
Working Paper No. 46 

WOMEN'S PARTICIPATION IN THE HOUSING PROCESS: 
THE CASE OF KIRILLAPONE, SRI LANKA 

Marina W.G. Fernando



WOMEN'S PARTICIPATION IN THE HOUSING PROCESS: 
THE CASE OF KIRILLAPONE, SRI LANKA 

CONTENTS 

Page 

Acknowledgement 1 

I. Introduction 2 

II. Background to the Kirillapone Programme 3 
The national context: Sri Lanka 3 
Kirillapone 4 

III. Community participation and needs 6 
The project 6 
The community's identification of needs 6 
Intervention: women and housing 9 
The construction process 10 

IV. Evaluation 12 
Domestic relations 12 
Training and employment for women 12 
Women's role as community leaders 14 

V. Conclusion 16 

VI. Bibliography 17



1 

Acknowledgements 

The publication of the Gender and Planning Working Paper series has been made possibly by a grant 
from the Ford Foundation, New York. These papers have been developed as resource materials for the 
Development Planning Unit's Short Course on 'Planning with Women for Urban Development'. The 
course has been running annually since 1984 . 

These working papers could not have been completed without the cooperation of a number of people - 
Caroline Moser, Course Director; Caren Levy, Associate Course Director; Linda Peake, Editing 
Consultant; and Jane Wisner, who typed the papers. 

The views expressed in these papers are those of the authors and should not be attributed to the 
Development Planning Unit.



2 

I.  Introduction 

The decade which has marked International Women's Year has seen a wide range of studies of issues 
relating to the integration of women with developmental aims and processes. Studies which focused on 
economic development have identified the unequal political and social relations between men and 
women beneficiaries, as one of the greatest barriers to women's economic progress. Conversely, analyses 
of women's social situation have traced their marginality to their unequal relationship with men. This 
interdependence of factors is nowhere more evident than in the field of housing. Housing is not merely 
an end product, providing shelter or space or social and economic security. Housing is also a process 
through which people make decisions about their location, employment, labour, skills, health, recreation 
and a host of other factors which affect their lives (Turner 1972). Housing as a process generates skills, 
defines relationships, evokes a sense of identity and affords control over the physical environment. 
Decisions about where to build and who will build are vital in determining this process and its outcome. 

Housing projects the world over have tended to accommodate the needs of politicians, planners, and, 
where popular participation is_acknowledged, the (male) 'heads of households'. Although women are the 
major users of housing, they tend to be excluded from the housing process, from planning, design, 
construction and participation in the wide range of spin-off activities that housing generates. Their 
participation usually begins where the housing project ends - in the maintenance of housing stock. 

Studies on women and housing have thus far had to limit themselves to issues of access and affordability, 
in the absence of information on actual participation by women in the housing process (Chant 1984; 
Buvinic 1984). One notable exception has been the Women's Self-help Construction Project in Curundu, 
Panama, which was gender specific and through which women from urban slum areas were trained in 
construction skills to build their own houses (Girling 1983). Similarly, this paper focuses on an 
examination of participants' experience of a US Save the Children (SAVE) project in Kirillapone, a 
squatter settlement in Sri Lanka. SAVE's interest in housing was generated by the importance of that 
activity in meeting the felt needs of the community, in its potential for generating income within the 
community, in its contribution towards improving preventive health in general and in its potential for 
maximising community participation. In this project women were recruited alongside men as members of 
a housing construction workforce in a community based integrated self-help project. The project was 
initially gender blind, but in attempting to integrate the housing programme with wider community 
development objectives it became increasingly gender aware, and in facilitating the participation of 
women in a wider range of activities related to housing, served to generate new skills, more confidence 
and autonomy among the women and a new leadership within the community.
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II.  Background to the Kirillapone Programme 

The National context: Sri Lanka 

The welfare ethic in Sri Lanka has a history which pre-dates the country's independence. In 1931, a new 
constitution devised by the British as a transition to full independence granted universal suffrage to men 
and women over the age of twenty-one and gave legislative power to a popularly elected assembly and its 
Board of Ministers, but left financial control in the hands of the British appointed Financial Secretary. 
The Board of Ministers, determined to demonstrate the bankruptcy of British constitutional reform, 
legislated free education, free health and a host of subsidies, leaving the British to foot the bill! The list of 
subsidies increased through the last years of British rule and into independence in 1948, until in the 
1950s it came to be established as a deeply rooted tradition and one that no politician dared tamper with. 

