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Myar is now serving as director for the Christian Social Service 
and Development Department of the KHBA. In this capacity, she 
organizes training and awareness programs for community and 
women’s groups regarding issues such as water and sanitation, 
maternal and child health, women’s empowerment, and malaria 
prevention. Additionally, with support from the US embassy, she 
is taking on the problem of unexploded mines left after years of 
armed struggle between the government and many of Myan-
mar’s ethnic groups.

As Myanmar transitions toward democracy, it faces a major 
challenge to end nearly 70 years of fighting between the govern-
ment and ethnic rebel groups. Recently ceasefires have been 
mutually agreed upon by a number of groups, including a 2011 
agreement in Myar’s own Kayah State. As a community leader, 
Myar was asked to participate in this peace process and took part 
in the Myanmar People’s Forum, speaking about the human 
rights of women and children. She is grateful for the leadership 
skills she learned at ARI as they helped her engage in this import-
ant dialogue. Speaking in front of people is something that took a 
great deal of effort for her to develop. The first time she stood 
before her church women’s group, she recalls, “I very shake and I 
very afraid.” 

One of the hardest and saddest events in Myar's life was her 
husband's death in 2002. Many told her that as a widow she 

quickly fades. The plight of estate workers, referred to as “tea 
pluckers,” has a long history of extremely low pay and miserable 
living conditions. Generally these workers are Tamil Hindus, 
who, during British colonial rule, were brought over from India 
as labor for the plantations.

Plucking is done by the women, who may start as early as age 
12. Breaking off two leaves and a bud for good quality, they must 
pick at least 17 kilograms a day. Anything less receives half 
payment. Picking runs from 7:30 to noon and 2:00 to 5:00. If the 
crop is abundant, the women will be in the fields seven days a 
week; if not, five days, with schedules set by field management 
officers. Men generally do the heavier duties of pruning, weeding, 
and applying fertilizers, and they finish their day at 2:00. Despite 
the fact that men’s working hours are shorter, it still falls to the 
women to do all the cooking and cleaning at home, plus child 
care.

With a bulk of the work being done by hand and many factories 
still operating decades-old machinery for drying and processing 
the tea, it would appear that this is a land stuck in time. However, 
change is happening. Workers are now permitted to build their 
own houses on company land. These homes provide far better 
conditions for families than the old estate “line-houses,” in which 
eight to ten people might live in a single room. Workers can also 
keep some livestock and grow gardens if they desire. These days, 
management provides health care to children, and new schools 
are being constructed. There used to be no alternative for the 
children of estate workers other than to follow in their parents’ 
footsteps. Today education and increased mobility have allowed 
many to take up employment outside of the plantations (to the 
point where there is now a shortage of labor in the tea industry). 

Though Siva was never directly involved in tea plantation work, 
she grew up in this environment and understood well the 
hardships of the tea pluckers.   In 1994 she joined the domestic 
NGO, Sevalanka, where she began teaching women estate 
workers how to organize themselves into savings and loan 
groups. She showed them how, if they cooperate as a group, they 
can save a small amount from the meager earnings they receive. 
These savings can be pooled to give loans to each other. Loan 
applications must be approved by the members, and the money 
borrowed is generally used for small income-generating activities 
like dress-making, cattle or poultry rearing, or starting a small 
garden.  Groups are trained in leadership, administration, and 
bookkeeping, and they select their own presidents, treasurers, 
and secretaries. They also learn how to link with local govern-
ment for services.  Altogether Siva has formed 35 of these 
Community Based Organizations (CBOs), without any outside 
funding.  Sevalanka provided her with a salary and transportation 

 RI’s goal each year is that women participants make up at least 50% of its student 
body. Unfortunately, the institute has only been able to achieve this level of women’s 
participation a few times. Many of the countries where ARI recruits are deeply conserva-
tive and simply do not view women as leaders. Some organizations will argue that it is a 
waste of time to send their female staff for leadership training, especially if they are single, 
assuming they will quit their job as soon as they get married. There have been cases 
where ARI has accepted a woman applicant and begun visa procedures and other prepa-
rations, only to have everything cut off by a father or husband who forbids her to leave. 
Since a woman is the traditional (and expected) caregiver of the family, it certainly is not 
easy for her to travel to Japan and be absent from her home for nine months. In addition, 
balancing her family and community involvement is a constant challenge. Despite these 
obstacles, ARI continues to work very hard to recruit women, and with good reason. 
Time and time again, its women graduates have proven themselves to be leaders beyond 
compare, as the stories of this chapter, and indeed throughout this book, demonstrate.

