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About Revolutionary Existence for Human Development (RED) 
 

In October 2018, Chandra Deveranarayana, a well-known activist and social worker, established a women-led organ-
isation called "Revolutionary Existence for Human Development''( RED) with a few of her colleagues with the inten-
tion 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; devel-
oping 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 interna-
tional organisations to assist affected individuals and communities by providing food, health, travel, and accommo-
dation 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 govern-
ment, 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 marginal-
ised in many ways. More than half of the females work-
ing in the FTZ - including single mothers - contribute to 
the Sri Lankan national economy, yet they were ex-
cluded from government relief programmes during the 
COVID-19 pandemic and the current economic crisis. 
They were suffering socially, economically, and cultur-
ally 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 sin-
gle mothers working in the Katunayake and Wathupiti-
wala FTZs and to make recommendations to the author-
ities, including the government, the Board of Invest-
ment, trade unions, and non-governmental organiza-
tions, to improve their lives. 

RED identified single mothers in FTZS as a separate vul-
nerable cluster, suffering from many issues with limited 
support from society, including the government. Alt-
hough 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 sociologi-
cal, 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 moth-
ers 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 Col-
lective - two prominent organisations working for FTZ 
workers’ rights for a long period of time. Seven individ-
uals were selected from a multidisciplinary working en-
vironment, including social activists, members of trade 
union organizations, lawyers, members of policy-mak-
ing 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 sin-
gle 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 find-
ings 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, in-
cluding lack of access to social safety nets, discrimina-
tion against productive labour, undervaluat- -ion of un-
productive labour, limitations on freedom of associa-
tion, and unequal wages. 

It was noted that each related factor has a direct or indi-
rect 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 harass-
ment.  

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 . 

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 
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they have been victims of various psychological prob-
lems. 

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 ac-
count the potential adverse effects on child develop-
ment.  

There is great importance and relevance in focusing fur-
ther on the specific instances and socio-economic reali-
ties 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 fi-
nancial 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, Minis-
try of Women, Child Affairs and Social Empower-
ment, Board of Investment (BOI), employers, ap-
parel brands, women’s organizations and Trade 
Unions.  

3. The Board of Investment in consultation with the 
Ministry of Women’s Affairs, women’s organiza-
tions 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 in-
ter alia optimal care for children less than five 

 years of age, through the provision of quality child-
care 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 situa-
tions 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 so-
cial and economic discrimination within the work-
place.  

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

11. Regulating boarding houses standard and  facili-
ties 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  agen-
cies 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 vul-
nerable 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 back-
ground, the noted incidence of harassment, espe-
cially 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 rel-
evant 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 in-
vestment in sustainable structures, systems and re-
lated services to ensure safe and decent working 
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and living conditions for single mothers, and stand-
ard education and nutritional support for their chil-
dren. 

17. Women’s organizations and Trade Unions to rigor-
ously engage in awareness raising to change nega-
tive societal attitudes towards single mothers and 
avoid the stigma of being a single mother. 

18. Pay greater attention to the children of single moth-
ers who are in need of better education and nutri-
tional 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 indispen-
sable feature of debates concerning gender inequality, 
violence against women, women’s dependency, and 
women’s empowerment. Women’s responses to these is-
sues vary across different social, cultural, and geograph-
ical groups. Many scholars study the identities, posi-
tions, 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 sys-
tem 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, ex-
ploited, 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 re-
sources 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 subordi-
nation, marginalization, etc.” Gender roles lead to atti-
tudes towards the rights and responsibilities of women 
and men in society. These attitudes can also be ex-
pressed broadly or specifically in areas such as econom-
ics, 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 posi-
tion in the family affect family solidarity and relation-
ships. 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 numer-
ous life challenges, including economic, health, and so-
cial 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 chal-
lenges in society. In such a case, a woman may lose sup-
port from her family, partner, and his family which fur-
ther leads to economic hardships and problems of se-
curity. Being a divorcee and gaining custody of the child 
(ren) is the most pressing issue they have taken. The re-
sponsibility of raising a child or children as the domi-
nant 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, re-
ligion, and geographical area. The situation is height-
ened in the FTZs in Sri Lanka. FTZ workers are gener-
ally marginalized due to socio-cultural issues. Single 
mothers with children are more vulnerable to work-
place 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. 
 
 

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 
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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 primar-
ily 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 sin-
gle mothers based on practical experience, the 
problems they face in the factory, boarding houses, 
and on the roads, and how they overcome such sit-
uations. 

✓ To identify recommendations based on the re-
search findings and urge the responsible bodies to 
improve the well-being of single mothers in free 
trade zones.  
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 . Sinhala and Tamil War Widows 
 
Sri Lanka has a 30 -year history of ethnic-based civil war. 
May 2009 was documented as the period that demar-
cated the end of this horrendous war. This war brought 
about many dark days to countless innocent lives (Jaya-
wickreme, Jayawickreme,& Miller, 2010). The ill effects 
of this war saw its climax among the ethnic Tamil mi-
norities living in the war-torn north and east (Jayawick-
rema, Jayawickremae, & Miller, 2010; Pannilage, 2017)) 
“The conflict resulted in the displacement of thousands 
of people from their homes, disrupted the potentially 
vibrant economy of Sri Lanka, severely undermined 
basic norms of human rights, and chronically divided 
a society that initially seemed set to provide the model 
for Asian ethnic accommodation and development” 
(Pannilage,2017). The primary impact of war is un-
countable, affecting not only the victims but their loved 
ones as well, including the destruction of lives, families, 
and entire communities. There are also decisive social 
and economic dimensions to any conflict. War destroys 
entire infrastructure facilities, including houses, schools, 
hospitals, industries, lands, and agriculture. Also, cau-
salities, displacement, and migration have changed the 
family and social networks of many communities in Sri 
Lanka (Somasundaram & Sivayokan, 2013; Pan-
nilage,2017). As a result, the impact of the civil war on 
the lives of people from both parties caused many prob-
lems for women and children. Especially women be-
came the most vulnerable after they lost their fathers, 
husbands, sons, and daughters (Witting ,Lambert, & 
Wickrama, 2016). War widows are one of the most im-
portant difficulties during and after armed wars, and 
they continue to face several life obstacles, including the 
battle to feed themselves and their children. Women-
headed Tamil families face a range of challenges, includ-
ing poverty (Herath & Silva, 2012; Pannilage, 2017). 

The loss of the integrity of the Tamil communities' fam-
ily-centered culture, along with a lack of social support, 
has caused significant psychological suffering (So-
masundaran, 2007). This has led to high rates of depres-
sion, anxiety, and PTSD, as well as a general sense of un-
ease in daily life (Somasundaran, 2007; Jayawickreme, 
Jayawickreme, Atanasov, Goonasekera, & Foa, 2012). 
Additionally, the militarization of everyday life, human 
trafficking, and land settlement, ownership, and usage 
have disproportionately affected female heads of fami-
lies, including widows (Perera, 2015; Jayaweera, 2000). 
The government provides financial assistance to im-
pacted women, but widowhood has many other social, 

psychological, and economic effects that derive from so-
cietal systems. Tamil women from war-torn areas have 
been brought in to fill vacancies in textile manufacturers 
after the conclusion of the conflict in 2009  (Perera, 
2015; Ruwanpura & Humphries, 2004; Somasundaran 
& Sivayokan, 2013). 

Similarly, military war widows also faced many chal-
lenges in post-war society in Sri Lanka. Military widow 
means a woman whose husband belongs to the security 
personnel of the army, navy, and air force of Sri Lanka. 
Attitudes towards a single woman or a single mother af-
ter the death of her husband, who served in the security 
forces, have always been present in society as war heroes 
(Pannilage & Gunawardana, 2016). Based on the re-
search, many military widows have the privilege of pro-
tection and respect from society, more so than Tamil 
war widows (Gunawardana, 2017; Pannilage & Gun-
awardana, 2016). They are entitled to financial assis-
tance from the government, better schools for their chil-
dren, and aid and support from regimes. However, most 
military widows also experience psychological distress 
as a result of a variety of interconnected circumstances, 
such as new household management tasks, isolation, 
and changes in social relationship (Gunawardana,2017). 
Most of the time, society monitors the behaviour of the 
widow, especially the other women in the communities 
are often suspicious and as a result, the military widows 
also live with fear. As we all know, most of the time, men 
are trying to approach divorced or widowed women to 
take sexual advantage. 

Based on the ADB report, over 25 percent of households 
in Sri Lanka are headed by women (ADB,2016; 
Rathwatte, 2021). The majority of those women have 
lost a spouse or a partner as a result of the 30-year 
armed ethnic conflict. These women were only able to 
engage in low-paying informal employment and/or 
daily income-generation activities after the conflict. As 
a result, these women were more vulnerable and eco-
nomically affected without having any external support 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Following COVID-19 
lock-downs and travel restrictions, the government ini-
tiated a relief programme for 10 categories of eligible 
beneficiaries from low-income backgrounds, but 
women-headed household were not considered as a pri-
ority group (Rathwatte, 2021) for government conces-
sions granted under the emergency situation. As ex-
plained above, most military women-headed house-
holds are economically stable as they are eligible for a 
government-mandated salary and the pension of the de-
ceased spouse, while other war widows do not receive 
any form of redress.  
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2.2. Single Mothers in FTZs 
 
The transition from economic liberalism to export-ori-
ented industrialization began in the late 1970s in Sri 
Lanka (Athukorala & Rajapathirana, 2000). This cre-
ated more employment opportunities for young women 
in many labour-intensive industries, including free 
trade zones (Attanapola, 2004; Athukorala & Ra-
japathirana, 2000). By 2022, fourteen FTZs industrial 
parks and export promotion zones. were providing work 
for more than 400,000 people, 75% of whom were 
women. FTZ women workers come from lower income 
families in rural areas, where they were raised with tra-
ditional ideas of womanhood and dignity. As a result of 
the migration to urban society, those women are influ-
enced by other ideas and different lifestyles (Attaanap-
ola, 2004; Athukorala & Rajapathirana, 2000) and most 
of them have changed their attitudes. This leads them to 
change their thinking and behaviour patterns. Moreover, 
many workers live in poorly built, privately owned 
boarding houses near the FTZs with little access to piped 
water and electricity. Many scholars have said that the 
influences of this partly urban lifestyle have a negative 
impact on the dignity of the migrant workers, and as a 
result, FTZ is often referred to in public discourse as a 
“brothel” or “city of prostitutes” (Hewamanna, 2008,At-
tanapola, 2008).  
 
The FTZs are a largely female-dominated workplace, es-
pecially abundant with gender inequality and poor 
working conditions (Hewamanna, 2008). Ultimately, 
greater female representation in the workforce does not 
necessarily equate to gender equality. Rural, unmarried 
women were expected to be obedient and to work hard 
without complaining or unionising (Fitzpartick & Kelly 
1998; Hewamanna,2008). Being female factory workers, 
they have already been fortified as a result of exploita-
tive employers, which is further compounded by their 
(traditionally) poor socio-economic conditions (Attan-
apola, 2008; Hancock, Moore, & Middleton, 2015). 
They are exploited as an inexpensive workforce, with 
less opportunity to participate in collective action or to 
refuse repetitive employment. Those workers’ income is 
dependent on the level of output and financial efficacy 
of individual firms (Hancock, Moore, & Middleton,2015; 
Sivananthiran, 2007). When compared with the other 
industries, FTZs are identified as having greater output 
expectations, longer working hours (Sivananthiran, 
2007), and inadequate income or support. Female 
workers have an excessive number of working hours in 
comparison to men but lower salaries than male work-
ers. Many scholars have reported that the majority of 
FTZs do not allow female workers to access daycare or 
aid during pregnancy, and they may also face sexual, 

mental, and physical abuse (Gunathilake, 2018; Sivan-
anthiran, 2007).  
 
