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KARACHI: He created a charitable empire out of nothing, mas-
terminding Pakistan’s largest welfare organization. Today
Abdul Sattar Edhi is revered by many as a national hero.

Content with just two sets of clothes, he sleeps in a win-
dowless room of white tiles adjoining the office of his charita-
ble foundation. Sparsely equipped: It has just one bed, a sink
and a hotplate.

“He never established a home for his own children,” says
his wife Bilquis, who manages the foundation’s homes for
women and children. What he has established is something of
a safety net for Pakistan’s poor and destitute, mobilizing the
nation to donate and help take action-filling a gap left by a
lack of welfare state. “Mr Edhi sits here, waiting for your dona-
tions,” sputters the speaker of an Edhi ambulance parked in an
affluent neighborhood of Karachi, the port megalopolis of
glaring inequalities. 

Passers-by deposit alms or pay their respects to the frail old
man, whose white beard and worn karakul-a triangular cap-
are known throughout the country and beyond. Edhi has been
nominated several times for the Nobel Peace Prize, and
appears on the list again this year-put there by Malala
Yousafzai, Pakistan’s teenage Nobel laureate.

New nation, new hope 
Edhi, born to a family of Muslim traders in Gujarat in British

India, arrived in Pakistan after its bloody creation in 1947. “He
thought that this new Muslim nation would be a social welfare
state,” says his son Faisal. But, when they got to Pakistan, he
found “it was the exact opposite”. 

The state’s failure to help his struggling family care for his
mother-paralyzed and suffering from mental health issues-
was his painful and decisive turning point towards philanthro-
py. In the sticky streets in the heart of Karachi, Edhi, full of ide-
alism and hope, opened his first clinic in 1951. “Social welfare
was my vocation, I had to free it,” he says in his autobiography,
“A Mirror To The Blind”.

Motivated by a spiritual quest for justice, over the years
Edhi and his team have created maternity wards, morgues,
orphanages, shelters, and homes for the elderly-all aimed at
helping those in society who cannot help themselves. The
most prominent symbols of the foundation-its 1,500 ambu-
lances-are deployed with unusual efficiency to the scene of
terrorist attacks that tear through Pakistan with devastating
regularity.

But its ethos of humanitarianism transcending religious

and ethnic lines while empowering the masses, has made it
the target of many ferocious smear campaigns. Hardliners
have branded him an infidel and his work un-Islamic.

Edhi’s response has been hard work and an obstinate
asceticism, a bid to leave his enemies with no ammunition. His
work so conquered the esteem of Pakistan’s masses that
armed groups and bandits were known to spare his ambu-
lances. The annual budget of 1.5 billion rupees ($15 million),
mainly from donations by middle- and working-class
Pakistanis, continues to grow, according to Faisal, despite criti-
cism from fundamentalist groups eager to snatch such sup-
port for themselves.

Mother Bilquis 
Abandoned children and the elderly, battered women, the

disabled, drug addicts; Edhi’s foundation now houses some
5,700 people in 17 shelters across the country. 

It employs around 3,000 people, many of whom were for-
mer residents. The project Bilquis Edhi is most proud of is the
baby cradles adoption service.  In the early days of his work, as
Edhi cruised the streets in his ambulance, he was made des-
perate by the number of infant corpses he came across, many
believed abandoned. Now the foundation has before each
centre a large cradle bearing the inscription: “Do not kill inno-
cent babies, leave them in our cradle”. 

The initiative has earned Edhi further attacks by Islamist
extremists who accuse him of promoting extra-marital sex in
the conservative Muslim country. But Bilquis proudly displays
photos of now-grown women who are now graduates of pres-
tigious universities. 

Several thousand children-the vast majority of them girls-
left in the cradles over the last four decades have been housed
by Edhi centers and adopted, she says. Without Edhi, “I would
have had no life,” says Seher, 16, who grew up in the founda-
tion’s decrepit headquarters. 

“Bilquis and Edhi are there for us round the clock,” smiles
the girl. She cares for younger children-including the small
daughter of a thief jailed for the burglary of the foundation in
2014, a crime which caused uproar in Pakistan.

