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Focal Points ata Glance

In this write-up the author presents
an excellent account of the problems of
women workers in seafood pre-
processing units located at Alapuzha and
the details presented are well applicable,
with minor variations, for the streamlining
and upgradation of the status of women
workers at the pre-processing plants
located mostly along the coastline of the
country. The details given can be of
considerable benefit to those in charge
of aqua products pre-processing plants
of the country.

Abstract

The fisheries sector in India plays a vital role in the Indian economy. Although
the fishing and fish processing industry has experienced enormous growth in
recent years, none of the workplaces has industrial hygiene or surveillance
programmes to evaluate the effects of exposure to seafood and work in a cold
environment.There are a number of issues faced by women workers in the pre-
processing and processing units which remain unaddressed due to various
social and economic considerations. It is recommended that further
epidemiological studies need to focus on quantifying the disease burden
attributed to seafood exposure and identify specific risk factors for allergic

sensitisation to occupational seafood allergens.
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Introduction

Fisheries seem to be a female
domain, if viewed from their roles of
cleaning, trading, processing and ush
farming. To understand employment
in this sector fully, a livelihood
approach that enables an analysis of
how work is embedded in other social,
cultural, economic, political and
ecological structures and processes
which shape gender disparities (Long
2000; Allison and Ellis 2004) should be
adopted. According to a UN report,
women work for two-third of the
world's income and own only 1% of
the total assets(Ashalatha et a/.,2002).
In India, there is a great contradiction
between the idealised concept of
women and their real life situation.
After agriculture, fisheries are the
traditional occupation of women in
India for many centuries. The sector
contributes to income generation
directly or indirectly. India ranks
second in the aquaculture production

and third in fisheries production and
we are one of the leading nations in
marine products exports. Marine
sector occupies a very important place
in the socio-economic development of
the country.Frozen shrimp constitutes
over 80% of our marine products
export earnings. In India, export of
frozen shrimp increased from $839
million in 2008-2009 to $883 million in
2009-2010 and further to $1261 million
in 2010-2011. Recent years have seen
increased levels of production and
consumption of seafood, leading to
more frequent reporting of allergic
reactions in occupational and
domestic settings. In the fisheries
sector, women play an active role with
extensive involvement especially in
the post-harvest operation, where
they constitute almost half of the work
force. Allergy to fish is common among
fish eating populations and in fish
processing communities. The
prevalence of immediate type fish

allergy is higher when intake of fished
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con.stiUitcs a greater p.irt in llie diot of
the comniunily.

There arc about 0.5 million fisher
households all nlong the Indian coasts
and a total of 3 million fishurfolk
inhabiting the coastal villages. The
entire processing sector is highly
dependent on women as women
comprise more than 90% of the work
force in shrimp peeling and 70% in the
proa.*ssing of other fish products (Kohli
cl ai. 1999). The quantum of work in
the seafood industry is directly related
to the availability of raw material and
tends to be seasonal (Anon,2002). On
the community management role of
fisher women, it is stated that women
play an indispensable role in
maintaining the social and cultural
foundation of fishing community in
Kerala.In the present study, it has been
observed that the peak period of
fisheries activities is from September
to April and the lean season from June
to August- The pre-processing work
includes grading, sorting, distribution,
evisceration, cutting, slicing and
cleaning in the case of fish, peeling,
cleaning and grading in the case of
shrimp, evisceration, cleaning and
grading in the case of cephalopods and
cleaning of the processing hall. The
main objectives of the study were to
characterise the demographic profile
of seafood processing work places in
Kerala, a State in the south-west coast
of India, to understand the socio
economic background of the women
employed in pre-processing units, to
identify the factors contributing to the
kw status of women in pre-processing
units, to determine the level of
occupational health service provision
with specific reference to the medical
surveillance of workers in various
workplaces,and to develop suitable
recommendations for upgrading the
living conditions of women workers
in the pre-processing.

Methods

The major sea food pre-processing
unitsin Kerala are located in Aroor and
Chandiroor (Figure 1) in Alapuzha
district. Peeling of shrimp is highly
labour-intensive and some of the
major pre-processing activities are
done exclusively by women.The
database for the present study was
created by sampling from
representative centres in Aroor and
Chandiroor,the two leading pre-
processing centres and 100 women
workers (random sample) constituted

the sample of the study (Figure 2). A
i.Juestionnairc was developed and used
for collecting the required information
from the women workers of pre-
processing units. The questionnaire
covered several aspects including
demographic details of work force,
concerning wages, service conditions;
occupational, environment and health
related issues. The other aspects
included in the present study were
questions on perceived health status,
physical activity at work, work in cold
environment and working practice.