The power and domination involved in imperialism and 
the invasion of the indigenous world is an example of 
colonizing power (Gunathilaka, 2008; Attanapola, 
2008). Throughout South-east Asia, the female popula-
tion has long experienced the subjugation of internal 
and external socio-political and economic powers (Jay-
aweera, & Shanmugam,2001; Sevananth- -iran, 2007). 
When looking into economic relations, it is important to 
consider the gendered relations within production, con-
sumption, and accumulation. ‘The sexual division of la-
bour is one example where economic gender relations 
are played out, such as when women migrate from rural 
to urban areas to work in garment factories. As men-
tioned above, this patriarchal system promotes the ap-
pointment of women only to exploit them (sometimes 
via negative measures of control and harassment) se-
cure in the knowledge that women are disadvantaged 
and potentially powerless to assert control (Sivanan-
thiran, 2007).In this circumstance, these female factory 
workers face constant vulnerability as a result of socio-
political disadvantages such as inadequate pay (espe-
cially when compared to men), deprivation of voting 
rights, poor working conditions, such as working long 
hours, or ill-treatment and exclusion from factory work. 
Under this situation, female workers in the FTZs are col-
lectively fighting for their basic workers' rights, such as 
freedom of association, equal salaries, and a better 
working environment for better living conditions as cit-
izens and workers. 
 

2.3. Challenges faced by single mothers in the 

FTZs  

Emotional and behavioural challenges  

Single mothers are facing numerous and varied chal-
lenges for many reasons, such as socio- economic, cul-
tural, as well as political challenges. Culturally bound 
social stigma against single mothers is one of the major 
issues they face. This situation has negatively affected 
their health well-being and leads them many psycholog-
ical issues.  
 
A marital relationship is a very important social rela-
tionship for most women in Sri Lanka. As previously 
mentioned, with divorce, women potentially stand to 
lose an important source of social support (ILO,2016), 
experience poorer physical and mental health (Sbarra, 
2015) and face less financial stability (Focus Women, 
2015; Ruwanpura & Humphries, 2004; Silva & Herath, 
2012). Adjusting to a new lifestyle after a separation in-
volves cognitive and behavioural changes. Several obli-
gations, particularly for single mothers, include locating 
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a new home, living on less money, seeking work or ap-
plying for welfare, and adapting  to single parenting 
with minimal external support. Moreover, coping with 
the emotional effects of separation, such as feelings 
about the former spouse (e.g., love, hate, bitterness, and 
failure), and more general feelings such as worry, sad-
ness, relief, and guilt (Corcorn, 2011; Sbarra, 2015). As 
a result of cognitive status, most single mothers show 
behavioural changes such as sleeping and eating issues, 
difficulty carrying out daily activities, lethargy, crying, 
and so on. Many scholars have shown that separated 
and divorced people experience lower psychological 
well-being, lower levels of happiness and higher levels 
of depression than married counterparts (Sbarra,2015; 
Nelson 2019) that FTZ single mothers have in common. 
Several studies have shown that divorced mothers are at 
greater risk for symptoms of depression than married 
mothers (Focus Women,2015; Nelson, 2019). 
 
Moreover, female workers in Sri Lankan FTZs reported 
several health problems such as fatigue, malnutrition, 
unwanted pregnancies, mental health issues, and sex-
ually transmitted diseases for various reasons, including 
sexual harassment (Athtanapola, 2004; 
Hewamanne,2009). As explained earlier, the majority 
of the population around FTZs are unmarried women 
and men are said to frequent FTZ areas with the inten-
tion of taking sexual and financial advantages 
(Hewamann, 2011). This situation is common among 
single mothers in FTZ as well. Finally, because of the so-
cial and economic challenges, those mothers show neg-
ative attitudes and behavioural changes as a result of 
their unbalanced mental status (Nelson, 2019). 
 

Child rearing challenges 

Choosing life as a single mother can mean isolation from 
family, community, and work for many women. Single 
mothers in the FTZ are struggling with social and finan-
cial problems as mentioned earlier and as a result, most 
of them do not have much time to take care of their kids 
(Breadwinner of Mom, 2013). Changes in a mother’s 
behaviour due to mental pressure can negatively affect 
the parent-child relationship (Ruwanpura, & Hum-
phries, 2004, Nelson, 2019). Parents’ child-rearing 
practices vary from lack of affection, less supervision, 
and an inability to control their children’s development 
when poor parenting is associated with maladaptive be-
haviours (Mishra, Thamminaina, & Mishra, 2021). As a 
result, children become more dependent, disobedient, 
and aggressive in the years following absence of the fa-
thering figure (Focus Women,2015; Nelson, 2019). 
Moreover, no support from the father to monitor the 
children’s behaviour as a hero and role model in the 
family changes both the mother and the kids’ behaviour. 

Therefore, it is difficult to control the children's aggres-
sive behaviour in spite of the father's support, and this 
would be more stressful for single mothers (Rosenberg 
& Wilcox, 2006; Quist, 2015), particularly those who do 
not have any external support.  
 
Furthermore, the quality of care depends on the respon-
siveness of the caregiver and the nature of the environ-
ment (Ruwanpura & Humphries, 2004). But the FTZ 
does not have a proper home environment as many 
workers including single mothers, live in privately 
owned (Ruwanpura & Humphries, 2004,61) one-room 
boarding houses which are crowded, badly ventilated 
and with poor water and sanitation facilities. Single 
mothers without family support make informal child-
care arrangements with boarding owners, neighbours 
and friends, often putting the child’s safety and well-be-
ing at risk. In this situation, as shown by many scholars, 
many children grow up in an unsafe and inappropriate 
environment and carry the consequences of this early 
neglect into adulthood (Ruwanpura and Humphries 
2004). Another problem single mothers are facing is 
that a large portion of their income goes to food, rent, 
and other necessities so there is little left for childcare. 
Many scholars have shown that the children of single 
mothers are believed to terminate schooling prema-
turely (if entering at all), enter the labour market early, 
and also face a higher risk of malnutrition and ill-health 
(Ruwanpura and Humphries 2004). 
 

Economic challenges  

FTZ women, including FTZ single mothers, play a criti-
cal role in the Sri Lankan economy and are one of the 
backbones of the economically important sectors for the 
country. These female workers’ struggle daily to balance 
often conflicting demands on their labour as paid (pro-
ductive) factory workers and unpaid (reproductive) 
workers at home (Hewamanne, 2008). However, it is 
clear that the women are paid for some parts of their 
work and unpaid for others. Thus, they are paid and un-
paid workers; "productive" and "unproductive" workers 
at almost the same time. Based on Marx (Senaviratne, 
2018) productive labour is exchanged with capital to 
produce surplus-value, and unproductive labour is ex-
changed with revenue to produce use value (Sen-
eviratne, 2018). Then, Senaviratne explained that "do-
mestic work merely produces use-values but is essential 
to the production of surplus-values" (1972, pp. 31-32). 
Thus, they claim that women's domestic work is produc-
tive, 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 re-
sponsibility. Therefore, generally, women’s unpaid la-
bour at home, such as care work, housework, teaching 
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at home, and so on, done by women, has not been given 
any value (Ruwanpura and Humphries 2004; Se-
naviratne, 2018). 
 
Single mothers struggle to balance productive and un-
productive work without any external support. Because 
of child care issues, many single mothers in FTZs seek 
temporary employment, or work in the manpower sec-
tor (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 fre-
quently. They continuously face many financial issues in 
this situation.  
 

Social and cultural challenges  

In Sri Lanka, motherhood is crucial to a woman’s iden-
tity 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 & Den-
ton, 2008; Bhasin, 2003) and majority of these women 
are single mothers. Many researchers have shown that 
widowed, divorced or separated single mothers are sex-
ually and socially vulnerable, which is common for sin-
gle 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 pow-
erless 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. Sex-
ual harassment, unwanted attention by male manage-
ment within and outside the workplace, women are ver-
bally 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). Unfortu-
nately, 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, seg-
regation, status loss, and discrimination in a power sit-
uation (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 moth-
ers 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 emo-
tional romantic relationships with men based on love 
and closeness to be valuable (Hewamanna, 2009). How-
ever, 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, Tham-
minaina, & Mishra, 2021, Nelson, 2019; Meewalarach-
chi, 2004). Those women were highly marginalized 
from the society, causing them to take complete respon-
sibility of leading a family all alone. 
 
Furthermore, community participation is a way of life 
and an expectation in Sri Lankan culture. But, the ma-
jority of FTZ women have no time to participate in com-
munity involvement due to long hours of work 
(Hewamanne, 2016). When considering single mothers, 
lack of time is a major issue as they have more responsi-
bilities than other women, like taking care of their chil-
dren and so on (Ruwanpura, & Humphries, 2004,Nel-
son, 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 so-
cial and economic crisis (GROUNDVIEWS, 2021; Rat-
watte, 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 pat-
terns (LST, 2021). It has affected people's daily lifestyles 
by pressing them with fear of infection, and thereby 
changing their 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 
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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, re-
ceived only a fraction of their wages, or shifted to cas-
ual/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 Minu-
wangoda, Gampaha.2 The fact that one of the FTZ fac-
tories 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, mak-
ing 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 in-
herent risk of the spreading of the virus. 
 
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 re-
sulted in anxiety and economic stress among the work-
ers. 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 

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

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 la-
bour 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 them-
selves trapped in their boarding houses around the 
zones (LST,video, 2021). The quarantine curfew wors-
ened 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 re-
turn 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 employ-
ers 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 protec-
tion mechanism has led to further economic marginali-
zation of an already vulnerable group and has contrib-
uted to the loss of the little decision-making power they 
exercised in their lives through the leverage their in-
come previously provided (Hewamanna, 2021).  
 
However, with the impact of the ongoing economic cri-
sis in Sri Lanka, the situation of FTZ including single 
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 situa-
tion, the main problem faced by garment workers dur-
ing this period is job loss [De Silva, 2020; WARON-
WANT,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 

4https://waronwant.org/news-analysis/garment-workers-frontline-pandemic-out-
break-sri-lanka  
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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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 dis-
tress among families during the pandemic due to do-
mestic 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 finan-
cial insecurity during the pandemic, female workers 
were at a great risk of burnout. Caring for children dur-
ing the pandemic was one of the main issues faced by 
the single mothers. Stuck in a small room due to quar-
antine 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 work-
ers’ experiences of harassment in boarding houses in-
clude forced evictions with limited notice, sudden in-
creases in rent and rates, difficulty in finding new board-
ing 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 chal-
lenges. They were treated as vectors of the deadly dis-
ease, 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 devel-
oped several cognitive and behavioural changes, as 
mentioned earlier. It was reported that the mothers 
vented their rage on their children, which was also com-
mon among FTZ single mothers. According to the gen-
der role theory, mothers’ mental health is more vulner-
able 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 dis-
course within the larger picture in the world. In this lit-
erature 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 anec-
dotal and case study references. This is drawn from the 
African Continent, Bangladesh, Indonesia and Sri 
Lanka, addressing a multitude of aspects such as gen-
der, 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 espe-
cially in the literature from the African continent (Mu-
tanda & Mbanefo, 2017), and thus, the incidence of sin-
gle parent families. However, divorce does not always 
translate to better economic prospects: Women in Alba-
nia and Bosnia Herzegovina face discrimination at the 
courts which favour the male partner in divorce pro-
ceedings (Bimbashi, 2015).  
Most literature reports that single women and single 
mothers face discrimination in their access to reproduc-
tive health services and rights (Bennet, 2001), employ-
ment (World Bank, 2011; Chizomam & Nayasha, 2011; 
Bimbashi, 2015), and education (Bennet, 2001). In ad-
dition, the women also face ostracisation (marginaliza-
tion) from families and society and (fear) the loss of fe-
male 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 be-
ing offered to these women and the socio-economic re-
percussions for the women and their children (should 
the pregnancy be carried to term) (Bennet, 2001:37). 
Her study identifies that these women fear “public expo-
sure”, “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, discrimina-
tion, and lack of access to education and sexual and re-
productive health services. It is especially important to 
note that such discriminatory treatment, especially in 
accessing reproductive health services is limited to sin-
gle mothers (Bennet, 2001).  
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Employment, unemployment and lack of access to em-
ployment are also important considerations within the 
context of single mothers because of their familial, eco-
nomic, and social responsibility towards their children. 
Women face hardships in trying to navigate the eco-
nomic 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 (Bim-
bashi, 2015). Other factors that hamper women looking 
for employment include lack of adequate day care op-
tions at the place of work and also harassment (World 
Bank, 2011).  
 
