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Dramatic changes for  1158 

Dalit (untouchable) and 

Tribal (indigenous) people in 

Tamil Nadu have resulted 

from our three year partner-

ship project with the Tamil 

Nadu Labour Union (TLU). 

 

Not only do these men and 

women now have the confi-

dence to talk to government 

officials, but they have sig-

nificantly reduced household 

indebtedness, increased 

their incomes and savings, 

and regularly sent their chil-

dren to school. They express 

pride in belonging to a col-

lective occupational group, 

and those who are illiterate 

can now “put their signa-

ture” to forms and petitions.   

 

This success has been due 

to the generosity of our Soli-

darity Donors, who pledge a 

regular amount each month, 

matched by a dollar for dol-

lar contribution from the 

Morgan Foundation of up to 

$30,000 for each of the 

three years.  

 

A future project with the 

TLU will extend these 

achievements more widely 

by forming worker coopera-

tives in Madurai for rag 

pickers, street vendors, 

and women tailors; and for 

the Tribal people living in 

nearby hills who collect 

forest products such as 

spices, nuts and eucalyp-

tus oil for selling.  

 

We aim to raise about 

$40,000 per year so this 

new three year project can 

offer such exceptional out-

comes to other  poor com-

munities in Tamil Nadu. 
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Special points of interest: 

• By the end of the project 

84% of participants were 
earning more than 120 Ru-
pees a day, up from 20% 

• At the beginning of the 

project 64% of participants 
owed 10,000R in debt; now 
only 6% are that much in 
debt 

• School attendance increased 

for both boys and girls from 
an average of 77% to 94% 

TAMIL  NADU  LABOUR  UNION  DALIT  AND TRIBAL  
ECONOMIC  DEVELOPMENT  PROJECT  

E C O N O M I C  I N D E P E N D E N C E  F O C U S  

Shifting from union organ-

ising to an economic devel-

opment focus initially took 

some persuasion for TLU 

members. But taking time 

to consult and advise 

workers of the benefits of 

collective business prac-

tices by TLU staff has paid 

off.  There are now five 

worker cooperatives: bas-

ket weavers (374 women); 

sandalmakers (255 men); 

Narikuravar (gypsy) crafts 

(94 women, 50 men); 

vegetable growers (5 men, 

146 women) and flower 

producers (58 women, 46 

men).  

Four microenterprises 

have also been estab-

lished with 130 members 

in total:  Small Florists 

(30); Vegetable Vendors; 

(30) Rope Bracelet Makers 

(40); and Manure Produc-

ers (30).  

The Madurai-based Tamil Nadu Labour Union project team members  

INSPIRATIONAL LEADER  DIES 

On 13th January 2014, one of 

our project partners, Edward 

Arockia Doss died suddenly at 

his home. Edward, with his wife 

Manohari, has worked tirelessly 

to bring hope, dignity and bet-

ter livelihoods to the poorest 

and most marginalised peo-

ples. The community develop-

ment approach they use is a 

model of best practice,  build-

ing patiently from the grass 

roots. As a Dalit himself, Ed-

ward faced many challenges, 

doing his homework under 

street lights. After getting his 

law degree he dedicated his life 

to the struggle for legal rights 

and self determination for Dalit 

and Tribal people. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Note: All travel to projects has been personally funded except for return flights to Tamil Nadu for the UnionAID Ex-

ecutive Officer. 



Better flower yields mean 

higher incomes, members 

of the last of the five coop-

eratives to be formed, the 

Flower Producers Coopera-

tive, told UnionAID on a 

site visit near Madurai.  

 

For Maria Pushpam 

(below), this means that 

her son is able to study for 

a BSc in computer science, 

and he no longer has to 

join her in the fields before 

his studies. Juliet Rani 

(right) has been able to 

lease an acre of land for 

flower growing and, she 

says, using organic ma-

nure has improved yields. 

 

Previously these workers 

were landless labourers. 

But after joining the coop-

erative, they can afford to 

lease their own land to 

grow flowers. Using organic 

manure, they say, reduces 

the need for water and 

gives better crop yields. 

