


Revolutionary Existence for human Development (RED)
415/2, Awariwatta, Katunayake.

Tel: +94117780480: +94765890322
Email: red.srilanka.org@gmail.com

Web: www.redsrilanka.org

Written by Inoma Karunatilake
First Published March 2023

“This study is made possible by the support of the American People through the United States Agency for
International Development (USAID). The contents of this study are the sole responsibility of the contractor and do

not necessarily reflect the views of USAID or the United States Government.”



About Revolutionary Existence for Human Development (RED)

In October 2018, Chandra Deveranarayana, a well-known activist and social worker, established a women-led
organisation called "Revolutionary Existence for Human Development''( RED) with a few of her colleagues with the
intention of working against all kinds of repression , oppression, and exploitation and sexual harassment of female
workers, especially widows, single mothers, and migrant female workers working in the free trade zones (FTZ). In
addition, RED worked on all the environmental issues directly affecting FTZ workers and their lives. The vision of
RED is "to collectively line up active women in society who are concerned about the rights, well-being, welfare,
living status, and living environment of Sri Lankan women (especially free trade zone women, workers, widows, and
single mothers)", and the mission is to "Empower Sri Lankan women by improving their social, economic, and
political status; developing their physical and mental health; and building up women's leadership to protect their
rights and to make better living conditions for Sri Lankan women."

During the COVID-19 pandemic and throughout Sri Lanka’s economic crisis, RED worked with national and
international organisations to assist affected individuals and communities by providing food, health, travel, and
accommodation facilities. RED was able to address violations of FTZ workers' rights, such as wage curtailment,
termination of services and mass layoffs. RED also advocated for the establishment of a better social security system,
especially for FTZ workers, during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Currently, RED comprises approximately 400 to 500 members and has expanded their mission beyond the FTZs of
Katunayake, Gampaha, and Anuradhapura districts to promote and defend the rights of war-affected widows, single
mothers, and women in the garment sector as a whole . When female and male employees, including those in the
private sector, face crises like Corona, Red hopes:

1. To develop a social protection system through tripartite negotiations that include employees, the
government, and employers .

2. To create a strong platform for single mothers and widows to advocate for their rights, dignity, social
justice, and a better future for their children.

3. To establish women's leadership who will advocate for the right to organize, a living wage, workplace rights
and entitlements, and a safe workplace free of violence and harassment in the workplace and in society.

Ms. Chandra Devanarayana
Executive Director
Revolutionary Existence for human Development (RED)
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Workers in the FTZs in Sri Lanka are socially
marginalised in many ways. More than half of the
females working in the FTZ - including single mothers
- contribute to the Sri Lankan national economy, yet
they were excluded from government relief
programmes during the COVID-19 pandemic and the
current economic crisis. They were suffering socially,
economically, and culturally for various reasons, but
studies on single mothers working in FTZs were very
limited. The Revolutionary Existence for Human
Development (RED) conducted this research to better
understand the true plight of single mothers working in
the Katunayake and Wathupitiwala FTZs and to make
recommendations to the authorities, including the
government, the Board of Investment, trade unions,
and non-governmental organizations, to improve their
lives.

RED identified single mothers in FTZS as a separate
vulnerable cluster, suffering from many issues with
limited support from society, including the government.
Although there is a growing body of literature focusing
on the lives of free trade workers in Sri Lanka, not
much systematic research has been carried out on
single mothers in the FTZs before and during the
pandemic. The research focuses on the lives of single
mothers in Katunayake and Wathupitiwala FTZs from
a sociological, economic, and cultural perspective.

The specific objectives of the study are: to identify the
real situation of the single mothers in Katunayake and
Wathupitiwala FTZ; to analyse the actual situation of
single mothers in FTZs from psychosocial and
economic perspectives; to discover the perception and
perspective of single mothers based on practical
experience, the problems they face in the factory,
boarding houses, and on the roads, and how they
overcome such situations and to identify
recommendations based on the research findings and
urge the responsible bodies to improve the well-being
of single mothers in FTZs.

The research questions were primarily based on the
lives of single mothers, and information was gathered
in sub-themes such as: single mothers’ behavioural
challenges; single mothers’ child rearing challenges;
single mothers’ economic challenges; single mothers’
social and cultural challenges; the impact of the
pandemic on single mothers in the FTZ; and the legal
framework pertaining to single mothers. Furthermore,
in order to

provide the reader with the best understanding, this
study included a brief explanation of Sinhala and Tamil
war widows and single mothers in foreign countries in
the literature chapter.

We picked fifteen single mothers out of twenty, four
from Wathupitiwala and eleven from Katunayake. Two
of them were from the Tamil speaking community at
Katunayake. Potential participants were identified by
the RED, Shramabhimani Kendaraya, and Dabindu
Collective - two prominent organisations working for
FTZ workers’ rights for a long period of time. Seven
individuals were selected from a multidisciplinary
working environment, including social activists,
members of trade union organizations, lawyers,
members of policy-making organizations, and women's
rights activists. Two government representatives were
also selected based on their duties and services. The
first phase of the study was a desk research to review
the literature on FTZ and single mothers, both in Sri
Lanka and other countries. The second phase was to
collect primary data from the months of May and June
2022.

The third phase involved analysing the preliminary
findings presented in the first draft of the report.
Qualitative content analysis was used as the analytical
method, and validating meetings were held with
representatives from several organisations.

This study provided new evidence on the prevalence
and associated factors of single motherhood in the free
trade zones of Katunayake and Wathupitiwala. They
include:

Single mothers in Katunayake and Wathupitiwala FTZs
have been disadvantaged in many ways for decades,
including lack of access to social safety nets,
discrimination against productive labour, undervaluat-
-ion of unproductive labour, limitations on freedom of
association, and unequal wages.

It was noted that each related factor has a direct or
indirect root in the cultural norms and values of Sri
Lankan society.

Single mothers are constantly victimised at work due to
power hierarchies; even though legal remedies exist;
they are not adequately implemented to prevent
harassment.

