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SUMMARY

In Pakistan, the Sindh provincial government imposed an initial lockdown in Hyderabad
suddenly, on March 23, 2020. National lockdowns that began April 15t were extended twice,
until May 9, 2020; these and subsequent lockdowns in June resulted in the immediate loss of
jobs and incomes. These losses especially affected economically and socially marginalized
informal workers, further increasing their vulnerability.

This study looks at one group of those informal workers — female bangle-makers laboring
on a piece-rate basis in the well-known bangle-making industry of Hyderabad, aiming

to understand the impact of COVID-19 pandemic response measures on their lives and
livelihoods in the early stages of the crisis.

The literature on women bangle-makers in Pakistan is limited, so we designed the research
to investigate this poorly understood population, encourage support for female informal
workers in urban settings, inform governmental and nongovernmental organizations’
(NGOs) assistance efforts, and provide policymakers and other key actors with information
and insight into the kinds of support and training such women need in order to improve
their situation and that of their families.

The female bangle-makers we interviewed were more adversely affected by the pandemic
than some other groups for several reasons. These include Pakistani women'’s generally
limited mobility outside the home and social norms that require women to bear almost all
household responsibilities with little to no domestic authority.

Government restrictions closed factories and slashed demand for bangles. Female bangle-
makers coped with the loss of income by borrowing money and selling personal assets,
including household items and jewelry. Despite the Government of Pakistan announcing
severadl aid packages in response to the economic losses incurred in the early months

of the pandemic, most female bangle-makers that we interviewed were unable to

access government and non-government relief programs because the women were not
registered with the National Database and Registration Authority (NADRA) and did not have
the requisite National Identity Cards (NIC). This made them invisible to the system. This
reduction of financial capital for an already-poor population may prove difficult to recover.

Lockdowns and other restrictions also led to greater stress and worries as the women -
often their household’s sole breadwinner — struggled to provide for their families and meet
daily expenses. This financial stress caused emotional distress, as constant worry and
anxiety took a toll on their mental and physical health. In addition, pandemic response
measures meant greater social isolation for female bangle-makers. While some were

able to work from home, all saw their social capital reduced through a lack of contact with
others, which further affected their physical and mental health. These harms and their
sense of abandonment by the government will have broader implications for women’s
sense of security and confidence, affecting their ability to use their voice and agency in the
longer term.



Focus on Female

This report opens the discussion about how more
equitable and comprehensive policy responses could
ameliorate the plight of female bangle-makers and
other informal workers in Sindh Province and elsewhere,
alleviating both long-standing and pandemic-related
challenges to their financial recovery, social status, and
future wellbeing.

Beneficiaries of Ensaas Program are gather
without any safety measures and social
distancing in Hyderabad, Pakistan, 2020
Photo: Asianet-Pakistan
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INTRODUCTION

his research explores the experiences of Pakistani female bangle-makers laboring on a piece-
rate basis in the well-known bangle-making industry of Hyderabad. It aims to understand the
impact of COVID-19 pandemic response measures on their lives and livelihoods in the early stages

of the crisis.

We selected Hyderabad, located in Sindh
Province, as the site for the study for several
reasons. Sindh Province is Pakistan’s economic
hub with one of the country’s most highly skilled
workforces, and will therefore be an important
contributor to Pakistan’s post-COVID economic
recovery. Hyderabad has a population of more
than 1.6 million people; as the eighth largest
city in Pakistan,'it is an important center of
industry and manufacturing.? Its bangle industry
employs a large number of workers.

Hyderabad was also chosen in the context of
the economic impacts of COVID-19 because

a majority of second-tier cities have been
neglected by government response and relief
services.® Finally, very little publicly available
information describes how women and girls in
the bangle-making industry have been affected
by the pandemic.

Because the literature on female bangle-
makers in Pakistan remains limited, we
designed the research to investigate this poorly
understood population and hope the results
will encourage support for female informal
workers in urban settings, inform governmental
and nongovernmental organizations’ (NGOs)
assistance efforts, and provide policymakers
and other key actors with information and
insight into the kinds of support and training
such women need in order to improve their
situation and that of their families.

We articulated the following three overarching

research questions:

1. Towhat extent has COVID-19 affected
female bangle-makers’ economic position in
terms of job losses and wage cuts? To what

extent might the economic impacts have
longer term implications for female bangle-
makers?