Collectively they can now 

avoid both middlemen and 

transport costs by bringing 

the buyers directly to the 

field to negotiate prices 

and pick up the produce. 

duced household debt, 

and are even making sav-

ings of R400-1200 ($9-26)

a month.  

 

Their children regularly 

attend school and eight 

boys and twelve girls from 

this group have gone on to 

college, something previ-

ously unheard of for Dalit 

families. 

Establishing a rope brace-

let microenterprise has 

meant that forty women 

from the village of Dabotha 

Santhai near Madurai now 

have income security for 

their families.  

 

Weaving political symbols 

and logos into their brace-

lets keeps up market de-

mand. Through our project, 

these women have re-
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become beautifully friable 

compost which is bagged 

and sold for 200 Rupees 

($NZ4) per 50kg bag. Pro-

ceeds are shared among 

the members. 

As landless labourers, they 

are reliant on government 

land to prepare the com-

post pits. They hope to find 

more land for pits so they 

can extend their business.  

In the hills of Kodaikanal, 

two hours away from 

Madurai, thirty villagers 

have come together  to 

produce organic compost 

for sale. Muru Gayi (left) 

and Arockia Doss (right)

explained the process. 

Cow dung and organic re-

fuse is collected into a 

large pit dug in the ground. 

After three months it has 
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“Cooperatives promote 
poverty reduction, em-
ployment, empower-
ment of women and 

food security” 

United Nations Interna-
tional Year of Cooperatives 

2012 

Anna Lakshmi and Naga Lakshmi 

weaving rope bracelets 
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The lives of Dalit and Tribal 

people have been signifi-

cantly improved by their 

involvement in our project. 

Earlier anecdotal evidence 

of higher incomes, lower 

levels of household debt, 

and increased children’s 

school attendance has 

been confirmed by statisti-

cal findings from these 

three main indicators. 

 

Simple surveys were com-

pleted at the start and end 

of the project for all the 

1158 participants from the 

five worker cooperatives 

and four micro-enterprises. 

These surveys were done 

orally in the field  by Tamil 

Nadu Labour Union staff 

with all new members, and 

the data was then entered 

into the online Lime Sur-

vey. This was analysed in 

June by Susan Iversen 

from Karo Data Manage-

ment in Wellington, which 

has provided IT and finan-

cial support for the online 

database.  

 

By the end of the project 

the majority of people were 

earning more than Rs120 

($2.60) a day, significant 

debt reduction had oc-

curred for all households, 

and more children were 

attending school, espe-

cially from the Narikuravar 

(Gypsy) communities.  

 

While the holistic commu-

nity development approach 

of the TLU staff to the com-

munities they work with 

means that there are other 

variables influencing the 

lives of participants, there 

is no doubt that this pro-

ject has had positive ef-

fects. In addition, moving 

to a economic develop-

ment focus ensures im-

provements will be sus-

tainable in the long term. 

blouses under their saris 

or footwear.  

 

On completion of the three 

year project, participants 

said that they no longer 

suffer discrimination; they 

have more skills, and a 

sense of ownership over 

their livelihoods. Jothi and 

Raj also found there were 

increased school enroll-

ments and decreased 

Participants taking pride in 

their appearance was one 

unexpected finding, accord-

ing to independent evalua-

tors from the University of 

Madurai. Using story telling 

and focus group discus-

sions, Deiva Jothi and Selva 

Raj were able to explore the 

personal experiences of 

Dalit and Tribal study par-

ticipants, who traditionally 

were not allowed to wear 

school drop-out, a 

fifty percent reduc-

tion in indebted-

ness, and high 

rates of motivation 

and confidence 

from the coopera-

tive and micro-

enterprise activi-

ties. They are both 

experienced com-

munity develop-

ment researchers. 
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PROJ ECT OUTCOM ES  SUPPORTED  BY 
S URV EY FIN D ING S  

I N T E R E S T I N G  I N S I G H T S  F R O M  I N D E P E N D E N T  R E S E A R C H E R S  

Researchers from the University of Madurai, 

Deiva Jothi and Selva Raj 

Incomes have in-

creased, indebtedness 

reduced and more 

children are attending 

school 



By teaching traditional 

basket weavers new 

skills, Meena (left) has 

enabled these coopera-

tive members to better 

meet a modern market. 