Results
The study on the socio-economic

status of women labourers in sea food
pre- processing units of Alappuzha

district indicates that most of the
women belongs to Hindu
communily(85.71%) followed by

Muslims (10%) and Christians (4.29%).
This selection is unbiased and the
majority is due to the outnumbering
of Hindu community in the district.
The marital status of women workers
in the pre- processing unit is given in
the Table 1. Married women
outnumber all the categories (70%)
followed by unmarried (18.57%) and
widowed persons Widowed persons
occupy a considerable proportion
(7.14%) compared to divorced and
separated. Most of the labourers belong
to the age group of 31-40 (42.86%),
which is followed bj' 41-50 age group
categories (25.71%) and the least
frequent group is 10-20 (2.86%).

Regarding the type of support
extended by the husbands towards the
woi'king wives, most of them (72.92%)
receive moral support from their
husbands. Most of the women (82.46%)
opine that they are not getting enough
time to look after their children and only
17.54% getting time to care for their
children. But, contrary to this, 65.45%
is of the opinion that their children are
suffering because of their long absence.
34.55% did not share this view, perhaps
due to other factors such as the joint
famil)’ help from the husband, etc. The
husbands are making the decision in
the family in 44.29% cases and in 21.43%
cases, husbands consult the wives in
the decision making. About 10% of
women take decisions themselves
(Figure 3). The major areas of decision
are family budget, education of
children, marriages and others. The
survey reveals that most of them
(54.28%) concentrate on family budget,
education of children and marriage.

Most of the laboiirers are working
on duly wage (DVWV), followed by regular
employees (on contract basis) and
occasional labourere (OL) (Figure 4). A
study on the experience of women
workers in the units reveals that
38.57% has got one to five years’
experience and this is followed by six
to ten years' of experience. Analysis
reveals that 45.71% of women get
employment for 250 to 350 days in a
year, this is attributed to the high
proportion of the regular employee (RE)
and daily wage (DW) workers.
Occasional workers may be recruited
in the peak fishing seasons and this
may be attributed to the low
proportion of women getting 100-200
days of employment (Table 1).

As many of the women workers are
working under a contractor and
getting only a meagre daily wages,they
cannot save much for future. Further,
they arc also not covered under any
insurance schemes. Among the women
labourers, only 15.71% have the
Provident Fund facility and the
remaining have no such facility. About
22.9% of the women workers meet
with accidents during their work.The
w'orking environment is not very
congenial in the case of many pre-
processing centres (Figure 5). Further,
the contractors do not provide the
basic amenities. Regarding the health
condition, most of them are unhealthy
(61.76%) and suffer from back pain,
arthritis, ulceration and other
occupational hazards. The women
employed in the pre-processing units
experience certain job related ailments.
The long working hours and the
constant exposure to cold water and
chlorine result in muscle cramp, skin
irritation, eczema, respiratory
problems, allergy, back pain and
rheumatism (Figure 6). Lengthy
isolation from their families leads to
depression in many women. The
industrial units provide no medical
facilities or other benefits to these
labourers. Only 61.76% receive some
kind of training from different sources.
Though majority of them arc trained,
none of them wears gloves or follow
any other precautionary
measures.Income earned ranges from
Rs.20 to 100 per day, but most of them
(40%) earn Rs.50-60 per day. Very few
(2.87%) receive the tow category of
wages - Rs.20 -30 per day. The
maximum income per day is Rs.IO0O
and that too earned by very few such
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Table 1: AveraRi*employment days, experience and income of the women labourers

: Wage Medium Lo
eNr:bﬁny?nae)n?[ Percentage Experience Low (2g(MS) (4h-70) Higti {>71)

100-150 20 1to5 9 9 3

150-200 18.57 6 to 10 15 3
200-250 15.71 11 to 15 2 5
250-300 21.43 16 to 20 1 8

300-350 24.29 21 to 25 0 8 0

25 to 30 1 3 0

Figure 1: Study aruM in Alnpuzhii District,

Mr

Hui BIx

Figure 3: Decision making personsin the
family of women labourers (%)

