurdhi officer and women’s
development officer for the Batticaloa District and an official in
the Welfare Benefits Board in Colombo.

L L &seriL wrell L Sed, GDILuns ep Slrmorissmed eumipld
Sl LOHMID (eweSd 2 emPs@GD ClueTTaamet 2 6TaTL_&8 Dibs S uley
GunolsmememiiuL L g). @euiser Hm efeusmuibd, sL_HOSMHe, 6L (h Geuenev,
LG Qanplhaneney, Lienest HMID LI6TTL6 ewaS56lgThHled wHmD Slm
QUMDEUNS T HL6lq Se0aa6Med FHLIO\STD GlLIewTSaTTE)LW.

SpuieNed LEIGUOHHIW CluemTseMeT auwg stedemer 20-65mM @b
Qoo L grsesiengl. 15CaM1M), wrHnISSnesmeNasetren CLewTs6
wOHNID S(HBEIENSSET puieNled LiklGUDHblueTeresy.

CriyamesmTiLL L euFseT wWreu(hd L L S&eTliL wreul L SSHlharest
aumiens Car (H&@ GHmDES6Te] auBLONeTD ClLMILIGITSETTS 2 6Tenesy.
SleuT&6Med & HIDL ClLIETT-Genevenio FHmEISs6, Litedluied, 6L (heuesi(penn
wHDID CUTTSSTE) eUET(PEODEDW FihSHSSH6UTHET 2_6TeTL_BIG6iT.

wLL&semliY wreul L &&led uetNyfluyw FupTs5E ie)ee0sis
HCGTT(HID, CuestasT 9 Ne(HSS SiSlsrNuLenib Cuoeib ClamEpbiNed
BeveuTL| ] BesTemnaat senLeS(BBS @ SSarhuLenb Crisremedss
SpU16l6d 2_eTeTL_SasLILL(DeTeng).
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About 200 000 families live in the Batticaloa District
according to the Department of Census and Statistics. The
population is composed of 70% Tamils, 27 % Muslims and 1%
Burgers and 1% Sinhalese.

70% of the population are in rural settlements. Much of
the cultivation in the district depends on rain fed irrigation
scheme. However, the largest occupation groups in the district
are made up of unskilled labourers (60 000) and has migrated
for foreign employment (40 000).

52% of the population, around 325 000 are women and
significantly contribute to the local economy. Women are
engaged in agricultural crop production, livestocks, fisheries
and non-agricultural economic activities to earn incomes. There
are around 36 000 women-headed households in the district.

There are 346 Grama Niladari(GN) divisions in the
Batticaloa District. With regards to basic needs, 87 GN divisions
do not have access to pipe borne water. Only 250 divisions have
a road for transporting bus/van/lorries and in 201 divisions, the
minimum distance to access public transport is more than 5 Kms.

Those from 134 GN divisions must travel a minimum
distance of 5kms or more to access a public or private hospital,
while 140 divisions have access to maternity/baby clinics. 46
GN divisions do not have access to an early childhood development
center, while 247 divisions do not have children’s park facilities.
The minimum distance to access a marketplace / fair / public
store is 5 kms or more for 131 GN divisions.

Out of the GN divisions 90% recorded facing floods,
while 66% experienced droughts in the last decade.

OlgmenaSIL| HNID LsTsMeflLTG SenevriaaansSes Sreygemesilg
L L_&seLiL wreul LG&led 200,000 @O \bURIS6T eunpSHlesipeuris. SEe0
70% s1blp, 27 % (pervedld, 1% LpPmIS wHHID 1% Smsen Qensenss
Cairbgeuae.

70% gestauiser Slymwliyn &L ullGLyseaTed 2 eTemesiy.
Gu(mLbLTevTseT LINTEGFIIEnE WwenLp Henr B Cuoh Qsmster LB S\eTDE.
B®mUen, wrall L5560 iSawrGesmy rOLM WD G\gmbledseamns mm_
6015 ClgmPleorenitser (60 000) wHmb GleusMpr_(H GCeusnevssns (40
000) @ beLwWiTHESTTSH6T 2_6TeTL_RBiGe6wi.