By using tender palm 

leaves and dyes,  the 

basket weavers have 

learned more colourful  

and finer textured de-

signs. 

 

As a cooperative they can 

access quality raw materi-

als and they now get regu-

lar orders for their prod-

ucts from the Palm Prod-

ucts Development Board. 

One group has started 

their own roadside shop. 

All their children are en-

rolled in school, and the 

women are earning more 

to supplement the family 

income, repaying loans 

and starting to save. 

 

The Bamboo Basket 

Weavers is the largest 

cooperative under this 

project with 375 women 

from three different 

villages near Madurai. 

In 2011 when the pro-

ject began, 116 of the 

members were over 

R15,000  ($333) in debt. 

By the end of the project 

members had decreased 

their indebtedness signifi-

cantly and the majority 

owed less than R5000.  

As Raja Lakshmi, the Presi-

dent of the Cooperative 

(middle above), says:  

“Now we are making strong 

decisions. Previously no-one 

respected us because we 

did not have proper jobs. 

Now we can improve our 

lives and be a model to 

other people.”   

It was a source of great 

pride that they received mail 

directly from government 

officials, and that they are 

now considered a recog-

nised caste. 
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G Y P S Y  B E A D S  S E L L  F A R  A N D  W I D E  
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The women design the 

jewelry themselves, testing 

the market, and selling 

both locally and at fairs 

and festivals in India, and  

at times outside the coun-

try. 

 

Unable to continue their 

traditional hunting in the 

hills, the men have now 

joined the women in their 

beading craft work.  

 

The cooperative has made 

a positive change to their 

lives. For example, in-

comes have risen, ena-

bling 133 members to re-

duce their household debt 

burden considerably. They 

are now also saving an 

average of 50 Rupees a 

month, and the numbers 

of girls attending school 

has gone from 37% to 93% 

over the three years of the 

project.  

Previously living in scat-

tered groups as nomads, 

the Narikuravar  people 

have now settled on gov-

ernment land on the out-

skirts of Madurai.  

 

Being permanently housed 

has meant they can collec-

tively  work as  a craft co-

operative, giving them ac-

cess to government exhibi-

tions and subsidies for 

travel and food for such 

events.  

“Now we can 

improve our lives 

and be a model to 

other people” 

Raja Lakshmi  

President, Gypsy Craft 

Cooperative 
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Kaleeswari, Pancha Mani and Velaiammal  

weaving in a doorway out of the rain 

Sankar displays his coopera-

tive membership card 

Pattu Thurai, Raja Lakshmi and  

Saritha beading as they talk to  

UnionAID  
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Recent orders for women’s 

footwear has seen the 

Sandalmakers Cooperative 

branch out into new de-

signs. To assist this proc-

ess they have recently 

signed up new female 

members for advice, and 

their products now include 

belts and bags.  

 

These Dalit (untouchable) 

cobblers have come a long 

way from their rural roots. 

As work dried up in the 

countryside, they moved 

with their families to 

Madurai. They were penni-

less, with no savings, no 

capital and their children 

didn't attend school. How-

ever, since their small 

work units have been or-

ganised by the TLU into a 

union, and then—under 

this project— a workers 

cooperative, their lives 

have changed.  

 

They now source raw mate-

rials more cheaply as a 

group and are getting bulk 

orders for school shoes. 

They are also benefitting 

from a trend back to tradi-

tional leather shoes, from 

the cheap plastic which is 

sticky and unpleas-

ant in a hot cli-

mate.  

 

The majority (96%) 

of members now 

earn over R120 

($2.70) per day, and 86% 

have made significant re-

ductions to their house-

hold debt.  

 

They have also managed 

to lease a small house as 

a workshop (top right).  

Once social outcasts they 

now feel confidence as 

skilled workmen meeting 

modern markets.  

