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CHIID TaBOUN IN KERALA'S COIR LDUSTRY -

SIUDY OF & FW 3ZLECTED VILLAGES
Introduction

Coir is the f{ibre obtained from the husk of the coconut.
Though India ranks only third in terms of the acreage under coconul
cultivation, she comes on top with regard to the production of coir
in the world. India and Sri lanka together account for almost SO#
of the world cutnut of ceir. But while India concentrates on retted
fibre, Sri lanka enjoys a virtual monopoly in the preoduction of coir
bristle which .is extracted mechanically.
Operaticns in the coir industry fall into four ma or categories:
1. hetting
2. Defibfing
3. Spinning
Lo tamulacturing
fwelting invelves souling or green husks in shallow bracligh
water for a period of six to ten months. The retted husks are
beaten with wooden mallets to extract the fibre which after willowing
is rolled in sliver packs for purposes of spinning widch may be done
by hand or ratt, the name given to the set of spinming wheels used
for ﬁaking coir yarm., It is this yarn which gets processed, or
manufactured, into fimighed products like coir mats, rugs and carpets,
In terms of the contribution of these operatioms to employment

it is spinning, hand as well as wheel spinning, that ranks first,

accounting for 438% of the total employment in the coir industry, followed



by defibring 30%, retting 11% and manufacturing 11%. The total
number of persons believed to be employed in the coir industry in

Kerals is estimated at between A4 and 5 hundred thousand.

In torms of sex distribution of the persons employed in the
coir industry, while defibring and spinning operations are female
dominated, retting is a predominantly male activity. Manufacturing
which too is largely a cottage industry (i.e., orzanised in small
units which do not have tc be registered as factories wnder the

factory Act) employees both sexes about equally.

The involvement of children (i.e., persons below the age of
15) in the coir industry is believed to be quite significant but
it is in wheel spinning that the proportion of children is parti-
cularly marked, being above 20% of the total number of persons
engaged in it,

iT

Scope and Flan of the Study

The objective of this study is to reporf on the extent and
nature of involvement of children in the coir industry. ¥or tlis
purpose, it was decided to study omly those operations of the
industry in which children were found to be involfed in significant
numbers on the basis of actual observation. Such operations were

found to be wheel spinning of coir and defibering of coconut lusls.



Choice oi sample

Two of the coastal taluks namely Neyyattinkars and Chireyinkil,
known for coir producing activity in Trivandrum district were chosen’
for study. The coastal villages in MNeyyattinksrs 1lie on é convinuous
stretch, Production of coir on household basis is a major economic
activity in these villages. Five of these villages forming a contiruous
chain, each with a co-operative society of its own, were chosen for this
study. These villages are FEdayar, Pachalloor, Panathura, Neduran and
Thiruvallom, Five to seven households were selectsd at random in each
of these villages on the basis of the membership iists with each co-operative
gsociety. In the same neighbourhood there is a major husk rettine centre.
Sevent:- children, i.e., those L:low the age of 15 years working in this

centre were picked up at random and interviewed.

While Neyyattinkara is kunown for household production, Chirayinkil
is known Por its larger colr wroducing units. For the purpose of this
study, one co=operative and four private establishments were chosen,
The~ . co=operative- chosen is probably one of the largest wheel ~jpilrcdn~
establishments in the State, Unlike the co-operatives in Neyyattinlura,
which owned no ratt of their cwn, this particular co-operative owns
seventy ratts, one power operated willowing machine and a large open
yard of its own to house its operations., The private establisheints
are proprietary in that esach owne . a number of ratts. In cheoosin: these
establishments,care was talen to select shoons of differeat sizes.

Ona establishment cwned fine ratts,two of the establishmerts clhosen owned



8ix ratts each, and one owned l'ifteen ratts. But the choice was
arbitrary in the sense that the cooperation of the owner was an

important consideration in the choice of these establishments.

In all, 267 children could thugs be interviewed. As far as
possible, not only the employers of the children but-also at least
one of the parents were interviewed to verify and supplement infor-
mation, However, having selected the establishments, all the children