Single mothers are hindered from taking up permanent
jobs while taking care of children alone and as a result,
are far less financially well-off than other workers .
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The mental state of single mothers who live alone with
their children in boarding houses without any support
from their family or society are at a very low level, and
they have been victims of various psychological
problems.

The COVID-19 pandemic, lockdowns and the present
economic crisis amplify the above-mentioned hazards.
Being non-permanent residents, they have not received
support from the government and social security
schemes during the crises.

Taken together, the results have important
implications for the full evaluation of welfare
programmes targeting single mothers. Policymakers
should also take into account the potential adverse
effects on child development.

There is great importance and relevance in focusing
further on the specific instances and socio-economic
realities of single mothers living in the FTZS in
Katunayake and Wathupitiwala in Gampaha District
that have been revealed and emphasized in the current
study, which has identified some recommendations as
below.

Recommendations
 Recommendations to the State
1. In consultation with women’s organizations and

Trade Unions to identify single mothers in the
FTZs as a vulnerable category and formulate and
implement a comprehensive financial and social
safety net to address the severe economic and
financial issues currently faced by them.

2. The State to give due recognition to the diversity of
issues and challenges faced by single mothers and
their children, by appointing a dedicated Task
Force / multi-stakeholder forum to identify and
implement a comprehensive programme, with the
participation of the Department of Labour,
Ministry of Women, Child Affairs and Social
Empowerment, Board of Investment (BOI),
employers, apparel brands, women’s organizations
and Trade Unions.

3. The Board of Investment in consultation with the
Ministry of Women’s Affairs, women’s
organizations and Trade Unions, to provide
quality daycare facilities, including excising ones
within the Free Trade Zones.

4. In order to improve the psychological well-being
of mothers who are facing social and economic
pressures, mental health clinics to be opened in
the FTZs through MOH with qualified counsellors.

5. State to take necessary steps to allocate resources
and effectively implement the national policy on
maternal and child health, which encompasses
inter alia optimal care for children less than five
years of age, through the provision of quality
childcare services, maintaining optimal nutritional
status (Sustainable Goal 4).

6. Ratify the International Labour Organization
(ILO) Convention on Violence and Harassment
2019 (C-190) which ensures the right for everyone
to work in an environment free from violence and
harassment.

7. Ensure the registration of all migrant workers.

8. Ensure the government provides assistance for the
single mothers in FTZs during emergency
situations and to exercise their right to franchise.

 Recommendations to Employers and Global
Brands

9. Implement special programs and take all
necessary steps to ensure that single mothers do
not suffer social and economic discrimination
within the workplace.

10. Provide standard day care facilities within or in
close proximity to the workplace.

11. Regulating boarding houses standard and
facilities conductive for child rearing.

12. Special attention by harassment/health committ-
-ees etc.

13. Incorporate specific measures in buyers code and
ensure follow up.

 Recommendations to Civil Society and
Donors

14. Women’s organizations and trade unions to
proactively lobby the government and UN
agencies to identity single mothers and their
children in the FTZs who are facing the dire
consequences of the current financial and
economic crisis as a vulnerable category, and to
allocate social security payments, nutritional
packages, and include them in other on-going and
future welfare schemes.

15. In terms of the mothers’ socio-economic
background, the noted incidence of harassment,
especially in workplaces is prominent, and in
order to reduce such violations, a strong
commitment and attention is needed to lobby the
Department of Labour, Ministry of Women’s
Affairs and other relevant authorities to
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implement existing laws, and ratification of ILO
convention 190 on violence and harassment at
work.

16. Civil society and donors to actively advocate that
the state provide required support, by greater
investment in sustainable structures, systems and
related services to ensure safe and decent working
and living conditions for single mothers, and
standard education and nutritional support for
their children.

17. Women’s organizations and Trade Unions to
rigorously engage in awareness raising to change
negative societal attitudes towards single mothers
and avoid the stigma of being a single mother.

18. Pay greater attention to the children of single
mothers who are in need of better education and
nutritional support.

19. Provide reproductive health awareness and legal
support services.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. Overview of ‘Single Mothers’.

The status of women in modern society is an
indispensable feature of debates concerning gender
inequality, violence against women, women’s
dependency, and women’s empowerment. Women’s
responses to these issues vary across different social,
cultural, and geographical groups. Many scholars study
the identities, positions, and functions of women from
diverse societies. These studies elaborate on the idea of
what it means to be a woman and how people perceive
and treat women in different cultures. The status of
women counts on the power relationship between men
and women. This system of power relations is the basis
for "patriarchy” (male-dominated society),which is
common in the Sri Lankan context and is a part of the
Sri Lankan culture, which includes many negatives,
such as women being neglected, discriminated,
humiliated, controlled, exploited, oppressed, and other
forms of violence faced by women on a daily basis. This
kind of subjugation exists in the family, the workplace,
and larger societies (Bhasin, 2000). Firstly, daughters
face discrimination from other family members when
there is a preference for sons. When a woman marries
and becomes a daughter-in-law to a family, she faces
another form of submission from her male partner and
the in-law’s.

However, through gender ideologies, these differences
extend to the social environment, establishing social
status and hierarchy, providing limited access to
resources and participation in society, and creating
typical roles for men and women (Nakonezny &
Denton, 2008; UN women 2014; Bhasin, 2003). The
complementary relationship between men and women
is significant in structuring gender relations. There are
several studies on gender that have concentrated on
women’s subordination, marginalization, etc.” Gender
roles lead to attitudes towards the rights and
responsibilities of women and men in society. These
attitudes can also be expressed broadly or specifically
in areas such as economics, social, family, legal,
or political (UN Women, 2014).

In a marital relationship, a woman’s role and position
are vital if both partners value their mutual activity;
thus, they will achieve solidarity and a sustained
relationship (Bhasin, 2000; Nakonezny & Denton,
2008). However, factors like women’s subordination,
discrimination against women, and the perception of a
woman’s position in the family affect family solidarity
and relationships. But today, a significant response has

been the change in the family structure, which has
resulted in the

emergence of single-parent or single-mother families.
It is necessary to understand the concept of a “single
woman” to define the “single mother”. A single mother
means a widow, a divorced woman, or an unmarried
woman who has a child or children. A woman can be a
single in two different ways.