Chandra (left) told us how joining the 

Vegetable Growers Cooperative had 

impacted on her life. She has three chil-

dren and her oldest has gone from the 

village to Kodaikanal to study at secon-

dary school, something she is very 

proud of. 

 

She has attended all the cooperative 

meetings and says she has learnt many 

things, including how to talk to land-

lords, and how to negotiate wages. She 

says she now has self-confidence and 

can do anything. 
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V E G E TA B L E  G ROW E R S  L E A S E  OW N  
L A N D  

SA N DA LM A K E R S  BROA D E N  TH E I R  
HO R I Z O N S  

C H A N D R A’ S  S T O RY  

vided families with a 

higher income, members 

are able to send their chil-

dren to school.  

 

Belonging to a cooperative 

also means that they can 

purchase seeds in bulk, 

and also have leverage 

over prices when they are 

selling  to the 

merchants.  

 

Savings made 

though the 

credit union 

means they 

can lease land 

for vegetable 

cultivation. 

Recently released from 

bonded labour with the 

help of the TLU, these peo-

ple have a freedom they 

once only dreamt of. 

  

Now that their children no 

longer have to watch over 

the landlords’ cattle, and 

the cooperative has pro-
Suppiammal explains how the members meet 

twice monthly to discuss  price bargaining and 

other business strategies 

A trend back from 

plastic to traditional 

leather footwear has 

brought increased 

trade for the sandal 

makers 
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duce  and displaying: 

these things all give 

them a competitive 

edge over other street 

vendors. 

 

By reducing unneces-

sary expenses they can 

also save 150 Rupees a 

month, and by using the 

credit union they avoid 

the high interest rates of 

the local money lenders. 

Setting up as a small micro-

enterprise has brought all 

sorts of benefits, according 

to Kaleeswari, a key leader. 

These are not only the obvi-

ous advantages of econo-

mies of scale of collective 

marketing. But this group of 

enterprising women have 

learnt how to dry—instead of 

discarding—left over veget-

bles. They also know about 

hygienic handling of pro-
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Better work, better world 

TRAINING  A  KEY TO ECONOMIC SUCCESS 

Under this economic development project, extensive training has provided a strong founda-

tion for business success. Workshops and courses have focused on management, fi-

nances, vocational skills, leadership skills and savings habits for participants. In addition, 

twenty-five trainers have taken up specialist roles providing technical assistance and exper-

tise to members, advice about competing in the market, how to link up with government 

institutions, and communication and bargaining skills. In total over 660 trainers and 1820 

trainees have been trained, well over the original target of 155 and 1045 respectively. 

 
Training has always been a significant component of the work of the Tamil Nadu Labour 

Union. Staff work inclusively and holistically with all their communities. There is no point in 

empowering the women, if the men are not also brought onside. So the training of women 

is complemented by “gender sensitisation” courses for men. And this seems to work well, 

with the women frequently talking about how their husbands support—and take pride in—

the work of their wives and their community participation. 

Basket weaving trainers: Mahalakshmi, Ilavarasi, Manickavalli, Muthulakshmi, and Poovayee 

F L O R I S T  M I C R O E N T E R P R I S E  M E M B E R S   
T A K E  U P  M E N ’ S  W O R K  

A radical move among fe-

male flower sellers has seen 

the women take up garland 

making, traditionally a 

man’s job. They have also 

developed skills to include  

wedding decorations. By 

purchasing flowers collec-

tively and distributing there 

are considerable econo-

mies to be made, and now 

increasing numbers of  

their daughters attend 

school. Their plans are to 

link with more flower sell-

ers to grow the organisa-

tion and give them more 

leverage. 

Leaders of the Vegetable Vendors  

(L-R): Arul Jothi, Kala, Ariyanachi, Ka-

leeswari, Pappammal, Thavaselvi 

Florist leaders (L-R): Seva Gami, 

Sandhi, Maharani, Palaniammal, 

Mukammal 

Report written and produced 

by Helen Wilson 

This  Economic Development project has been undertaken with funding assistance from the Morgan 

Foundation which is gratefully acknowledged  