working there were interviewed,
I1T

ieligion and Caste

Of the 257 working children covered by the study, 43 are Muslims

and the rest Hindus. Table 1 presents the distribution of the working

Tabl=z 1: Distribution of Working Children bv_Sex, -eligion
Caste and Jocation

Hindus
High  Backward Castes Other
Caste Ezhavas/Arayas Backward  Schedulad IMuslims  Total
Hair Castes Castes
I. Boys
i) Chirayinkil 7 1 - 1 - 12 21
ii) Neyvmttinkara - 32 22 - - - 54,
To*tal 7 33 22 1 - 12 )
(%) (¢) () (29) (1) - {18)  00)
1., &Bris
i) Chirayinkil 34 5 - 3 1 31 A
11 ) Veyyattinkara - <8 15 5 - - 118
Total 34 103 1% & 1 BA 1¢2
(%) (180 (54) (2) (&) (1) 6y (en)
11T A1l Children
1) Chirayinkil 41 6 - 4 1 42 =
ii) Moyyottinkara ~ 130 37 5 - - 177
Total 41 136 37 < 1 43 207
(%) (15) (513 (14) (3) - (16)  ace)




children survey=d for the purpose of this study by the religion

and casve group Lo which they belong. Though Christians comprise
17.26% of the total population of Trivandrum District, evidently

no Christian child was engaged in the coir induétry in the villages
covered by this survey. ruslims were concentrated in Chirayinkil. !
Not a single boy or girl interviewed in Neyyattinkara was elther

Musglim or Christian.

Hindu boys and girls interviewed belong to various caste
groups but their distribution among major caste groups shows some
distinct ggographical pattern. While in Chirayinkil 41 out of
52 (78%) Hindu children came from the higher caste, lair, in Neyyattinkara
not one oul of 172 hHindu children was drawn from any higher caste. In
fact, only one backward caste, .zhava, accounted Ior a little over
three-fourths of iz working childrer interviewed in Heyyattinkara
in the coir industry. The second largest number w.s drawn from snothdr
bachiare cagte, Araya, Thic iz o major caste from which Hindu fishermen
of the State are drawn, Together, these two castes accounted for S5i of
the working children interviewed in Niyyattinkara, The only scheduled
caste, untouchable, child falling within the sample was in Chirayinkil

working for tihe co-operative.

It is inte esting to ro*e that while for every other relizilon
and/or caste grouping, identifisd in the table, zirls oubnumber boys,
the Araya beys outnumber their girls. To illustrate, while there is
one Eghava boy to every three FEzhava girls there ave three Araya boys

Lo every two Araya girls working in the coir industiry in Neyyattirkara.



It iz to be remembered however that the Arayas, being engaged
principally in fishing, do coir defibring and spinning only as a

subsidiary occupation.
v

Sex and Ags Distribution

In Table 2 is presented the distribution of the working children

interviewed by sex and ty;;e of establishment. It can be seen that,

Table 2: Distribution of Working Children by Age, Sex

and Type of Establishment

5-8 9-11 12-14  Total
1. Bovs
1) Chirayinkil
(&) Taniyspuram Cooperative - 4 11 15
(v) Faniyapuraw Privite Establishments - L 5 6
ii ) Neyvattinkara
(2 ) Kovalam el beatir~ centre - 4 < 13
(b) Spinning Households 8 G 24 41
Total g 13 45 75
() (1) (2%) (65 (100)
17,Girls
i) Chirayinkil
(a) Kamiyapuram Coopor:tive 4 10 31 45
(b) lamiyapuram Private Establishments 3 7 19 2C
ii) Neyyattinkara ‘
(a) Kovalam Husk beating Centre 12 15 32 5%
(b) Spinming Households 14 16 26 5%
Total 33 FAS 111 162
(i) (17)  (25) (56)  (100)
III. 411 Children Total 41 66 150 =67
(%) (15)  (25) (50 (100)

taking the aggremate, for every two boys there are five girls engaged

47

- . ] - - . B} ,' .t 4 . . - - '
in w2 colr operations covercd by this study. This matio beltween the sexes,



however, is considerably higher than the ratio of one to three

for all male to ferale worlters engaged in these operations,

Taken by type of establishment, it cannot be overlooked that
only with respect to snimning households is the ratio of boys to
gilrls significantly hi her than the overall ratio. This can be
taken to show that when children have to work away {rom their own

houses, there is a grzater tendency to send girls rather than hoys.

The distribution of working children is given by a~e, sex
and type of establishment to see if the age of entry into work
differs between sexes. 1If so, does it differ in any one tyre of
establishment more than cthers? It can be sean thot in the are
group of 5 to & years, there are girls in all tyne of estelblishments
whereas boys are thare only in the spinning hcouseholds. Thue whst was
noticed above is particularly tirue wien it comes to sencing voungz
children for worll outside the Liouse. The fact that in thes higher ave
groups of +, to 11 and T4 to T4 2i-1s still exceed the number of boys
working even in the househcld :stablishmerits, has sonetaing to do

probably with the sex typing of operations in this industiy,

Educational level

Lerala State leads tie rest of the country in regacd to the
level of literacy. A little cver GO0, of the State's total population
was found to be literste in the 1471 Census. T  corresponding

percentage for the country as & whole was only 25. In repard to
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schocl enrolment of children in the age group of 5 to 171, Fergla
is supposed to have attained cowplete coverage. Unfortunately,
the picture does not look so bright when it comes to children
working for the colr industry surveyed for the purpose of this

study.