2. To what extent has COVID-19 affected
female bangle-makers’ financial autonomy
and domestic decision-making power? How
do these women perceive changes, if any,
in their financial autonomy and decision-
making power?

3. To what extent can female bangle-makers
access government, private sector, or NGO
support to cope with the impact of COVID-19
on their livelihoods? Do these programs
provide women with the support they
need during the pandemic? Beyond formal
sources of support, what other strategies
do women use to cope with the economic
impact of the pandemic?

We began the research with a desk review
focusing on informal workers in Hyderabad's
bangle industry, the pandemic’s long-term
social and economic impacts on female
bangle-makers, and economic and social
support schemes and women’s access to
them. The research team then designed a
semi-structured interview questionnaire and
consent form, and conducted one-on-one
mobile phone or online video interviews with
15 Sindhi female bangle-workers aged 18 to 70.
The interviewees, identified by a local parther
of The Asia Foundation, included eight female
heads-of-household. For more information on
the research methodology, see Annex A; for
interviewee characteristics, see Annex B.
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The 5 Cs: Context, Capital and
Capabilities in Cities during
COVID-19

The conceptual framework underpinning this
research was developed by The Asia Foundation
and Kore Global.# This 5Cs conceptual
framework enables analysis of the impact of
COVID-19 on Contexts, Capital and Capabilities
in Cities and focused on three areas: First, we
analyzed the context of COVID-19 impacts

in terms of the non-health implications of

the pandemic and the repercussions of
government-implemented containment
measures. Second, we examined how

people’s capital (their tangible and intangible
resources), particularly their financial, social,
and educational (human) capitals, had been
impacted by the pandemic and containment
measures. Third, the depletion of people’s
resources influenced their short- and long-
term coping abilities, which may further impact
people’s future capabilities, particularly their
ability to secure employment, pursue careers,
and have independence outside the home.
The causal relationship between these three

AND OTHER
SHOCKS

._{_, SOCIAL
'HUMAN

levels of analysis — context, capital, and
capabilities —is neither simple nor linear: the
context tends to impact capital and capabilities,
but those, in turn, contribute to further changes
in the context.

The structure of this report first covers
background about female-bangle makers and
social norms in Pakistan. The second section
focuses on the non-health related impacts

of the pandemic, including restrictions aimed
at controlling the spread of the virus, the
resulting shocks to markets and workers, and
the state-led support schemes that aimed to
mitigate impacts on female bangle-makers in
Hyderabad. Section three highlights the impact
pandemic containment measures had on the
financial capital of our research subjects and
their families. Section four looks at the harms
suffered by our research subjects as a result of
lockdowns. Section five traces these immediate
effects to illustrate the long-term impacts on
people that will affect their future opportunities
and recovery. The final section presents a set of
recommendations for policymakers in light of
the research findings.

5
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1. BACKGROUND ON FEMALE
BANGLE-MAKERS IN
HYDERABAD

akistan has one of the largest informal economies among developing countries.® According
Pto the most recent Labour Force Survey of Pakistan (2017—2018)6, the informal sector accounts
for approximately 72 percent of non-agricultural employment. The survey also indicates that
71.8 percent of the country’s female workforce are employed informally: 78 percent of female
rural workers and 67 percent of female urban workers belong to the informal sector. On average,
Pakistani women earn 39 percent less than men.’

Hyderabad, Pakistan’s eighth-largest city, has industry is situated in and around three localities
a population of more than 1.6 million people.® in Hyderabad: Sindh Industrial and Trading Site,
Located in Sindh Province, Pakistan’s economic  the Old City, and Latifabad Township. Bangle-
hub with one of the country’s most highly makers in Hyderabad work in harsh conditions
skilled workforces, it is an important center of in the old and densely-populated parts of the
industry and manufacturing.® One of the city’s city where the majority of houses — the primary
main handicraft industries is bangle-making, workplaces for women - are tightly packed.®

for which Hyderabad is well known. The bangle

Bangles ready for transportation.
Photo: Dawn.com
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WOMEN'S ECONOMIC OPTIONS
AND ASSETS LIMITED BY SOCIETAL
CONSTRAINTS

In Pakistan, women’s access to and experiences
of employment are heavily influenced by socio-
cultural norms and values around gender

roles. Traditionally, men are considered to be
the appropriate head of the household and
responsible for making key decisions. Women
are often discouraged from working outside
their homes, but are typically permitted and
willing to work from within their homes, which is
why some become bangle-makers.