Housing was a low priority in the list of subsidies, but was nonetheless regarded as the responsibility of 
the state. This was demonstrated by the construction of residential houses for civil servants by the British 
Government, by settlement housing and urban flats under successive post-independence governments, 
and by the ideological commitment to redistribute housing by the socialist government of Madame 
Bandaranaike in the early 1970s. The change of government in 1977 gave a new focus to housing when 
the portfolio of housing was added to the responsibilities of Prime Minister R. Premadas, long known for 
his interest in housing. A target of 100,000 houses was defined in 1978, planned initially with an 
emphasis on direct construction by the state, but soon amended to make way for a scheme of aided 
self-help. By 1983, 75 per cent of this construction was achieved through the initiative of the National 
Housing Development Authority (NHDA) and the balance was secured through the river diversion 
settlement programme. The Prime Minister then announced a new target of a million houses, with a new 
approach, that of enablement and support rather than direct state intervention. The state would provide 
seed money to beneficiaries who has already made some minimal investment in their own housing by 
way of land development, improvements or services, and the scheme would be decentralised to function 
through clusters of community organisations. The scheme has thus far accounted for 44,000 houses in 
rural areas and measures are being worked out for its extension into urban settlements. 

Urban low-income housing has only recently come into its own with its inclusion in the 'million houses' 
programme. Over the years, successive governments built high-rise apartment blocks for low- income 
families, but the high costs put rents beyond their reach, with the result that the subsidies tended to go to 
the middle classes who had no real need for them, while the original target group became more 
marginalised as their communities split up to look for new squatter sites. In 1979, the new government 
established a Slum and Shanty Unit within its Urban Development Authority (UDA), but its goals and 
interests were at variance with its umbrella organisation which was committed to commercial viability. By 
1984 its housing activities did not extend beyond eight projects while its sites and services functions 
duplicated those of the Ministry's Common Amenities Board. In 1985 the unit was merged with the 
NHDA, bringing it in line with the objectives and activities of the million houses programme. 

Meanwhile, a few urban development projects had been undertaken by international non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) in slums and shanties in Colombo. Urban squatter settlements (shanties) first 
became a problem of note in the early 1950s, the high point of the country's rural-urban drift. Together 
with slums (dilapidated old buildings) they are estimated to house 60 per cent of the capital's (Colombo) 
population. It is also estimated that 36 per cent of the city's population has access to only communal 
water facilities while 20 per cent have no facilities at all (Robson 1983). Needless to say, these figures 
refer primarily to conditions in the slums and shanties of the city. The government' s interest in providing 
a favourable climate for NGOs to initiate pilot projects in urban slums and shanties was in keeping with 
its Master Plan for the development of Colombo. The community based housing projects of Redd Barna 
and US Save the Children were initiated in 1979, the same year that the UDA's Slum and Shanty Unit
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came into existence. 

Kirillapone 

In 1978 the Kirillapone shanty on the south eastern edge of Colombo comprised five disparate 'gardens' 
(so called because the earliest slum were squatter settlements in the large gardens of abandoned grand 
houses in the inner city). (See Adamson 1983.) Elakandiya, the oldest garden, had been settled 25 years 
before, along the bank of a canal, and on the grassfields of a wealthy landowner. One enterprising 
squatter had begun subletting little shacks on the land and this led to the development of the second 
garden, Assanar's Garden or Assanarwatta, named after him. The land was subsequently appropriated by 
the state and the settlement added to in 1976 when two shanty settlements in the vicinity of the city's 
Conference Hall, the venue for the forthcoming Non-aligned Conference, were relocated for security and 
aesthetic reasons. These were called Kumbikelle and Paspatiya. A year later, 20 or 30 shanty structures 
from the frontage of the settlement were moved in closes to clear that area for a market, and the fifth 
'garden', Kirula, was born. 

The immediate outcome of these relocations was civil war. The new settlements were pillaged by the 
older settlers who were resentful of the intrusion into their territory. The residents of Elakandiya, the 
oldest settlement, had long been a law unto themselves, and no resident of either Kumbikelle or 
Paspatiya would dare venture into Elakandiya, before or after dark! While each garden boasted its gang 
of bootleggers, thugs and thieves, Elakandiya's outstripped them with three gangs whose shifting 
alliances made indiscriminate homage to all three a matter of survival for the rank and file. 

Kirillapone' s development was more the product of urban intra- migration and step-migration rather 
than the rural-urban drift. In 1979 it had a population of 1,661, of whom almost 50 per cent were below 
17 years of age. The people are a mixture of Sinhalese (55 per cent), Tamil (37 per cent) and Moor/Malay 
(8 per cent). The residents survived on casual employment in the city, the men finding work as unskilled 
labourers or semi- skilled artisans (such as shoemakers, tinkers, bicycle repairers and gardeners) while the 
women were mainly in domestic service among the city's more affluent homes. Opportunities for self-- 
employment were provided by the open market on the shanty's frontage where home-made snacks were 
sold or vegetables and groceries retailed at very competitive prices. Of the total labour force in the 
shanty, 52 per cent were employed, 22 per cent of them in the informal sector. Among the 21 per cent in 
permanent employment were labourers, peons, sales assistants, masons, tailors and gardeners. The bulk 
of the labour force were in casual employment as unskilled labourers, over 50 per cent of them in the 
informal sector. A very small number, 5 per cent, were self employed, largely engaged in sales in the 
informal sector. This relatively pessimistic picture is confirmed by the fact that 66 per cent of the shanty 
households fall below the poverty line, which had been determined at that time by the government at Rs 
300 per month (US $12). 