Table 3: LDistribution of Working Children by Educational
Status, Sex ané Tvpe of Esteblishment

fducational Status
School School
Nliterate  dropouts goers Total

I. Boys
i) Chirayinkil
(2 ) Kaniyapuram Cooperztive - T2 3 15
(b) Raniyapuram Private Establishments 1 A 1 &
ii) Weyyattinkare
(a) kovelam Husk beating Centre 3 5 5 13
(b) Spinning Houscholds 7 20 14 41
Total 11 41 23 75
() (15) (54) (31)  (100)
1T, Girls
i) Chirayinkil
(a ) Taniyapuram Cooperative 4 33 8 45
(b) laniyapuram Private Establishments — 2 22 5 2¢
ii ) Neyyattinkara
{a) Kovalam lusk beating Centre 12 17 30 59
(b) Spinning Housoiolds 23 16 20 5C
Total 4 g8 63 1¢2
(%) (21) (47) (32)  (100)
113, A1l Children Total 52 125 26 267
(%) (1) (48) (32) (100}

Table 3 gives the distribution of the children surveyed by sex
and educational status. It can be seen that 1S% of the children working
in the coir industry have never been to school. A higher pioportion of

girls than boys are illiterate, the percentages being 21% and 15  for
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girls and boys respectively. Tut the percentage of school drop
~outs is higher among boys than girls. This can be taken to mean
that a larger proportion of working girls tﬁan boys Jdo not get
sent to school zt all but of the girls who start going to schooy

the proportion of those who drop out works ocut %o be less than the

proportion of similar boys.

A slight disaggregation of the data by Taluks reveal: that
while the incidence of illiteracy is distinetly higher in Neyvattinkara
than Chirayinkil among both working zirls and boys, the position is
reversed in regard o drop cut ratios. For beth working girls and
boys, the incidence of dropping out of school is significantly

greater in Chirayinkil than Neyyattinkara.

Disagsregation of the sclicol drop outs by the type of =stablish-
ments for which the boys and girls are working does nobt reveal any
sirmificant djfference which covld be attributed to the type of

establishment,

Az can be seen from Table 4 giving the dis-ribution of schocd
drop outs among working bojs and girls, thé incidence of dronping ouh
" occurs largely after 3rd, 4tn and 5th years of school education, i.e.,

on completion generally cf 8th, ¢th and 10th years'of age. “1hese
.years account for 77% of the girls dropping out and 627 of the pays

dropping out.
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Table 4: Distribution of Propouts by Years of Schooling,
Sex_ard Type of Establishments

Years of Schooling
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 g 9 Total

1. Boys
1) Chirayinkil
(o) Haniyapuram Cooperative 1 2 2 5 2 - - - - 12
(b) Kaniyapuram Private Establisiments - 2 1 -
ii) Meyyattinkara
(a) Lovalam Nuskbeating Centre -

1
—
!

1
t

I~

101 - 11 1 - - 5

{(b) Spinming Households 1 1 2 5 4L 1 3 T2 2
Total 2 4L 6 12 g 2 L1 2 41
(%) (5) (10)(15) (27) (20) (5) (10) (20) (5) (100}

IT. Girls
D) Chirayinkil

(o) hanivapuram Cooperative - 4L 8 & 7 3 1T - 33
(b) hariyapuren Private BEstablishments - 2 6 12 3 - - - - R

ii) .eyyattinkara
(a) Fovalam Husk bezting Centre -~ 1 5 4 41 1 1T - 17
(b) Spinning Househiolds - 103 & 30003 - -~ - 1€
Total - 8 22 30 16 6 4L 2 - 2
{s) (¢)25) (34} (1€) (7) {4y (2) - (100)
III. A1l Children Total 2 12 28 L2 2 g 3 - zc.
fe} (1) (g)22) (33) (1<) (w} (6) (2) - (100)
—

VI

Parent's Cccupation

Some interesting observations can be mcde also cbout the occu~
pational status of the oarents of working children, For thie purpose,
the children working in coir industry have been closgified botir by

their mother's and father's occupation.