Yet conditions at home are not always safe.

For example, women (and often their children™)
within the bangle industry typically work in
small, confined spaces in one- or two-bedroom
quarters. The work is labor-intensive and
exhausting with inadequate payments.? Due to
the informal nature of the work, female bangle-
makers have no formal rights as workers at the
factories they work for. Piece-rate workers are
not offered and do not receive any paid leave
and social support.® For individuals and families
already living on the margins and severely
struggling financially, the bangle-makers’
economic options are very limited and their
position very precarious in the short- and long-
term.

Within the context of this patriarchal culture,
women in Pakistan experience gender-based
discrimination, particularly in relation to land
ownership" and control over financial and
physical assets. Compared with men, women
own fewer assets and even in cases where the
actual asset ownership may lie with the woman
of a household, she may not be able to exercise
much control over it. This is most obvious with
women’s jewelry, such as gold bangles or
earrings, which are usually the first assets to

be sold in difficult financial situations. Women
also have less access to mobile phones and
online technology; only 39 percent of women

in Pakistan own a mobile phone compared

to 93 percent of men.® Poor women face the
greatest gaps in accessing such technology
and knowing how to use it.

POLITICAL CONSTRAINTS CAN
PREEMPT WOMEN'S RIGHTS

The lack of legal identity is another critical
issue that affects both women and men. A

lack of documentation creates challenges in
all aspects of life, whether making entitlement
claims; accessing governmental services, such
as social protection, education, and health care;
accessing economic opportunities; executing
family and property transactions that require
an individual legal status; or exercising basic
citizenship rights, including voting and political
participation.® In primarily lower-income
households and communities with little to

no education, sometimes even births are not
registered. Women are far less likely to own
official identification such as a National Identity
Card (NIC), which is required in order to access
government aid.” Often, women do not even
think they need NICs,® and sometimes men or
families do not allow women to have them -
often because of religious or cultural reasons.
Men’s objections tend to be related to women'’s
independence as well; a fear that if women are
registered, they may demand their legal and
constitutional rights. Without an NIC, Pakistanis
are invisible to the system

A PRECARIOUS PIECE-RATE
LIVELIHOOD POISED ON THE BRINK
OF POVERTY

Demand for glass bangles is seasonal, peaking
around the festivals of Eid, which take place
twice a year.® The ebb in demand at other
times of the year means that workers in the
bangle industry, largely informal, are vulnerabile,
often poised on the brink of poverty. The

bangle industry mostly operates informally
because that allows for the hiring of cheap
labor and carries no formal legal or labor



rights obligations for factory owners. As a
consequence, there is little to no accountability
on the part of factories towards their workers.
This issue is exacerbated by the fact that home-
based workers are often not registered with the
national labor database making them invisible
to the system and therefore unable to access
any financial or other work-related benefits.?

Furthermore, bangle-makers’ pay is based on
a piece rate, meaning they are paid on the
result produced instead of wages for hours

or days worked. The typical daily income for
women bangle workers is about 200 to 250
Pakistani rupees or PKR (About USD 11-1.4). This is
far below the minimum wage of about PKR 1200
(about USD 7.00) in Sindh Province.? Normally,
women are paid by the Tora (a sack of 360-
365 bangles), so the pay rates are not per hour
but per piece. In bangle-making, there are a

lot of steps (Table 1), and each part is paid for

8 | The impact of COVID-19 on women and marginalized groups in Asian cities

individually. Alignment work called Sadai earns
10-15 PKR per tora/sack while connecting the
nables or Jurrai costs around 15-20 PKR per
sack/tora. The home-based workers use their
own fuel or gas, and most of them work as
much as they can, commonly for more than
10-12 hours per day. Family members, including
small children, also assist them. Their daily
income is about 300-400 PKR. Decorating the
bangles and packing rates are about the same,
but the contractor (pallydar) negotiates the
final rates with the women.

Injuries are common and many women
experience both short and long-term health
problems due to working these hazardous
environments with minimal to no safety
precautions. Asthma, heart disease, kidney
stones, Hepatitis A, B, and C, to cuts and bruises,
and other injuries and illnesses are common.?

