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Asia/ Sri Lanka

We like it here

A visit to a prawn processing plant in Puttalam
district, Sri Lanka, provides a brief glimpse into
the lives of those who work there

By Cornelie Quist, a member of |CSF

Sumeethra and Mala are both workers in a prawn
processing plant of a company that exports to Japan
and Europe. | wasinvited insidethe plant after having
introduced myself asaresearcher working inthe prawn
industry of the Netherlands. With Sumeethral spoke
in the presence of the plant manager and with Mala,
only briefly during her ten minuteslunch break. Both
women have enjoyed higher education, are ambitious
and are not married. Here are their stories.

The company where the two women work is situated
inthe centre of the prawn cultivation (aguaculture) area
of Sri Lanka, inthe Puttalam district on thewest coast.
It started operations in 1999, when the prices for
processed prawn were at their peak in the world
market. The company is a partner in the Hock Bee
Group, which hasits head officein Singaporeand is
one of the six export companiesin Sri Lankaqualified
to export to the European Union (EU). The company
falls under the Free Trade Zone regulations, which
meansthat it not only enjoys privileges such as duty-
freeimport of equipment and raw materials, but also
that the national labour laws are not applicable to
workers here. The company has 250 employees (230
women and 20 men), most of whom are casual
workers.

Sumeethra is a microbiologist and, as production
controller, sheisresponsblefor ensuring that thequality
of processed prawn meets standards such as the
Hazard Analysisand Critical Control Point (HACCP)
required for exporting to Europe and some other
countries. Shetellsmethat sheisvery happy with her
job, because shefindsit very interesting. Sheasolikes
to work in amodern company and shefindsit areal
challengeto ensurethat the product qualifiesfor export
to the EU.

The prawn that they processare cultured and supplied
by prawn farmersinthe area, but they also obtainwild
prawn from fishermen of northern Sri Lanka (Jaffna).
They process two to four tonnes per day.

Unfortunately, the supply of local prawn hasdeclined
inthelast few years, one reason being the white spot
diseasethat hasdestroyed practically al prawn farms
in Sri Lanka. The other reason is the difficulty in
transporting the wild prawn catch from the north
because of the conflict between the Sri Lankan
government and the Tamil Tigers(LTTE). Sumeethra
says that her company is now thinking of importing
prawnfrom Indiaand Bangladesh for reprocessing into
higher value-added products, and further research on
thisisbeing undertaken.

Sheagreesthat it could be better if the company would
process Sri Lankan prawn and, in particular, prawn
obtained from the same district, one of the poorestin
the country. However, it is unfortunate that the Sri
Lankan government has no policy to regulate
aquaculture. Inapoor district like Puttalam thisled to
agold rush mentality and aboomin prawn cultivation,
most of it by untrained and inexperienced cultivators.
These were primarily poor folk attracted by the high
pricesintheworld market for prawn, hoping to strike
itrichinashort time. Unplanned and unregul ated prawn
farming not only resulted in disasters like the white
spot disease, but also led to environmental problems
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arising from the destruction of mangrove forests,
pollution of thelagoon and dinity of thesoil. Sumeethra
said shefeelsvery concerned about this, but sheaso
feels that her company cannot do anything about it
because it operates in afree market.

Challenging my critical questions, Sumeethrasaysthat
the EU standards are not very realistic for countries
likeSri Lanka. Theinvestmentsaretoo high, particularly
now that the pricesfor processed prawn in the world
market are declining rapidly. She was of the opinion
that the Japanese were less demanding in thisrespect.
| show her apromotion film on CD of aDutch prawn
processing and exporting firminthe Netherlands. While
seeing the super-modern production and marketing
technology she heaves adeep sigh that makesmefed

Quilty.

Sumeethrathen getsthe permission of the manager to
show methe production room of her processing plant.
For reasons of hygiene, | can only watch the workers
from behind aglasswall. Themgority of workersare
young women who, clad in white uniform and boots,
work standing inalong row. Someare separating prawn
by size and quality; others are packing the separated
prawn. Thefew young menworkersonly carry boxes
between therefrigerated production room and the cold
store. All work isdone manually.

Whileleaving the plant, we passasmall room near the
entrance where some workers are having their
lunchbreak. Through thewindow, | greet them and they
invite me inside. They are excited to talk to me and
offer me some of their lunch. | take a piece of mango
and ask if they liketowork in thiscompany. Yes, they

do, they say.

They tell methat all workers are from the area. One
of the workers, her name is Mala, says that she has
been working here for three years. She is one of the
80 permanent workers. The other 170 are all casual
workers. Mala, ahigh school graduate, saysthat sheis
happy with her job becausethereislot of unemployment
in this area. | ask her what type of career she can
expect inthiscompany. She answersthat good workers
have the chance of becoming permanent after they
finish a six-month contract, and, thereafter, afew of
them can become supervisors. Isthat it, | ask?

The usual working hours are from 8 amto 5 pm, she
continues, but most workers hope to do overtime and
work over the weekends as well. The basic salary is
Rs3,000 per month (about Euro 30), but thiscan go up
to Rs5,000 or more, because of overtime. She says
that someworkerseven do a100-hour working week!
However, this is an exception now because of
inadequate supply of unprocessed prawn. | ask her if
the type of work she does is not heavy, in particular
thelong hoursof standing in the cold temperature. She
saysthat women likethistype of work and she makes
amove to go back to the production room. Her ten-
minute lunch break isover.

(Withthanksto the National Fisheries Solidarity of Sri
Lankafor their helpin making theseinterviews.)

Cornelie Quist can be contacted at cornelie.quist@
wolmail.nl