We find that only 10% of the 267 children come from homes whnere

the mother is not working., ©Dul there are significant differences in
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this regard when children are distributed by location and the type
of estabiismment., A8 cain T

suen from Table 5, while on the one

extreme is the Kanayapuram Co-sperative whece the mothers of only

Table 5: Distribution of Working Children by Mc-her's

Occupation and Type of Establishments

_ Nevyabtinkara
Kanyapuram Kanyapuran Fovalam Spinning Tot
Mother's occupation cooperat— Private Husk beating Touseholds oual
ments

1. Husk beaters 1 2 60 - 63 (24.)
2. Spinners 35 21 8 - 64, (24.)
3. Fibre Cleaners 3 - - - 3 (1)
4. BRatt Rotators - - - 1
5. Joint Operators - 5 - 100 105 (39)
6. Others (i.e. working

in occupations not

connected with coir) 2 1 A - 7 (3)
7. Non-Workers 18 4 - _ TR
g. Dead - - - - - =

Total 60 35 72 100 267 (100)

70% of the children work, the corresponding proportion is 100k

for children working in the spinning households and the husk ba *-:

centre at Kovalam,

t is worth noting al
mothers are thencelves ensaged in thz coir industry.

tage of such mothers is 10C for spinning households,

C

out

Azain, the

a0 that the overwhelming maiority of wozrli iy

B e

While for nine/of 10 children, thelr mothers were ¢ mew in c:e

or the other operation in the coir imustiry, only one out of every Tour
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children has his/her father working for the coir industry. This
can be seen from Table &. Though women far cutnumber men in the

coir industry, there are several jobs in this irduztry which ©

Table 6: Distribution of Workinzy Children by Father's

Occupation and Type of Bstablishmants

Do

Ov Wt P W

Lerdyaprran  Kaniyapuram Xowvalam  Spinnir, Total (%)
: Cooperative  Private ifoek House
her! t . .
Father!s occupation Establishe beating holcs
ments Centre

Work related to coir 4 - 30 29 &3 (24)
Coolie work outside coir
industry 38 11 22 15 46 (32)
Other work including fishing 3 2 12 4 ¢ (24
Deserters 6 8 L 5 23 (c)
Non=workers 7 9 3 1 20 (7)
Dead 5 5 1 2 17 {4

Total 60 35 2 100 67 (1009

earmarked for men and which carry a much higher daily wage than Iobs
that women get in the indusiry, en work as retitersz, transporters of

green husks, bundlers, counters and transporters of ropes,

About one-tiird of the children have given the occupation of
their fathers as coolie work, This wmeans that they a.e either agri-
cultural labourers or doing some wmanual work invelving mostly heas
load trausportation of goods other than coir, While one-tenth have
fathers who ate self-employed as toddy tappers, bidi makers, petty

shop~keepers etc., for anotlier one-tenth, their fstihers,though
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fishermen by caste and principal cccupation, are engaged in coir
making as a secondary occupation, All these categories account
for £0% of the children surveyed. Thé remaining 20% are children
with fathers who eitiier are dead or retired from work or have
deserbed their wives. While 7% of the fathers have desertsad, an
equal number have fathers whe are not working. These men are

reported as not well and hence wnable to work and earn a liveliheod,

As vas noted earlier; 10% of the working children have non-
‘working mothers.  This compares with the figure of 7k of non-
working fathers. Buf the comparison could be misleading unless
one is careful, Firstly, all working children are living with
their mothers. 4s it happens not even one of the clildren surveyed
reported his/her mother as dead. Hor was there any case reported
of the motier haviig deserted fhe child to be telwn carc of by .ite
father. Ounly for two out of the twenty four mothers reportst as
not worlin, was healbtu ives £ the resson for not belng gainfully
occupied. Thus while all fathers were renorted as not workiny for
reasons of healti, mothers wers reported as worling for largely

other reascns.

Bstabliishment-wise, while 1% out of 24 children with non-working
mothers are working for the co-cperative where wage rates z-e,as we
note later, probably the highest prevailing, 22 out of AC ehildren
with no support from fathers (i.e., including also those with fathers
who are dead or have deserted ) are working for the private enterprise

establishument where wage rates are probably the most exploitative,
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VIT

Work Pattern of Childrer

By and large, there are three major operaticns in which
young children are involved, These are husk beating, cleaning and
willowing the fibre and rotating the matt's spinning wheel. Of
these three operations, the beating of retted husks is the dirtiest
and massiest, involving as it does working on soaked husks which
have been left to decompore in gtagnant brackish water for months
on end., But compartmertalisation between jobs is not complete in
that there are boys and girls who may be required to do more than

one operation.