A state hospital, municipal health clinic and state dispensary are situated within two miles of the shanty 
but access to these facilities is constrained by lack of information and self-confidence. Similarly, although 
a number of schools are located within the two-mile radius defined as the residence qualification for 
admission to school, in 1979 it was found that 24 per cent of Kirillapone's children of school age were 
not enrolled in school. Furthermore, educational levels were low although education has been free all the 
way through university for over 50 years in Sri Lanka. 11 per cent of the population were illiterate; 48 per 
cent had received schooling up to Grade V; only 8 per cent had studied up to the GCE 'Ordinary' level 
examination, which is the minimum qualification for white collar employment. 

Only 11 per cent of households were either owners or public tenants, while 10 per cent professed to be 
private tenants. The balance (79 per cent) were squatters. In addition, 77 per cent of houses were
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classified as makeshift or temporary, i.e. made of mud, plank or cardboard walls, with mud floors and 
roofs of cadjan thatch or discarded galvanised iron sheets. A half of the houses occupied a floor area of 
less than 200 square feet, while 74 per cent of the houses had between four and nine occupants. As a 
result, 41 per cent of households cooked in the same room in which they ate and slept. A total of only 
five water taps and two latrine complexes comprising 18 bucket latrines serviced the entire population. 
The shanty was bordered by a canal and residents along the canal were wont to use it as a public toilet. 
Moreover, its marshy location rendered the shanty susceptible to flooding during the monsoons.
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III.  Community Participation and Needs 

The project 

The project initiated in 1979 by US Save the Children (SAVE) in Kirillapone shanty in Colombo was a 
community based integrated development programme, involving multi-sectoral planning, with a strong 
training component in its activities. While the objective of the project was to improve living conditions 
for children and their families through self-help, the goal of self- reliance was written into the plan to 
transfer the entire project to the community within a period of five to seven years. Central to the 
programme was its community development aspect which gave high priority to community participation, 
community organisation and eventual community responsibility for developmental activities. 

Although programmes for women are included in SAVE's projects throughout the world, the 
organisation's methodology is not gender specific. It seeks, rather, to include women, as an 
underprivileged group, among its target beneficiaries and to integrate women with the overall 
development of a given community. Its approach is thus equity orientated rather than welfare orientated, 
with a strong emphasis on the poverty variant. 

Women are also the most important providers for children, who are SAVE's major concern, and are thus 
the most legitimate vehicle by which child welfare objectives may be achieved. However, in preference to 
targeting the women in their roles as wives and mothers, requiring merely health and nutrition education, 
SAVE acknowledges the women's perceived need for income, mobility and autonomy, to better equip 
them to perform their responsibilities. SAVE's strategies for fulfilling these needs are to generate 
opportunities for women for employment, income generation and participation in decision making. 

The community's identification of needs 

The needs of women and of the wider community in Kirillapone were identified in a baseline survey 
conducted by the Marga Institute of Sri Lanka utilising a questionnaire (administered to 15 per cent of 
the population - male and female - and 21 school-going children); case studies of women; informal 
conversations with residents; and (as far as was possible) participant observation. Particular emphasis was 
laid on information which might facilitate the realisation of SAVE's objectives of autonomy and self- 
reliance. 

Needs identified by the community through the baseline survey were those of   water supply, latrines, 
housing, roads, postal services, employment, health and a range of physical infrastructure facilities. These 
provided the basis for a general multi-sectoral plan broadly divided into economic development, social 
development, community responsibility, health/nutrition and housing and physical infrastructure. 
Developmental activities for women were not regarded as a separate sector; rather, specific strategies to 
support the participation of women in all sectors were designed as the project progressed. Although the 
baseline survey was not particularly gender aware (e.g. no record was maintained of female single heads 
of household), information recorded specifically from women provided reasonable guidelines for 
designing strategies for intervention which were refined and developed during the implementation stage. 

The concept of community participation as a 'natural' and 'automatic' phenomenon lured SAVE in its 
first year into delivering a number of services identified by the leadership and other groups in the 
community, few of which really met their long term needs. For example, the community's felt need 
(expressed by children who would follow investigators around the shanty, and by importuning parents) 
was the opportunity to provide a formal education for the children. The Community Committee (elected 
during the baseline survey) identified the obstacles as the lack of birth certificates and the inability to
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negotiate with schools for admission of the children. While the Community Committee identified the 
target group and collected lists of children, the investigators talked to school principals and were able to 
persuade one school to take the 66 children in, irrespective of age and language. SAVE came up with 
funds for uniforms for the children, while community parents organised a shramadana (donation of 
labour) to repair desks and chairs in the school and level the school playground. The problem, target and 
strategy had been identified by the Community Committee and SAVE merely played a supporting role in 
the exercise. 