Fifiiirc 5: A close view of a woman working
ivilhoul gloves

(2.87%) women. It is worth
mentioning here lhat lhc wage has no
correlation with experience, age, or
period of servio? in pre-processing
unit concerned (Table 1). Most of the
women labourers are poorly paid and
wage distribution is more within the
medium range of Rs.46-70/day. Though
highly experienced, the labourers
belonging to the 61-70age groups receive
only medium wage.This disparity is
attributed k) the working effidenc}"ofthe
labourers and it is obvious that the
labourers belonging to the age group of

figure 2: Women fii(?aged in peeling
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Figure (r. 1%rcentage of women lahxirers having
Ix’alth problems in pre-prixvsmg units

31-40 are more efficient

Most of them (54,29%) respondod in
the negatiw when asked whether they
are satisfied with the present income.
However, they would like to continue
with the present job, because of
unemployment and nearness to home,
Low education status also makes thcni
to continue in the current j(A> Very few
workers feel that the present job is bettor
than any other jobs they can have. It is
obvious from the survey that a pre-
processing unit does not provide the

basic amenities such as the lalrinc,
w-ashing facilities, drinking water supply
and day-can?forchildren. Nearly 36,23%
of women labourers are working in llic
units withouteven the latrine facility,Thc
woinen workers also hiivo no job security
even after putting in several years of
ser\'ice in the same pre-proces.sing units.
A largenumber of them are not awan- of
their legal rights for job, thoir securit>-
and facility for creche, bathnwm, etc.
Earlier, there were few attempts to
educate the workerson their legal rights.
The Stategovernment has initiated many
sdH'mes to alleviate the problems faced
by these women workers, but the
situation remains more or less same in
thf iMse of many of the pre-proa*ssing
centres.

Discussion

Women play an important role in
fishories development in the country and
thi> «tudy underscores the fact that the
women labourers working in the prc-
proivssing centres contribute
significantly to the seafood export
indii'rtry of Kerala. From the study, it is
obvious that most of the women
labourers possess good experience and
havi’I'xcel entskill in the shrimp peeling
work- Like other labour- intensive,
expurt-oriented sectors, there isa distinct
pa'ference foryoung, unmarried women
in fish processing at the floor level
(I'lLsnno 2000). The average age of wtwncn
workers is 35in the pre-processing units
and 12-8(1% of the respondents ore below
40 year” ago. Avery few have the higher
educatit ii and out of the age group 31-
40 having (he primary and secondary
education, many of them are drop outs.

This is the first detailed study to
diKiiment work-related symptoms and
allergic lieolth problems among workers
in the seafood pre-processing units of
Alapuzha district, Kerala. Walk-through
inspoction.s of a number of facilities
suggest that inadequate control of
inhalational and skin exposure, which is
especially common in small and
medium-sized workplaces, may be
conlribiiting to the burden of disease.
Majt>r activities lhat provide a potential
source for sensitisation through
inhalation of aerosols are cutting,
scrubbing or cleaning, and drying
activities. Unprotected skin exposure,
due to the lack of personal protective
devices



as gloves, provides additional source
of sensitisation. Women employees
identified work-relaled skin
symptoms to be the most commonly
reported health problem (61.76%) and
they also suffer from back pain,
arthritis, ulcer and other occupational
iia/ards. Howcv’er, there are a number
of other issues faced by women
workers in the pre-processing and

processing units which remain
unaddressed due to various social and
economic considerations. It is
recommended that further

cpidemiological studies may be made,
focusing on quantifying the disease
burden attributed to seafood exposure,
and identifying specific risk factors for
allergic sensitisation to occupational

.seafood allergens. This would
necessitate development of
appropriate industrial hygiene

monitoring techniques for exposure
characterisation of those workers at
risk and medical surveillance protocols
that utilise more sensitive
immunological markers for early
diagnosis. Following recommendations
have emerged from the study;

e As the shrimp peeling is a hard
repetitive and monotonous job
requiring special skill and
involving working in a cold
environment, the women working

in the pre-processing units need
better remuneration.

 Basic medical checkup facilities
including medical camps should be
provided.

e Legal support to be provided to
ensure the job security.

e Steps to provide the Provident
Fund and other welfare schemes are
needed.

e Awareness programmes to be
conducted on the rules and
regulations, safety measures,

hygienic handling of products,
incentives, allowances etc., for
women employees.

¢ Stale and Central government
agencies should formulate and
implement welfare schemes for
women in fisheries
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