L there are other minor jobs (i.e., jobs ‘there the nuwber

employed tends to be small) where child:zen are taken on as helpers

to adults., ihooo ool ooelv: Zoaogely head load transportation of
hugk ar. . vones. Alse, there .~ children who help in the tundling

of coir ropes. ilost of these mincr johs, hovzver, seem to e onon

to boys because one sees very few girls in these jobs.

Tabvle 7 gives thne distribution of ﬁorking children by the
type of cperation, age anc sex. It can be scen that in practically
all tae operstions clildren ars drewa frem both tie sexes, btiough
in different proporticns. For adults, however, the overations #re
clearly ssx type ir the sense thal you never sce men engzged in husk

beabting or spinning,

While both voys an. girle zre enployet to rotate tht spinning wheel,

thie aduls they work with ase ~inoct irvariably women, JAgain ¢leaning
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Table 7: Distribution of Working Children by

Type of Operstion, Age & Sex

5.8 - G=11 12-14 All Ages A1l

T 6] tio: == .
ype of Uperation Poys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Children

N_l

[

Huslk beating - 12 2 15 - 31 2 58 &0
Ratt rotating g8 21 14 17 12 50 34 fi 122
Eatt rotating-cum-spinning 10 2¢ 1C 2C 3C
latt rotating-cum-husk beating - - 16 - - - 16 16
Fibre collection - - 2 - < 1 11 1 12
Other operations - - - - 18 - 18 ~ 16

8 33 18 A LS 111 75 142 267

Notes: {i) Except at the husk beating cantre, children seemn to crmbine
husk beating with some other oneration as e.g. ratlt rohatdrg,

(ii) Fibre collzction is an operation by itself cnly at the husk
beatin: contres,
rivate
(iii) In spinning households and/establishments, childrer s

often to combine fibre cleaning with ratt rotatiig,
and willowing the fibre, a task olten combined with ratt rotatirw, is
done by both boys and giris, DPut in the beating of husks cue zzza »nly
girls, hardly ever a boy. Only two beys and 58 girls are emplovsl in
husk beating. However whiles cone =ess girls of all ages, bot boye,
engaged in this operation are in tns age group of § to 11, Since the

|

collection of fibre from the various husk boaters is by itself a iol
at the husk beating yards, a nurber of boys were fouid workinm: at the
Kovzlam husk beating centre. [lhoze doing husk beating sit cout under

the open sky, but as close as possible to coconut trees ho Zob stwe
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shade from the sun, each with her own tools, a wooden plavk an: an
agsortment of wailets, GCf the 13 boys worliing in the husk beating
centre while there are two boys beating the nusk eleven are engaged
in transporting the fibre to the various households engaged in the

spinning of coir fibre,

It is in the spinning housebolds that there is consiferable
overlap in the kind of work done by the children of both the zexes
The same boy or girl may be engaged sometime in one coperation and
sometime in the other., ‘owever, as can be seen from the table, while
both boys and girls combine ratt rotating with spinning, and tihids
happens when they are in the ~ge groups of 12 to 13, only girls between
C and 11 combine ratt rotating with hut besting.

It sheuld be added that while spimning households get larse
quantities of defibring done at the husk beoting yaris some hush
beatiiiy gets done right in Lv yard of the house. Usually, the bz
deribreq at home ars tiz ocaes ailocated to the households from their
cooperative, Though the Kaniyapuram Co-operative wi’zrtales to vz
conslderable cuantities of retted hwusk defibrsd in its own yad, o
child is engaged by it fovr this operation. O» tue other hand, in
the laniyapuram private eﬁterprise establishments, wirile no defibidin
is done on their spinnin sites, it is farmed oubt by them to women
and child.,en who work in the rewting jards of these establichmente
located near the backwaters, AlL the four priva:e establirimonte
surveyed had ne complaint sbout supply of retted ceconuvt husks actin
as a bottleneck to their remilar onerations. The larget of ilese

owned of a cocconut estata.
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VIIT
Hours of worlk

The hours of work and the time schedule of the childzen seem
to vary comsiderably according to the typo ot esiablishment and

whether or not 2 child is combining school going with work.

In the Kovalam husk beating centre there are two distinct
divigions. There are those who work full time from & in the morning
t111 4.30C in the afternoon. School going boys and girls come to
work only on Sundays, other holidays and days they skip school, except
that some boys living nearby come to the centre after school hours to
help in the final collection of fibre from the huck beaters and therechy

make a little money.

For the sninning households around Kovalam also the distinction
botwex! Bwae woo o to sciccl st those whio do not is uwseful. Children
who go to school have to do their stint in the early hovrs of the day.
They get up aleny with the adults at 4 a.m. and work till & a.m. Then
they gst ready for schocl. Thsy vut in ancther twe hours of work after

they come back from school.