Within three months the shortcomings of the strategy became evident when it was found that 50 per cent 
of the new enrolment had dropped out of school. The Field Staff met with the Community Committee 
and evaluated the situation. It was found that non-enrolment in school was merely a symptom of more 
deeprooted needs. Children did not go to school because they were hungry or had no school uniform or 
had suddenly been deserted by the breadwinner. The causes of non-enrolment and non-attendance were 
now identified as lack of access, malnutrition and hunger, lack of books and clothes, instability and 
disruption in the family and parental ignorance. 

A redefinition of needs emerged which required an adjustment in planning and a parallel movement 
toward multi-sectoral planning and strategies. At this stage, initiatives were taken by SAVE in relation to 
health, education and women. Health had rarely surfaced as a priority in the baseline survey. Dubious 
home remedies were preferred by mothers to standing in free state dispensary queues; the community 
identified hunger as a problem among children but malnutrition had little meaning for them; housing was 
the community' s priority but the connection between damp floors and respiratory diseases was rarely 
made. Independent of the Community, SAVE decided to select and train a cadre of community health 
workers in preventive health and nutrition education. Through the health auxiliaries, who were all, with 
one exception, mothers, SAVE designed to change food consumption patterns and provide some 
nutrient fortification as an emergency measure with a long term plan to transfer the management, 
financing and responsibility for the nutrition programme to the community once the short term goals had 
been met. 

A second step in the multi-sectoral plan was to focus on educational needs, both formal and non-formal. 
Training programmes for over-aged children who could not be absorbed into the formal education 
system were arranged by SAVE with relevant government agencies; plans were also made to set up a 
carpentry training programme which would service the housing project. School attendance was 
encouraged by providing school books and uniforms with the clear understanding that the costs for these 
items would be transferred to the parents on an incremental basis. 

A third aim was the development of programmes for women in an effort to facilitate family stability. 
Meetings were held with women in their respective gardens and priorities determined. Women's groups 
were formed and weightage given to women in SAVE' s income generation and employment related 
activities. This component of the planning process actually met with some resistance from the 
Community Committee, who complained that the Women's Groups did not keep them informed of their 
activities and had a tendency to bypass them. The women, however, were active participants in the 
planning process at this stage. Moreover, in the course of 

implementing activities they began to be involved in a wide range of programme activities and soon came 
to play a dominant role in them. 

The baseline survey revealed that access for women to livelihood supports was limited by inadequate 
access to regular education and employment. 

In a sub-sample of 60 men and 60 women interviewed, no woman had studied beyond Grade X, the
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minimum qualification for white-collar employment. Educational attainment was comparable only at the 
lowest levels: 10 per cent of the men and 17 per cent of the women were illiterate; 53 per cent of the men 
and 67 per cent of the women had studied up to Grade Vl. Yet 67 per cent of the men in this latter group 
had been able to obtain employment, as compared to only 25 per cent of the women. Of the employed 
women, 54 per cent were either unskilled labourers or domestic servants. Only in self-employment did a 
parity of status exist among the men and women, as Table 1 reveals. 

Table 1 
Employment in Kirillapone in 1979 

% in permanent 
employment 

% in temporary 
employment 

% in self- 
employment 

% 
unemployed 

Males 32 37 08 23 

Females 03 13 09 75 

Admittedly, part of the problem of access lay in the women's own perception of their employability. 50 
per cent of the women interviewed stated that they had no skills. Among the skills acknowledged by the 
other women were cooking, sewing, weaving, laundering and bookbinding. No construction related skills 
were recorded, although many of the unskilled women labourers worked on construction sites. By 
contrast, 12 per cent of the men interviewed professed to having masonry skills although, without 
exception, they were employed in similar construction tasks to those of the unskilled women labourers. 
The absence of any frame of reference for employability hampered the women in their search for 
employment: 50 per cent of the women made no response to an open-ended question related to skills 
they would like to learn, whereas 12 per cent of the men specifically requested masonry training in 
response to this question. 

Yet there was no doubt that the desire for employment was urgent among the women. 82 per cent of the 
women without formal employment expressed a desire to find paid employment. Among the constraints 
to their employability they listed lack of training, lack of mobility to seek work and the burdensome and 
time consuming household tasks and childcare duties which were aggravated by inadequate water supply 
and sanitation. Of the women seeking work, 66 per cent expressed a preference for work within the 
home, and 12 per cent recorded that they had had to interrupt their employment due to difficulties with 
housekeeping arrangements. Of the women who were mothers, 42 per cent - discussing their own 
childcare arrangements - recalled that they had had to terminate their schooling in order to look after 
their siblings. 