Single parenthood impacts women mostly on the eco-
nomic front: Their low levels of education (Chizomam, 
2009; Samaranayake, 2008), restrictive social norms 
(Bimbashi, 2015), lack of access to jobs due to discrimi-
natory practices (World Bank, 2011), and inability to 
campaign for higher wages (World Bank, 2011) means 
that they earn lower wages than do their male counter-
parts and face the risk of losing employment first. In ad-
dition, 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 addi-
tion, most women are unable to provide for their chil-
dren 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 undernourish-
ment and malnourishment in their children as well as 
their mother (World Bank, 2011), which could also re-
sult 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 dis-
tances to find the ideal location and conditions. 
 
Both Bennet (2001) and Chizomam (2009) look at edu-
cation 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 

 
7https://www.lawnet.gov.lk/employment-of-women-young-per-
sons-and-children-the-factories-and-the-shop-and-office-employ-
ees-regulation-of-employment-and-remuneration-amendment-2/ 

(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 irrespec-
tive of the region, single parenthood remains a signifi-
cant challenge to women on multiple fronts of employ-
ment, raising children, social and familial discrimina-
tion, and vulnerabilities related to economic condition. 
 
The literature on single mothers around the world carry 
similar strains of restrictive social norms, lack of em-
ployment 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, educa-
tion, 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 target-
ing single mothers. Hence, the laws and legal frame-
works related to single mothers in FTZ are presented 
here to assist the reader in understand the legal back-
ground in Sri Lanka. 
 
The Shop and Office Employees Act of 1954, the Em-
ployment of Women, Young Persons, and Children Act 
of 1956; the Factories Ordinance of 1950; and the Ma-
ternity 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 Ben-
efits Ordinance of 1941 and also in the Shop and Office 
Employees Act of 1954. Under these laws, female work-
ers are entitled to up to 12 weeks of paid maternity leave. 
Also, the law requires employers of more than a speci-
fied number of women workers to provide childcare fa-
cilities for children under five years of age and author-
ises the promulgation of regulations regarding those fa-
cilities (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 Chil-
dren Act of 1956 and the Factories Ordinance of 1950 are 
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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 ex-
emptions on night shifts, overtime work, etc. 

Furthermore, Sri Lanka signed and ratified the Conven-
tion on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women (CEDAW) in 1981 without any reserva-
tions (Women and the Media Collective 2010). This im-
plies that the government has an obligation to protect 
individuals from the risk and to create an enabling envi-
ronment 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 prostitu-
tion in Sri Lanka is illegal and regulated by three ordi-
nances: the Vagrant Ordinance from 1841 (most re-
cently amended in 1947), the Houses of Brothels Ordi-
nance (recently amended in 1943), and the Houses of 
Remand (recently amended in 1955), which allow for the 
detention of women in prostitution in rehabilitation fa-
cilities 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 (govern-
ments, employers, and workers) protect the rights of 
employees, including FTZ single mothers. They are le-
gally binding international agreements, conventions (or 
protocols) that can be ratified by member states, or rec-
ommendations 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 sin-
gle mothers. Hence, this is also a very important act re-
lated 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 in-
terviews to enable complex descriptions from the partic-
ipants’ 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 gener-
alizations. 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 con-
fidentiality and that participation was voluntary. In ad-
dition, five individuals who are working for the rights of 
the single mothers in FTZ and two government repre-
sentatives 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/manpower/ 

other  

Divorce/ 
Sepa-

rated/Wido
w 

Child living with 
caregiver/ with 

the mother 

01 Chamila, 39 
years old 

One son- 9-year-
old 

 Married Full time as a to-
bacco cutter 

Separated  

02 Dushani 47 
years old 

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

Married Full time as a Ma-
chine 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 mar-
ried after the 
birth of their 
first child. 

 

Full time as a 
Packer  

Separated Mother (with 
children) lives 

with the parents 



 

 - 12 - 

11 Nayana 35 
years of age  

A daughter 13 
years of age  

Married  Full time as a ma-
chine operator 

Separated Child is with ma-
ternal grandpar-

ents 
12 Kamala 42 

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

Married  Full time as a man-
power worker 

Separated  Children are tak-
ing care by mater-

nal aunt 

13 Dilanka 34 
years of age  

A daughter 8 
years of age  

Not married  Full time a ma-
chine 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 ma-
chine 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 hus-
band. 

No proper job/ 
manpower worker 

Separated Daughter is mar-
ried/ 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 col-
lectives, 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, mem-
bers of the trade union organizations, lawyers, members 
of the policy-making organizations and women’s rights  
 
 
 

 
activists. The two government representatives, a mid-
wife and a Gramasevaka (village headman) were also se-
lected based on their duties and services that they pro-
vide as government servants for single mothers who be-
long 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 in-
terviews to obtain the information from the participants. 
The interview questions were developed by the re-
searcher, 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 

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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and after being a single mother; life during the pan-
demic; difficulties and possibilities in present and future 
life; support from the family and society; about the chil-
dren; 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 in-
terview, 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 partic-
ipants' diverse views, qualitative content analysis was 
chosen as the analytical method. Qualitative content 
analysis aims to capture the manifest and latent mes-
sages in the text, a process that involves multiple read-
ings of the text and identifying units or sequences of 
meaning that are important to the study objective. Se-
lected 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 re-
search 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 partic-
ipants gave their verbal consent, they were verbally in-
formed by the researcher about the research, data col-
lection procedure, and the voluntary participation, in-
cluding their right to withdraw. The aforementioned or-
ganisations 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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4. DATA PRESENTATION AND DISCUS-
SION 

The interviews in this study aimed to explore the lives of 
single mothers in Sri Lanka’s Katunayake and 
Wathupitiwala Free Trade Zones and how they over-
come social, economic, and psychological barriers, as 
well as the support they have received during emergen-
cies such as the COVID-19 pandemic. The respondents 
were aware of the content, and they openly expressed 
their life stories and experiences without concealing 
them. The results will be discussed in the Sri Lankan so-
cio- economic and cultural context. 
 

4.1. Challenges faced by single mothers in Katuna-

yake and Wathupitiwala FTZs  
 
Single mothers in the Katunayake and Wathupitiwala 
Free Trade Zones have reported that they and their 
children face many challenges as they are workers in the 
FTZ. 
 

Emotional and behavioural challenges faced by 

single mothers 
All the women were reported to have endured different 
kinds of abuses, both physical and mental before the 
separation. To end the violence, all women except for 
one had to leave/divorce their violent partners. In fact, 
many, if not most, women in abusive relationships even-
tually leave violent partners (Testan & Leonart, 2001). 
Saduni, a 22-year-old mother of two recalls her experi-
ence:  
 
“I decided that I should live happily with him because of my 

children. He started fighting with me. He hit me a lot and 
suspected me. I didn’t go to work. At that time, I was at 
home. He didn’t eat what I cooked at home. We fought a 

lot………. He didn’t help me at all. We were just fighting, and 
he suspected me a lot. I found that he was having an affair. 
He has taken calls and sent messages and pictures. When I 
confronted him about it, he hit me. There was a big fight. 

He ousted me from the house.” 

 
This shows how a respondent is helpless in front of male 
power and the violence was multifaceted in nature, like 
physical and psychological violence. Like Saduni, 99% 
of respondents have experienced some form of violence 
in the patriarchal, male-dominated culture in Sri Lanka, 
as mentioned in the literature (Gunathilaka, 2008; At-
tanapola , 2008).  

 
Further, as mentioned in the literature, trust is one of 
the main components of a healthy relationship and it is 
at the heart of all relationships. Eight respondents 

 
mentioned that family members are the closest people, 
the ones that can inflict the deepest emotional wounds. 
Based on them, broken trust within a family can be dev-
astating and hinder the functionality of the family unit. 
When respondents feel unsafe in their homes with their 
husbands, they trust their parents and go to them for 
safety. Sahika, 33, with a 12-year-old daughter, sepa-
rated from her husband to live alone with her child in a 
boarding room. She states: 
 

“When I was unable to live with my husband any longer 
and after I found out about his relationship, I came home 
because I trusted my mother. My mother told me to come 

home and that she will take care of us. When I came home, I 
got to know that my mother has married again. We had a 

lot of problems with her husband. That man wanted to have 
a relationship  with both my mother and me. With such a 

problem I can’t live there with my daughter. Therefore, I 
left the house”. 

 
According to Sashika, even though she trusted her 
mother, the relationship between her and her mother 
was weak, which has landed Sashika in a lot of trouble. 
The trust she had in her mother was completely broken. 
Furthermore, based on Sashika, if they end up in such a 
situation with whom they are supposed to spend the rest 
of their lives with, then how can society ensure their 
safety outside the home and from others? This indicates 
how the male dominance in marital relationships where 
wives are supposed to obey their husbands and accept 
everything, as mentioned in the literature. 
 
Furthermore, the suspicious nature of the husband and 
the lack of understanding between their spouses and re-
spondents are decisive factors. It often leads to a lack of 
support from their husbands in the work they do. Eight 
respondents stated the husband’s suspicious behaviour 
had a negative impact on their mental health. Seven out 
of fifteen women have severe mental distress. Their hus-
bands were separated from them because they were 
(husbands) having extramarital affairs, but there were 
two cases where the women abandoned their partners 
because they could not tolerate the ongoing violence due 
to a family dispute. As mentioned in the literature, pre-
vious research has shown that when trust is not present, 
relationships suffer. Respondents stated that a complete 
lack of mistrust in their spouses would indicate a serious 
problem in their thinking pattern and would cause a 
family conflict, resulting in relationships breaking down 
or couples separating or divorcing.  
 
Dilanka, 42, mother to a daughter (17) and a s0n (5), 
express her feelings after being separated from her   
spouse and the way she tried to overcome the situation. 
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“I feel sorry for myself. I have never gotten proper love 
from anyone. to overcome the loneliness. I did my work at 
home and distracted myself. I become extremely stressed 
out when I recall my problems. Therefore, I sleep a lot to 
get away from my problems and make those thoughts go 

disappear.” 

 
Yogeshwari, 22, with two sons (25 and 22), whose hus-
band left her when her youngest child was in grade 2, 
expressed her feelings when facing crises in her life: 
 
“I feel like everyone has a husband, to go to get some medi-

cine. I had to do them all alone. This caused me to fall ill 
and feel very sad.” 

 
As mentioned in the literature, according to mental 
health practitioners, helplessness, loneliness, sadness, 
and sleep issues are some of the main feelings that arise 
due to separation. Some of the respondents indicated 
that they use sleep to overcome stress (as a defence 
mechanism to deal with stress), but three respondents 
stated that they do not have much time to get proper 
sleep because they have so many responsibilities to fulfil. 
Padma, 33 years old, who has a daughter (8), stated:   
 

“I honestly don’t have any rest time or proper sleep, I help 
with my daughter’s school homework. If I look aside for a 
while, she starts using the phone. Therefore, considering 
what I hear these days about young girls being misled, I 

stay very attentive and watch over my daughter well since I 
don’t want her to think that I didn’t watch out for her.” 

 
Like Padma, three mothers have indicated that they do 
not have proper sleep or proper rest. Hence, fear for 
their children is another mental pressure that is most 
commonly reported by FTZ single mothers. Further-
more, the separation of loved ones includes parents, 
spouses, children, friends, neighbours, the environment, 
etc. One of the main problems faced by single mothers 
in Katunayake and Wathupitiwala FTZs is the lack of ad-
ditional support to care for their children while they are 
at work. Therefore, some women with parental support 
send their children to their mothers’ or caregivers’. 
Three women expressed how they felt when they were 
separated from their children. Nayana, 35 years old ex-
pressed her feelings: 

 

“I’m fed up of my life but I am bearing it because of my 
child. I tolerated my husband for a long time for my daugh-

ter’s sake but I couldn’t hold on any-more. I can’t suffer 
every day. Now I don’t have any troubles from that side, it’s 

only the sadness of not having my child with me. My 
mother takes care of my daughter well and so do my broth-

ers”. 

Almost all the respondents stated that the children are 
the most precious jewels for them. They dream to see 

their children succeed. Sometimes,the social, economic, 
and cultural problems they face can create a sense of fear 
about their children’s future. Being a single mother, fac-
ing many challenges and living in a FTZ environment 
may develop anticipation and fear. Their children un-
dergo psychological distress too. Chamila expressed her 
fears about her daughter: 
 
“In order to dispel those feelings I just think of the mountain 
of sadness and don’t give much thought about these instant 
feelings. Now I only think about my child’s problems before 

going to sleep. I don’t have any desires anymore either 
since I am not home and my child is mentally ill.” 

