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Business Plan for Global Giving from the Nepalese Youth Opportunity Foundation for Support of Indentured Daughters Project in Dang District in Western Nepal

Rescuing Young Girls from Bonded Labor in Nepal

1. The Background

In January 2000, NYOF began an innovative program to try to alleviate the problem of young girls in the remote Dang district in western Nepal who are sold into bonded labor. These children are sold by their families to work as servants in distant cities. They have never been away from home before, probably never out of the village, and they often do not speak the language of the families for whom they work. The fathers receive an average of $40-$50 a year for the girls' services, and the children do not get paid anything.  No one checks on these kids; the parents often do not know where they are.

 
The situation is tailor-made for abuse. Some of the children never return, some end up as prostitutes. They do not go to school, and they work from early morning to late at night. If they are lucky, the family they work for sends them home once a year during a holiday called “Maghe Sakrante.”  In this Tharu ethnic community, all labor contracts are renewed during the Maghe Sakrante festival, which occurs in mid-January. What usually happens is that the father renews the contract for his daughter’s labor for another year and receives another annual payment. Some of these children are only seven or eight years old at the time they are sent away.

No one else was working to end this practice, and we were determined to try to do so. Since the children were indentured because of the poverty of their families, we decided to offer the families some financial incentive to bring their daughters home and allow them to go to school or not to send them to work. In December l999, our Nepali Executive Director went to the area with an educated local friend who speaks the Tharu dialect, and they tried an experiment. They spoke with 37 fathers and urged them to bring their daughters home and allow them to go to school, offering them an incentive that would replace the income they would lose.  

The next month, during the festival, 32 of the 37 families brought their daughters back to the village to live at home and go to school. Instead of a cash payment to make up for the girls’ lost wages, each family received a piglet, much valued in this community. They raise the piglet with food scraps and sell it for about the same sum they received for their daughters’ labor. And sometimes more, since one piglet often multiplies into several. They also received a kerosene lamp and 3 liters of kerosene a month (there is no electricity in the area). The girls were given a school uniform, a book bag, school supplies (including a copy book imprinted with the slogan “Send girls to School. Eradicate the Bonded Laborer System”), school fees and a beautiful dress which is the traditional Tharu costume. We offered these because the labor contractors who came to buy the girls would bring back a couple of girls who had been working in the city, dressed in nice city clothes, to tempt the local girls to sign up. 

Since that first rescue of 32 young girls in 2000, NYOF has continued the program, and at present, 562 girls enrolled in the program. We hope to rescue additional girls during the Maghe Sakrante festival in 2005. It costs only $100 a year to rescue a girl, bring her home to live with her family, and compensate them for her lost wages. NYOF pays all education expenses for the girls who are rescued.

We seek a grant of $110,000 from Global Giving to assist us freeing these children from bonded labor and to pay their education costs between the time of their rescue and the time their mothers earn enough through micro-lending to support their daughters’ school costs without NYOF’s help. (See below.)  

2. The Solution

The solution to the problem lies in two areas: 

First, the local communities must be convinced that the practice of selling young girls to work as laborers is inhumane and illegal. Second, the parents must be offered an alternative means of livelihood so that they do not have to sell their daughters’ labor. NYOF has been working diligently to bring about both of these outcomes.

A. We have initiated a massive publicity campaign to make this practice unpopular in the seven villages where we are working. Our best ally in this effort is the girls who have been brought home from their labors. Their help is very effective because they have personal experience of the suffering that results from being sent away from home, and since they are from different villages, their efforts have a broad impact. They go from house to house in their communities to convince parents to keep their daughters at home.

Through local residents who abhor the practice, we have transformed the Maghe Sakrante festival, when these bonding arrangements are made, into an anti-bonding event. During the festival time, when the communities gather to celebrate, the girls distribute thousands of leaflets and put up hundreds of posters. With the help of local motivators, hundreds of these rescued girls marched last year at the time of the festival in their school uniforms, carrying signs and chanting slogans against the practice. Because much of the population is illiterate, street plays describing the suffering of the indentured girls have been created and are performed throughout the year. The returned girls themselves have written the plays and act in them. Each village has an anti-bonding committee, consisting of adults and returned girls. We have even trained students to publish a monthly handbill against the practice, which they distribute in school. There is now an FM station in the area, and under NYOF’s sponsorship, for 15 minutes each Sunday, returned girls talk about their terrible experiences, read poems, and urge parents to bring their daughters home or not to send them to work in the first place.

In October 2004, Nepal Television sent a crew out to the Dang District and they filmed a one-half-hour documentary about the practice, which was broadcast all over the country. Many Nepalis are not aware of the custom, and the program was very well received. We are presently editing the film for American audiences and will be glad to send you a copy when it is finished. 

We have seen marked changes in attitude in the years we have been working in the area. Labor contractors no longer feel secure to ply their infamous trade in the villages where NYOF works. The selling of girls still takes place, but it is done sub rosa, usually through a local contact. The bonding arrangements can longer be made openly, and families who bond their girls are looked down upon. Five short years ago, no one thought there was anything wrong with this pernicious trade. 

Furthermore, NYOF has financed lawsuits against prominent employers in the area who continue to employ these children. This is less to punish them than to spread the word among the populace in general that it is illegal under Nepali law to employ a child under 14 to work outside the home. Most employers release the girls from their contract when they are threatened with a lawsuit, but at present we have six cases pending in the local courts against employers who have refused to do so.   

B, The second essential element for the successful eradication of this practice is to provide an alternate source of income for the families. The gift of a piglet (or more recently a goat) works for some families, but not for all of them. Some are so poor that they do not even have scraps sufficient to feed the animal, and there is the danger that the animal will die. If we wish to have a long-term and widespread effect, the income-generating project to replace the wages of the children must involve large segments of the community and be sustainable.

The ideal answer to this dilemma is micro-lending. A local NGO and NYOF are cooperating in such a program. All the mothers of the girls in NYOF’s program have been enrolled in micro-lending. They have been attending classes in simple arithmetic and business planning to enable them to plan their enterprises and to know whether they are making a profit. All will receive small loans to begin their own local enterprises. It is hoped that within 3-4 years, these women will earn enough from their businesses to support the education of their daughters without NYOF’s help. 

3. The Future


Although there are no reliable figures, it has been estimated that 25,000 to 40,000 girls have been contracted away in Nepal. We have plans to eliminate this custom in the Deukhuri Valley, the area we are working, within five years The overarching goal of the project is to provide a model for eradication of the bonded labor practice in Nepal so that organizations with greater resources than ours will replicate it throughout the country. A large INGO working in the adjoining Banke District of Nepal has expressed an interest in adopting the method we have pioneered, and we have had an inquiry about our program from an organization working in India, where the bonding of children is also common.     


Enclosed please find our budget for this program. 


Thank you for your consideration of this proposal.
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