There are many reasons behind being a single mother.
But, as a result of being single mothers, many face
physical and emotional challenges that come with
bringing up a child /children alone. They face
numerous life challenges, including economic, health,
and social issues as well as issues threatening the
security of themselves of their children. The main
struggle comes when they take the responsibility to
head a family by themselves. Firstly, there is an
economic vulnerability of the household. Secondly,
there is social isolation in a single-mother-headed
household since the bonds formed due to marriage
alliances are absent (Pillai, & Swain, 2005). As we all
know, as a result of the marital disruption of divorce,
single mothers face many challenges in society. In
such a case, a woman may lose support from her
family, partner, and his family which further leads to
economic hardships and problems of security. Being a
divorcee and gaining custody of the child (ren) is the
most pressing issue they have taken. The
responsibility of raising a child or children as the
dominant caregiver without a spouse or partner
(Partners in development initiatives, 2011), they also
face many problems.

As mentioned before, single mothers, be they widows,
separated, divorced or unmarried, face various societal
problems depending on social conditions, ethnicity,
religion, and geographical area. The situation is
heightened in the FTZs in Sri Lanka. FTZ workers are
generally marginalized due to socio-cultural issues.
Single mothers with children are more vulnerable to
workplace and social harassment. They suffer from a
variety of psychosocial issues that are not addressed.
There are a limited number of focused studies on
single mothers in the FTZ in Sri Lanka. Like other
workers, they also face many challenges during
emergencies like the COVID-19 pandemic and the
present economic crisis. Hence, it is important to
analyse the situation of single mothers in FTZs and
find recommendations and ways to mobilize and
empower them for their well-being.
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1.2. Scope of Research

RED has identified single mothers in FTZ as a distinct
vulnerable cluster, suffering from many social, cultural,
and economic problems due to a lack of support from
society, including the government. Although there is a
growing body of literature focusing on the lives of free
trade zone workers in Sri Lanka, no systematic
research has been carried out on single mothers in FTZ
before and during the pandemic. Therefore, this report
primarily focuses on the lives of single mothers before,
during, and after the pandemic from a sociological,
economic, and cultural perspective.

The specific objectives of the study are:

 To identify the real situation of the single mothers
in Katunayake and Wathupitiwala FTZs.

 To analyse the actual situation of single mothers
in FTZs in relation to the psychosocial and
economic perspectives.

 To discover the perception and perspective of
single mothers based on practical experience, the
problems they face in the factory, boarding
houses, and on the roads, and how they overcome
such situations.

 To identify recommendations based on the
research findings and urge the responsible bodies
to improve the well-being of single mothers in
free trade zones.
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of surplus-values" (1972, pp. 31-32). Thus, they claim
that women's domestic work is productive, not in the
literal sense of useful, but in the strict Marxist sense of
creating surplus value.In the culture of Sri Lanka, there
is no value placed on "unproductive" domestic work,
and it is only considered a woman's responsibility.
Therefore, generally, women’s unpaid labour at home,
such as care work, housework, teaching at home, and
so on, done by women, has not been given any value
(Ruwanpura and Humphries 2004; Senaviratne,
2018).

Single mothers struggle to balance productive and
unproductive work without any external support.
Because of child care issues, many single mothers in
FTZs seek temporary employment, or work in the
manpower sector (Hewamanne, 2011; Hettiarachchy, &
Schensul, 2001. Even though some single mothers are
engaged in permanent jobs, they are reluctant to work
overtime or night-shifts and as a result, have to change
their jobs frequently. They continuously face many
financial issues in this situation.

Social and cultural challenges
In Sri Lanka, motherhood is crucial to a woman’s
identity and women are recognised as natural
reproducers, nurturers, mothers, and wives
(Nakonezny & Denton, 2008). As mentioned earlier,
one-fifth of the households in the country are headed
by women (Nakonezny & Denton, 2008; Bhasin, 2003)
and majority of these women are single mothers. Many
researchers have shown that widowed, divorced or
separated single mothers are sexually and socially
vulnerable, which is common for single mothers in FTZ
in Sri Lanka too.

FTZ workers, especially women workers, are identified
as a marginalised group in society. Cultural norms and
narrative constructions about them place them very
much on the margins of society, defining them as a
powerless and voiceless category (Hettiarachchy, 2002;
Hettiarachchy, & Schensul, 2001). The social
perception of single mothers, especially FTZ single
mothers, is worse than the other female workers in the
FTZ. Many of those mothers face specific gender-based
issues. Sexual harassment, unwanted attention by male
management within and outside the workplace, women
are verbally and sometimes physically threatened by
males in the community as they make their way to and
from the factory by foot or on public transport
(Hettiarachchy, 2002; Hettiarachchy, & Schensul,
2001).
The problems faced by divorced women depend on
their economic and social status, their identity with
caste groups, their level of education, the background

they come from and their economic independence
(Bharat, 1988; Witting, Lambert, & Wickrama, 2016).
Unfortunately, single mothers in FTZ come from poor
families in rural areas and are not highly
educated (Bhasin, 2003, Hettiarachchy, 2002). As a
result, they face numerous challenges on their own.

Stigmas exist when there is labelling, stereotyping,
segregation, status loss, and discrimination in a power
situation (Ruwanpura and Humphries 2004;
Senaviratne, 2018). The disapproval of divorce by
relatives, feelings of guilt in divorce, social exclusion of
married women, and demoralization (Gerstel, 1987)
are some of the signs of social stigma which are
common among single mothers in FTZ.

Having romantic relationships with a man is easier in
the FTZs than in the village due to a lack of supervision
by family members. Also, in some studies, it has been
shown that migrant female workers perceived
emotional romantic relationships with men based on
love and closeness to be valuable (Hewamanna, 2009).
However, single motherhood as a result of premarital
sex is considered a taboo since motherhood within
marriage is highly valued in the Sri Lankan culture
(Mishra, Thamminaina, & Mishra, 2021, Nelson, 2019;
Meewalarachchi, 2004). Those women were highly
marginalized from the society, causing them to take
complete responsibility of leading a family all alone.