What can you make with a handful of rice? If you are Naw Lee Myar and her church 
women’s group you can make a two-story building. When they were in need of a training 
center and found the church had no funds for it, all the members of the group began to 
set aside a handful of rice each day as they cooked dinner. This rice was combined and 
sold, and within five years they had raised enough money for construction. Their 
building now serves as a meeting place as well as a facility to teach how to make the 
traditional textiles of the Kayah people, including wedding dresses. 

At that time Myar was serving as the Women’s Secretary for the Kayah Hpu Baptist 
Association (KHBA). Human trafficking was a pressing issue, and the greatest risk in her 
area was to young girls who wanted an education but lived in remote villages where there 
were no schools. The common practice was to arrange for them to board with a family in 
town within walking distance of a school. In some cases, however, these girls were 
deceived by their “hosts” who used them as domestic servants, or worse, forced them 
into the sex trade. Due to awareness programs conducted by Myar and other organiza-
tions, the villagers have learned to be more careful. Myar herself takes in several student 
boarders each year. Every night the house buzzes with children doing their recitations. 
Despite this success, however, the trafficking of human beings in Myanmar overall 
remains a grave issue. This is especially true near the border of China where another ARI 
graduate, Shwe Htwe, works. She gives counselling to Myanmar women who have been 
passed around as “wives” to Chinese men who want to have more children than allowed 
by Chinese law (recently changed from one to two).

needed to stop her work and stay home, but she still felt called to 
serve. She continued her programs in the villages – with three 
children in tow. She says, “When I speak in the front, the kids all 
come with me, so I have to carry [my baby] and stand in front of the 
people like that, because I don’t want to give up.”

When Rose Mattu’s son came to join a group eating breakfast 
in front of her house, he noticed the only available seats were next 
to women, so he headed off to bring himself another chair. 
“Culture!” muttered Rose as she watched, but she was not bitter. 
On the contrary, she is a woman of practical optimism with a 
quick and infectious laugh. Her 60 plus years of life have instilled 
in her the wisdom that, though culture does not change quickly, 
it does change. Through patient, persistent effort, the status of 
women in Tanzania has improved and continues to do so.

Now retired, Rose spent her entire career in education where 
she taught at all levels in the system, including as an agricultural 
extension officer. Her final and longest posting was as principal of 
the Sengerema Folk Development College. It was during this 
time that she attended ARI. As an educator with long experience 
in the traditional book-based setting of African classrooms, Rose 

found ARI’s practical “learning by doing” approach especially 
meaningful, pointing out that one can even learn from mistakes. 
She also appreciated that participants took part in meal prepara-
tion (she herself becoming renowned at ARI for her good 
cooking) and introduced a similar system at the college. 

During her last years as principal, she hatched the idea of a 
tele-center. She launched it in 2003, serving first as manager and 
then as an active board member. The Radio Sengerema and 
Telecentre now broadcasts 19 hours a day, with a reach of about 
five million people in the rural areas of Tanzania. Programming is 
in English and Swahili, and includes news, education, entertain-
ment, and health. Regional events are promoted in local dialects. 
Messages include critical information farmers would otherwise 
have difficulty accessing, such as weather reports, planting condi-
tions, best farming practices, and current market prices. Broad-
casts also cover religious services and address issues such as 
HIV/AIDS and water conservation. In addition to its radio 
programs, the center offers courses in computer literacy and has 
plans to start journalism classes and an internet café. 

Retirement has given Rose the time to become more deeply 
involved in her local community. She takes the approach that, 
“You start from where they are. You learn from them and then you 
build up from what they know.” She has helped organize several 
community groups according to their interests and skills, all of 
which have a SACCO (Savings and Credit Cooperative) compo-
nent. The Upendo Trumpet Group plays music to raise funds for 
projects like building an English-medium kindergarten and 
primary school. The Inuka Mama Group is comprised of 20 
widows who use their earnings to help orphans, while the 11 
members of the Mshikamano Group are involved in meal service 
and catering. The Savana SACCO has built a membership of 40, 
including both men and women. “Polish what they have,” Rose 
echoes, “or you cannot have success.”