Now frail and weak, Edhi says he is unable to manage his
kingdom. He appointed his son Faisal as managing trustee in
early 2016.”I have done a lot of work. I am satisfied with my
life,” the patriarch sighs. “He is my hero,” says Faisal, adding
that stepping into his father’s humble but mighty shoes is a
“great responsibility”.”We still have so much to do.” — AFP

Women work like
machines in

India’s textile mills
CHENNAI: Rajaram Paritha is on a mission. The 35-year-old
tailor wants to be the voice of every young girl who is lured
with the promise of big money to work in textile mills in
southern India’s Tamil Nadu and then exploited and abused.

Head of the all-women Tamil Nadu Textile and Common
Labor Union (TTCU), Paritha uses her experience as a factory
worker to challenge forms of exploitation such a debt bondage,
long hours and sexual abuse in the garment and textile indus-
try. “Workers have to come together like they did a few days
back ... against the government’s controversial government
pension plan. If they don’t, the exploitation will not stop,” she
said in an interview with the Thomson Reuters Foundation.

The scale of the issue Paritha and her organization are try-
ing to address is huge: much of India’s $42 billion-a-year tex-
tile and clothing export industry is located in Tamil Nadu, and
to boost productivity and increase margins, parts of its lucra-
tive supply chain are built on bonded labor.

A 2014 study into Tamil Nadu’s textile industry by the
Freedom Fund, a philanthropic initiative dedicated to ending
modern slavery, and C&A Foundation, which partners with the
Thomson Reuters Foundation on its human trafficking cover-
age, found workers were often subjected to low wages, exces-
sive and sometimes forced overtime, lack of freedom of move-
ment as well as verbal and sexual abuse.

A conservative estimate suggests there may be at least
100,000 girls and young women being exploited in this way. “I
vividly remember the one year I worked at a mill,” Paritha said.
“The machines would always be running and we were con-
stantly working, just like the machines. Even a restroom break
meant ensuring a co-worker manned your position for the few
minutes you were away.”

A year into the job, Paritha quit because standing for eight
to 10 hours was taking a toll on her health. “I learnt tailoring
and moved on. But many can’t do this due to economic pres-
sures.” Working with women and girls in 10 districts of Tamil
Nadu, the union, now with nearly 5,000 members, trains its
members on their legal rights, lobbying and leadership skills
and addresses sexual harassment and violence in the work-
place. “We are fighting for justice for a teenager who was
found dead in a mill hostel a month back and a young woman
who was recently penalized for stopping the machines for a
few minutes when her clothes got stuck in it,” says Paritha.
“Their individual voices are suppressed by mill managements.
They cannot do the same with our collective voice.”

This week, after thousands of protesters clashed with
police in the city of Bengaluru, the government decided to
scrap a proposal to change the rule on pension withdrawals -
a rollback seen as a victory for workers’ unions. —Reuters

Massive landslide kills 
6 people in India’s

Arunachal Pradesh
NEW DELHI: At least 16 people were killed while many
more others are feared trapped yesterday following a
massive landslide caused by incessant rains in the north
eastern Indian state of Arunachal Pradesh.

Quoting local government sources, the All India Radio
(AIR) said that the deceased were working at a hotel con-
struction site at Famla village some 4km away from
Tawang city. AIR further said that the Army, local security
officials and the local residents are in search and rescue
operation amid fears that many more people are trapped
inside the debris formation following the landslide.

Reports also said that the incessant rains that hit many
parts of the state have also caused landslides elsewhere in
the state causing disturbances in the power supply. Many
rivers are overflowing due to the heavy and incessant rain
inundated houses and agricultural fields in different parts
of Arunachal Pradesh, which shares border with China.

Authorities are also shifting affected people to safer
zones with the help of army. On his part, Indian Prime
Minister Narendra Modi expressed grief and extended
condolences to bereaved families. President of main
opposition Congress Sonia Gandhi also expressed grief on
the loss of lives caused by a landslide in Arunachal
Pradesh. — KUNA

Edhi, the obstinately humble
hero to Pakistan’s masses

‘Edhi is there for us round the clock’

KARACHI, SINDH: Abdul Sattar Edhi, the head of Edhi Foundation, waves as he journeys to his office. — AFP