Furthermore, community participation is a way of life
and an expectation in Sri Lankan culture. But, the
majority of FTZ women have no time to participate in
community involvement due to long hours of work
(Hewamanne, 2016). When considering single mothers,
lack of time is a major issue as they have more
responsibilities than other women, like taking care of
their children and so on (Ruwanpura, & Humphries,
2004,Nelson, 2019).

2.4 Impact of the pandemic on single mothers in
the FTZs

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic began in
2020 March, resulting in a staggering global death toll
and pushing many countries, including Sri Lanka, into
a social and economic crisis (GROUNDVIEWS, 2021;
Ratwatte, 2021). Society, perceived as systems
consisting of various sub-systems has been globally
affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, resulting in
significant changes in behaviour, attitudes,
relationships, and thought patterns (LST, 2021). It
has affected people's daily lifestyles by pressing
them with fear of infection, and thereby changing their
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life satisfaction, mental health, overall affecting their
livelihoods badly.

FTZ workers, including single mothers were one of the
most vulnerable groups during the COVID-19
pandemic. But there is no specific evidence of how the
FTZ single mothers suffered and lived during this
period (GROUNDVIEWS, 2021). However, as FTZ
female workers, they all faced numerous challenges,
many of which were common for single mothers1.

The first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic that began in
January through to October 2020 had the most
adverse impact on supply chains and the lives of
workers due to the enforcement of emergency
lock-down measures along with global trade
restrictions (GROUNDVIEWS, 2021; LST, 2021). A
significant number of workers in FTZs either lost their
jobs, shifted to part-time work, received only a fraction
of their wages, or shifted to casual/part-time work,
with destructive consequences to their personal and
family lives (GROUNDVIEWS,2021). On the 7th of
October, a cluster of confirmed Covid-19 cases
originated from a Brandix-owned factory in
Minuwangoda, Gampaha.2 The fact that one of the
FTZ factories had become the epicentre in the second
wave of the pandemic only served to exacerbate the
social stigma and marginalisation faced by FTZ
workers (LST, 2021).

By 13th of October, 1,036 workers and 361 of their close
contacts had tested positive for the corona-virus,
making it the largest outbreak yet on the island and
raising the country’s total Covid-19 cases to over 4,844.
New health and sanitation measures were taken in
terms of imposing social distancing, lock-down, and
curfew (GROUNDVIEWS,2021). Furthermore, in an
attempt to control the spread of COVID-19, the military
was called in on October 11 to round-up workers, often
late at night or early in the morning, to forcibly take 53
workers to makeshift quarantine centres3. The fact that
mothers were forcibly separated from their children
and taken to quarantine centres without coming up
with solutions is extremely heart-breaking4. It was
reported that some of the factories had their own
quarantine centres within the factory premises, where
their shelters have this inherent risk of the spreading of
the virus.

1https://waronwant.org/news-analysis/garment-workers-frontline-pandemic-outb
reak-sri-lanka
2 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9AjFH8EJ1XE&t=218s
3https://waronwant.org/news-analysis/garment-workers-frontline-pandemic-outb
reak-sri-lanka
4https://waronwant.org/news-analysis/garment-workers-frontline-pandemic-outb
reak-sri-lanka

When considering their economic and living conditions
as mentioned earlier, it was reported that the high
levels of unemployment, loss of job security, and pay
cuts resulted in anxiety and economic stress among the
workers. Many manufacturers responded to the
outbreak with job cuts and wage cuts5. The unfortunate
situation was that the wages were cut for the days they
had to quarantine as a result of contact with COVID 19
infected patient or the fellow worker (GROUNDVIEWS,
2021; LST Video, 2021). Even though the permanent
workers were paid at least half their normal wage
during the lock-down periods, the manpower workers
who are not institutionally attached to the workplace
were not able to receive any assistance as they are
employed at a daily wage(LST Video, 2021). As a result,
on one hand factory workers struggled to reach new
production targets with a smaller workforce, leading to
several violations of labour rights that took a toll on the
economic, human, and social well-being of workers
(GROUNDVIEW, 2021; LST Video, 2021). On the other
hand, many workers faced financial crises and were
starving without having at least one meal per day (LST
VIDEO, 2021). With the island-wide curfew imposed,
FTZ workers found themselves trapped in their
boarding houses around the zones (LST,video, 2021).
The quarantine curfew worsened the situation as they
could not go out for buying grocery or any other food
items because of the social stigma. Some had simply
survived on water. Any grocery purchases have been
made on credit. Most had to work until as late as 2 pm
on days when curfew was imposed from 6 pm, making
it impossible for them to go home (LST Video, 2021).
Most of these workers could not return to their villages
because their neighbours would call up 119 and report
them to the authorities (LST Video, 2021).

Furthermore, it was reported that neither their
employers nor the government were sensitive to the
workers’ economic distress during the pandemic. Even
so, FTZ workers did not receive the emergency relief
measure of 5000 LKR provided by the government as
they could not produce proof of residence in these
areas in which they were living6. Hence, the lack of
access to social protection mechanism has led to
further economic marginalization of an already
vulnerable group and has contributed to the loss of the
little decision-making power they exercised in their
lives through the leverage their income previously
provided (Hewamanna, 2021).

However, with the impact of the ongoing economic
crisis in Sri Lanka, the situation of FTZ including single

5https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9AjFH8EJ1XE&t=218s
6 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9AjFH8EJ1XE

https://waronwant.org/news-analysis/garment-workers-frontline-pandemic-outbreak-sri-lanka
https://waronwant.org/news-analysis/garment-workers-frontline-pandemic-outbreak-sri-lanka
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9AjFH8EJ1XE&t=218s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9AjFH8EJ1XE&t=218s%20
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9AjFH8EJ1XE
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mothers has worsened. Due to currency fluctuations
and fuel problems, many company owners are
planning to close factories or move to other countries.
In this situation, the main problem faced by garment
workers during this period is job loss [De Silva, 2020;
WARONWANT,2020].

Researchers have pointed to the psychological impact
on single mothers during COVID 19, but no literature
has been found on FTZ single mothers in Sri Lankan
context. Hence, psychological impact has been
generally discussed here to understand the situation of
the female workers, including single mothers in the
FTZs in Sri Lanka.