TABLE 1: Commonly Used Terms and Steps in Bangle-making

Commonly Used Terms

Bhatti Oven - Bhatti work is the first stage of making bangles. Chards of glass and pieces of
broken bangles are melted and shaped in rings.

Sadai Alignment - Sadai is basically analignment process. Workers put both the open and
curved ends of a bangle on a flame and join them to give a gangle its shape.

Jurrai Welding - Both open dends of a bangle are welded together on high flame.

Katai Cutting - Various designs are curved on to bangles in this procedure. The process is
usually completed with the help of a machine.

Murrai Carving curves - Murrai is the process of carving complex curves on a bangle. This
procedure is done by hand using another sharp piece of glass to carve a design.

Chhapai Adding colour to bangles - Various materials are used to add colour and creativity to
bangles.

Boond Stamp a design on a bangle - A stamp is used to carve a design on a bangle, Gold
colouring is often added to the inscription and the bangle is baked again

Chaklai Packaging - Bangles are packed by the tora and joined by a jute string before being
shipped to a factory.

Tora Unit of measurement - 300-365 bangles.

Source: Wali (2016)
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2. CONTEXT: EFFORTS TO
CONTAIN COVID-19 CRUSHED
BANGLE-MAKERS INCOMES

n Pakistan, the first two cases of COVID-19 were confirmed on February 26, 2020 (one case each
Iin the cities of Karachi and Islamabad). Both cases were linked with international travel from
overseas and, for a time, there were concerns that Pakistan would witness a high influx of cases
from abroad because of its extensive international trade with China and Iran.?® These concerns
were largely grounded in fears that Pakistan’s high population density, combined with its weak
healthcare infrastructure, would make the country highly vulnerable to the virus.?* Hyderabad

reported its first COVID-19 case on March 10, 2020.

As case humbers started to rise, the
Government of Pakistan introduced travel and
other restrictions on trade and transit. In late
March 2020, the country’s National Security
Committee set up a National Coordination
Committee (NCOC) to coordinate government
efforts to combat COVID-19.% Following this, on
March 21,2020, the Sindh provincial government
announced a two-week lockdown effective
March 23,2020, closing all workplace and

public areas except for retail shops, bakeries,
milk shops, and medical stores.?® On April 1,

the central government ordered a national
lockdown that was extended twice, to May 9,7
closing down shops, markets, shopping centers,
and government, and private offices - with the
exception of emergency services - to curb rising
COVID-19 cases.

On June 18,2020, the government updated

its strategy to implement so-called “smart
lockdowns”, which closed only areas at high-
risk to the virus; these were imposed in 70 areas
of Hyderabad by the district administration.?®
The purpose was to provide relief and ease
restrictions, enabling informal or service sector
workers, a majority of whom employed in
low-income and precarious jobs, to survive
economically along with fending off the virus.

After its strict lockdowns, Hyderabad's infection

positivity ratio dropped in the July-August 2020
period, but by October and November 2020,
cases began to rise again. According to the
NCOC, Hyderabad had the highest positivity
ratio of COVID-19 cases in Pakistan, pegged

at 16.59 percent; the provincial government,
however, did not agree with this estimate.?®

Alongside the federal response, the initial
response to the pandemic by Pakistan’s four
provincial governments varied.*® For instance,
while some provinces, such as Sindh, were

quick in imposing stringent restrictions on non-
essential businesses and public movement,
others, such as Punjab province were slower to
react. The provincial governments struggled to
implement strict disease-prevention measures
for a range of socioeconomic, political, and
religious considerations.®? The pandemic has
amplified some of the existing gaps in the ability
of provincial governments to deliver critical
services and to effectively mobilize emergency
responses.