 
Further, Dilanka, 34 years old, not legally married and 
having an 8-year-old daughter stated: 
 
“I haven’t achieved anything throughout the 34 years I have 
lived for. Although I have many hopes and dreams, they are 
merely just dreams. There’s only sadness and in the future, 
I will be more helpless. My daughter will be cornered in so-

ciety after not having a father. If I can live my life in 
prayer, I will like that a lot”. 

 
Furthermore, all the respondents mentioned that they 
are constantly worried about their children's future. In 
such a situation, they hide their sufferings and lead an 
oppressive life. Another reason for the exacerbated 
mental pressure on single mothers in the FTZ is that the 
men around them are trying to take sexual advantage of 
them. Many women explained that many men approach 
them for marriage. Some men try to flirt with them while 
some make false promises which they never fulfil. Two 
women have fallen prey to such deceptive men and have 
faced the consequences.  
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As explained in the literature, coping with the emotional 
effects of separation such as feelings about the former 
spouse (e.g., love, hate, bitterness, and failure) and more 
general feelings such as worry, sadness, relief and guilt 
are common for the FTZ single mothers who were inter-
viewed. Many single mothers explicated that their day-
to-day life behaviour has changed. Amali, 33-year-old, 
and mother to a four-year old son explained how she 
faces difficulties in day-to-day life: 
 
“Earlier, I used to live freely but now I’m frailer. My atten-

tion span is very low and I easily forget things. I cannot live 
like this forever. I have been having a bad headache for a 
year now and it reduces every time I take my medicine. It 
usually comes in the morning and I find it very hard to get 

up to make my meal.” 

 
Amali is going through a difficult time because of the im-
balance in her mental status. Sleeping and eating issues, 
difficulty carrying out daily activities, lethargy, crying, 
and so on are signs of depression. As many scholars have 
shown in the literature, Amali also explained that, after 
separation and divorce, she has experienced lower psy-
chological well-being, lower levels of happiness, and 
higher levels of depression. It was observed that twelve 
respondents were frustrated and seemed to have devel-
oped several cognitive and behavioural changes, as 
mentioned earlier. As a result, they have explained that 
thy also easily get angry and vent their rage on their chil-
dren. 
 
All the women declared that their behaviour and think-
ing patterns changed after separation from their 
spouses. Long-term abuse changed the mothers’ 
thought processes and perceptions towards society and 
men. They did not want to trust any men. Some women 

mentioned that they could not tolerate their anger and 
guilt. Kamala stated: 
 
“I am 42. There must be a lot of women facing many prob-
lems. I am fed up with men. All men are similar-They get 

their job done and move away. We only get into a relation-
ship with a man so that they will be able to provide for us 
with love. We don’t need people who come to get their job 

done. It’s much better to be alone rather than being in such 
a situation”. 

The above quotes indicate how Kamala and Umali were 
empowered after facing many life challenges, especially 
after being rejected by their loved ones. But it does not 
mean that they are happy and mentally strong to face 
the life situation ahead. Yogeshwari explained the situa-
tion as follows; 
 
“Since we work in this society, the strength we have  inside 
us is let out even a little, but when looked into  our souls we 

are fallen, although we smile. In reality, it’s like we’re not 
even there. We just don’t show it to society”. 

 

Like Yogeshwari, five respondents accepted the situa-
tion as a part of their life and hid their true from their 
colleagues and neighbours.  
 
Moreover, twelve respondents pointed out that know-
ingly or unknowingly, single mothers face different 
kinds of harassment at the workplace, which can affect 
their ability to perform their duties and will negatively 
affect their mentality. Thwaraha, a social worker, stated 
the situation based on her working experiences: 
 

“Emotionally, they are being burdened to bring more tar-
gets. They are requested to complete their targets on time. 
Even though the factory regulates water points for them, 

they have no time to access them since it is away from 
where they are working. So, they have to walk to get the 
water, drink it there and come back, causing them to lose 
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time. Therefore, they decide to drink water during their 
lunchtime or tea  time and finish their targets. So, it’s like a 
tricky part, though the company provides facilities of drink-

ing water, the company would state that they have  pro-
vided drinking water indirectly they are being forced to 

complete their targets, so the workers decide not to drink”. 

 
According to her, all workers have to face such a dire sit-
uation in the workplace, which is a violation of their 
basic rights. Workers should have an achievable goal. 
Due to stress, they have changed their behaviours re-
gardless of their health and well-being. 
 
Finally, it is important to explore how those respondents 
overcome their psychological and physical needs. Re-
garding the overall results, respondents indicate that at-
tending religious services is important when the individ-
ual is exposed to stressful life events. On the other hand, 
personal belief systems appear to be more relevant to 
the reduction of psychological distress over time than 
religious attendance.  

 
Padma further expressed: 
 

“I go to the temple and take “sil”.I listen to preachings and 
there’s something called the “pilikul” worship. There are 

some instances that those feelings  surface but while I’m lis-
tening to the preaching and  doing the worship. I have re-

alized that all these feelings are uncertain”. 

 
As mentioned in the literature, the effects of organized 
religious practices may moderate the effects of life stress 
on mood through reappraisal of stressful events that fa-
cilitate religious practices such as believing that events 
happen for a reason, that events can lead to spiritual 
growth. This gives the community a consistent source of 
faith. However, respondents also stated that these prac-
tices helped alleviate some of the stress experienced by 
them. Based on psychology, hope has been conceptual-
ized as a character strength or virtue. Hope is considered 

to include agency thinking that involves having the con-
fidence to move forward and finding the will to do so. 
However, almost all the single mothers have accepted 
their religion as a source of hope, mental freedom, and 
a protective factor in their lives. 
 

Child rearing challenges faced by single mothers 
One of the main problems faced by the respondents was 
taking care of the child alone without any external help. 
Balancing work and childcare over a long period of time 
is a main struggle faced by many single mothers in the 
FTZ. Many respondents, particularly those living in 
boarding houses with their children stated that the lack 
of outside support prevented them from working over-
time and sending their children to extra classes or after-
school extra-curricular activities. For example, Dushani 
explained the situation as follows: 
 
“I faced many hardships in life. I had to put my children to 
classes and most of the time I didn’t do overtime. I sent the 
children with someone at home or with one of their friend’s 
mothers and picked them up in the evening. There were a 

lot of problems like that”. 
 

She further explained that because the job is always tir-
ing, she is unable to check the child's schoolwork regu-
larly, making her feel guilty. Parents are primarily re-
sponsible for the educational and career development of 
their children, but the respondents explained they have 
unknowingly violated the rights of the children. The 
problem is, who is responsible for this? Twelve respond-
ents stated that they are not privileged enough to cater 
to all their children's basic needs as well as supervise 
their academic performance. Based on child psychology, 
this kind of situation might negatively affect the children 
and, as a result, the children will be caused to withdraw 
in life. 
 
To overcome such difficulties, some of the respondents 
get help from known people or daycare centres that are 
located in the area. Shashika recalls her situation:  
 
“Even though I had the boarding house, I couldn’t leave my 
daughter alone so I was working 24 hours with my daugh-
ter by my side. There was a lady at the boarding. I helped 
her put lunch in the canteen and as a favor in return, she 

told me to leave my daughter with her, reassuring that she 
will take care of her. As promised, she took care of my 

daughter for 2 years. Then, they helped me send my daugh-
ter to school. Later, my daughter started going to school. It 

has been 3 years since I started sending her to school. I 
managed to make a living doing this job”. 

 
According to her, she managed to get the help based on 
the "give and take" concept. The particular lady is help-
ing the mother because the mother is selling her food. 
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So, this indicates that there are some mothers who are 
able to protect their children with the help of others.  
 
But all the respondents stated that most mothers who 
are in FTZs keep the children in daycare centres as they 
do not have any external support to take care of them. 
Then the problem faced by the mothers is that they can 
get assistance from the daycare centres only the daytime. 
Furthermore, they stated that as a result, the mothers 
have no opportunity to work overtime and will have to 
survive with their basic salary. Based on the interview-
ees, the quality of the daycare centres is questiona-
ble. According to the midwife, most of the daycare cen-
tres in the Katunayake and Avariwatta areas are run by 
boarding room owners or neighbours and those centres 
are not registered with the government. Further, the 
caregivers do not have any training or qualifications to 
run the daycare centres. According to the respondents, 
the situation is the same in the other areas as well. The 
midwife stated: 
 

“The daycare centres located in the FTZs are neither ap-
proved nor registered by the government. Many people run 
daycare centres to earn some money. It is a doubt whether 

there is proper protection for children in these centres”. 
 

The quality of the daycare centres is explained by 
Ayomi, a project manager:  
 

“There are daycare centres, for example in Ekala, where 
they can leave their children. What I have witnessed 

through my eyes is that the children are not safe or looked 
after well even in the daycare. They don’t receive balanced 

diets and such. Sometimes 6-7 year old children can become 
victims of various harassments when left alone by their 

parents with others in boarding house.” 
 

Children should grow up in a safe and friendly environ-
ment. But many mothers have stated that they have no 
place to go. The most serious consequence of this is that, 
along with the existing economic problems as a single 
mother, she is unable to meet the needs of the children. 
As a result, they face numerous challenges, including 
psychological and psychological health issues, as previ-
ously stated. This condition severely affects the future 
well-being of the mother and children. 
 
There is also the issue of children’s health. Based on the 
midwife, the children will not get nutritional food at the 
daycare centres. She further stated that many children 
are malnourished in her area as the parents also do not 
have sufficient time for cooking or looking after their 
kids because of exhaustion after work and financial dif-
ficulties. According to the media and also respondents, 
the thriposha program was also stopped by the govern-
ment, and this has also affected the children's health. 

Hence, child health problems are the other major prob-
lem faced by those mothers. She further explained:  
 
“Children in childcare centres do not receive proper  nutri-
tious food. They give what they have and feed the children. 
When the mothers come back from work, they are tired so 

they feed the children whatever is available to eat and go to 
sleep. Therefore, children do not get nutritious food. Many 

children are malnourished. Many health problems have 
arisen due to this. Thriposha provided by the government 
has been stopped for the last three to four months. For this 
reason, many parents have become very helpless. With the 
current economic crisis, these parents have not been able to 
provide nutritious meals to their  children and as a result, 
many single mothers living in FTZ have become very help-

less.” 

 
A midwife's statement was confirmed by a mother, 
Padma: 
 

“The helplessness that I felt can’t be explained. I felt  like 
dying. We didn’t have any money to give my child a nutri-
tious meal. When I weighed her, she was underweight. We 
didn’t even have money to buy milk powder or vegetables”. 

 
Eating a balanced and nutritious diet is an essential part 
of a child's development. Children are constantly grow-
ing, and they need the right nutrients to maintain a 
healthy weight, recover quickly from illnesses, build 
strong bones and muscles, and maintain their energy 
levels. Therefore, proper nutrition for children is im-
portant as it sets a strong foundation for them to live a 
healthy and balanced life for the rest of their lives. Poor 
nutrition can lead to many health problems, but accord-
ing to the respondents, the single mothers living in the 
boarding houses failed to provide nutritious foods for 
various reasons, as explained above.  
 
Another issue identified by the respondents is the 
boarding house environment. A single-room boarding 
house in a crowded environment adversely affects a 
child's development. Five respondents explained that 
the children become vulnerable and their behaviour and 
attitudes are altered. It was also mentioned that some of 
the children in those crowded boarding houses were ad-
dicted to various forms of smoking and drug consump-
tion. Hence, being a single mother and rearing a child in 
such an environment is a challenge for all mothers. Kan-
thi explained how her 4-year-old son learnt such nega-
tive behaviour from the living environment as follows: 
 

“This environment is not good for my son. He tries to imi-
tate what he sees. Some people here smoke. He watches 
them and picks up what is on the floor and puts it in his 

mouth. Most of the time, these are the activities he sees in a 
boarding house.” 
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A Grama Niladhari (local government administrative of-
ficial) from Katunayake and Awaraiwathta also pointed 
out that the environment of the boarding houses is not 
suitable for the development of the children. Therefore, 
many single mothers struggle to protect their children. 
He explains: : 
 
“When children finish school, they have to stay home alone 
as they live in the boarding house and the mothers are usu-
ally doing a job so during that time, they are vulnerable to 

all sorts of danger. They are also not interested in study ac-
tivities mainly because the parents are not experienced in 
that area and also have no time to pay attention to their 

children education since they have to work every day. They 
also have very less interest in such things. Many children 

come to school very often and sometimes they don’t come to 
school at all. Some children become addicted to drugs and 

many dangerous activities”. 