Many scholars have talked about the psychological
distress among families during the pandemic due to
domestic violence, financial issues, long-term
lock-down, children’s online education, working from
home, etc (Clean Cloths Campaign , 2020; LST video,
2021; GROUNDVIEW, 2021). In particular, FTZ
mothers may experience extra pressure from family
unemployment, income deduction, or the inability to
find a job as well as from home schooling and parental
communication. Due to wage cuts and unemployment,
many workers could no longer financially support their
families, many of whom were solely dependent on their
income, further straining their family situation and
relationships. As a result of low level of social support,
loneliness and financial insecurity during the pandemic,
female workers were at a great risk of burnout. Caring
for children during the pandemic was one of the main
issues faced by the single mothers. Stuck in a small
room due to quarantine curfew, fear of infection, and
spending days were more stressful both children and
mothers.

Furthermore, online education adds additional
burdens to mothers who have school-aged children
(LST, 2022). They were worried and suffered due to
the inability of buying a phone for online education,
and those who had phones suffered from the high cost
of the data.

Moreover, some researches have shown that the
workers’ experiences of harassment in boarding houses
include forced evictions with limited notice, sudden
increases in rent and rates, difficulty in finding new
boarding houses, and harassment due to delayed
payments, etc. It was reported that the workers who
returned to their villages were faced with a different set
of challenges. They were treated as vectors of the
deadly disease, rejected from society and in several
instances, shunned by neighbours and being blamed
for bringing the ‘pandemic’ to the villages. Clean Cloth

Campaign, 2020). As a result, women were frustrated
and developed several cognitive and behavioural
changes, as mentioned earlier. It was reported that the
mothers vented their rage on their children, which was
also common among FTZ single mothers. According to
the gender role theory, mothers’ mental health is more
vulnerable to parenting issues than fathers’, as mothers
bear responsibility for childcare.

2.5 Single mothers in Asian and African Contexts

In attempting to understand the situation of single
mothers in the FTZ, the impact of the pandemic, etc. It
is also important to situate the findings and the
discourse within the larger picture in the world. In this
literature review, look into the situation in other
countries as well as in Sri Lanka and discuss single
mothers with a special focus on them as an agency or
as a social and political construct.

The global literature is rich in both statistics and
anecdotal and case study references. This is drawn
from the African Continent, Bangladesh, Indonesia and
Sri Lanka, addressing a multitude of aspects such as
gender, poverty, trade, tariffs, social impact on the
single mother and her children, and the social attitudes
to abortion.

A distinction is made between unmarried women and
divorced women: Divorce is increasing as evident
especially in the literature from the African continent
(Mutanda & Mbanefo, 2017), and thus, the incidence of
single parent families. However, divorce does not
always translate to better economic prospects: Women
in Albania and Bosnia Herzegovina face discrimination
at the courts which favour the male partner in divorce
proceedings (Bimbashi, 2015).
Most literature reports that single women and single
mothers face discrimination in their access to
reproductive health services and rights (Bennet, 2001),
employment (World Bank, 2011; Chizomam & Nayasha,
2011; Bimbashi, 2015), and education (Bennet, 2001).
In addition, the women also face ostracisation
(marginalization) from families and society and (fear)
the loss of female companionship (Bennet, 2001).

Within the larger group of single women who have had
sexual relations, Bennet (2001) focuses on women who
have had abortions. She draws attention to the stigma
associated with abortions for young unmarried women
which results in subpar or “compromised” services
being offered to these women and the socio-economic
repercussions for the women and their children
(should the pregnancy be carried to term) (Bennet,
2001:37). Her study identifies that these women fear
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“public exposure”, “loss of the companionship of
girlfriends”, “abuse from partners and families”,
“abandonment by their boyfriends”, and “the
possibility of infertility” among others (Bennet,
2001:41). These findings point back to the social and
economic impact on women, discrimination, and lack
of access to education and sexual and reproductive
health services. It is especially important to note that
such discriminatory treatment, especially in accessing
reproductive health services is limited to single
mothers (Bennet, 2001).

Employment, unemployment and lack of access to
employment are also important considerations within
the context of single mothers because of their familial,
economic, and social responsibility towards their
children. Women face hardships in trying to navigate
the economic situation and the world of work which
seeks to keep them out of the workforce (World Bank,
2011). Many employers believe that women are “less
reliable workers” (ADB, 2004) and pay them lower
rates than to men (World Bank, 2011:16). In addition,
they hesitate to take on pregnant women (Bimbashi,
2015). Lack of childcare keeps some women out of the
workforce (Bimbashi, 2015). Other factors that hamper
women looking for employment include lack of
adequate day care options at the place of work and also
harassment (World Bank, 2011).

Single parenthood impacts women mostly on the
economic front: Their low levels of education
(Chizomam, 2009; Samaranayake, 2008), restrictive
social norms (Bimbashi, 2015), lack of access to jobs
due to discriminatory practices (World Bank, 2011),
and inability to campaign for higher wages (World
Bank, 2011) means that they earn lower wages than do
their male counterparts and face the risk of losing
employment first. In addition, their inability to leave
their children for long means that their children also go
to the place of work, hampering their education
(Bimbashi, 2015). In addition, most women are unable
to provide for their children resulting in some cases in
child labour (Bimbashi, 2015), as they live on less than
USD 2 a day (Chizomam, 2009). Also, this inability
translates to undernourishment and malnourishment
in their children as well as their mother (World Bank,
2011), which could also result in illnesses that further
endanger their precarious economic situation (Oxfam,).
In addition, women also have less agency in economic
condition decisions: They neither able to decide their
ideal location for a store-front nor cope with the
changes in the marketplace that negatively affect them
(Oxfam,). This lack of agency also arises from
restrictive social norms and their role as a mother

(Oxfam), which hamper her going long distances to
find the ideal location and conditions.