In Sindh Province, COVID cases were still high in
September 2021, despite strict lockdowns that
have had an enormous impact on vulnerable
groups, especially those working within the
informal economy,* and especially women,
such as female bangle-makers, because they
earn less, save less, have less job security, and



less access to social protections or safety
nets.3* Additionally, compared with the formally
employed, informal workers have less access to
bank loans, while gender disparities exacerbate
women’s difficulty in accessing credit, likely
amplifying women'’s vulnerabilities during the

10 | The impact of COVID-19 on women and marginalized groups in Asian cities

COVID-19 pandemic.® Not only did women lose
their jobs and livelihoods, their burden of care-
giving responsibilities increased ten-fold as
most or all household members were forced to
remain at home during lockdowns.®®

Business activities seen closed while market
gives desert look during smart lockdown at
Gul Center in Hyderabad, Pakistan, 2020
Photo: Shutterstock
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3. COVID-19 RESTRICTIONS
CUT FEMALE BANGLE-

MAKERS EARNINGS WITHOUT
COMPENSATORY RELIEF

hile newspaper articles highlighted the kinds of economic impacts that COVID-19 and

lockdowns were having on the informal economy in Pakistan, the true magnitude and depth
of their impacts remain largely untold and hidden. Reports suggest that the lives of an estimated
400,000 people working in the bangle-making industry were affected by the COVID-19 pandemic
in 2020 Like many other poor working women, many bangle-makers have limited education, little
to no protection or access to government relief packages® and little to no financial capital. Home-
based workers, the majority of whom are women, were the hardest hit by pandemic restrictions
because of the already-precarious nature of piece work, their lack of employment contracts, their

legal invisibility within government relief systems, and their absolute poverty.

With the announcement of lockdowns, the
bangle factories were immediately closed. As
an immediate consequence, six interviewees
who worked in factories suddenly found
themselves out of work and the other nine
interviewees, who worked from home, found
their incomes slashed.

Four interviewees reported how, despite the
lockdowns, some of the factory owners opened
shop behind closed doors and gave out work
to those who were willing to work at home.
Notably, however, there was less demand for
bangles and therefore less work to do during
the pandemic and lockdowns, so most female
bangle-makers agreed to work for less than
their meager pre-COVID monthly earnings of
PKR 5,000-6,000 PKR.



Many women working in the bangle industry
have little to no employment security because
they are not recognized as workers under

the law. Therefore, for example, they receive

no compensation for burns or other injuries
because the injury occurs at their home.
Women working in the bangle industry are also
vulnerable to exploitation by contractors or
factory owners.® Our interviewees received no
support or assistance from the factories where
they worked because the factory owners proved
unwilling to provide any kind of assistance. The
women could only receive payment once their
work was completed; the factory owners were
under no obligation to provide them interim
support.

12 | The impact of COVID-19 on women and marginalized groups in Asian cities

To aid the economic recovery, in March 2020,
the Government of Pakistan approved a

fiscal stimulus package of PKR 1.2 trillion and a
supplementary PKR 100 billion (about USD 6.8
billion) grant for a “Residual/Emergency Relief
Fund” to attenuate the effects of COVID-19

for affected populations.*® On April 1,2020, in
response to the deepening economic impacts
of COVID-19 restrictions and growing concerns
about social welfare, the government also
introduced a social safety-net program

called the Ehsaas® Emergency Cash Program.
Ehsaas, an umbrella initiative that has more
than 280 programs, policies and initiatives
provides grants to qualifying (very low-income)
individuals and families through phone-to-
phone banking. Beneficiaries present their
mobile SMS and valid NIC to receive cash from a
point-of-sale franchise, such as a bank.** During
the COVID-19 lockdowns, the Ehsaas Emergency
Cash Program provided additional emergency
financial assistance to more than 12 million
impoverished families.** It has been described
as the “largest social protection program ever
undertaken in the history of the country” and
aimed to provide PKR 12,000 (about USD 68) to
each eligible family.*®

Unfortunately, Ehsaas has experienced multiple
implementation issues. According to some
reports, a large number of women have not
received Ehsaas payments.*® Although eligibility
criteria included citizens working as laborers,
daily and piece-rate workers, and low-income
households, many eligible women found it
difficult to access the program because they
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did not have a National Identity Card (NIC).
Without such identification, an eligible woman
remains unregistered and cannot obtain
assistance. In addition, Ensaas registration and
phone banking requires a mobile phone or other
Internet-enabled device. However, affordability
indicators for technology and Internet access
are low in Pakistan, which ranks 90* out of

120 countries.#” Thus Ehsaas access proves
extremely difficult if not impossible for poor
women when unaffordability combines with
infrastructure gaps, rural and urban divides, low
digital-literacy levels, unequal and poor quality
network coverage (stands at 35 percent),

and the sharp gender divide in mobile phone
ownership.*®

Since the majority of female bangle-makers we
interviewed did not have National Identity Cards,
they could not obtain financial assistance from
the government.