Subramaniam Sivapackiyam was born in the town of Hatton in 
the Central Highlands of Sri Lanka. This is the country’s tea 
growing region, where terraced rows of tea bushes extend for 
miles and miles across the rolling hills. Sri Lanka is a top world 
exporter of tea, branded as Ceylon Tea in many foreign markets, 
and the product is essential to the national economy. The planta-
tions are breathtakingly beautiful, and the contrast of the 
workers’ vibrantly colored saris against a sea of lush green makes 
for spectacular views. Under the surface, however, the beauty 

costs, but all capital came from the groups themselves.  Once a 
group could manage on its own, Siva would move to start anoth-
er, explaining,  “You plan with the community, work with the 
community, [and] when they grow, you move to another area.” 

After Siva’s ARI experience in 2003, she began introducing 
home gardening to members of her CBOs. The priority was for 
family consumption, but she also encouraged members to grow 
enough to sell. One of the CBO leaders was a young woman 
named Sumathi Vithilingam, in whom Siva recognized such 
excellent leadership qualities that she arranged for her to go to 
ARI. Sumathi is now key to a new initiative launched by Sevalan-
ka. This program's goal is to link farmers in the highlands with a 
weekly “Good Market” established in Colombo to fill a budding 
demand for organic produce. On Mondays Siva sends a purchase 
order to Sumathi who then works with the local farmers to fill it. 
Vegetables are packaged in five kilogram bundles and sent by 
train to the city in time for Thursday’s market day. The money 
earned is then sent back to Sumathi who distributes it to the 
farmers. To meet organic specifications, farmers are trained in 
the proper techniques, such as how to fertilize with composted 
manure and create seed beds without the use of plastic mulching. 
Official organic certification is not granted on tea estates because 
of the chemicals used for the tea. Instead the growers employ a 
“participatory guarantee system,” whereby they sign a “Farmer’s 

Promises” pledge that consists of 21 organic practices the 
farmers will observe. A follow-up committee inspects the gardens 
regularly and also provides advice on organic methods. 

Siva is profoundly dedicated to all those who work the planta-
tions, staying by their sides whether project funding is available 
or not. Indeed, when a fire gutted the local Sevalanka office, she 
set up a working area for her staff in her own house. She is 
respected throughout the community and her Sevalanka 
colleagues call her, “One of our best.”

To be a woman leader, 
as I learned in ARI, 

is to help other women 
also to come out from the 
fearness of being a leader. 

Now I am a farmer. 
Then maybe I give the 
knowledge of farming. 

People will say,
 ‘Ah someone, another 

woman is the one who told 
us,’ so that one is leadership. 
Now I can stand in front of 
many women or even men. 

So I am a leader.

 – Mbuche Shehe, Kenya
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MYANMAR Naw Lee Myar on her preferred mode of transportation

Myar is now serving as director for the Christian Social Service 
and Development Department of the KHBA. In this capacity, she 
organizes training and awareness programs for community and 
women’s groups regarding issues such as water and sanitation, 
maternal and child health, women’s empowerment, and malaria 
prevention. Additionally, with support from the US embassy, she 
is taking on the problem of unexploded mines left after years of 
armed struggle between the government and many of Myan-
mar’s ethnic groups.

As Myanmar transitions toward democracy, it faces a major 
challenge to end nearly 70 years of fighting between the govern-
ment and ethnic rebel groups. Recently ceasefires have been 
mutually agreed upon by a number of groups, including a 2011 
agreement in Myar’s own Kayah State. As a community leader, 
Myar was asked to participate in this peace process and took part 
in the Myanmar People’s Forum, speaking about the human 
rights of women and children. She is grateful for the leadership 
skills she learned at ARI as they helped her engage in this import-
ant dialogue. Speaking in front of people is something that took a 
great deal of effort for her to develop. The first time she stood 
before her church women’s group, she recalls, “I very shake and I 
very afraid.” 

One of the hardest and saddest events in Myar's life was her 
husband's death in 2002. Many told her that as a widow she 

quickly fades. The plight of estate workers, referred to as “tea 
pluckers,” has a long history of extremely low pay and miserable 
living conditions. Generally these workers are Tamil Hindus, 
who, during British colonial rule, were brought over from India 
as labor for the plantations.

