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SEWA Bharat is a trade union of women workers of the informal economy. It 
operates as a federation of membership-based organisations of women 
workers. It is committed to strengthening women in the informal economy by 
highlighting their concerns at the national level and building the capacity of its 
member organisations with the aim of empowering them for their struggles. 
Founded in 1972 in Ahmedabad, Gurjarat, it now organises 700,000 women 
co-operatively in over 50 districts in 7 states in India.  
 
Organisation for women’s participation and representation is the core of its 
work. SEWA Bharat helps women to organise co-operatively so that everyone 
has a chance to bring their voice into policy formation. It works to bring about 
policy changes at the local, regional, national and international levels. This is 
facilitated through meetings, workshops, summits, conferences, rallies and 
other ways of interaction. 
 
The co-operative way of organising is consistent with sustainability and 
economic viability, believes Sanjay Kumar, national co-ordinator of SEWA 
Bharat. “When groups face a crisis the co-operative way of working is more 
likely to sustain them”, he says. 
 
 
Organising must be needs-based, he stresses - “people coming together to 
meet a need; organisation cannot be imposed”. 



 
The organising process leads to policy 
formation. SEWA Bharat successfully 
pressed for national-level policy 
regulations on street vendors. To help 
develop the policy it formed an alliance 
with small organisations of street vendors, 
held regional workshops, involving 
different stakeholders, the vendors, 
municipal authorities and the police.  
 
“We then organised a national-level 
workshop with the minister himself 
present”, said Sanjay Kumar. “The 
government announced a national-level 
task force to develop the policy. After a 
few years the task force came up with the 
policy. A lot of background work and 
organising paid off”. 

Sanjay Kumar, National Co-ordinator,  
SEWA Bharat 
 
SEWA Bharat is now working with the government to implement the policy at 
local level. 
 
Financial independence is regarded as crucial for the member organisations, 
stresses Sanjay Kumar, as it gives them more freedom to challenge the 
government and develop political strategies. SEWA Bharat has developed the 
highly successful SEWA Bank, a micro-finance institution, and works to 
strengthen and expanding micro finance services in all SEWAs.  
 
Organisation and the market traders of New Delhi 
 
Geeta sells second hand clothes in a market in New Delhi. In 2001 Geeta and 
other traders were evicted from their market. The government apparently 
wanted to smarten up the area. The women lost their livelihoods, their 
children had to cease their education. To survive, the women started to do 
the same work in the streets but got into debt. They approached the 
municipal authorities but no one wanted to know. 
 
The women contacted SEWA Bharat who explained to them their rights, that 
vendors cannot be evicted without notice, and helped them to organise to 
carry out their struggle. After getting organised “our voice was heard”, said 
Geeta, “we were able to talk to all the important municipal officials because 



we were organised. And now we are strong enough to face the police 
because we are not scared of them”. 
 

 
In 2005, after four years of struggle, the women secured an alternative site in 
New Delhi for their market. “We are now able to sell our products with 
dignity”, says Geeta. “And we have had the 
confidence and strength to demand from the 
authorities an all-women’s market. We have 
won the backing of our member of 
parliament and will soon have this market. 
We have also demanded a market for 
vegetable sellers. All has come from being 
organised”. 
  
“In the near future we would like to extend 
our credit co-operative so that women can 
borrow money and have access to credit at 
low interest rates”, says Geeta. 
 
The organisation has also helped it 
members to get the healthcare benefits that 
they are entitled to from government 
facilities.                                                                  Geetha, SEWA Barath 
 
Other achievements 
 
The SEWA Movement has spread to other countries, including Yemen, 
Turkey and South Africa.   It was named one of the ‘55 things that make India 
proud’ by India Today in 2002.  It was one of founders of Homenet, an 
international network of home-based workers’ organisations. 
 
Challenges  
 
It’s important to continue building the capacity to organise as this is a process 
through which poor, marginalised people can be included, stresses Sanjay 
Kumar. Information dissemination is the key, especially about rights and 
entitlements. The poor should be consulted at all levels, at all stages. It is 
important to view the poor as drivers of solutions and change and not as the 
problem, so that they lead the process”.  
 
 