Furthermore, the majority of women we
interviewed were not aware of any government
support schemes or programs. A few mentioned
that they were aware of other people receiving
support, but that they had faced difficulties
themselves and could not receive any

support, either from the government or other
organizations.

In addition to lacking NICs, the bangle-makers

also find it very difficult to access government
aid because most women, especially young
women, are not permitted to leave the house
due to existing patriarchal norms. However, our
interviewees also seemed to indicate that the
men in their households did not often play an
active role in supporting the family by trying to
access such support themselves. Family honor
and views around government assistance
appear to have been a factor.

For example, two women said that the men in
their families did not think it was honorable to
seek and receive aid, and they did not want

to be seen queuing in relief lines. Ironically,
some women described how their male family
members, despite the usual mobility restrictions
on women, often pushed the women to go ask
for loans and or stand in ration or relief lines in
their place. This highlights the contradictions
inherent in patriarchal attitudes and explains
why the bangle-makers bore a disproportionate
burden in finding ways to ensure the family’s
survival.

Only one of the 15 interviewees said she was
able to receive government support, thanks to
help from her neighbors. She explained how
tedious the process was and that there was no
way she could have done it without assistance.

13
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4. RESTRICTIONS FORCED
BANGLE-MAKERS TO BEAR
MORE RESPONSIBILITY
WITH LESS INCOME AND NO

AUTHORITY

ost women interviewed spoke about the immediate and short-term impacts of the lockdown
M and factory closures on their livelihoods. Thirteen interviewees noted that they were unable
to work for several months after the closure of the factories. Two women said that they were able
to work for few months out of whole year, but the work was not steady. Aimost all interviewees,
regardless of their age, role and marital status, had to reprioritize their spending, choosing between
paying for rent, children’s needs, and medicines. Most of the time, it appears that women sacrificed
their own personal needs to meet the needs of the wider family.

“rm diabetic and with COVID-19, |
have stopped buying medicines.
It has affected my health, but

we don’t have enough money

to spend on medicines. we can
hardly buy anything, so everyone
Is making sacrifices.” (25 years old)

The majority of women interviewed said that
they had to ask for loans from their relatives,
neighbors, or anyone who was in a position to
lend them money. Even where the loans were
small, such as the equivalent of USD 15, these
amounted to large sums for the bangle-makers
and their families since they had limited means
of repayment.

“Women work really hard here in
bangle Industry, for most of us it
Is the only livelihood, especially
when the men in family do not
work. Earlier on the work was
available and we could buy few
things for us or house. | have
sacrificed everything for my
kids! I don’t buy clothes or any

personal items now because |
want my kids to have them. My
mother or my brother makes
clothes for me whenever they
can. | choose to fulfil our basic
needs and the needs of our
children.” (37 years old)

The bangle-makers we interviewed had low
levels of education and limited information

or awareness about their own legal rights. In
times of need, they noted how they would sell
everything they own to get by, or would ask for
loans. According to them, it is expected of them
as women to fulfil that role.

“As I said, the survival was not easy. Some
days would go by, and we would not eat
because we did not have anything to eat.
It was not easy to live in a rented house
with two children and no money.”

(30 years old)
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WOMEN BORE HOUSEHOLD BURDEN
WITH LITTLE SUPPORT FROM MALE
OR OTHER RELATIVES

For the majority of women support from male
family members was minimal and many
women were forced to find solutions to their
financial problems. This reveals a challenging
dichotomy: while traditionally men are seen as
heads of the family and key decision-makers,
the expectation seems to have been for women
in the family to find a way to make ends meet
even though they had no say over how their
earnings and contributions to the family may be
used.

‘I had to be the one to
understand the conflicts and
solve the situation, had to be the
one to take loans, had to be the
one to sell my own assets... At first,
we were fighting due to difficult
times and money-related issues.
It was stressful, but | eventually
understood and actually took
control of the situation.” (40 years
old)

The research reveals that female bangle-
makers primarily were the ones to seek financial
help to support their families. Aimost all the
household-heads age 30 or more took on
additional responsibilities to try and earn for
their families. While their ability to contribute to
decisions within the family remained marginal,
the expectation and burden on them to provide
for the family actually increased considerably.
Thus, the pandemic in many ways appears

to have exacerbated the marginalization of
female bangle-makers within their households.
This was starkly reflected in the experience of

an elderly woman worker, who, although in alll
aspects was the head of the household — earning
and managing the expenses, arranging for her
husband’'s medicine and daughter’s dowry —was
not able to assert her authority within the home.