 
It would be useful to discuss the mechanisms used by 
those mothers to overcome such difficulties. Some 
mothers have changed jobs due to the difficulty of taking 
care of their children alone. Some gave up full-time jobs 
and are doing part-time manpower jobs for daily wages 
and some are looking after boarding houses for a very 
little pay. Kanthi left her job because of her 4-year-old 
son. According to her, because of her child’s behaviour, 
she is reluctant to send him to a day care center. 
 

“I did have an idea but I hesitated because of my son. It’s 
hard to leave him in the daycare because he’s a very mis-
chievous child. Handling him myself is  hard so I’m not 

sure what he would do if I leave him under someone else’s 
guidance. Nevertheless, I am hoping to work in a factory 

once he becomes 5-years old”. 

 
She further stated that the child's behaviour changed af-
ter she separated from her husband. Five out of fifteen 
respondents (single mothers) explained that separation 
from the father had changed their children's behaviour 
and that they found it difficult to balance the child's sub-
sequent behaviour on their own. As a result, six re-
spondents changed their full-time jobs, joined the man-
power service, or stayed in boarding houses with little 
pay as boarding supervisors. 
 
Finally, considering the aforementioned issues that sin-
gle mothers face, the question is, who will bear respon-
sibility for this? Swasthika, a lawyer explained: 
 
“So single mothers are not given any additional benefits by 

the state in terms of maternity leave and so on. So where 
does she leave the child and go when she comes to work? 

That is a challenge when it comes to single mothers. Some 
factories have a plan but most factories don’t have this. 

Some do have daycares but if it is like a 6-month-old baby 
the mother would always want to be next to the child. So, 

these challenges are there and they are not in any way pro-
tected by the law or in any way included.” 

 
Therefore, it is clearly shown that there is no proper 
mechanism to protect, promote, and protect the rights 
of the single mothers in Katunayake and Wathupitiwala 
FTZs and as a result mothers have to endure all the 
hardships alone without any legal or social protection.  
 

Economic challenges faced by single mothers 

 

Single mothers are usually forced to manage the respon-
sibilities of both earning an income as well as raising 
their children. As a result, many mothers face economic 
hardship and that have been found to cause emotional 
distress. As mentioned earlier, the imbalance between 
the productive and unproductive work can create emo-
tional distress in mothers which can hinder parents' 
ability to support, empathize with and adapt to their 
children. While conducting this research, many re-
spondents described how economic problems are a ma-
jor challenge as well as a contributing factor to their 
mental status. Hence, it is really important to discuss 
the economic situations of the single mothers in FTZ. 
Dilanka explained how she suffered without gaining fi-
nancial support and how she managed to find a produc-
tive work by controlling her unproductive work. She 
stated:  
 

“.…After my husband left, I waited in the boarding house 
for a while. There were times when I had to just feed my 

daughter rice with salt since we didn’t have any other 
proper food to eat. We suffered a lot. I didn’t have money to 
buy her either clothes or milk. Then, I sent my daughter to 

daycare when she was one-year old and went to work. 
Since that day till now, I leave my daughter at daycare be-

fore going to work”. 

  
She has indicated that as a mother who takes primary 
custody of her child, bearing the initial financial burden 
was a big challenge for her. Therefore, she kept the child 
at daycare while at work. The issue then arises as the 
well-being of the child as mentioned in the above section. 
According to the respondents, most daycare centres 
charge more than Rs.3000 per month (some reported 
charging Rs.7000) and boarding rent is more than 
Rs.6000 (which varies from place to place). Also, spend-
ing on food, medicine, and all other necessities without 
doing productive work is a big challenge. Wasantha, a 
social worker gave a strong example about the situation.  
 

“Another problem is that neither are they able to pay the 
boarding fee nor have any other place to go to. I met some-
one who spent the night in the Katunayaka, Avariwaththa 

bus stand. They had to leave the boarding house as they 
were unable to pay the fee”. 
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This is really a sad situation, and it shows how those sin-
gle mothers are in an unfortunate state as they are una-
ble to get even the most basic needs for themselves and 
their children.  

Fourteen respondents (single mothers) have stated that 
they felt vulnerable due to financial problems. To over-
come this challenge, some mothers who have family 
support (parents or friends) get help from them and fo-
cus on earning money, hoping to provide a better future 
for their kids. Six of the respondents' children are raised 
by their grandparents or foster families. Some can argue 
that separation from both parents affects the child's 
mentality, while others may argue that they are pro-
tected and grow up in a better environment than the 
boarding houses in FTZ. This is very contradictory. 
Umali (31) explained that she ordained her 9-year-old 
son. 
 

“There is no way I can work with him. I can't work the 
night shift. There was also very bad energy around him. I 

couldn't handle both his schoolwork and going to work. He 
went to school here. I ordained him 2 years ago. I visit him 

every month.” 

 
She further said that after being separated from her son, 
she felt fewer responsibilities and was free to focus on 
her work and earn money. Like Umali, five respondents 
stated that they were separated from their children as 
well while living in boarding houses while working in 

the FTZ. Their children are also taken care of by their 
parents, siblings, and close friends. Being employed and 
able to support the children and one's family provides 
the psychological benefits of economic independence 
and increased self-esteem. 
 
Moreover, eleven respondents pointed out that it is ex-
tremely difficult for a married woman to find a job, es-
pecially one with children. Therefore, they live in con-
stant fear. This can also lead to the development of un-
necessary stress, which will affect their efficiency and 
productivity. Five respondents stated that to overcome 
such situations, they were hiding their identity. For in-
stance, they acted like unmarried women or pretended 
they were married. Nayana stated: 
 

“I haven’t told anyone. It will be difficult to live if 
I do  so. They know that I am married but not 

that my  husband has left me. I can’t tell anyone be-
cause if I do so, it will be difficult to get a job or con-
tinue it. It will be tough to survive in this area, which 

is unlike our home-town”. 
 

In addition to the challenges mentioned above, the cur-
rent economic crisis has also had a great impact on the 
lives of single mothers. As a result, the cost of living has 
skyrocketed. This situation also badly affected the 
workers, especially the single mothers. Hence, it is very 
important to discuss the impact of the current economic 
crisis on single mothers. Swasthika, a lawyer and the 
'President of the Commercial and Industrial Workers 
Union (CIWU)', explained the present situation as fol-
lows: 
 
“There were many layoffs despite the agreement by  trade 
unions, the government, and the  companies. The compa-
nies completely closed down causing a lot of women to lose 
their jobs. So, if you are a single mother who used to be a 

worker with neither anyone  to depend on nor any  means 
of income any-more and has children to feed, where will 
you afford the money to look after yourself as well as the 
child? We saw long queues near the “Awariwatha” BOI. 

They were unemployed and surviving on plain tea and so 
on. How will these single mothers feed their children?” 

 
According to some respondents, the main factories are 
functioning without any problems, but the sub- -facto-
ries are gradually closing down. Some of the main facto-
ries were given monthly increments for the workers as 
indicated follows:  
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 January 22 February 22 March 22 April 22 

Basic salary 22700.00 22700.00 22700.00 27200.00 
Sunday amount     
‘Poya’ day amount 1309.62 1746.15   
Attendance allowance 1 
 

2000.00 2000.00 2000.00 2000.00 

Attendance allowance 2 
 

1500.00 1500.00 1500.00 1500.00 

Attendance allowance 3 500.00 500.00 500.00 500.00 
Three months advance bonus    2000.00 2000.00 
Cost of living allowance temporary    49000.00  
Incentive 1      
Normal overtime amount  8767.88 9193.12 14556.38 4894.69 
Double overtime amount  56.75    

 
After analysing the aforementioned paysheets, three re-
spondents stated, several factories contributed to the 
workers receiving a temporary living allowance due to 
the economic crisis. According to one respondent, they 
had been getting the living allowance for three months. 
But the difficulty is that the cost of living is rising sub-
stantially, which affects single mothers who are dealing 
with a variety of challenges and cannot work full-time. 
 
Even though the unions and other organizations are try-
ing to find a solution to protect workers' rights and at 
least get compensation from the company, a lack of in-
formation regarding the closing of factories has been a 
problem. In such situations, mothers are at greater risk, 
especially those who live alone without any external 
support. Then the problem is how these single mothers 
will survive without any financial assistance. According 
to the Grama Sevaka, these mothers are not eligible for 
any form of government assistance, including financial 
assistance, as they are not permanent residents in the 
area. Based on the midwife, they do unethical jobs as sex 
workers to survive because of the financial crisis. 
 

“The mother may also try to sell sexual labour for money 
because of her financial situation. According to the current 

situation, no one accepts them anymore and most people 
only try to take advantage of them. Therefore, they have 

many issues regarding their safety. If they lose their board-
ing house, they have no other place to go to. They can’t even 
go back home to their village because they are abandoned 

and not welcome there. Some mothers have no family. If so, 
what are they to do?” 

 
It seems to be that the mothers who work as sex workers 
are at greater risk of losing a place to live. As prostitution 
is illegal in Sri Lanka, women involved in prostitution 
are often arrested by the police and brought to court. 
Here, women who have been arrested on charges of 
prostitution are given bail or sent to jail with the aim of 
rehabilitating them. Due to the strong stigma associated 

with prostitution, not only women but also their chil-
dren face the risk of stigmatization and social exclusion. 
This indicates that social withdrawal and social isolation 
were often associated with financial hardship. Therefore, 
the question is, ‘Who will protect the children and their 
mothers?’  
 
There is no information regarding the prevalence of sin-
gle mothers in Sri Lanka, which indicates a scarcity, or 
at least invisibility, of this group. According to the mid-
wife and Gramasewaka, the social welfare system in FTZ 
is not comparable with a high-quality coverage of health 
care. The midwife stated: 
 

“There are numerous challenges we face when providing 
facilities to mothers. Many Tamil speaking mothers live in 
this area. Hence, every time I get help from someone to un-
derstand the problem because I do not know the language, I 

know it is not succeeding as we do not know whether the 
person is translating things properly. Another issue is that 
we do not havemany infrastructure facilities. Sometimes, 
we use our own resources, including financial resources. 
We are also facing financial difficulties. So, we do have 

some limitations. Another point is that I found many moth-
ers are suffering from mental distress so it will be good if 

we can provide some way to give them some  mental relief 
but considering that the counselling provided by the gov-

ernment inside the offices is notworking, I highly doubt any 
outside counselling will work. Counselling will be more ef-

fective if we can establish specialized centres ". 
 

This indicates that the social protection and health ser-
vices, including mental health services, are poor in the 
area. In such a situation, single mothers alone have to 
shoulder a complex and sometimes heavy responsibil-
ity.  
 

Workplace harassment  
Although the respondents overcame some challenges 
with external support, it was mentioned that they con-
stantly face harassment at the workplace. Ayomi, work-
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ing with Free Trade Zones & General Services Employ-
ees Union described the workplace harassment that the 
mothers face. 
 
“Most mothers, especially the younger ones, face  sexual 
harassment. Even-though workplace  harassment may 

not be physical, it sometimes involves trying to take ad-
vantage of these mothers coupled with economic and family 

burdens. They will take the maximum advantage. They 
push them for overtime even if they don’t like it. Another is-

sue facing these women are being harassed by other 
women. Women supervisors sometimes verbally abuse 

them with phrases like: “You have no man at home to go 
cook for or any work as such at home so you can stay and 

leave once you do the overtime.” 

 
Single mothers are very vulnerable in this situation. This 
shows how the power hierarchy violates women's rights. 
Another issue is that many mothers are afraid to report 
sexual harassment because they don't want to lose their 
jobs or be seen as troublemakers. Another reason is that 
disclosing their harassment can result in giving employ-
ers a chance to cut their wages or suddenly reduce their 
working hours. If that happens, it will affect their in-
come. 
 