Intervention: women and housing 

SAVE's plans for generating employment and income focused mainly on the women, not merely on 
account of the large numbers seeking employment but also because it was observed that much of the 
income earned by women was channelled to the family, in contrast to the men whose earnings were 
accounted for in good measure by individual needs, including cigarettes, liquor, gambling and the cinema. 
Plans for economic development were, however, constrained by limited resources and by the social 
situation of the women, handicapped as they were by lack of mobility and training. In the light of the
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women' s recorded performance, self-employment appeared to be the most viable, with the Kirillapone 
market close at hand for encouragement. Yet, how many paper-bag makers, envelope makers, 
seamstresses, sweetsellers, snack sellers and the like could the Kirillapone market absorb?  While credit 
and skills training were resources that SAVE could provide, the women' s lack of mobility continued to 
inhibit the bounds of their enterprise. 

SAVE then devised a long term strategy for training in marketable skills such as industrial sewing and 
bookbinding. However, while employment was guaranteed to the women who would complete training, 
the high cost of training limited the number of beneficiaries. SAVE also set in motion a project for 
daycare facilities for children of working mothers, training young women from the community as daycare 
attendants and pre-school teachers. The lack of space to site the daycare centre was to delay the project 
for a year and a half. In this time the urgent need continued to be large-scale, short-term training for 
employment. 

While field staff in SAVE's social development arm were grappling with the problem of single female 
heads of household who had no income and were desperately in need of employment, plans for housing 
were being discussed by SAVE's housing team and the elected Community Committee. The solution to 
their problem came at one of SAVE's staff meetings which usually covered a range of issues from policy 
formulation to resolving domestic disputes in individual households in the shanty. It was acknowledged 
by the housing team that participation by women in housing construction would meet the immediate 
need for large scale, short term training for employment, although the predominantly male teams had 
serious misgivings about shanty men and women working together in such close proximity. The social 
development team, on the other hand, urged that employment on site would solve the immediate 
problem of inadequate daycare facilities for working mothers. After some debate it was agreed that 
recruitment would be opened to women in all aspects of construction activity. 

In retrospect, the housing project - which was the largest income generating activity in the Kirillapone 
programme - appears to have been the most obvious vehicle for meeting the long term and short term 
needs of the women and SAVE's own objectives in integrating women with the community's overall 
development Firstly, as the major users of housing? the women's involvement in planning and design 
would prove invaluable in the struggle to reconcile low-cost solutions with standards, technology and 
housing f unction. Secondly, the close relationship between housing and the physical environment would 
have significant implications for family health for which women bore responsibility. Thirdly, construction 
skills would not only improve the women's ability to maintain housing stock but would provide them 
with access to a market in which construction skills were scarce. Finally, participation in the housing loan 
scheme would provide women, and particularly women heads of household, with access to formal credit 
facilities. 

It was inevitable that income generation should be linked with the housing project. Despite the subsidy 
provided by SAVE's infrastructure, the principle of cost-recovery which had been stipulated by SAVE's 
funders required that incomes should be dramatically raised before the housing scheme could be 
affordable to a majority of shanty residents. While the government agreed in principle to a forty-year 
leasehold right to 1.5 perches of land per household, negotiations with the state bank for use of that right 
as collateral for loans dragged over the years and in the interim loanees were required to find two 
permanently employed guarantors for their loans. SAVE decided that the housing scheme should be 
open to all households and agreed in principle to subsidise twenty of the poorest households with no 
employable adults. SAVE also decided against a sites and services solution to the housing problem, since 
the magnitude of housing needs, the dependence on conventional building technology and the total lack 
of access to credit for housing would defeat the purposes of the sites and services solution. (The failure 
of a previous attempt at sites and services was already recorded in the low totals of households who had 
actually been able to utilise the facility.) It was also recognised that where self-help housing in rural areas
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was facilitated by seasonal labour, in the urban areas time spent on self-help housing was time lost at 
work and consequent loss of income. The combined solution to unemployment and housing needs 
offered itself in the opportunity to train community residents as construction workers, with opportunity 
costs paid during the period of training, and to use paid community labour in the construction of houses. 

The construction process 

The housing project was delayed for over a year by difficulties in securing the transfer of land on which 
the project was sited. The delay was salutory in many respects because it gave SAVE the benefit of its 
early difficulties in maximising community participation. In order to realise its community development 
objectives SAVE decided to build entirely with community labour, providing sufficient training in skills 
to ensure that the labour could continue to secure employment after the housing project was completed. 
SAVE also invested in a scheme to produce most of the building materials on site, rechannelling 
construction expenditures into income for the community. The selection of trainees for both construction 
and production of building materials would be based on household income and need, providing 
employment to the poorest households to ensure their ability to participate in a housing loan scheme 
arranged with the state People's Bank, which involved a monthly repayment of approximately Rs 54 over 
fifteen years. 