“It Is my husband; we ask him for
final decision on everything. My
son lives separately, so | have

to ask my husband.” (70 years

old, household-maintainer, married,
sindhi)

ANXIETY AND WORRY TOOK A
TOLL ON FEMALE BANGLE-MAKERS'
MENTAL HEALTH

For individuals already struggling financially,
income loss is extremely stressful. Most of

the women we spoke with lived in a rented
house and had to pay utility bills. They were
very worried about how they would cope if the
lockdowns and factory closures continued over
a longer period.

One of the interviewees mentioned that every
household has a different story and a totally
different outlook on life depending on their
standards, expectations, and experiences. She
talked about how her own situation was quite
complicated and difficult. She has a husband
who is unwell and a son who has a drug
addiction. The family dynamics and the rising
economic pressure on her was leading to stress
and anxiety. She described the impact of the
restrictions as having a major impact on her
ability to earn. She was afraid, if the situation
does not improve, she would resort to begging
for money because her livelihood opportunities
outside the bangle industry are very limited.

Nearly all the bangle-makers talked about how
challenging their current situation was and
how difficult it was to manage. They expressed
a deep sense of anxiety and uncertainty about
how they would cope were the situation to
continue unchanged.

“The situation will worsen if

the COVID continues, and if
these restrictions will keep on
happening. Most people working
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in bangle-making business

are poor, therefore we say yes

to these low labor rates. If this
continues, it will push people
further into poverty. Their
problems will keep increasing.
Pandemic and government
lockdowns definitely make things
worse but when you are poor and
helpless, anything adds up.”

(23 years old)

Household-helpers that were unmarried
spoke about their families becoming worried
about saving for their weddings and dowries.
In comparison, household-maintainers talked
about having to work harder to fulfil the needs
of their children and even their spouses. One
bangle-maker said that the situation was
challenging, and she didn’'t know how to cope
with it.

“The lockdown has Impacted us
to a great deal. The times are very
tough and only the person who
goes through these difficult times
can understand how difficult It Is
for us to survive. We do not have
our father anyway, so no one can
go out to find work. It was hard to
begin with, we had low earnings,
but now we have nothing. If it
continues, | am not sure what we
will do.” (25 years old)

The interviews also highlighted the fact that
within the bangle industry some women
workers are elderly. One of the interviewees
was 70-years-old, and four were in their 40s.
Instead of living better in their later years, these
interviewees saw only more work.

“Iwould go to factory to work, |
worked there, and my daughter
would work from home. It Is a
tough work, and all the things can
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harm you, heat, fire, broken glass
and what not.l am getting old so
It's not easy, but | have to take
care of everything.” (70 years old)

Interviews revealed similar yet distinct
expectations. Household-heads were
responsible for everything in their household,
from earning an income to catering to family
member’s needs to managing expenses by
taking loans or to seeking support when needed.
In comparison, unmarried younger women

were expected to have little to no control over
domestic matters or say in family decision-
making. They said all their earnings went to their
parents and if they needed anything, they would
have to ask them.

There were also examples of single female
household-heads. They were older — 40 years
old — and caring for younger siblings. As the
sole bread winners for the family, they had
significant responsibilities with little to no
support.

“We are a family of five sisters,
and a brother - who is now
married and has a wife. | started
working because of my family’s
situation at a very young age.
Our parents passed away, so |
had to take the responsibility.

I'm not married, I did not get a
chance as | was taking care of my
siblings at home. | am the elder
and it's always been me taking
the decisions in my household.
Even if | ask my sisters, they do
not give me an answer. It’s easier
for them to be like that. When you
talk more you have to take care
of more things. | have to be the
responsible one, | talk to them,
but they rarely contribute.l am
alone in this.” (41years old)
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PANDEMIC INCOME LOSSES
FURTHER REDUCED THE FINANCIAL
AUTONOMY OF FEMALE BANGLE-
MAKE