150G TemaIle0 52 % oy eralise, igteugl 325 000 ClLiewTs ErnLb
SLmE@GeuT. Cuewiser efleugmu LUNT 2 HUSS), STOBEL eueTTLIL,
BesriGlig wHMID eNeusTid 3i6e060MF CILINHBETTSIT HL 61lqSHDBSH6MED
FOUL® eupLresid L (D&leimenty. el L &Sled ClLewT-genevenio
SMmEIGL GObumsear 36 000 2_aTereur.

L L_&seLiL wreul L G&ed 346 Siymo Caeus Nfeygei 2_eierevr.
gLt uevL_g Caemeusensl GILMnSSL 160, 87 NNeysEnsHEHs Gl
gpeuLd FewTesty SlemL_LiLiSlevenev. 250 NfeyseMed L HICw Cumba/
Geuetr/eonffaeit CUTEGeuTSSHISSM6TT FTemev 2 siengl, 201 Nfeyseed,
Clungl CUTEGETSNS IEW(GEUSDSBEST GHeDDHSLIL& HTTLD SEIB&HELD
S\BLONG6|6T6NE) .

134 OfNeyseMed QLG 2160608 SHEMNWMT LO(IHSSIELOEHETENWI
SIS GHODHBESLLFID 5SS Grb Lwenéss Cousswt(hib. 140 1NfeyssMed
wasLGLNI / GYHMS WHSSICULEMEISET (HSlaeTeng. 46 NNeyseT
GPheng Liheu GCubur_(H enwwb erm Qeened, 247 1M gseMed
GYhesseT LmsT ausssst Gevene. 131 NMeyseMed sheng / Clung)
SIBISMGEN S|W(GEUSNHSBTE GHODHSULE STTD 5SS LwenNss
GeuessT(HLD.

Beaumhled sLbs serigs5He 90ep NTeysar CleusTanseng
a1SliTClanewT_graea b 66% Nfeyser cupLl Henw eniLeNSSSTEH6|LD
uley Qe (Heeng



«e. UNDP’s multi-dimensional vulnerability Index in 2023

Around 50% of the households in Sri Lanka were found to be multi-dimensionally vulnerable.

“#c  Batticaloa was among the districts with higher incidence (71.1%) of vulnerability, with 55% of
households found to have debt, pawned jewelery or sold household items to cope with basic

needs. 61.9% of households lacked financial savings and capacity to adapt to disasters. 49.7%

of the households lacked safe and sustainable water sources.

uuuuuuuu

UNDP ueduflorewr urSliys @Hluif 2023

Beomiemaulled &wry 50% GMOwumsaT LedufwrewTl LTSIILS@E 2 eaTennlujsretey. 55% @ObUEIST,
IlglinenLg Coemeusenensd FLMEMUILISNHSTS, HL6TT, HFENSHHENE L& H6USHE0 360608 6L (HILI ClLinpHL_semear
eNpmed Cunesrp LNSliyser Sswrseasier wrall L m&eMNed wL L saserliyw(71.1%) earprng. QSHled
61.9% gy 601 G ObLEIsEeT CLTblesenen sI&TolseTEDLD Simenhneuiaeta 2 sienestiy. 49.7 % 2y 61 GO IDLBISEHSHE)
ungsMiLimes wHnb Hleneowres BT LETTESET Se0enev.

Poverty-line 2023-2024 - Dept of Census and Statistics
The number of households in the country who are living under the poverty-line, which calculates the minimum expenditure per
person per month to fulfill the basic needs, doubled within two-years since the economic crisis hit in 2022.

In the Batticaloa district the current (September 2024) poverty-line has been calculated as Rs. 16 160. For a family of four
people, a monthly income of Rs. 64 640 is required to meet the poverty-line.

