Interview with Jamila Khatun from the village of Amauja, 
district of Madhubani, state of Bihar, India
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I met Jamila on a beautiful sunny morning in December in Bihar, India.  Her shy smile belies a strong willed and outspoken woman who has recently started her own business thanks to the women’s savings and credit group that was formed in her community.  The women’s groups are an effort of the women in the community working in partnership with GPSVS, the local NGO and World Neighbors.

Jamila is 35 years old. She is married and has five children.  Three are boys, ages 7, 14 and 18; two are girls, ages 3 and 9.  

Six months ago Jamila started selling bangles in her community.  She buys them in the big market and carries them back to her village. She is proud to say that she is the first person to sell bangles in her village and is the only one in the nearby area who is selling bangles.  She sells the bangles for 8-10 rupees per dozen.  The price changes depending on the color and quality of the bangles.  Some very costly bangles can be as much as 80-90 rupees per dozen.  She says she makes a 20-25% margin on her bangles.   In four days, at a nearby festival, she sold 1,400 bangles.

Women in India wear bangles* to depict their marital status.  If they are single, they do not wear bangles. If they are married, they wear bangles of colors.  If their husband has died, they wear silver bangles.  

In order to buy the bangles, Jamila takes a loan from the women’s saving and credit group.  She says she has no problem paying her loans back within the 6 month period.  Each month she pays back what she can; there is no specified monthly amount.  The only stipulation is that the total loan amount must be paid at the end of the six months.  The interest rate is 36%.  Interest rates are decided upon by the members of the group.  (The moneylenders charge 60% at a minimum and slap on additional fines for not paying on time.)

When I asked Jamila about the benefits of her business, she got very smiley and said that there were a great number of benefits, including paying for the education of her children and maintaining the family (food, clothing, health treatment).  Her husband, she volunteered, is very supportive of her business.  They communicate well. At least he is supportive now, she said, as she looked down in to her lap, smiling.  He didn’t understand before because he didn’t know anything about business.  But now he is happy because she is earning something for the family. 
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She is learning about business.  Now she “never wants to stop!” she says.  She has another idea to earn money and that is to sell vegetables.  The women friends sitting around her were all saying “vegetables, vegetables” when she was talking about another business venture.

The women’s savings and credit group is doing very well.  They branched off and formed another group of 14 members and increased their monthly savings contribution from 10 rupees to 30 rupees per woman.  No one in their group is using the moneylender anymore. 

Jamila was very proud of the accomplishments of the group and wanted to share this with me:  “After the group formation, we are improving our lives.  Our group is functioning very smoothly.  We seek members.  We seek solutions to our problems. What we are doing is contributing our savings to educate our children.  We can sign our names now.  Before we could only put our fingerprint on a paper.  Before we didn’t know anything about money, writing, business, helping each other, supporting each other and solving our problems together.”

*The making of bangles has recently been identified as a child labor issue due to their manufacture by young children.
Interview conducted in Hindi (with translation to English)
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