Plucking is done by the women, who may start as early as age 
12. Breaking off two leaves and a bud for good quality, they must 
pick at least 17 kilograms a day. Anything less receives half 
payment. Picking runs from 7:30 to noon and 2:00 to 5:00. If the 
crop is abundant, the women will be in the fields seven days a 
week; if not, five days, with schedules set by field management 
officers. Men generally do the heavier duties of pruning, weeding, 
and applying fertilizers, and they finish their day at 2:00. Despite 
the fact that men’s working hours are shorter, it still falls to the 
women to do all the cooking and cleaning at home, plus child 
care.

With a bulk of the work being done by hand and many factories 
still operating decades-old machinery for drying and processing 
the tea, it would appear that this is a land stuck in time. However, 
change is happening. Workers are now permitted to build their 
own houses on company land. These homes provide far better 
conditions for families than the old estate “line-houses,” in which 
eight to ten people might live in a single room. Workers can also 
keep some livestock and grow gardens if they desire. These days, 
management provides health care to children, and new schools 
are being constructed. There used to be no alternative for the 
children of estate workers other than to follow in their parents’ 
footsteps. Today education and increased mobility have allowed 
many to take up employment outside of the plantations (to the 
point where there is now a shortage of labor in the tea industry). 

Though Siva was never directly involved in tea plantation work, 
she grew up in this environment and understood well the 
hardships of the tea pluckers.   In 1994 she joined the domestic 
NGO, Sevalanka, where she began teaching women estate 
workers how to organize themselves into savings and loan 
groups. She showed them how, if they cooperate as a group, they 
can save a small amount from the meager earnings they receive. 
These savings can be pooled to give loans to each other. Loan 
applications must be approved by the members, and the money 
borrowed is generally used for small income-generating activities 
like dress-making, cattle or poultry rearing, or starting a small 
garden.  Groups are trained in leadership, administration, and 
bookkeeping, and they select their own presidents, treasurers, 
and secretaries. They also learn how to link with local govern-
ment for services.  Altogether Siva has formed 35 of these 
Community Based Organizations (CBOs), without any outside 
funding.  Sevalanka provided her with a salary and transportation 

What can you make with a handful of rice? If you are Naw Lee Myar and her church 
women’s group you can make a two-story building. When they were in need of a training 
center and found the church had no funds for it, all the members of the group began to 
set aside a handful of rice each day as they cooked dinner. This rice was combined and 
sold, and within five years they had raised enough money for construction. Their 
building now serves as a meeting place as well as a facility to teach how to make the 
traditional textiles of the Kayah people, including wedding dresses. 

At that time Myar was serving as the Women’s Secretary for the Kayah Hpu Baptist 
Association (KHBA). Human trafficking was a pressing issue, and the greatest risk in her 
area was to young girls who wanted an education but lived in remote villages where there 
were no schools. The common practice was to arrange for them to board with a family in 
town within walking distance of a school. In some cases, however, these girls were 
deceived by their “hosts” who used them as domestic servants, or worse, forced them 
into the sex trade. Due to awareness programs conducted by Myar and other organiza-
tions, the villagers have learned to be more careful. Myar herself takes in several student 
boarders each year. Every night the house buzzes with children doing their recitations. 
Despite this success, however, the trafficking of human beings in Myanmar overall 
remains a grave issue. This is especially true near the border of China where another ARI 
graduate, Shwe Htwe, works. She gives counselling to Myanmar women who have been 
passed around as “wives” to Chinese men who want to have more children than allowed 
by Chinese law (recently changed from one to two).

needed to stop her work and stay home, but she still felt called to 
serve. She continued her programs in the villages – with three 
children in tow. She says, “When I speak in the front, the kids all 
come with me, so I have to carry [my baby] and stand in front of the 
people like that, because I don’t want to give up.”

When Rose Mattu’s son came to join a group eating breakfast 
in front of her house, he noticed the only available seats were next 
to women, so he headed off to bring himself another chair. 
“Culture!” muttered Rose as she watched, but she was not bitter. 
On the contrary, she is a woman of practical optimism with a 
quick and infectious laugh. Her 60 plus years of life have instilled 
in her the wisdom that, though culture does not change quickly, 
it does change. Through patient, persistent effort, the status of 
women in Tanzania has improved and continues to do so.