Around 8 000 pensioners live in the district and 12 800 receive elderly allowance and 30 00O receive public assistance.
Approximately 7 200 persons live with disabilities, while only half are receiving disability benefits. Close to 100 000 beneficiaries
received Samurdhi benefits in 2022.

amend-Car@H 2023-2024 QgrenswSliy wHmib YeteNellurs Slenewtsserid

202260 Qun@memtsMT Gl &S THLL L Sl60 SbEgl, SigLliLenL_g Caemeuseneril L, 758 ClFiieusnans, e BLbHEE @ LIS5SHE GOnheLUL&
OlFevemeus sestTHSI(HID eunienios CarL g6 S eun(pb G bURISMN6T sTastTanNsme, reni(h oy ewrhsemNed L igliLnSlujeteng).

L L &&6eML wrell L 55l snHCunengw (CleliLbuiy 2024) ainenws-Car@® ep. 16 160 oy @b. Qe jqliten_ulled Bt Cuir Clamesmr
GO wuSSNHE Caemeuwner eunienws Carl(h g euHLNeTLD oh. 64 640.

wreul L §led somy 8 000 guieySlwigmriset wpmib 12 800Cuiy pSHCwiny 2 geN56grensemnwu|n 30 000GUIT Glung) 2 geMenwulbd GlumSleTmeuty.
Slewtewsteneuns 7 200 wrHmnisSmennenasied, LrHiCuir wL HGw wrHmns SnereMaepsste Beosigdanai ClLunSerpey. 2022@6d 100 000
vwestreM&e FWTSSS SILL 5560 QenewstaaliLiL L 6vri.
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Nutrition and meal habits / GuraFrsaip 2 arajil LIPSBHIPID

Food insecurity was a prevailing problem for women in the
lower economic status, even before the economic crisis. However,
after the crisis hitin 2022 they were forced to make drastic changes
in their diets and meal habits. The women related the reduction in
food consumption in their families as their most tangible experience
of the economic crisis. According to the FAO and WFP survey in
2023, food insecurity was around 25% in the Batticaloa district.

Women have adopted different coping strategies to deal with
the food insecurity. One was to reduce the number of meals consumed
to two or one per day. Breakfast is no longer considered as a meal-
time by most families. Furthermore, the composition of a meal has
also changed after the crisis. In a coastal district like Batticaloa, fish
was the regular protein. However, after the crisis the number of
meals consumed with any protein intake has reduced. Rice is consumed
alone without the accompaniment of curries.

As related by the women, meals are consumed just to satisfy
hunger as they are no longer able to afford nutritious food for the
family. The women worry about the children’s nutrition particularly
as they can observe their heights don’t meet the recommended age.
Nutrition levels among pregnant mothers also became a concern,
particularly when triposha supplies ran out. Shortages of imported
milk powder in the market also contributed to the challenge for the
women.

Disabled women related experiences that were comparatively
worse than others in relation to food consumption. The one meal
per day they consumed is also diluted by adding water into rice to
increase the quantity of the portions shared within the family. They
also reported more fatigue and inability to physically function due
to lack of proper nutritious meals.
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Cost of living / eflanevarra

The drastic increase in the prices of food, medicines and basic
items, was the main reason for the hardships encountered by the women
during the economic crisis. Their incomes became insufficient to meet
the household costs. By November 2022, food inflation peaked at 90%
with headline inflation at 70% in the country. Although inflation figures
reduced in the subsequent years, prices continue to remain high.

If a family member falls ill, accessing even the free public
health services has become challenging, due to medicinal shortages
and not having the means to buy medicines from private pharmacies.
Women related how they miss appointments for clinics and do not
take the full dosage of the medicines prescribed for them. Importation
of low quality drugs affected people’s trust in the system.

Medical expenditure for disabled women is comparatively
higher and the crisis made it impossible for them to access healthcare,
including for routine checkups, prosthetics and assistive gadgets.
Transwomen also related their experiences of not being able to afford
hormonal treatments any longer.

Increase in fuel prices contributed to the rise in prices for all
goods and services and transport costs. Furthermore, it impacted
women’s ability to support their children’s education, sustain their
livelihoods and engage in paid labour further from their homes.
Women expressed fear that they would not be able to support their
children to complete their education and agony that they are no
longer able to express love and joy by simple acts of cooking a special
meal, buying a small gift or holding a celebration for birthdays and
other special days for their family members.