Both Bennet (2001) and Chizomam (2009) look at
education and access to contraception as possible ways
to keep women from becoming single mothers.
Although employment is important, it is seen as
providing less economic freedom and parity compared
to married women due to the single mother’s low
education level, which reduces her access to high-pay
or skilled jobs (Chizomam, 2009; Bimbashi, 2015).
Samaranayake agrees with the need for education: He
recommends safeguarding the right to education for
young girls, awareness programmes among the school
community, formulating better social security systems
and changes in attitude towards single mothers
(Samaranayake, 2019).

These reports show that across the board and
irrespective of the region, single parenthood remains a
significant challenge to women on multiple fronts of
employment, raising children, social and familial
discrimination, and vulnerabilities related to economic
condition.

The literature on single mothers around the world
carry similar strains of restrictive social norms, lack of
employment opportunities and access to reproductive
health services, and low educational levels. This section
looked at single mothers’ plight in Europe, the African
continent and Asia in terms of gender, economy,
education, access to services, and abortion.

2.6 Legal framework

Although there are several laws that protect the rights
of working in Sri Lanka, there is no law specifically
targeting single mothers. Hence, the laws and legal
frameworks related to single mothers in FTZ are
presented here to assist the reader in understand the
legal background in Sri Lanka.

The Shop and Office Employees Act of 1954, the
Employment of Women, Young Persons, and Children
Act of 1956; the Factories Ordinance of 1950; and the
Maternity Benefits Ordinance of 1941 are the domestic
legal frameworks that ensure the rights of working
women in Sri Lanka (Law Net)7. The maternity rights
of working women in Sri Lanka are expressed in the
Maternity Benefits Ordinance of 1941 and also in the
Shop and Office Employees Act of 1954. Under these

7https://www.lawnet.gov.lk/employment-of-women-young-perso
ns-and-children-the-factories-and-the-shop-and-office-employees
-regulation-of-employment-and-remuneration-amendment-2/
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laws, female workers are entitled to up to 12 weeks of
paid maternity leave. Also, the law requires employers
of more than a specified number of women workers to
provide childcare facilities for children under five years
of age and authorises the promulgation of regulations
regarding those facilities (Goonethilleke, Cooray, & De
Saram, 2020). The Act also provides for nursing
mothers' return to work, which is also ensured by the
provisions of the Act.

The Employment of Women, Young Persons, and
Children Act of 1956 and the Factories Ordinance of
1950 are being implemented to ensure the safety and
security of female workers in their workplace
(Goonethilleke, Coorray, & De Saram, 2020). It
provides the regulations for safety and welfare, work
time, restrictions and exemptions on night shifts,
overtime work, etc.

Furthermore, Sri Lanka signed and ratified the
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) in 1981
without any reservations (Women and the Media
Collective 2010). This implies that the government has
an obligation to protect individuals from the risk and to
create an enabling environment for enhancing
women's rights without any forms of discrimination.

As mentioned above, some of the single mothers work
as sex workers due to financial problems. But
prostitution in Sri Lanka is illegal and regulated by
three ordinances: the Vagrant Ordinance from 1841
(most recently amended in 1947), the Houses of
Brothels Ordinance (recently amended in 1943), and
the Houses of Remand (recently amended in 1955),
which allow for the detention of women in prostitution
in rehabilitation facilities instead of in prison (Miller
2013).

Furthermore, international labour standards and legal
instruments, such as basic principles and workplace
rights developed by the ILO’s constituents
(governments, employers, and workers) protect the
rights of employees, including FTZ single mothers.
They are legally binding international agreements,
conventions (or protocols) that can be ratified by
member states, or recommendations that act as
non-binding guidelines. Sri Lanka has ratified 43
conventions and 1 protocol.

Finally, the collective bargaining act, which requires
agreement between the employee and employer, helps
to protect the rights of the workers. This Act is always
above the law and applies to all workers, including
single mothers. Hence, this is also a very important act
related to single mothers.
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3. METHODOLOGY

3.1. Design

An exploratory qualitative study design was used with
an inductive approach of qualitative semi-structured
interviews to enable complex descriptions from the
participants’ perspectives. It was concerned with past,
present, and future problems faced by single mothers
based on determining the nature of existing conditions,
practices, and attitudes. This design was used because
participants were able to express their own experiences
as single mothers.

3.2. Population

The target population in research is the aggregate of
cases in which the researcher would like to make
generalizations. For the purpose of this study, fifteen
single mothers who are working in the areas of
Katunayake and Wathupitiwala FTZs were chosen.
Selected women were approached and informed about
the purpose and procedures of the study, measures
taken to ensure confidentiality and that participation
was voluntary. In addition, five individuals who are
working for the rights of the single mothers in FTZ and
two government representatives were interviewed to
get broader knowledge about the practical issues faced
by the single mothers, the support provided by the
government departments, and the obstacles they face
when seeking support from the state departments and
the factories.

3.3 Details of the participants

A. Single mothers

Name & Age
(pseudonym)

Details about
Children

Marital status Full
time/part-time/m
anpower/ other

Divorce/
Separated/
Widow

Child living with
caregiver/ with
the mother

01 Chamila, 39
years old

One son-
9-year-old

Married Full time as a
tobacco cutter

Separated

02 Dushani 47
years old

Daughter (25
years old) and a
son 15 years of
age

Married Full time as a
Machine operator

Separated Daughter married
/ son is with the

mother

03 Yogeshwari, 40
years of age

Two sons (25,22
years of ages)

Married Part time jobs Separated Both lives with
the mother

04 Padma, 38 of
age

A Daughter, 8
years of age

Married Looking after
boarding houses

Separated Both with the
mother

05 Pushpa, 42
years of age

A daughter - 7
years of age

Married Looking after
boarding houses

Widowed Child lives with
the mother

06 Amali, 22 years
of age

A son - 5 years of
age

Legally Married
- (They hid their
real ages from
the marriage
registrar)

Looking after
boarding houses

Separated Child lives with
the mother

07 Manori - 39
years of age

Daughter - 14
years of age and a
son 4 years of age

Married Full time work as a
machine operator

Divorced Children are with
the mother

08 Shashika 33
years of age

Daughter - 12
years of ages

Married Full time work as a
machine operator

Separated Child is
taking-care of by
the mother’s

friend
09 Malor Daughter 11 years

of age and a son 6
years of age

Married Manpower worker Separated Children are with
the mother

10 Saduni 22 years
of age

Son 5 years of age
and a daughter 1
years of age

They were
married after
the birth of their
first child.