Now retired, Rose spent her entire career in education where 
she taught at all levels in the system, including as an agricultural 
extension officer. Her final and longest posting was as principal of 
the Sengerema Folk Development College. It was during this 
time that she attended ARI. As an educator with long experience 
in the traditional book-based setting of African classrooms, Rose 

found ARI’s practical “learning by doing” approach especially 
meaningful, pointing out that one can even learn from mistakes. 
She also appreciated that participants took part in meal prepara-
tion (she herself becoming renowned at ARI for her good 
cooking) and introduced a similar system at the college. 

During her last years as principal, she hatched the idea of a 
tele-center. She launched it in 2003, serving first as manager and 
then as an active board member. The Radio Sengerema and 
Telecentre now broadcasts 19 hours a day, with a reach of about 
five million people in the rural areas of Tanzania. Programming is 
in English and Swahili, and includes news, education, entertain-
ment, and health. Regional events are promoted in local dialects. 
Messages include critical information farmers would otherwise 
have difficulty accessing, such as weather reports, planting condi-
tions, best farming practices, and current market prices. Broad-
casts also cover religious services and address issues such as 
HIV/AIDS and water conservation. In addition to its radio 
programs, the center offers courses in computer literacy and has 
plans to start journalism classes and an internet café. 

Retirement has given Rose the time to become more deeply 
involved in her local community. She takes the approach that, 
“You start from where they are. You learn from them and then you 
build up from what they know.” She has helped organize several 
community groups according to their interests and skills, all of 
which have a SACCO (Savings and Credit Cooperative) compo-
nent. The Upendo Trumpet Group plays music to raise funds for 
projects like building an English-medium kindergarten and 
primary school. The Inuka Mama Group is comprised of 20 
widows who use their earnings to help orphans, while the 11 
members of the Mshikamano Group are involved in meal service 
and catering. The Savana SACCO has built a membership of 40, 
including both men and women. “Polish what they have,” Rose 
echoes, “or you cannot have success.”

Subramaniam Sivapackiyam was born in the town of Hatton in 
the Central Highlands of Sri Lanka. This is the country’s tea 
growing region, where terraced rows of tea bushes extend for 
miles and miles across the rolling hills. Sri Lanka is a top world 
exporter of tea, branded as Ceylon Tea in many foreign markets, 
and the product is essential to the national economy. The planta-
tions are breathtakingly beautiful, and the contrast of the 
workers’ vibrantly colored saris against a sea of lush green makes 
for spectacular views. Under the surface, however, the beauty 

costs, but all capital came from the groups themselves.  Once a 
group could manage on its own, Siva would move to start anoth-
er, explaining,  “You plan with the community, work with the 
community, [and] when they grow, you move to another area.” 

After Siva’s ARI experience in 2003, she began introducing 
home gardening to members of her CBOs. The priority was for 
family consumption, but she also encouraged members to grow 
enough to sell. One of the CBO leaders was a young woman 
named Sumathi Vithilingam, in whom Siva recognized such 
excellent leadership qualities that she arranged for her to go to 
ARI. Sumathi is now key to a new initiative launched by Sevalan-
ka. This program's goal is to link farmers in the highlands with a 
weekly “Good Market” established in Colombo to fill a budding 
demand for organic produce. On Mondays Siva sends a purchase 
order to Sumathi who then works with the local farmers to fill it. 
Vegetables are packaged in five kilogram bundles and sent by 
train to the city in time for Thursday’s market day. The money 
earned is then sent back to Sumathi who distributes it to the 
farmers. To meet organic specifications, farmers are trained in 
the proper techniques, such as how to fertilize with composted 
manure and create seed beds without the use of plastic mulching. 
Official organic certification is not granted on tea estates because 
of the chemicals used for the tea. Instead the growers employ a 
“participatory guarantee system,” whereby they sign a “Farmer’s 

Promises” pledge that consists of 21 organic practices the 
farmers will observe. A follow-up committee inspects the gardens 
regularly and also provides advice on organic methods. 

Siva is profoundly dedicated to all those who work the planta-
tions, staying by their sides whether project funding is available 
or not. Indeed, when a fire gutted the local Sevalanka office, she 
set up a working area for her staff in her own house. She is 
respected throughout the community and her Sevalanka 
colleagues call her, “One of our best.”R O S E  M A TT U  ·  T A N Z A N I A
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