As a result, it is clearly evident that there is no safety net 
mechanism in place for Free Trade Zone workers, and 
the authorities should focus on developing one to pro-
tect workers, including single mothers. She further ex-
plained that women remain silent without complaining 
about the harassment because, by disclosing their har-
assment, employers are able to cut their wages or sud-
denly reduce their working hours. She also stated that 
women, also face a lot of harassment from society and 
law enforcement agencies.  
 
As explained by Swasthika, even though there are gaps 
in laws, many laws are on books to protect, promote, and 
safeguard women but they are not implemented 
properly. In particular, as she explained, socially mar-
ginalised women, including single mothers, constantly 
face various forms of harassment, and that situation ex-
ists in the FTZ as well. Hence, to protect the workers,  
C-190 needs to be ratified.  
 

Cultural challenges faced by single mothers.  
Many workers come from rural areas and are coping 
with single motherhood without social and financial se-
curity. This could be extremely challenging in the free 
trade zone environment where different social norms 
exist. According to Ayomi, a project manager, many 
women have not been legally married, and their part-
ners abandoned them with the kids. 
 

“Most are unwed mothers, and when they get  pregnant the 
man disappears and the woman is all  alone, we have 
cases where married couples also  come and search for 

jobs, and the husband associates with another girl and he 
elopes away, she’s left alone. As a result, most women get 

pushed to boarding homes”. 

In such situations, a women's social security is jeopard-
ised. Consequently, these women's choices are likely to 
be limited by patriarchal norms in their social environ-
ment and the disadvantaged status of children of un-
married mothers may contribute to social and health 
risks. This was clearly explained by Dilanka, an unmar-
ried mother: 
 

“.……Since I’ve known him for only 1 month, I didn’t 
 know many details about his parents. He told me to 
 abort my child. He beat me, put me on the floor and 

 trampled my stomach. I suffered a lot since the 
 day……My daughter was 7 months when he left us. 
 After he left, I took my daughter and went home. I 

 stayed for about 4 months at home with my daughter. 
 It was very hard. My younger brother was not at 

 home at that time. He was abroad. I was able to go 
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 home only because my brother was not there. They 
 wouldn’t let me come home otherwise. My mother

 didn’t like it. The people in the village said so many 
 things. They said I came home without a husband. 

 Most of the time I was sitting on a rock in the forest 
 with my daughter. I wasn’t at home or out in the

 village….”. 

 
As indicated in the literature, because of the social 
stigma attached to premarital sex, many unmarried 
pregnant women might abort the pregnancy or give the 
child up for adoption.But Dilanka respects motherhood, 
faces various kinds of social discrimination, gives birth 
to a child, and takes care of the child with love. By em-
phasising the emotional bond and biological connection 
with their child, Dilanka also argued that fulfilling her 
responsibility as a mother was more important than the 
possible shame and insecure future with their child. 
Thus, they are portrayed as the natural nurturers of 
their children, in line with prevailing ideas about moth-
erhood and gender. Dilanka’s story shows how she re-
flects and exercises her agency as a woman, 'the ability 
to set and pursue their own goals and interests', includ-
ing respect for the well-being of others and social and 
moral norms. 
  
As part of the violation of gender norms, respondents 
found themselves victims of dishonest and calculating 
men. In doing so, respondents acted according to a so-
cial environment in which men were portrayed as sub-
missive, dependent, and helpless, whereas sexually-ac-
tive single mothers were considered both promiscuous 
and immoral. Eight respondents (single mothers) have 
described themselves as morally upright women aban-
doned by a dishonest man after being seduced into sex. 
This may be because associating with prostitution risks 
ostracism from relatives and society. Rani, having 2 kids, 
a daughter and a son, described that the lack of 
knowledge about the society. She has involved with a 
man and later, due to the fear of her daughter’s future, 
she left the man.  
 

“There were many influences from society. When I 
 first came here, I didn’t have a proper understanding 
 of the situation, rather I was scared. I got close to a 
 person, not willingly. He’s started threatening me 

 saying if I don’t like him, he won’t let me live here. He 
 threatened to kill me. I was with him for a year and  
 few months. He wasn’t married. He was young and 
 hadn’t even married before. I had a daughter and I 

 was very scared. Throughout his life, he  associated, 
 with people who took drugs and alcohol. He’s a very 

 intense person so I decided not to go ahead with 
 him. He didn’t try to influence me after I left him”. 

 
According to Rani, she lives with fear due to threats. Her 
answer to the same question was contradictory. She was 

confused and trying to hide the real facts. Anyway, she 
stated that whatever happens in her life, she's scared for 
her life and happiness because of their children's future. 
Including Rani, eight out of fifteen single mothers said 
that they suppress their physical needs, especially their 
sexual needs, because of the fear of society. Saduni ex-
pressed her feelings as follows: 
  

“I think about my children a lot. I have a small 
 daughter. If I am to do something wrong because of 
 my needs and wants, I will be putting my children in 
 danger. The people around us would say, “Look, the 

 mother is living this kind of life. It will be much better 
 if she dies……. That’s how people are in this day and 
 age-they blame the mother. Even when we try to get 

 married, they try to scare us by bringing our parents’ 
 unhealthy marriage lives as an example and stating 

 our fate will be the same too. I don’t like people 
 saying such things. I want only good things to 

 happen to my children. I want to hear my children 
 saying I didn’t go down the wrong path”. 

 
Like Saduni, eleven respondents resisted re-marrying 
due to negative experiences with men and concern only 
for the well-being of their children. As a result, those re-
spondents considered marrying a man other than the 
child's biological father could be detrimental to the 
child's future well-being. Even though they are sepa-
rated from their spouse, they have mentioned that they 
do not have any idea about the legal procedures such as 
the methods of taking compensation and so on. Based 
on the researcher's observation, there are many non-
governmental organisations working for workers' rights 
and gender-based violence, but very few organisations 
providing legal assistance for single mothers. Twelve out 
of fifteen respondents are experiencing financial diffi-
culties without any support from their ex-spouses. This 
was emphasized by Thuwaraha, a social worker, as fol-
lows: 
 

“Our culture is such that we hide many information 
 related to drugs, sexual reproductive health, and how 
 to safeguard themselves. We are reluctant to expose 
 those types of education to children. In my opinion, 

 we should educate them on how to be safe. They 
 should know exactly what these threats are. Only then 

 can they understand the prevention and safety 
 mechanisms”. 

As indicated in the literature, choosing life as a single 
mother can lead to isolation from family, community, 
and work. As mentioned above, these FTZ single moth-
ers constantly face various forms of discrimination and 
harassment, including sexual harassment and tempta-
tion, and being cornered so often at workplaces, board-
ing houses, as well as while travelling. 
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Further, Swasthika indicates that the state does not sup-
port single mothers by providing additional legal and so-
cial protection. For example, even normal maternity 
leave women have argued it’s not enough, but for single 
mothers, it's needed to give them extra time. However, 
current legislation does not recognize single mothers or 
single parents as a unique category, nor does it provide 
them with additional time to care for their children or 
protect them from prejudice . 
 
Finally, this section suggests that further studies are 
needed on several themes: how to develop a formal 
childcare system that can meet the needs of balancing 
single mothers' productive and unproductive work; the 
true situation of the children of FTZ single mothers; and 
how to identify existing laws and loopholes in the laws 
that are directly affecting the well-being of single moth-
ers to present the identified recommendations to the 
government to take the necessary action for legal re-
forms. 
 
 

Impact of the pandemic on single mothers  
As mentioned in the literature, the impact of COVID-19 
on factories through government lockdowns has had an 
impact on single mothers by changing the nature of 
work, changing job functions, reducing income, tempo-
rary suspensions, changing the working condition and 
type of work to part-time or casual. There are also 
changes in health, disease control measures, and a re-
duced workforce and job losses. Wasantha, a social 
worker explained the situation as follows; 
 

“There were many problems during COVID times. 
 Most of them had lost their jobs, mainly the mothers 
who worked for manpower. There were  instances when 
they had to stay in hunger for 3 or 4 days. However, some 
people in the surroundings got together and provided in-
centives but they had to face problems such as unemploy-

ment and the inability to pay boarding fees”. 

 
As Wasantha described, many respondents revealed 
that their employers cut their wages and paid them ac-
cording to working hours. This adversely affected many 
single mothers as their financial reserves were very low. 
Dushani and Shashika stated the situation as follow;  
 

“……They called us to work at specific times. There 
 were times when we didn’t work for like a week, so 
 they paid us according to the time spent  working. 

 During the pandemic, I was at the boarding house for 
6 months. There was no way for me to pay boarding fees or 

get some food to  eat”. 

 

This confirms that the lock-down caused by the pan-
demic has further increased their economy’s vulnerabil-
ity. The already precarious lives of single mothers were 
further jolted. Losing a job and dropping out of the la-
bour force is particularly detrimental to single parents 
who are the sole breadwinners and primary providers of 
children in their homes. Many respondents mentioned 
that it was difficult to pay for a babysitter and find child-
care during the COVID period, which affected finding a 
new job. Thuwara, a social worker stated: 
 

“Leaving their children alone at home was a challenge 
 for them and when they didn’t have work, they didn’t 

 have other means to get an income. Though they 
 worked they told, ‘we paid you for the pandemic 

 situation’, they got their basic salaries, we are not
 paying you any bonus. The next time they went to 
 work they were deducted from their salary for the 

 part they got paid without working. There is an 
 economic impact as well as an emotional impact. 

They are depressed and stressed because of the emotional 
 crisis because of the pandemic and they were not able 

 to find other ways of living”. 

 
Salary deductions from employees are not ethical, par-
ticularly in the post-COVID period. This also shows the 
power of the hierarchy. Furthermore, the condition of 
mothers infected with COVID has further worsened. In 
addition to economic hardship, they have constantly 
faced social marginalisation. In this regard, Dilanka said: 

“We were stuck between the four walls of the board-
ing. After I got positive for COVID, no on talked to me. I 

was the only one who got COVID from here. Most of them 
went home. I was crying inside the room when no one was 

there and I was inside the room until I got okay. Even going 
to the toilet had to be done in secret. My daughter was in 
the other room. I slept on the mat laid down on the floor, 
scared that she will also get it but my daughter didn’t get 
COVID. I was wearing the mask and I cooked with what-

ever we had.” 

 
Like Dilanka, twelve respondents emphasized that they 
lived in fear of the virus. This led to parents' distress, in-
creasing feelings of stress, uncertainty and depression 
related to finances and isolation. Therefore, it is vital 
that health and mental health services recognise this 
distress, and understanding the impact of social and fi-
nancial hardship on single parents is important for over-
coming the post-COVID context. 
 
Furthermore, six respondents were struggling with 
childcare issues, especially with the possibility of chil-
dren being out of school and engaging in on-line educa-
tion. The pandemic has highlighted that childcare is nei-
ther a women’s issue nor a personal issue. It is an eco-
nomic issue. Those mothers said that they were unable 
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to return to work until they were assured that their chil-
dren could safely return to childcare and educational ar-
rangements. The childcare crisis caused by the pan-
demic may force mothers, especially socially isolated 
single mothers, to make difficult decisions that might 
lead to lower labour force participation and lower earn-
ings for decades to come. 
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5. CONCLUSION  

This study reveals new evidence on the prevalence 
and associated factors of single motherhood in 
Katunayake and Wathupitiwala free trade zones. 
The primary intention and contribution of this 
study is to identify the actual living conditions, eco-
nomic, social, and cultural challenges of single 
mothers in a socio-economic context. As scholars 
have reported, single mothers have faced several 
disadvantaged in many ways for decades, including 
lack of access to social safety nets, discrimination 
against productive labour, undervaluation of un-
productive labour, limitations on freedom of asso-
ciation, and unequal wages. However, it was noted 
in this research that each related factor has a direct 
or indirect root in the cultural norms and values of 
Sri Lankan society. 
 
⚫ Because of power hierarchies, single mothers 

are constantly victimised at work and, even 
though legal remedies exist, they are not 
properly implemented for the prevention of 
harassment. 

⚫ Single mothers who are working in the FTZ 
are hindered from taking up permanent jobs 
while taking care of children alone, so they are 
not economically strong.  

⚫ The majority of single mothers who live alone 
with their children experience various types of  
behavioural and psychological suffering. 

⚫ During the crises, the majority of the respond-
ents did not get any aid from the government 
or social security schemes.  