Recruitment began in December 1979, for the carpentry, masonry, roofsheet and construction workforce. 
The initial response from the women was discouraging and SAVE had to schedule a second interview 
exclusively for women before they mustered sufficient confidence to apply. In total, 58 women applied 
for eight masonry training positions. (There were no applicants for the longer term carpentry training.) 
Priority was given to single female parents and women in desperate circumstances. The wages of the 
eight women selected would be on par with those of the men. 

On the first working day after the interview only two women showed up for work. They loitered outside 
the masonry training shed while the male trainer inside affected not to notice them. It took some 
browbeating before the trainer found room for them in his overcrowded shed. Once they were in, the 
training began in earnest, for the male workers appeared to accept them without question. Prior 
experience on house construction both inside the shanty and work sites outside the community obviously 
carried more weight than the social norms of the establishment. 

Since this first experiment with training, SAVE has had to maintain a continuous waiting list of women 
applicants for the construction workforce. The majority of applicants are among the lower income groups 
in the shanty. It is not uncommon for a mother and her married sons or daughters to be on the same 
work team. New recruits, both men and women, now begin as unskilled labourers, digging foundations, 
transporting bricks and earning the market wage for casual labour. They worked on a team and learn 
masonry from their team-mates. When a vacancy occurs (usually due to a departure for work in the city 
or, more recently, to the Middle East - but also due to disciplinary action'. the unskilled labourer moves 
into the vacant position if his/her team-mates recommend it and work is then available for a new recruit. 
Each team consists of seven skilled and four unskilled workers, with a team leader. Of the five teams 
currently at work, three of them are led by women. Of the 55 masons, 38 are women. One woman 
manages the cement-sand brickmaking unit, working with two men. An early effort to include women on 
the roof-sheet workforce was unsuccessful because the women were unable to perform all the functions 
required which included carrying the roof sheets for considerable distances and fixing them on the roofs.
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IV.  Evaluation 

The baseline survey had recorded that 42 per cent of married males interviewed had disapproved of their 
wives working. However, this appeared to be a relatively insignificant problem in the recruitment of 
women to the construction workforce. The process of recruitment was informal and access to work was 
therefore easy. A woman in need of work could have her name registered on the waiting list through a 
community health worker, a representative of the Community Development Council, or could speak 
directly to a member of SAVE's staff on the field if she felt her need was not adequately represented. If 
her need was urgent (e.g. if her husband had recently deserted her or she had left him) she received 
priority on the waiting list. The system was not the most cost-effective, since the emergency response 
generated a heavy turnover. However, from the perspective of its objectives relating to childcare, family 
health and domestic stability, SAVE believed that the trade-of f was worthwhile. 

Domestic relations 

The new opportunities for independence, however, contributed to new dimensions of domestic 
instability. A SAVE evaluation had noted in 1982 that 'if one thing impresses in an urban shanty, it is the 
lack of permanence - houses are makeshift or semi-permanent, "marriage" alliances are transitory, 
families are unstable' 1 .  Common law marriages were easily contracted and as easily broken. The 
desertion rate was high as males sought work outside the locality, often failing to return - a phenomenon 
which prompted the women to seek SAVE's assistance in legalising their marriages. However, the 
employment of women in the workforce appeared to have the effect of turning the tables on the men. 
Working in close proximity and living within the same environment, married men and women in the 
workforce tended to develop new, extra-marital relationships which threatened not only domestic stability 
but, for a while, peace in the neighbourhood as well. (One woman went so far as to throw her husband 
out, then, having had her marriage legalised through SAVE a few months before, hired a lawyer and filed 
suit for maintenance of their children.) For a while SAVE was plagued by husbands demanding redress 
for their grievances. However, the shanty made adjustments to the new situation. A considerable number 
of family reconciliations followed after a brief honeymoon with freedom; some women moved out of 
one house and into another in the shanty; in some situations, where neither the old nor the new 
relationship appeared to be viable, the women took up employment in the Middle East, seeking, if not 
new frontiers for freedom, an escape from domestic slavery into wage slavery. 

Training and employment for women 

Despite the vicissitudes of the training and construction phases, the involvement of women in the final 
phase of housing, that of maintenance, came easily and naturally, almost by default! This was largely 
because women have traditionally been considered responsible for cleaning and maintaining the home 
and environment. There is also, perhaps, a less simple explanation. Where 'housing' as a commodity or 'a 
house' is regarded as an individual need, housing as a process or the process of shelter provision is a 
collective enterprise. It involves planning and maintaining the physical environment besides building 
together. By nature of the household duties laid on them over centuries, women are more social and 
communal in their orientation than are men. Maintenance of housing stock and the physical environment 
is a neighbourhood or communal exercise. In Kirillapone this is done on a regular organised basis 
through shramadana or voluntary unpaid labour. Invariably the volunteers are women and, more recently, 
children, male and female. Had the women not been involved in the construction of houses, drains, 

1 SAVE 1982, p.10
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toilets and bathing places, one may argue, they might still participate in the maintenance of shelter stock, 
but the enthusiasm and the coopting of younger members of the family in what is clearly a community 
orientated activity reflects the women' s perception of their own investment in the community. 