Full time as a
Packer

Separated Mother (with
children) lives
with the parents
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11 Nayana 35
years of age

A daughter 13
years of age

Married Full time as a
machine operator

Separated Child is with
maternal

grandparents
12 Kamala 42

years of age
Daughter 17 years
of age (suffering
with development
issue
-Hypothyroidism
child) and a son
13 years of age

Married Full time as a
manpower worker

Separated Children are
taking care by
maternal aunt

13 Dilanka 34
years of age

A daughter 8
years of age

Not married Full time a
machine operator

Separated Child is taking
care by
maternal

grandparents
14 Umali, 31 years

of age
A son, 10 years of
age

Legally married Full time as a
machine operator

Separated Son is a Buddhist
monk

15 Rani, 44 years
of old

Daughter 26 years
of age (from a
first husband) and
a son 4 years of
old(from a second
husband)

Married to the
x' husband, not
married to the
second
husband.

No proper job/
manpower worker

Separated Daughter is
married/ son is
with the mother

B. Multidisciplinary interviews

3.4. Sampling Procedure

Fifteen single mothers, four from Wathupiwala and
eleven from Katunayake, were chosen for this study.
Two of them were from the Tamil speaking community

at Katunayake. Potential participants were identified
by the RED, Shramabhimani Kendraya, and Dabindu
collectives, the prominent organisations working for
the FTZ workers’ rights for a longer period of time.

Seven individuals were selected after analysing their
professional backgrounds, especially, the work they
have done, their experience, and knowledge of single
mothers in the FTZ. They were from a
multidisciplinary working environment, including
social activists, members of the trade union
organizations, lawyers, members of the policy-making
organizations and women’s rights

activists. The two government representatives, a
midwife and a Gramasevaka (village headman) were
also selected based on their duties and services that
they provide as government servants for single mothers
who belong to the FTZ in Katunayake.

3.5. Data Collection Instrument

The first phase of the study was desk research to review
the literature on FTZ / single mothers both in Sri
Lanka and other countries.

The second phase of the study shifted to the collection
of primary data during the months of May and June
2022. The study used semi-structured open-ended
interviews to obtain the information from the

No Name Profession
01 Ayomi Wikremasekara Project Manager - Free Trade Zones & General

Services Employees Union
02 Swasthika Arulingam A Lawyer
03 Wasantha Hewaweerage A social worker, working for FTZ single mothers
04 Thuwaraha Chandrakumar A social worker, working for garment workers
05 Thamara Kumari Midwife - Awariwaththa
06 Daya Sunil Gramasewaka- Awariwaththa
07 No name (request me to hide his

name)
Working for the rights of the Garment workers
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participants. The interview questions were developed
by the researcher, considering the research outline
given by the RED and the team. The topics covered in
the interviews included life before being a single
mother; life during and after being a single mother; life
during the pandemic; difficulties and possibilities in
present and future life; support from the family and
society; about the children; and the issues related to
mental distress and so on. The interviews had a
conversational style, using some counselling
techniques, to enable the interviewee to talk and reflect.
All interviews were audio-recorded and later
transcribed and translated into English. The interviews
lasted between 30 and 75 minutes. Due to the fuel
crisis and sudden travel restrictions caused by the
economic and political crises, four phone interviews
(out of fifteen) were held with single mothers.
Furthermore, the phone interview method was used for
the six members of the selected multidisciplinary group.
Prior to the phone interview, a researcher made an
appointment with the participants and explained the
research objective and the process.

3.6. Data Analysis

The third phase of the study was to analyse and
write-up the initial findings as the first draft of the final
report. In order to obtain complex and rich details of
the participants' diverse views, qualitative content
analysis was chosen as the analytical
method. Qualitative content analysis aims to capture
the manifest and latent messages in the text, a process
that involves multiple readings of the text and
identifying units or sequences of meaning that are
important to the study objective. Selected information
was condensed further into codes, which were then
classified and sub categorized based on manifest
content similarities.

Several validating meetings were held during the
research process from May to July with representatives
from several organisations that work with free trade
zones.

3.7. Ethical consideration

A one-on-one interview procedure was used to ensure
the confidentiality of the participants. Before the
participants gave their verbal consent, they were
verbally informed by the researcher about the research,
data collection procedure, and the voluntary
participation, including their right to withdraw. The
aforementioned organisations obtained consent and
permission from the single mothers for the interview,
and the participants volunteered. Pseudonyms are

presented to protect the confidentiality of single
mothers, and real names are used with the consent of
multidisciplinary participants.
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recognise this distress, and understanding the impact
of social and financial hardship on single parents is
important for overcoming the post-COVID context.

Furthermore, six respondents were struggling with
childcare issues, especially with the possibility of
children being out of school and engaging in on-line
education. The pandemic has highlighted that
childcare is neither a women’s issue nor a personal
issue. It is an economic issue. Those mothers said that
they were unable to return to work until they were
assured that their children could safely return to
childcare and educational arrangements. The childcare
crisis caused by the pandemic may force mothers,
especially socially isolated single mothers, to make
difficult decisions that might lead to lower labour force
participation and lower earnings for decades to come.
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strong data to contribute to research on the
interdisciplinary aspects of research.
Thirdly, the present research does not highlight an
in-depth analysis of the children of single mothers,
the problems they face, and the lives they lead.
Therefore, an in-depth study of the children of
single mothers living primarily in the FTZs is
necessary.

Fourthly, this study does not focus on the lives of
single mothers who were living outside of the free
trade zone environment, especially those mothers
who had lost their jobs as a result of the pandemic.
Studying them can identify alternative strategies
to improve the well-being of unemployed mothers.
Therefore, further research on such communities
would be fruitful.
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6 .RECOMMENDATIONS

There is great importance and relevance in
focusing further on the specific instances and
socio-economic realities of single mothers living
in the Free Trade Zones in Katuanayake and
Wathupitiwala in the Gampaha district that have
been revealed and emphasised in the current
study.
 Recommendations to the State
1. In consultation with women’s organizations

and Trade Unions to identify single
mothers in the FTZs as a vulnerable category
and formulate and implement a
comprehensive financial and social safety net
to address the severe economic and financial
issues currently faced by them.