⚫ Single mothers need additional legal and so-
cial protection to care for their children and 
protect them from prejudice, but current leg-
islation does not recognise them as a unique 
category.  

⚫ The main factories are functioning without 
any problems, but sub-factories are closing 
down. Single mothers are at risk, as they are 
not eligible for government assistance and do 
unethical jobs as sex workers to survive. 

⚫ Unions and other organizations are trying to 
protect workers' rights, but a lack of infor-
mation is a problem. 

⚫ According to the midwife many children are 
malnourished because their parents do not 
have time to prepare nutritious food for the 
kids or because of the financial difficulties.  

 

 

 

 

⚫ The thriposha program was stopped by the 
government, which has also affected the chil-
dren's health badly.  

⚫ The quality of childcare centres' is unclear, as 
most are managed by boarding room owners 
or neighbours and are not registered with the 
government. The majority of childcare cen-
tres are managed by unqualified carers. Ac-
cording to the midwife, the scenario would be 
the same in other places as well. 

⚫ A single-room boarding house in a crowded 
environment adversely affects a child's devel-
opment. The boarding house environment ad-
versely affects a child's development, making 
them vulnerable and addicted to various 
forms of smoking and drug consumption. Be-
ing a single mother and raising a child in such 
an environment is a challenge for all mothers. 

⚫ Mothers have changed jobs due to the diffi-
culty of taking care of their children alone, 
such as giving up full-time jobs and doing 
part-time manpower jobs or looking after 
boarding houses for little pay. 

 
Finally, single mothers living in FTZs face various 
challenges which have crucial implications for the 
comprehensive evaluation of assistance pro-
grammes aimed at them. Policy-makers should also 
consider the potential negative effects on child de-
velopment.  
 

5.1. Limitations and prospects for Future Re-

search 
 
There are some limitations of the study that have to 
be addressed at the end of this research. However, 
these limitations can also be seen as prospects for 
future researchers to expand and adjust the find-
ings that presented.  
 
Firstly, there is no statistics about the single moth-
ers in FTZs, even with the government authorities 
or NGO’s neither any prior research. Hence, statis-
tics about single mothers’ population could not be 
included in this research. 
 
Secondly, current research data has been analysed 
without paying particular attention to factors such 
as ethnicity, age, religion etc. However, there is 
strong data to contribute to research on the inter-
disciplinary aspects of research.  



 

 - 27 - 

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 sin-
gle mothers living primarily in the FTZs is neces-
sary. 
 
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-eco-
nomic realities of single mothers living in the 
Free Trade Zones in Katuanayake and Wathupiti-
wala in the Gampaha district that have been re-
vealed and emphasised in the current study. 

• Recommendations to the State  

1. In consultation with women’s organizations 
and Trade Unions to identify single  moth-
ers in the FTZs as a vulnerable category and 
formulate and implement a comprehensive fi-
nancial and social safety net to address the se-
vere economic and financial issues currently 
faced by them. 

2. The State to give due recognition to the diver-
sity of issues and challenges faced by single 
mothers and their children, by appointing a 
dedicated Task Force / multi-stakeholder fo-
rum to identify and  implement a compre-
hensive programme, with the participation of 
the Department of Labour, Ministry of 
Women, Child Affairs and Social Empower-
ment, 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 or-
ganizations 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 re-
sources and effectively implement the national 
policy on maternal and child health, which en-
compasses inter alia optimal care for children 
less than five  years of age, through the pro-
vision of quality childcare services, maintain-
ing optimal nutritional status (Sustainable 
Goal 4).  

6. Ratify the International Labour Organization 
(ILO) Convention on Violence and Harass-
ment 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 fran-
chise.  

 

• Recommendations to Employers and 

Global Brands  
9. Implement special programs and take all nec-

essary 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 com-
mittees, 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 eco-
nomic crisis as a vulnerable category, and to al-
locate social security payments, nutritional 
packages, and include them in other on-going 
and future welfare schemes. 

15. In terms of the mothers’ socio-economic back-
ground, the noted incidence of harassment, es-
pecially in workplaces is prominent, and in 
 order to reduce such violations, a strong com-
mitment and attention is needed to lobby the 
Department of Labour, Ministry of Women’s 
Affairs and other relevant authorities to imple-
ment existing laws, and ratification of ILO con-
vention 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 condi-
tions for single mothers, and standard educa-
tion and nutritional support for their children. 

17. Women’s organizations and trade unions to 
rigorously engage in awareness raising to 
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change negative societal attitudes towards sin-
gle 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 le-
gal support services.  

 

 
 



 

 - 30 - 

REFERENCES 

Mishra, P.J., Thamminaina, A. & Mishra, N., 2021. 
Single Mothers: Strategies of Family Management 
and Support Systems in Relation to Health: Jour-
nal of International Women's Studies Volume 22Is-
sue 5 Article 24.  

Berman, W. H., 1988. The role of attachment in the 
post-divorce experience.. Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology, Volume 54, pp. 496-503.  

Rosenberg, J.& Wilcox, W.B. 2006. The Im-
portance of Fathers in the Healthy Development of 
Children. U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services. 

GROUNDVIEWS., 2021. Avoiding Necrocapitalism 
in Sri Lanka’s Free Trade Zones. [Online] 
<https://groundviews.org/2021/06/13/avoiding-
necrocapitalism-in-sri-lankas-free-trade-
zones/>[Accessed 13 May 2022] 

Nelson, K. N., 2019. Sri Lankan Widow’s Mental 
health: Does Type of Spousal Loss Matter?[Online] 
BYU ScholarsArchive.Available at: <https://schol-
arsarchive.byu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?arti-
cle=8489&context=etd>[Accessed 10 July 2022] 

Sbarra, D.A., 2015.Divorce and Health: Current 
Trends and Future Directions.[Online]Psychosom 
Med. 2015 Apr; 77(3): 227–236. Available 
at:<https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/arti-
cles/PMC4397145/>[Accessed 10 July 2022]. 

Bhasin, K., 2003. Understanding Gender. [online] 
Available at: <https://www.arvindgup-
tatoys.com/arvindgupta/kamla-gender1.pdf> [Ac-
cessed 10 May 2022]. 

Nakonezny. P.A. & Denton,W.H., 2008.[PDF] 
Marital Relationships: A Social Exchange Theory 
Perspective - Free Download PDF. [online] 
Silo.tips. Available at: <https://silo.tips/down-
load/marital-relationships-a-social-exchange-the-
ory-perspective> [Accessed 12 April 2022]. 

UN Women, 2014.Sustainable develop-
ment.un.org. 2014. [online] Available at: 
<https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/con-
tent/documents/1900unwomen_surveyre-
port_advance_16oct.pdf> [Accessed 10 April 
2022]. 

Pillai, V. and Swain, P., 2005. Living Arrange-
ments among Single Mothers in India. [online] Re-
searchGate. Available at:  

<https://www.researchgate.net/publica-
tion/26498207_Living_Arrange-
ments_among_Single_Mothers_in_India> [Ac-
cessed 10 May 2022]. 

Perera, A.,2015, May 13. Help at last for Sri Lanka 
war widows. IRIN. Retrieved from 
<http://www.irinnews.org/fea-
ture/2015/05/13/help-last-sri-lanka-war-wid-
ows>[Accessed 10 April 2022] 

Jayaweera, S. (2000). Trends in employment. In S. 
Jayaweera (Ed.), Post Beijing reflections: Women 
in Sri Lanka 1995– 2000 (pp. 89–115). Colombo: 
Centre for Women’s Research (CENWOR) 

Jayaweera, S., & Shanmugam, T. 2001. Women in 
garment and textile industries in Sri Lanka: Gen-
der roles and relations. Study Series No. 21. Co-
lombo: Centre for Women’s Research (CENWOR) 

Abeywardena, J., de Alwis, R., Jayasena, A., Jaya-
weera, S., & Shanmugam, T. (1994). Export pro-
cessing zones in Sri Lanka: Economic impact and 
social issues. Multinational Enterprises Program, 
Working Paper No. 69. Geneva: International La-
bor Organization 

Meewalarachchi, S.M., 2004. Globalozation, Ex-
port-let Industrialization and Economic Growth: 
Evidence from Sri Lanka’s Experience. Sri Lankan 
Journal Management.Vol9.Nos.1&2, January - 
June, 2004 

Hancock, P., Moore, J. & Middleton, S., 2015.Fe-
male workers in textile and garment sectors in Sri 
Lankan Export Processing Zones (EPZs): gender 
dimensions and working conditions.Sri Lanka 
Journal of Social Sciences 2015 38 (1) : 63-77 DOI: 
http://dx.doi.org/10.4038/sljss.v38i1.7386 

Gunathilake, P.D.H.D., 2018. Inequalities at work: 
An investigation of the garment industry in sri 
lanka. Centre for the Study of Women and Gender 
Department of Sociology University of Warwick.  

Hewamanne, S. (2011) Stitching identities in a free 
trade zone: gender and politics in Sri Lanka, Phil-
adelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press.  

Corcoran, K.O., 2011:Psychological and Emotional 
Aspects of Divorce.[Online]Mediate.com. Availa-
ble at: <https://www.mediate.com/psychological-
and-emotional-aspects-of-divorce/>[Accessed 13 
July 2022] 

 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/eutils/elink.fcgi?dbfrom=pubmed&retmode=ref&cmd=prlinks&id=25829240
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/eutils/elink.fcgi?dbfrom=pubmed&retmode=ref&cmd=prlinks&id=25829240
http://dx.doi.org/10.4038/sljss.v38i1.7386


 

 - 31 - 

Sivananthiran, A. (2007) Promoting decent work in 
export processing zones (EPZs) in Sri Lanka [online] 
Available at: <http://www.ilo.org/pub-
lic/french/dialogue/ download / epzsrilanka.pdf> 
[Accessed 5 July, 2022] 

Ruwanpura, K. N., & Humphries, J. (2004). Mun-
dane heroines: Conflict, ethnicity, gender, and fe-
male headship in eastern Sri Lanka. Feminist Eco-
nomics, 10(2), 173-205 

Arunatilake, N. (2012) Precarious work in Sri 
Lanka, American Behavioral Scientist, 57(4), pp: 
488-506. 
DOI:http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/000276421246624
6 

Hettiarachchy, T. (2002). "Exposure and Sexual 
Risk among Young Women in a Free Trade Zone in 
Sri Lanka." The Ceylon Journal of Medical Science 
45(1): 47-58.  

Hettiarachchy, T. and S. Schensul (2001). "The 
Risk of Pregnancy and the Consequenes among 
Young Unmarried Women Working in a Free Trade 
Zone in Sri Lanka." Asia Pacific Population Journal 
16(2). 

Jayawikrama, E., Jayawickreme, J. and Miller, E., 
2010. The war’s over, but the troubles remain: 
Psychological constraints on reconciliation in a 
post-LTTE Sri Lanka. [online] Amc.sas.upenn.edu. 
Available at: <https://amc.sas.up-
enn.edu/sites/www.sas.upenn.edu.andrea-mitch-
ell-center/files/uploads/Jayawickreme-
SriLanka.pdf> [Accessed 10 May 2022]. 

Pannilage, U., 2017.An Introduction to the Post-
war Peace Building and Development in Sri 
Lanka:Free download PDF.[online] Available at 
<https://www.researchgate.net/publica-
tion/315068397_An_Introduction_to_the_Post-
war_Peace_Building_and_Develop-
ment_in_Sri_Lanka>[Accessed 14 May 2022]  

 

Somasundaram, D., Sivayokan, S.,2013. Rebuilding 
community resilience in a post-war context: devel-
oping insight and recommendations - a qualitative 
study in Northern Sri Lanka. International Journal 
of Mental Health Systems.[Online] Available at: 
<https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/down-
load?doi=10.1.1.269.7046&rep=rep1&type=pdf> 
[Accessed 10 May 2022] 

Witting, A.B., Lambert, J.E., & Wickrama, T., 2016. 
War & disaster in Sri Lanka: Implications for wid-
ows’ family adjustment and perception of self-effi-
cacy in caring for one’s family. [Online] Interna-
tional Journal of Psychology. Available at:  
<https://www.researchgate.net/publica-
tion/311577445_War_and_disas-
ter_in_Sri_Lanka_Implications_for_wid-
ows'_family_adjustment_and_percep-
tion_of_self-efficacy_in_caring_for_one's_fam-
ily_IMPLICATIONS_FOR_WIDOWS'_FAM-
ILY_ADJUSTMENT_AND_PERCEP-
TION_OF_SELF-EF>  

Pannilage. U, & Gunawardane, C. P.M., 2016. Mili-
tary War Widows in Post-war Sri Lanka. Journal 
of Conflict, Peace and Development Studies 
(JOCPDS), 2(1), 1- 13. December, 2016. 