The government removed the subsidies provided for basic
utilities such as electricity and water as directed by the IMF to move
towards market pricing. Most of the women interviewed had lost
their electricity connection temporarily due to their inability to pay
monthly electricity bills. Some have not been able to regain their
electricity connections as the arrears amounts have accumulated
beyond their capacity to ever settle it back.
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Dispossession / 2_1.anoufliping

Indebtedness has been a major cause for dispossession since
the end of the war in the Batticaloa District. The economic crisis has
further exacerbated the issue of household debt. The Government
increased interest rates making household debt and obtaining loans
for income generating activities costly for women. Regardless,
women were forced to obtain loans as the only option to cope with
the cost-of-living.

Profit-oriented companies saw a market opportunity and
expanded exploitative loan schemes including day-rate loans and
online loans. The losses caused by engaging in economic activities
where the cost of production increased while demand was low also
led women to further fall into debt and abandon their livelihoods.

Given higher gold prices, women pawned their jewellery and
also sold the assets they owned, from household items to vehicles
and sometimes even lost the land they owned. They used the money
to spend on essential items, pay off other debts or find employment
overseas to cope with the crisis.

Dispossession has long-term consequences as women lose
their emergency savings to withstand future shocks in a highly
precarious context. Women also lose their ability to engage in
economically productive activities when they lose the assets they
managed to accumulate over decades and sometimes generations.
Collectively, the community suffers as there are less economic
resources circulating within the community.

In the Batticaloa District, the women have previously faced
multiple cycles of dispossession, caused by the war, Tsunami and
other natural disasters, easter bombings and the global pandemic.
The current cycle of dispossession is taking away the little they have
managed to preserve in the past.
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Women’s Labour / auasrseaflar 2 apipii]

Women engaged in home gardening, fishing, and agricultural
and livestock production found the cost of production increase due
to price increases of raw materials, fertilizers, animal feed and fuel.
Example, 50kgs of fertilizer costs Rs. 40 000 and a kilo of seed
paddy is around Rs. 250. However, due to low consumer demand,
the costs were not recovered, eventually forcing them to abandon
their economic activities. Women’s income generating capacities
were greatly reduced by harsh market conditions.

Most women engaged in daily-wage labour after the crisis,
often opting to do any job that comes their way. Although the day-
wage increased to Rs. 2 500, the number of days women were able
to find employment was reduced. With male family members becoming
unemployed women proceeded to obtain work as they could be
employed for cheaper wages and do jobs that men would not do.
Men and women also attempted to migrate abroad in large numbers
after the economic crisis.

Women in the Batticaloa district working in garment factories
are able to receive a monthly salary above the minimum wage of Rs.
21 000, and are eligible for employee provident fund benefits.
However, the government has decided to cut the EFP provisions for
workers, which is often their only savings, as part of its economic
recovery plan and domestic debt restructuring.

Disabled women and trans women face more challenges in
finding employment in the midst of the economic crisis due to
continuing discriminatory policies and lack of facilities, including
accessibility and appropriate washrooms in their workplaces. Disabled
women face wage discrimination and trans workers are often
threatened with violence in their workplaces.

Significantly, women’s unpaid labour in their homes, taking
care of the elderly and children increased due to the economic crisis.
The burdens of a failed market and a government’s economic recovery
plan ensured that women were left to bear the brunt of the crisis
upon their shoulders.
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Social Relations / aps 2 mejsear

The economic crisis and the austerity conditions created by
it has upended women’s lives, their families and local communities
in significant ways.

Women have had to deprive themselves of basic needs by
foregoing meals, healthcare and rest and take on more labour, paid
and unpaid, to survive the economic crisis. It has taken a toll on
them physically and mentally and altered their relationship with others.

The changes in family dynamics has somewhat disturbed the
gender hierarchy. With widespread unemployment among men,
women have had to take on more of the burden of earning a living,
including spending mor e time outside the home. However, the
increased economic pressures has also led to an increase in violence
faced by the women, from intimate partners, money-lenders and
employers. Families where adult-members are absent or where
grandparents have assumed the main parenting roles are increasing
due to economic migration.