The project must then be evaluated not merely in terms of its implications for women but in the wider 
context of the women's role in the community. In the first instance, that of women per se, a long term 
problem which SAVE has had to address has been the future prospects for employment of the women 
masons and brickmakers. Although women are a common enough sight on construction sites in the city 
they are usually employed as unskilled labourers, moving rubble and bricks on the ground. It is rare to 
see a woman ascend the scaffolding on a building. The average perception of a woman's role on a 
building site has little to do with modesty: rather, it is reflected in the SAVE foreman's response when 
the women were at work on the scaffolding of the high walls of their community centre: 'These women, 
from their natural foolishness, will lose their balance and fall and what a to-do we will have then!' 

SAVE has consistently given a high profile to its women masons. They volunteer to build community 
facilities in other shanties with a view to demonstrating what is possible, and there has been a 
considerable interchange of visits between the Kirillapone shanty and other shanties. The problem does 
not lie with the employability of shanty women in the construction industry. The barrier to employment 
lies, rather, in the management of the construction industry. The key figure on a construction work site is 
the foreman or overseer. His functions are not limited to quality control. He must control pilferage and 
wastage and maintain a tight discipline as well. Any conventional overseer will list the latter duties as the 
most burdensome and also the most important. There is presently little room or time in the construction 
industry for the social dimensions of management. The addition of women to the regular rather than the 
casual and peripheral workforce creates a need for re-orientating and widening the functions of 
management. SAVE's management of the housing project was undeniable social in its emphasis. Once 
the initial resistance by male supervisors evaporated, it was replaced by a scale of management that was 
intensive, informal and personal. Job satisfaction was shared by shanty worker and field supervisor alike. 
The disruption caused by women's entry into the construction workforce is temporary and minimal 
compared with the overall gains in skills, income and output and well worth the change in orientation. 

Between March 1984 and January 1985, SAVE temporarily suspended housing construction and laid off 
the workforce as part of its strategy for pressurising delinquent loanees to pay up their arrears on loan 
instalments. During the ten-month hiatus the male masons had no problem finding employment outside 
the shanty but the women found their employability less easy to demonstrate. One woman found 
employment with a small scale contractor who hired her to work on an extension to a middle-class home 
in the city as an unskilled worker, despite her protests that she was a skilled mason. As luck would have 
it, the contractor was absent from work one day and the woman took over the masonry work, much to 
the amazement of the owner housewife who kept an eye on the construction. The result was a new 
contract, issued to the woman mason, at a lower rate, of course; but she had succeeded in breaking into a 
totally new enterprise. 

The incident raises an interesting issue. How far does intervention have to be gender specific in order to 
ensure parity of opportunity for women in construction? Can women masons survive only as 
independent contractors, requiring not only capital outlay in tools and equipment but institutional 
support from intermediaries, or can they find a place in the labour force of the construction industry, 
given the relevant institutional support? What kinds of institutional supports are necessary to bring about 
this integration? One factor is eminently clear from the experience of the women masons of Kirillapone 
and that is that the need for training extends beyond women workers, to the cadres of management in 
whose hands the dimensions of housing take shape. 

Ironically, prospects for future employment for the women masons have been found outside the
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construction industry, in the Middle East market for domestic servants. Women who joined the housing 
workforce found that when they acquired a skill they also acquired confidence. The trek to the Middle 
East had been for a while the preserve of the literate women of higher income in the shanty. Women 
who felt. that the construction workforce offered them limited prospects began to join this trek. It is a 
sad but telling commentary on the women' s perception of their trade, but understandable nonetheless 
when one considers the number of skilled male masons and carpenters who make up the brawn drain to 
the Middle East. 

From the women's point of view this trek to the Middle East represents a new geographical mobility. 
Women in the shanty had been precluded from employment in the city of Colombo because of their lack 
of mobility. Yet the acquisition of skills and experience proved more effective in giving them that 
mobility than any other supports that SAVE could provide. 

There is no doubt, moreover, that the women's financial independence has better equipped them to 
perform their household and childcare responsibilities, extra- marital alliances notwithstanding. This is 
documented by SAVE in the reduction of disease, improvement in the nutritional status of children, 
higher school attendance and a host of spin-off benefits to children, provided by their families. 

Women' s role as community leaders 

Women's autonomy is more difficult to measure for it is dependent on a range of variables, from sexual 
freedom to the priCe of bread in the open market. But the choices and decisions that a woman may make 
when she is skilled, confident and financially independent, combined with an awareness of her own 
contribution to and role in the community to which she belongs, must surely add in no small measure to 
her own sense of worth. 