Gunawardana, C., 2017.Continuities and Disconti-
nuities of Life of Military War Widows in the Post- 
war Sri Lankan Society. American Scientific Re-
search Journal for Engineering, Technology, and 
Sciences (ASRJETS) ISSN (Print) 2313-4410, ISSN 
(Online) 2313-4402 

Garment workers on the frontline of the pandemic 
outbreak in Sri Lanka (2020) WARONWANT. 
Available at: https://waronwant. org/news-analy-
sis/garment-workers-frontline-pandemicout-
break-sri-lanka (Accessed 20 June 2022). 

LST, 2022: Let’s Talk About Education During the 
Pandemic. [Online] Available on: 
<https://www.lstlanka.org/wp-content/up-
loads/2022/05/English_Lets_talk_about_educa-
tion_in_Sri_Lanka_during_Covid_19-com-
pressed.pdf> [Accessed 13th May 2022]  

De Silva, M. (2020) ‘Situation Of Garment Factory 
Workers In Katunayake – Covid-19’, Colombo Tel-
egraph, 14 October. Available at: https://www.co-
lombotelegraph.com/index. php/situation-of-gar-
ment-factory-workers-in-katunayakecovid-19/ 
(Accessed: 24 July 2022). 

Chadoka-Mutanda, N. Mbanefo,C.M., 2017. Corre-
lates of Single Motherhood in sub-Saharan Africa 
Region. Demography and Population Studies Pro-
gramme, Schools of Public Health and Social Sci-
ences,University of Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, 
South Africa 

Goonethilleke, J., Cooray, D., & De Saram, F., 
2020: Employment and employee benefits in Sri 
Lanka: overview. [Online] Available 

https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.269.7046&rep=rep1&type=pdf
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.269.7046&rep=rep1&type=pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311577445_War_and_disaster_in_Sri_Lanka_Implications_for_widows'_family_adjustment_and_perception_of_self-efficacy_in_caring_for_one's_family_IMPLICATIONS_FOR_WIDOWS'_FAMILY_ADJUSTMENT_AND_PERCEPTION_OF_SELF-EF%3e
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311577445_War_and_disaster_in_Sri_Lanka_Implications_for_widows'_family_adjustment_and_perception_of_self-efficacy_in_caring_for_one's_family_IMPLICATIONS_FOR_WIDOWS'_FAMILY_ADJUSTMENT_AND_PERCEPTION_OF_SELF-EF%3e
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311577445_War_and_disaster_in_Sri_Lanka_Implications_for_widows'_family_adjustment_and_perception_of_self-efficacy_in_caring_for_one's_family_IMPLICATIONS_FOR_WIDOWS'_FAMILY_ADJUSTMENT_AND_PERCEPTION_OF_SELF-EF%3e
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311577445_War_and_disaster_in_Sri_Lanka_Implications_for_widows'_family_adjustment_and_perception_of_self-efficacy_in_caring_for_one's_family_IMPLICATIONS_FOR_WIDOWS'_FAMILY_ADJUSTMENT_AND_PERCEPTION_OF_SELF-EF%3e
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311577445_War_and_disaster_in_Sri_Lanka_Implications_for_widows'_family_adjustment_and_perception_of_self-efficacy_in_caring_for_one's_family_IMPLICATIONS_FOR_WIDOWS'_FAMILY_ADJUSTMENT_AND_PERCEPTION_OF_SELF-EF%3e
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311577445_War_and_disaster_in_Sri_Lanka_Implications_for_widows'_family_adjustment_and_perception_of_self-efficacy_in_caring_for_one's_family_IMPLICATIONS_FOR_WIDOWS'_FAMILY_ADJUSTMENT_AND_PERCEPTION_OF_SELF-EF%3e
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311577445_War_and_disaster_in_Sri_Lanka_Implications_for_widows'_family_adjustment_and_perception_of_self-efficacy_in_caring_for_one's_family_IMPLICATIONS_FOR_WIDOWS'_FAMILY_ADJUSTMENT_AND_PERCEPTION_OF_SELF-EF%3e
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311577445_War_and_disaster_in_Sri_Lanka_Implications_for_widows'_family_adjustment_and_perception_of_self-efficacy_in_caring_for_one's_family_IMPLICATIONS_FOR_WIDOWS'_FAMILY_ADJUSTMENT_AND_PERCEPTION_OF_SELF-EF%3e


 

 - 32 - 

at:<https://ca.practicallaw.thomsonreu-
ters.com/w-015-7246?transitionType=De-
fault&contextData=(sc.De-
fault)&firstPage=true>[Accessed 13th July 2022] 

 

Miller, J. & Carbone-Lopez, K. 2013 . Gendered 
Carceral Regimes in Sri Lanka: Colonial Laws, 
Postcolonial Practices, and the Social Control of 
Sex Workers . [Online] Available at: 
<https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/670770> 
Vol. 39, No. 1, Women, Gender, and Prison: National 
and Global Perspectives (Autumn 2013)[Accessed 13th 
June 2022] 

Samaranayake, K., 2019. Single mothers care: The 
untold story of single mothers. [Online] Availble at: 
<https://www.dailymirror.lk/News-Features/Sin-
gle-mother-care-The-untold-story-of-single-moth-
ers/131-164085>[Accessed 13th Juuly 2022]  

Bennett, 2001. Single Women’s Experiences of Pre-
martital Preganacy and Induced Abortion in Lom-
bok, Eastern Indonesia. ResearchGate: Article in 
Reproductive Health Matters · May 2001  

Chizomam, N.L.F., & Nyasha, M., 2011. Single 
motherhood in Africa: Prevalence, associated fac-
tors and multidimensional deprivation [Online] 
Available on: <http://paa2019.populationassocia-
tion.org/uploads/191108> [Accessed 14th July 
2022] 

World Bank., 2020. The African continental free 
trade area economic and distributional effects.  

Bimbashi, E.K. & Marcic, S., 2015. Experiences of 
single mothers in the labour market; comparative 
study in Albania and Bosnia Herzegovina. Euro-
pean Scientific Journal August 2015 edition vol.11, 
No.23 ISSN: 1857 – 7881 (Print) e - ISSN 1857- 
7431 

Clean Cloths Campaign, 2020. UN(DER) PAID IN 
THE PANDEMIC: An estimate of what the gar-
ment industry owes its workers, [Online] Available 
at: <https://labourbehindthelabel.org/under-
paid-in-the-pandemic-an-estimate-of-what-the-
garment-industry-owes-its-workers/>[Accessed 
15th June 2022] 

Ratwatte, L., 2021, June 4. Spotlight on Sri Lanka’s 
Women-Headed Households Affected by COVID-
19. The Diplomat [Online] Available at:https://the-
diplomat.com/2021/06/spotlight-on-sri-lankas-
women-headed-households-affected-by-covid-19/. 
[Accessed 14 June 2022] 

  

LST, 2021. Impact of the COVID -19 pandemic on 
the lives of people.[Online] Available at: 
<https://www.lstlanka.org/wp-content/up-
loads/2022/05/Survey-report-Final-Eng-
lish.pdf>[Accessed 15th April 2022]. 

Athukorala, P.C. & Rajapathirana, S., 2000. Liber-
alization and Industrial Transformation: Lessons 
from the Sri Lankan Experience.Economic Devel-
opment and Cultural Change 48(3):543-72 

Seneviratne, P., 2018. Producing and (Re) Produc-
ing? Untangling Multiple Labour Roles of Female 
Estate and Apparel Workers of Sri Lanka.TQR, 
Quarterly report-Article 4, Volume 23, Numer 5,5-
14-2018.   

Hettiarachchy, T. and S. Schensul (2001). "The 
Risk of Pregnancy and the Consequenes among 
Young Unmarried Women Working in a Free Trade 
Zone in Sri Lanka." Asia Pacific Population Journal 
16(2). 

Attanapola, C. T.,2004. Changing gender roles and 
health impacts among female workers in export-
processing industries in Sri Lanka. Social Science 
& Medicine 58 (2004) 2301–2312  

Hewamanne, S. 2008a.“City of Whores’: Nation-
alism, Development, and Global Garment Works 
in Sri Lanka.”Social Text 9526(2):35–59 

Fitzpartick,J.& Kelly,K.R.1998. Gendered Aspects 
of Migration: Law and the Female Migrant.Has-
tings International and Comparative Law Re-
view.Volume 22.1-1-1998 

Silva, K. and Herath, D., 2012. Healing the 
Wounds: Rebuilding Sri Lanka after the War. 
[online] Academia.edu. Available at: 
<https://www.academia.edu/36391862/Heal-
ing_the_Wounds_Rebuilding_Sri_Lanka_af-
ter_the_War> [Accessed 11 May 2022]. 

ADB, 2016. Sri Lanka: Gender Equality Diagnostic 
of Selected Sectors. [Online] Available At: 
<https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/institu-
tional-document/189841/sri-gender-quality-diag-
nostic.pdf>[Accessed 11 May 2022] 

 

Ruwanpura, K. N., & Humphries, J., 2004. Female 
headship in Eastern Sri Lanka: A comparative 
study of ethnic  

communities in the context of conflict [Online] 
Available at:  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/670813
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/670813
https://www.researchgate.net/journal/Economic-Development-and-Cultural-Change-1539-2988
https://www.researchgate.net/journal/Economic-Development-and-Cultural-Change-1539-2988
https://repository.uchastings.edu/hastings_international_comparative_law_review
https://repository.uchastings.edu/hastings_international_comparative_law_review
https://repository.uchastings.edu/hastings_international_comparative_law_review


 

 - 33 - 

<https://www.econbiz.de/Record/female-head-
ship-in-eastern-sri-lanka-a-comparative-study-of-
ethnic-communitie 

s-in-the-context-of-conflict-ruwanpura-kan-
chana/10010966671>[Accessed 11 May 2022] 

 

Focus Women, 2015. A report on the status of fe-
male heads of households and their access to eco-
nomic, social and  

cultural rights anuradhapura district: 
kebethigollewa and mahavilachchiya. [Online] 
Available at:  

<https://d3jkvgmi357tqm.cloud-
front.net/1516008978/escr-in-anuradha-
pura.pdf>[Accessed 13 June 2022] 

 

Somasundaram, D. (2007). Collective trauma in 
northern Sri Lanka: a qualitative psychosocial-
ecological study.  

International Journal of Mental Health Systems, 
[Online] Available at:  

<https://ijmhs.biomedcentral.com/arti-
cles/10.1186/1752-4458-1-5>  

 
Quist,C., 2015: Widows’ struggles in post-war Sri 

Lanka.[Online] Available 
at:<https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf 

33722464.pdf> 
 
Jayawickreme, N., Jayawickreme, E., Atanasov, P., 
Goonasekera, M. A., & Foa, E. B., 2012. Are cultur-
ally specific measures of trauma-related anxiety 
and depression needed? The case of Sri Lanka. 
Psychological Assessment, 24(4), 791–800. 
 

 
 
 



 

 - 34 - 

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 eco-
nomic 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 implemen-
tation 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 chal-
lenges? What are they? 

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

8. Are there any recommendations for ac-
tions 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 govern-
ment? Maybe along the lines of tax reduc-
tions or exceptions, etc.? 

12. Any recommendations for the govern-
ment 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 origi-
nally?/What made you leave your home 
town and travel to FTZ? What did you 
come here and do? Do you work in a fac-
tory?/If not, what is your occupa-
tion?/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 separa-
tion/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 be-
haviour changes).  

6. What problems were caused by the ab-
sence of a husband in your life and the ab-
sence 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 be-
cause 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 assis-
tance/relationship with other people/fi-
nancial 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 influ-
ence her with inappropriate requests. 
What are your experiences in that regard? 

11. Explain about your financial situation, be-
fore 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 hus-
band 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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