Actually, this getiting up before the crack of dawn has little to
de with the children h=vin. to go to schocl. A househeld, whicl: uses
very largely its own family labour, has to allocate its tdme in such
a way that they make maximum use of the day light. The household

undertakes spinninz from 4 a.n, to € a.m.  Since the houses have rnio
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electricity, they start work in the light of the hurricane
lanterns or open-wick kerosine larps. After a short break,
defibring of husks is falken up and it goes on till about 3 p.m.
Then the fibre has to be cleaned, willowed with hand and got

ready for spinning the following morning.

Children returning from school help in cleaning and willowing
the fibre. They are usually free by & p.m. after which they may
bathe, say their prayers and do homework for schecol before taking
dinner. These households call it a day rather early in the evening

t0 be able to start their day before the crack of dawn.

Children on the whole, have very little time or energy 1o do
their lessons at home. In fact, it is not certain that much gets
done by way of learming even at school. The typical school has
100 to 120 children of different ages all seated in one biz hail,
but in different groups. Sush a school serves, by and large, as a

place to gei away from home ant play.

In Chirayinkil, the Kaniyapuram Co-operativs observes rogular
working hours, starting at €.30 a.m. and closing at 4.30 p.m. Peopls
take short breaks of a few mirnutes,duration aftor svery couple of hours
to take a sip of water or z snack which they carry froi home. "herafore
ordinarily it is difficult for children here to combine school zoing
with work, But since the schools in Kaniyepuram work in two saiits,
it is possible for households with children of different sges to male
Still such cases of children cembiring

them conbine work with schocl.

work with school are very few.
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Aiso, in the féur private enterprise establishments studied
there are very lew schoel goins children., But the maior reason is
that they have to work very long hours, sta:ting their day at 7.30 a.n.
and winding it up only at 6 p.m. with a few short breaks in between
which add up to 60 minutes in all. Both boys and girls seem to be

considerably over worked.

IX

Other Working Conditions

The cther conditions wnder which children work also seem to

differ rather widely in the four types of establishments.

The husk beabting centre in Kovalam seems to come cut the
worst in terms of both surroundings as well as facilities. lhsk
beaiing is done on = vast gtretch of sandy 'and lying between the
sea and the back waters bul busk b aters are concentrated on the
barics ol Jhe Lochwaiare.  The ogoooseh to thwe location is very easy
bult once one enters there, it 1s ¢ different world. It is a world
of dark, damp sand and lLaclvaters turned almest black emitting
unpleasant smell., A1l around, one sees mounds of pith which has
collected over years of husl: beating. Though the nlace abounds in
coconut troes it is only wher one is right there that one realises
how little shade they really provide from the equatorial suva. ‘Those
who can affcerd 20 paise once a while put up a palm frond as a screen
and work wnder its direct shade, rotating it every hour with the
change in the direction of the sun, Bvery worker has to have Lier own

palm frond.
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Wnile a worker can thus protect herself from the sun, theve
is no oscape for the worker from the smell, dampness and dirt |
of the retted husk. Having been submerged in dirty bracldd water
for six months or so, when the husk is beaten with the mallet it
lets out the smell and throws up the pith. Tha watery pith invariably
splashes all over one's bady and face though the husk iz always

squeezed before one starts veating it.

Though thousands of women work along this particular stretch
practically no facilities whatscever exist to meet even the basic
requirementé of pecple in the course of their work, Access to
drinking water and wash room facilities are just non-existent. There
are, however, a couple of tea shops witldn easy reach and vendors come

round to sell some snacks all through the day.

In cormarisen, soinnine households in Kovalam arca appear to’
ofier somewhat better envircrwent for work. Firstly, the courtyards
are kept neat and clean, Secondly there is always some shade nrovided
for everyone. Thirdly, drinking water and washroon Imcilities are

within easy reach.

Since children work in these houschelds along with their own
fauily menbers, the abtmosphere tends to be very relaxed., The nrincipal
worlk which children do in tliese households is to rotate the whecl. The
wheel 1s almost invariably kept in a small thatched shed to protect it
from the sun. 5o the child operating the wheel is also protected. The
two women feeding the fibre -to the ratt have to walk backwards and

forwards in tiie open {rom the wheel spindle to the other spindle.-
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Bven though the working hours snd timings observed in the households
carn, as stat:d above, be guite Li:awenient and exhausting, there can
be little doubt where a child, or even an adult, would choose to work
if offered the choice between the husk beating centre and an average

household establislment.