In the villages, the women have observed a breakdown in
organic solidarities and support networks due to the decline in
people’s economic capacities and loss of assets to lend a helping
hand to each other. Migration from the villages have also contributed
to this transformation.

At the workplace, women are finding it more challenging to
organise and resist against exploitative working conditions, given
the constant threat of being fired. The power of employers have
increased, with the further threat of regressive labour laws eroding
the power working people have won over the decades.

On the contrary, greater realisation of the importance of
having strong local food systems and land-ownership to withstand
market failures has created opportunities for women to explore
different economic models, including by participation in cooperatives
and mutual aid arrangements.
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The responses by the state to alleviate people’s suffering was
minimal. Given the austerity policies the women observed a decline in the
usual services and initiatives by the state in their localities. Example,
development of local infrastructure facilities through the RDS and WRDS
and livelihoods support. The Government only distributed rice packages to
the families as a response to the food insecurity.

The recovery plan in the agreement with the IMF included
recommendations to address the economic hardships faced by the poor in
the country, to provide a social safety-net with an allocation of 0.6% of GDP,
which was hugely inadequate to address the magnitude of the suffering.
The Government resorted to replace the Samurdhi programme with
Aswesuma, which is a targeted cash-transfer programme with the aim of
completely phasing out in a few years.

The new programme was a dismal failure. The selection criteria
failed to capture the complexities of poverty and disability experienced by
the women and selection process itself was not gender sensitive. The
targeted scheme left out many poor women and disabled women. The
conservative and normative definitions of a family-unit adopted also left out
older single women, disabled women and queer households. Furthermore, the
linear approach adopted fails to acknowledge poverty as a result of a
precarious economic structure and the specific conditions under which
people became destitute. Thus, policy-makers are not able to see the need for
a universal social protection system that covers the full life-cycle.

Relating their experiences of living and labouring amidst the economic
crisis, the women who participated in the research expressed how perplexed
they were by the apathy shown by the state towards the deep suffering
of the people. With frustration in their tones, they asked if the government
was blind. The Government and the economic experts who provided
credence to the disastrous policies that had devastated people’s lives
repeatedly spoke of ‘stability.” They continued to view the macro-economic
performance indicators siloed from the social indicators that clearly showed
the decline in people’s living standards. What they meant as stability,
manifested as instability for the women who were part of this research.

The blind state can be interpreted as a deliberate ideological response
by a Government that was aligned with the class interests of the elites and
global financial capital. Thus, it is by design rather than coincidence that
women are made to bear the brunt of the economic crisis. The Government’s
plan meant that women were left to manage their households without
adequate support from the state.
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The magnitude of the economic crisis calls for a robust
programme to support those who are most affected by the crisis.
No such programmes have emerged in the last two years, further
adding to the pain experienced by the women. However, women
continue to face the brunt of the economic crisis as they carry the
double burden of earning a living and engage in carework. The impact
of the crisis as revealed in this research threatens to unravel the
gains made towards women’s advancement in the Batticaloa District
and in Sri Lanka.

The women commented about the lack of clarity on the
government’s actions and how they have impacted women'’s lives.
In the last two years women's groups have created space for educating
each other on the economic crisis and brainstorm possible alternatives.
In Batticaloa, a group of women’s activists began a daily justice
walk that has been sustained for two years with the hope of raising
awareness of the continuing impact of the economic crisis. There
is still a need to document women’s experiences of the economic
crisis and raising the consciousness among women of how the global
financial architecture and state structures are designed to exploit
women for the benefit of global capital.

There have also been efforts to organise themselves at the
local level, to pressure government officials to provide better support
and to mobilise for a better social protection system. Women have
also attempted to organise themselves to withstand the harsh
economic realities by participating in cooperatives and mutual aid
systems. However, such initiatives require concerted policy support
and investments to succeed.

The women interviewed shared their ideas for an alternative
recovery plan from the government that centers on strengthening
the local food system, increasing economic productivity, investing
in public health and education and implementing a universal social
protection programme. The women are demanding from the government
a clearly formulated policy that has collective resonance across
women’s groups in the country, that recognises the significant
contribution women make to the economy and the impact of the
economy on women'’s lives.
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