IONOTE
MeenalSethuraman

Shewasbomin 1947in urma, whereherparentsvereworking. Fathemhadsettleddownthere
asamistry. He later cameto Maduraifor road-laying.Shetook up agriculturefor atime andthen
joined MaduraiGlassFactory,wheresheworkedfor 5-6 years.Sheparticipatedn a strike actively
in 1976.Fromtehnon shebecame fulltime activist.

Sheworkedamongcategorieof workers,organisingandleadingthem: printing workersin
Devakottaiwereorganisedn aworkers'union in 1976-77;SouthZoneHotel Workers'Union of
500workers;RameswarantCanteernworkers,etc. AN strike of canteenvorkersof Rameswaram
was organisedn 1977 on the questionsof wage,working conditionsand others. Then the girl
workersofthe PrawnPackingCo. of Madapamwereunionised.Their unionwas earlierwith the
ADMK. InthenearbyKilakari, coconuprocessingwrkerswereorganisedWorkersofthe CECRI
(CentralElectro-ChemicaResearchnstitute)wereunionisedanda societywasalsoformed. Trans
portworkersandthe stainlessvorkersorganisedn Ramnadandvariousotherplaces.

In the meantimea SouthZone GeneraMWorkers'Union wasformedinclusiveofthosework-
ing in the courierserviceskumkum,chewing,tobaccoandotherindustiresin Sivagangi.

MeenalSethuramais amembeiofthe EqualRemuneratiodct COmmitteeonbehalfofthe
AITUC. SHealsotook up teh caseof womenprisonersandwarders.

Shehasbeenacorporatorfor two termsnow. SHehasbeenorganisinghemunicipalworkers;
thefirst union of sweepersmenialsandsanitaryworkerswasformedin 1977.Pasumapparhocal

ody andGeneraHealthWorkers'Unionwasestablishedh December1987.

SHe becamea councillorin 1996 andthenin 2001. SHe s at presentta vice-presideniof
TamilnaduStateAITUC.



EENAL SETHURA AN

Transcriptivenote

(eenal Sethuramarmgaveinterview in Hotel Duke, adurai, on 15 arch
2005in the afternoon.Shecamewell-preparedcandknew exactlywhatto say. She
wasclearandprecise,andat the sametime providedrich information. Shespoke
mainly in Tamil, intersperseavith someHindi. Shewasinterpretedoy TRS ani
andK. Parthasarathy—KrishnaJha,Anil Rajimwale)

| wasbomin Burma,wherelargenumbersof Tamilslived andworked. y
fatherhad settleddown thereas a mistry but we hadto comebackas refugees
whenl was 13 in 1960.

| waseducatedipto Sthclass.Fatherdid road-layingin adurai. After a
briefperiod of agriculturalwork in teh village, | joined adurai GlassFac
tory, wherel worked for 5-6 yearsas packer.We wenton strike and| was
thrownout. | becameafulltime activist.

Amongthefirst experiencemfwork amongtheworkerswasorganising
the printing workers of Devakottai.250 workerswere organisedunderthe
Presawvprkers Unionaffiliatedto the AITUC. It wasformedin 1976-77.South
Zone Hotel Workers Union and RameswaranCanteenworkerswere also
organised.The canteenworkerswere also organised.The canteernworkers
wenton strikein 1977.

In thosedays,amiltant strugglewasorganisedn tehPrawnPackingCo.
in andapan (Rameswaram)108 girls wenton strike for 6 months AITUC
collectedfoodsandfundsduringthesemonthsto sustainthestrike. Everything
wasbeing doneto breakthe strike by the opponents— writing obscendetters
to the girls, lettersto their parentsto teh effect that they were engagingin
prostition, etc. But the parentshemselvefinedthe strikersandparticipated
in the picketing. The casewent upto Giani Zail Singh,who had comeon a
visit. The girls got frustratedwhen nothingwasdone, andthey attackedhe
convoysofvehicles.Thefisherfolk weremobilisedagainsthe girls.

Thecompassionat€ilectorhelpedby appealingo therice-mill owners.
Therewereonly 5 ladies,while the other side was 50-strong.Therewas a
dangerof attack.But teh 6-monthlong strike endedsuccessfullyand eachof
the girls got Rs. 5000/-consolidated.

Importantstmgglesook placein teh CECRI (CentralElectroCHemical
Researchnstitute) in Karaikudi. The workersconsistedof cleanersgarden
ers, guesthouseworkers etc. A society was also formed, of which P.
Chidambaramthe centralminister,wasthe PresidentThestruggletook place
regardingPF etc, which weredeniedto the workers.All the 75 workerspar
ticipatedin teh struggle. The TabourCommissioneawardedin favourofteh
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workers.A total of 58 laakhrupeesvasdepositedbutthemanagemeritied
to reducethe wages.The leadershipof the Labour ContractSocietywas
changedTheauthoritiedriedto dealwith the situationaslaw andorderand
revenueproblemandnot as alabourproblem.Ultimately themanagement
hadto givein. Earlier,theyhadtriedto reducehepaymento theworkersat
theratebelowthemarketrate. | amamemberofthe EqualRemuneration
Act Committeeorbehalfofthe AITUC. | tookup thecaseofwomenprison
ersandwarders.| happenedo bein prisonfor tendaysbecausé brokethe
liquormud pan.Therel foundthatwomenprisonersandwardersverepaid
only if thereweresufficientnumberof womenprisoners! raisedthe ques
tion in the Committeeand took the copy of the governmentorderto the
prison.

| havebeenorganisingthe municipalworkersfor quite sometime. |
havebeena corporatolin 1996 andsince2001 again. Thathelps.The first
union of the sweepersmenialsand sanitaryworkerswasformedin 1977.
Earlier,the unionsdid not enrolthe scavengersTheyapproachedne andl
gottheirunionformedandregisteredNow they getfootwear,soap,turban
etcfromtheMunicipality.

Pumpsebperatorspverheadankoperatorsandsuchemployeesave
beenorganisedln theirmovementherewere attemptsat self immolation
by 13 workers.

Beingonthe TaxationCommitteeoftheMunicipality, onecando alot
andsolvemanytradeunionproblemsofthevendorsdhobis,workersetc. In
anearbyplace,anunion of about60 families ofthe soothsayerhavebeen
formedunderAlITUC againstthe Police harassmentof treatingthem as
vagabonds.

All theconservancyorkersnow havetheirownlandandhousesjand
is 1.5 cents(1 acre=10ents)in DevakottaiandKadaikudi. Theirdescen
dentswill getlandtoo.

| amatpresentvice presidenpf TamilnaduStateAITUC.
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