Still, it is the Kaniyapuram Co-operative which seems to provide
a model environment for work, It has s large yard housing some Seventy
ratta, all kept in long rows of thatched shed, Children working on the
wheels ave fully protscted from the s, The whole yard is kept neat

and clean, In one cormer of the yard, there is a well one can go to
for drinking water, Alsc, a fow thatched totlets have bsen built in
another comner,

Unlike the co-—operative,the private enterprise establishments in
Kaniyapuram do not bother to provide the basic facilities in their work
vards wven though thelr worlizrg are required to stay much lenger hours

tnan in tls co-operutive.

Ware Rates
For all operations in the colir industry, workers get maid on
I ’ get ;.
picce rate basis. The piece rates, however, differ from arca to area
and also for the types of tae cstablisimant,
In the huegk beating centre at Xovalan, the ploce rate is tle
same regardless of the spinning establishment for which one may be

defibring the husks. For defibring 100 husks (or 300 sections, as
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each coconut husk is divided into three sections for easy handling)
a worker uniformly gets paid six rupees (in 1¢72). Since children
tend to defibre a smaller ruber than adults they make a smaller
wage, Small children i,e., those between the ages of 5 to 8, can
defibre only 25 sections on an average and male only R:.0.50 in a
day. Children between the ages of 9 to 11 tend to do 60 sections
making 1s,1.20 every day anc children between the ages of 12 to 13
seem to be able to defibre 125 sections and earn %:.2.50 every day.
Ordinarily, an adult is able to defibre 200 sections and earn F. 4

every day.

Calculations get a little more complicated for headload trans-
porting of cleaned fibre to the varicus spinning households, The
payment is calculated according to the guantum of fibre as well as
the distance coveredl. For a distance of ons kilemetre, the rate
prevailing currently is 5 rupees for fibre extracted from 1000 husks,
Usual. 7, boys botiuser e gges of 12 te 14 are involved in this
operation, They get paid. at the rate of 5 rupees for transpoiting
1000 husk-fibre, Also payment for this work is received by a boy
only when he has completed tiat quantum of work, Usuglly this type
of transportation has to be done only in the afternocons after the
husk beaters have completed thelr defibering for the day. The boys
undertaking this work usually combine it with school going. But they

must transport all the fibre, that has been dehusked, the same day.

The payment for defibring is made around 4 p.m. in the evening

every day. Therc is a leader, called kontrek, for every team of five
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or six husk beaters. She tales charse of distributing the husks
and making the payment fol’ defibring, If o chiid is working by
herself, the wages are pald directly to the child s* the end of the
day. However, since more than £0s of the children work side by side
with their wothers, it is probably right to say that payments due to

children are generally collscted by thelr ncthers.

The boys transporting fibre collect their wages directly
from the spinning households cvery third or fourth day after they

have transported 100C-husk fibre.

In the sovinning households the question of daily wage payment
really does not arise. The whole household works zs a team. If the
househeld is a member of a co-operative, it gets retted husks froa
the co-operative to be defibred and spun for payment. Nearly 757
of the spinning households in Neryattinkara area surveyed are na bers
of coeoperatives, but co-cperatives have not been supmlying these
housenolds with retted husis in quantities adequate to keep them

fully occupied. 3o they have to go to private by csemen for retted

husks.

Whether 1% is the co-operatives or private business mer Tor
whom these households dofibre, they work on the basis of & fee.
Thouglh the cooperatives pay distinctly bebtter rates, they are
supposed te enforce more severe standards of work., Also, the coopera-
tives settle their payments once o weelk, where as private busincssmen
settle the payments straight away. So thsre are houssholds which
inspite of their membership of a cooperative work almcat entirely for

private business men.
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Neither the adults nor the children of a spirning househeld
get paid individuslly., Howsver il there are some adults and/ér
children frem the neighbourhood working for a household, they
have to be paid at the same piece rate as prevails in the neizh-

bourhood.

Unlike the co-cperatives studied in Neyyattinkars, the
Kaniyapuram Co-cperative has, as stated above, organised all the
operations on a site of its own where people, adults and children,
assemble to work, Only members of the cooperative and their children
are eligible for work, However, 8ince the co-operative is always
short of husks, not all its members and their children get employment
with the co-operative. Those who became members first get priority
over others., Since out of sor~ one thousand memters of the co-cperative
only 350, comprisirg of 280 adults and seventy children, zet work on
the co-operative's work yard on any one day, the maiority of the

co-operative's membership enicws little of its benefits.