2. The State to give due recognition to the
diversity of issues and challenges faced by
single mothers and their children, by
appointing a dedicated Task Force /
multi-stakeholder forum to identify and
implement a comprehensive programme,
with the participation of the Department of
Labour, Ministry of Women, Child Affairs and
Social Empowerment, Board of Investment
(BOI), employers, apparel brands, women’s
organizations and Trade Unions.

3. The Board of Investment in consultation with
the Ministry of Women’s Affairs, women’s
organizations and Trade Unions, to provide
quality daycare facilities, including excising
ones within the Free Trade Zones.

4. In order to improve the psychological
well-being of mothers who are facing
social and economic pressures, mental health
clinics to be opened in the FTZs through
MOH with qualified counsellors.

5. State to take necessary steps to allocate
resources and effectively implement the
national policy on maternal and child health,
which encompasses inter alia optimal care for
children less than five years of age,
through the provision of quality childcare
services, maintaining optimal nutritional
status (Sustainable Goal 4).

6. Ratify the International Labour Organization
(ILO) Convention on Violence and
Harassment 2019 (C-190) which ensures the
right for everyone to work in an environment
free from violence and harassment.

7. Ensure the registration of all migrant
workers.

8. Ensure the government provides assistance
for the single mothers in FTZs during
emergency situations and to exercise their
right to franchise.

 Recommendations to Employers and
Global Brands

9. Implement special programs and take all
necessary steps to ensure that single mothers
do not suffer social and economic
discrimination within the workplace.

10. Provide standard day care facilities within or
in close proximity to the workplace.

11. Regulating boarding houses standard and
facilities conductive for child rearing.

12. Special attention by harassment/health
committees, etc.

13. Incorporate specific measures in buyers code
and ensure follow up.

 Recommendations to Civil Society and
Donors

14. Women’s organizations and trade unions to
proactively lobby the government and UN
agencies to identity single mothers and their
children in the FTZs who are facing the dire
consequences of the current financial and
economic crisis as a vulnerable category, and
to allocate social security payments,
nutritional packages, and include them in
other on-going and future welfare schemes.

15. In terms of the mothers’ socio-economic
background, the noted incidence of
harassment, especially in workplaces is
prominent, and in order to reduce such
violations, a strong commitment and
attention is needed to lobby the Department
of Labour, Ministry of Women’s Affairs and
other relevant authorities to implement
existing laws, and ratification of ILO
convention 190 on violence and harassment
at work.

16. Civil society and donors to actively advocate
that the state provide required support, by
greater investment in sustainable structures,
systems and related services to ensure
safe and decent working and living
conditions for single mothers, and standard
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education and nutritional support for their
children.

17. Women’s organizations and trade unions to
rigorously engage in awareness raising to
change negative societal attitudes towards
single mothers and avoid the stigma of being
a single mother.

18. Pay greater attention to the children of single
mothers who are in need of better education
and nutritional support.

19. Provide reproductive health awareness and
legal support services.
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APPENDIX 1 : QUESTIONS FOR THE
MULTI-STAKE HOLDERS

These interviews were conducted with lawyers and
social workers.

1. What are the general and legal issues
faced by single mothers in FTZ?

2. What are the problems they faced during
the pandemic and also in this current
economic situation?

3. Are there laws and policies to protect the
rights of single mothers, especially in free
trade zones? What are they?

4. Do these laws see appropriate
implementation and what are the
challenges faced in implementation?

5. Most single mothers stay in boarding
homes. What are the challenges brought
about by the boarding home
atmosphere?

6. Are there any unique problems faced by
these women regarding their children?
Do you see any way of overcoming these
challenges? What are they?

7. Is there any assistance given by factories
to help these women?

8. Are there any recommendations for
actions factories must take to support
these women?

9. The most common cases of free trade
zones Single mothers seek legal help for
what?

10. What are the most common barriers
faced when seeking legal action?

11. Is there any support given by the
government? Maybe along the lines of
tax reductions or exceptions, etc.?

12. Any recommendations for the
government to take in order to promote,
protect, and safeguard the dignity of
those women?

Questions for Single Mothers
N.B- Questions stated below are in no particular
order and subject to context.

1. Give a brief introduction to yourself?
2. Explain your life before and after coming

to the FTZ. (Where are you from
originally?/What made you leave your
home town and travel to FTZ? What did
you come here and do? Do you work in a
factory?/If not, what is your

occupation?/About your job/factory...
and so on.)

3. What influences did your village have on
you?

4. Explain your relationships, including
your spouse, husband, and family life.

5. How did you feel about the
separation/present feeling?(did you
noticed any behaviour changes within
you and your children; give an examples/
how do your overcome or manage such
feeling and behaviour changes).

6. What problems were caused by the
absence of a husband in your life and the
absence of a father in your children's
lives? How did you cope with this
situation?

7. Describe the children (Has your
child/children told you anything about
getting bullied or cornered in school
because he/she doesn’t have a
father?/Does your husband come to meet
the children? If so, do any problems
arise?

8. How did you spend your life during
COVID? (government and other
assistance/relationship with other
people/financial difficulties/children's
education)

9. Did you have any supportive figures to
help you through these challenges? If so,
who and how did they help you?

10. Usually, when a married woman without
a husband is around, society tries to
influence her with inappropriate requests.
What are your experiences in that
regard?

11. Explain about your financial situation,
before and after separation/ how do your
manage your financial issues?

12. What about your problems regarding
your health? Do you have any health
facilities? Are you able to reach a doctor
when needed?(what about child issues)

13. As a young married woman whose
husband has left, sometimes you may
also have physical needs. How do you
manage such feeling?

14. Is there any time when you enjoy
yourself with your daughter? (How to
spend the holidays?

15. Do the people in the factory help you
when you need it?

16. What are your hopes for the future?
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