In wider perspective, the women in the construction workforce have played a significant role as trainers 
in the community and in forging new avenues for leadership. Leadership in slums and shanties is usually 
determined by might (literally the power of the sword, which is the most common weapon in shanty gang 
fights) and by political patronage. Kirillapone's first elected Community Development Council (CDC) 
was composed mainly of the remnants of a gang (two thirds of them being either in prison or in hospital 
after a recent gang skirmish), the political organiser for the ruling national party and three educated, 
higher-income women who were also stalwarts of the ruling party. Issues relating to patronage and 
misappropriation of funds by the CDC dogged the early implementation of the project and little interest 
was shown by the CDC in vital areas such as health, which promised no immediate financial returns. 
Within a year SAVE began to perceive the need for more effective dissemination of information, a wider 
distribution of benefits and wider participation. 

The first attempt to break through the ruling elite came with SAVE's strategy for health to which it gave 
high priority. Women health auxiliaries were recruited in 1980 to disseminate information on preventive 
health, each serving an average of fifty families. Trained in the city's major medical institutions, they 
found the contacts they made there helped them to operate an effective referral service for sick children. 
Their stock in the community soon rose and they began to perform a wider range of services, including 
monitoring of schooling, emergency relief and family counselling, which eventually led to a redefinition 
of their functions and a change of designation to Community Development Assistant. They began to 
seek election to the CDC and one of them is today the manager of the project, excluding housing, which 
SAVE continues to monitor. The selection of health workers was based on a minimum educational 
qualification, among other criteria. This naturally excluded the majority of women, and conflicts in the 
performance of the health auxiliaries' duties soon made it evident that the ruling elite had merely had to 
share their position with another group. Although the dissemination of information was now more
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effective, participation continued to be limited. The gap was filled by the housing workforce, among 
whom the women were articulate and vocal. 

Among their own teams, on site and in informal groups, the women workers have been articulate and 
effective. Their activities have ranged from the traditional 'Seettu' (an informal savings group with 
rotating access to each month's collection), to convivial gatherings at the 'Thosai' kiosk on pay day, with 
occasional bargaining sessions with SAVE staff. In wider, formal gatherings, they are the silent majority. 
The power of political patronage has been somewhat eroded by the alternative patronage that SAVE has 
unwittingly developed; but the power of education and income continues to deter the majority of women 
from aspiring to their share of power and formal decision making, although this constraint does not 
apply to the men in the workforce. This is perhaps most clearly demonstrated in the annual election of 
office bearers in the CDC. Since the inception of the programme, SAVE has included a Women's 
Representative in the CDC. The office has been held continuously by one woman, a relatively wealthy 
supporter of the ruling party; her only contribution in five years to the cause of women in the shanty has 
been to organise a reception for the newly appointed Minister for Women's Affairs! Yet year in, year out, 
she returns to the CDC, often uncontested. One effort by SAVE to persuade a woman in the workforce 
to challenge her at an election fell short of fruition by three votes, but the workers did not renew the 
challenge the following year - a commentary, perhaps, on the tokenism associated with the office of 
Women's Representative. 

SAVE has learned, however, that with or without formal representation social change is most effective 
through the organisation of women. Where the organisation is informal and small scale, the women are 
better able to articulate their priorities and make the decision making process effective. Their interests are 
geared to the day-to-day issues of wages, food and fuel costs, sickness, the social obligations that 
tradition forces on them and the durability of housing. Concepts of preventive health, nutrition, 
participation and political power hold little meaning for them unless they are directly connected with the 
issues of daily life. Organising for action rather than organising for representation is their most effective 
means for articulating priorities. 

Any woman who is trained is potentially a trainer, for the transfer of skills and knowledge takes place 
daily and imperceptibly in the management of the home. The Kirillapone women have already gone a 
step further, in their training ventures for women in other shanties - an easy and more relaxed method of 
training, perhaps, than the formal training provided for in male-dominated institutions. This training, as 
well as their own, has taken place within the context of the community. 

The community provides the frame of reference; it gives new relevance to acquired skills; it provides role 
and status. It yields, in short, a wealth of supports and a background of give and take that cannot be 
substituted in formal training for the labour market.
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V.  Conclusion 

The cumulative impact of the participation by women in the housing process has been far reaching only 
because housing was one component of a larger community development programme. The results were 
largely unanticipated, for SAVE's approach was pragmatic and experimental, depending largely on 
responses from the community and SAVE's field staff's close monitoring of those responses. It 
demonstrated very clearly that community participation is not a natural, automatic process and that 
top-down intervention is often necessary to facilitate the participation of marginal groups. The impact of 
the programme on the housing project might perhaps have been greater if women had been more 
involved in the initial stages of the project, in planning and design. (Fuel-conserving mud stoves, for 
example, were incorporated late into the house design, after some enterprising women in the shanty 
began producing them on a commercial basis.) By the same token, the project succeeded to the extent 
that it did in mobilising women largely because the management of the project was predominantly female 
and more gender aware. Until such time as equity has been achieved in access to economic opportunity, 
gender-specific supports must remain a sine qua non to development. Housing is a vital link in that chain 
of interventions.
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