The co-opcrative pays on piece rate bosgis, A team of twe spinners
and one wheel rotater, who is invariably a child, is currently psid
Bs.17.55 to produce 128 ropes, with & total length of approximately
2560 metres. This amount is divided between the team mewbers in such
a way that the child rotating the wheel is entitled to one-fifth and
the balance four-fifihs are shaved equally between the two adulrs.

Since a tecam can easily produce the above guantity in a day,-it is
safe to say that while an adull woilring for the co-operative makes
.7 a day the child wmakes Ns.3.50. But the payment is made by the

co-cperative every weelr, not avery day.
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There arc quitc a few of private spinning estabiishments in
Chirayinkil telul. Ihuy’arﬁ cimed mostly by relatively weil-to-do
Muslims who 4o not higve to depend much on outside sources for the
supply of retted husks ws they underiake-rotting of hushs as wall.
Sc work oprortunities are available yith them practically through-
out the year, except Tor about six to eight wecks of very heavy
rains, These private cpinning establishments differ from the
spinming households in Neyattinkara in that the members of thc ownerss
household do not participate in work. They play only a superviscry

cum-management role.

There is no wniformity in the piece rates which wrevail
among the private establishments though thelmore céuﬁious ones would,
when Jormally appro;ched, cla.m to pay wages at the same ratce o5 ihe
co-operative. Eut it is an open sezret tl.at they don't. On an
average, a team of troro: workers, two adulis and orne child, iz
requited to burn in 125 ropus o the fotal length of 3500 motros Lo
earn Fe.17.55 in a day. This meens that id they turn in only 2750

motres ag in the co-operative, theoy will get paid only T 1800

&,
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when divided among the team nemoer: wsould give the

each adult Is.5. per day.

Ordinarily the people woriing Tor these privetc esbabliiskuonts
put in much longer hours so that at the ond of the Cay their ohe hors

wage 1s as high as possible. While in fthe co-operative work g

gvery day a% 4.30 in the aftermoon. Une notices privabe estollisamenie

continuing teo work till sun sct i.ez. 1411 after 6 pom. fasne is woid
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at th: end of the day, usvalir to mothers if the child is accompaniced

by the mother or to the child itself if he or she comes by herself,

X

Sonme General Observations

On the basis of the above study of the operations connectad
with the coir industry in a few villages of Kerala State, it would
appear that the children are involved in this operation on a signi-
ficant scale. 4ccording to the 1671 census, only 1.8% of the total
number of workers in the State were children. However, in the coir

industry the proportion of children appears to be distinctly higher.

It is possibly in wheel spinning that the proportion of children
is the highest., It is invariably a child, usually a femslc child, who
gits at +ho whonl of Hhe wendks Tﬁe adults are imvariably women. So
den.»id“nr on whethor a ratt ie two-spindled or three-spindled, the

ratio of crildron to adults is either 1 to 2 or 1 to 3. Of course, all

spinning of c»i~ iz net lone with the help of 4l 1aic., Almost as many
persons, 1f not morc, arc beiicved to be engaged in the hand spinning
of coir as in gpinring .- with the help of rétt. Do as many
children get involved in hand spinning as in wheel spinning? This is
a quaesticn that this'short study is unable to answer because in the
villages survoyed no hand spinning was reported.

Then there are operations boesides spinning in the colir industry.
These are principally husk beating, fibre cleaning and processing of

coir yarn, or rope. This study shows that in husk beating and fibre



cleaning children are inveolv:d in large numboers but in what
proportion te the adults, and whether that proportion has been

rising or declining over the years, it is difficult %o say.

What can safely be gencralized is that even in the two
operations, wheel spinning and husk beating, while girls tend to
outnumber boys in a big wey, it is cspeclally so with respoct to

husk beating which is possibly onc of the messicst jobs,

Though quike a good proportiorn of children worliing in tih:
colir industry combinc work with school going - this is particularly

8o with children werking for their own spirring households -~ it aplican:

that dropping out of school talkes place on a rather larye sealc,

Girls, however, seems to stay o in school longrer than boys.

In terms of working conditions too, the spinnine houscholde,
how wer modest tihgy are, seei to come out the best hecause on werl
eiter away from tha houss ov v bazic facilitiss are not always provided,
The work site of the co-operative at Keniyapuran wns rather an -sco-pfion
that onc does not genvrally come by, Widle the heuschold also provides
psychological support to crnildren working side By aide with theoir
mothers and rclatives in familiar and uwsunlly wholecsowe onvironment,
the working hours observed in the spinning households secm to bo the
longest, longer than even the private cstablishments at Kaniyapurci
where almost 507 more work has to be put in to sarn the samo wagze that

the co-operative in the same village offers.
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