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Tribute to Ela Ramesh Bhatt

The gentle revolutionary: a pioneer 
in women’s empowerment and 
grassroots development, founder 
of the more than 2 million member 
Self-Employed Women’s Association 
(SEWA) in India. Member of the 
Indian Parliament 1986-89. Gandhian 
practitioner of non-violence and 
self-reliance.

A tribute to Sister Ela Bhatt, who – from 
within India’s textile trade union mo-

vement and faced with the large layoffs after the country’s independence – 
had a vision of how to organize workers in the informal economy to fight for 
their rights and have more dignified living conditions.

She knew the secret lay in building collectiveness and self-reliance, which 
creates solidarity, overcomes individualism, increases income, alleviates 
poverty and empowers, thus creating collective strength to demand rights.

Long live the legacy of Ela Bhatt, to SEWA and to all organizations that were 
willing to build the Social and Solidarity Economy and strengthen workers in 
the informal economy.
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1SOCIAL AND SOLIDARITY  
ECONOMY

IN A CITY OF THE WORLD...

1

I sold enough to cover 
my expenses! How nice that I can shop when 

I leave work and at a good 
price.... 

You can’t be here!

How unfair, I have to sup-
port my family....

Maria, do you have the 
lotion I always buy?



2

THE NEXT DAY...

FINALLY, MARIA ATTENDED MEETINGS OF WORKERS WHO SELL ON THE 
STREETS, IN MARKETS OR AS STREET VENDORS.

MARIA ASKED AROUND, SEARCHED, GOT INFORMED AND....
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I have to do something... 
I will stand up for my 
work.

... ...
...

Let’s improve together with a 
social and solidarity economy....

Economic...
Social...
Solidarity
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MARIA CONTINUED TO SEARCH FOR INFORMATION AND A SOLUTION.... MARIA BEGAN TO LOOK FOR MORE STREET VENDORS....

3

Go away!

He is working!
He has the same right 
as you do....
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Thank-you...

If we get together, we 
can defend ourselves.

If they bother you again, 
I will come to help you.

We’re keeping this!

Do you already have 
the money?

Hello, finally I find you, my friend!

We’ll be back for the money!

Let’s work together and not let this 
happen to you again....

These salesmen...
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MARIA CONTINUED SEARCHING...

MARIA WAS ABLE TO UNITE JOAQUIM, LUZ AND MARTA AND THEIR FAMILIES IN HER HOME...

5

Marta!

 If we join together, we could do 
something to improve your situa-
tion, would you come to a meeting 
with me and other vendors?

We can get ahead with a Social and Solidarity Economy!
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In India, a group of women came 
together and formed a union of 2 
million women.

With honesty, trust and goodwill, 
they set up their own cooperatives, 
their own childcare centres and 
their own bank - and it all started 
with mutual aid groups!

In Argentina, the workers of the 
popular economy joined together to 
create their own community dining 
room, and later on they managed to 
have their own cooperative...

In Nigeria, the vendors have come 
together, saved and lent money to 
each other, and have even man-
aged to collectively take out health 
insurance for their members. They 
have even managed to build their 
own houses!
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It is about people like us organizing, cooper-
ating and helping each other so that we can all 
do well. The priority is our common good!

During the COVID-19 pandemic, using strict sanitation 
standards it fed hundreds of thousands of people.
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All this with mutual cooperation and help!

We are working on 
different things... How 
will we achieve this?

I know! Joaquim, Marta, you 
can leave your merchandise 
here in my yard at night.

It’s closer to 
you, isn’t it?

I can help you set up your booth 
in the mornings, Marta.

In my family we do 
this, because my cousin 
is the one who is taking 
care of the children in 
the family.
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It also reminds me that 
a neighbour sometimes 
brings food to my mom... So, we were 

already applying 
the social and sol-
idarity economy!

Maybe, with this unity, 
I can finally see my 
grandson. 

This idea could really help us, who 
knows, maybe I can take my mom to the 
doctor.

Our life can get 
better... Let’s 
go together!
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THE FOUR DISCUSSED THE PROJECT WITH MORE MARKET AND 
STREET VENDOR WORKERS, THOSE WHO WERE ALREADY THEIR 
FRIENDS OR ACQUAINTANCES.

THUS, ACHIEVING ITS FIRST ASSEMBLY!

9

Let’s start by saving together, let’s contribute 
one coin a day. 

That way, if the police take our merchandise or 
we can’t sell because of illness or the rains, we 
will have money to buy food. 

We could also pay for a doctor’s appointment.

And maybe in the future, when the savings 
grow, we can offer loans.

We will all decide together about money at 
meetings like this one.
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ONLY A FEW REMAIN COMMITTED, WHILE MARIA, JOAQUIM, LUZ 
AND MARTA CONTINUE WITH THE PROJECT.

THEY DETAILED THEIR FIRST REGULATION... AND THEY CHOSE MARIA AS THEIR REPRESENTATIVE
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How do we know they 
are not going to 
steal our money?

Why should we 
trust you?

Yes, also, who is going to 
be the leader?

What if the projects 
are not respected?

We have to support each 
other! No one else will take 
care of us.

Let’s build trust through 
time and results.

We have to try!

Rights...
Obligations...

Rules...
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A nursery

Buying cheaper in conjunction 
with wholesalers

A place to store my merchandise

THEY MADE THEIR FIRST FUND.

AND THEY STAY IN CONSTANT COMMUNICATION TO LEARN ABOUT EACH OTHER’S NEEDS AND CONCERNS.

THEY GAVE CREDENTIALS TO THE MEMBERS.

THEY CALLED THEIR ORGANIZATION: UNION OF STREET VENDORS.

11

Come on, let’s trust, let’s build together 
a better reality for all.
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TAKING INTO ACCOUNT EVERYONE’S NEEDS AND THE ORGANIZATION’S 
SAVINGS, THEY DRAW UP THEIR FIRST WORK PLAN.

THEY REACHED AGREEMENTS WITH SOME SUPPLIERS THAT SELL 
ITEMS CHEAPER IF THEY BUY MORE PARTS.

SOME MEMBERS LEND A MEANS OF TRANSPORTATION TO SAVE EVEN MORE.

THEY ALL AGREED THAT AS A THANK YOU, THEY WOULD GIVE MANUEL A SYMBOLIC 
CONTRIBUTION.
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Let’s go buy 
merchandise!

Thank you, Manuel!
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THEY REQUESTED THE SUPPORT OF THE AUTHORITIES WHO HELPED 
THEM TO ADAPT THE HOUSE TO PROVIDE A SAFE AND ADEQUATE DAY 
CARE CENTRE.

MARTA AND BENITO, TOGETHER WITH JOAQUIM, ORGANIZE WITH OTHER 
AFFILIATES TO RENT A WAREHOUSE TO STORE THEIR MERCHANDISE AT 
NIGHT.

13

Let’s open our 
own nursery!

Let’s find a warehouse to store 
the merchandise at night and 
make it our base for the work 
on the street....

Among all of us 
the expense is 
much less.
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JOAQUIM TOOK HIS MOTHER TO THE DOCTOR THANKS TO A PARTNERSHIP THE ORGANIZATION CREATED WITH A MEDICAL CLINIC, AS THEY OFFER VERY 
AFFORDABLE PRICES.

THE MORE THEY ACHIEVED, THE MORE PEOPLE WANTED TO JOIN THEM.

EVERYONE DID THEIR PART AND A COMMISSIONER FROM THE  
AUTHORITIES ATTENDS THEIR ASSEMBLIES.

WHEN DIFFICULTIES ARISE WITH THE POLICE OR THE MUNICIPALITY, THEY 
RESPOND COLLECTIVELY WITH FORCE AND BY DEFENDING THEIR RIGHTS.
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We have enough funds to give credits. We now have our own 
Solidarity Savings and Credit System.

Proceeds from interest will go to improve the organization.

It’s not a bank; it’s a system that will benefit us all.

Let’s save and take care of our earnings.
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MARTA AND BENITO ALSO TOOK OUT A LOAN AND IMPROVED THEIR WORK 
EQUIPMENT, WERE ABLE TO BUY MORE MERCHANDISE AND THUS EXPAND 
THEIR SUPPLY OF GOODS, GENERATING A HIGHER INCOME.

AND HE ASKED FOR A LOAN TO SET UP A LARGE FRUIT AND VEGETABLE STAND...

SHE WAS ABLE TO BUY A SEWING MACHINE TO MAKE HER OWN 
SCARVES, GLOVES AND HATS AND ALSO REPAIR GARMENTS FOR 
MEMBERS OF THE ORGANIZATION.

LUZ TAKES HER GRANDSON TO THE ORGANIZATION’S COMMUNITY 
KITCHEN, WHERE THEY CAN BOTH EAT AT A VERY CHEAP PRICE.

WITH A MICROCREDIT SHE BOUGHT HER GRANDSON JORGE’S SCHOOL 
SUPPLIES AND HE WENT BACK TO SCHOOL!

15
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The organization will thrive, 
because it is in everyone’s 
hands.

And they want to bring this 
message to more workers in 
the informal economy.

THE END

MARIA MAINTAINS CLARITY IN THE ACCOUNTS.

THE ELECTION OF A NEW LEADER IS APPROACHING AND MARTA 
IS THE FAVOURITE.
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About WIEGO

Women in Informal Employment: 
Globalizing and Organizing (WIEGO) is a 
global network focused on empowering 
the working poor, especially women, in 
the informal economy to secure their 
livelihoods. We believe all workers should 
have equal economic opportunities, 
rights, protection and voice. WIEGO 
promotes change by improving statistics 
and expanding knowledge on the 
informal economy, building networks 
and capacity among informal worker 
organizations and, jointly with the 
networks and organizations, influencing 
local, national and international policies.  
Visit www.wiego.org

About StreetNet International 

StreetNet International is a global 
network of organizations of street 
vendors and market traders dedicated 
to democratically representing the 
interests of people working in the sector 
and advocating for their rights. Today, 
StreetNet International operates in 
over 55 countries and has more than 
800,000 members worldwide. Our goal 
is to strengthen and support affiliated 
organizations to protect and promote the 
rights and livelihoods of street vendors 
and market traders, especially women. 
For this purpose, we encourage advocacy, 
capacity building, education, democratic 
governance, representation, and solidarity 
among all workers.   
Visite www.streetnet.org.za   

http://www.wiego.org
https://streetnet.org.za

