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Funding crunch
shuts bank that
gave hope to 
Mumbai’s sex
workers 
MUMBAI: On a weekday afternoon in the dusty
streets of Mumbai’s red light district Kamath-
ipura, Fatima collects 20 rupees ($0.30) from
men to rent a cubicle in her brothel where girls
charge them up to 200 rupees for sex. Until last
month, Fatima asked the girls to count their
money every few days and put it in a bank a cou-
ple of streets away that accepted cash deposits
as low as five rupees and never asked for any
paper work or proof of identity, just a photo. But
when the Sangini Women’s Co-operative Society
bank shut last month amid financial woes after 10
years of being run for sex workers largely by sex
worker volunteers, all their savings were re-
turned. “Now they are hiding the money some-
where in the cubicle or are stitching it up in their
pillow covers,” said Fatima, as she is known in the
area and who gave only her first name.

“I used to ask the girls to save money to send
it home. They come from all parts of the country.
Their families are poor,” she told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation, adding that she hoped
Sangini would re-open if funds for administra-
tion were found. Sangini was modelled on the
country’s oldest bank for sex workers - Usha

Cooperative - in Kolkata’s red light district of
Sonagachi and was the first such in Mumbai to
help sex workers save money that could help
them escape to a different future.

The cooperative bank, that started in India’s
second largest red light district in 2007, offered
fuss-free banking services to sex workers, col-
lecting cash deposits from their doorsteps and
even welcoming homeless girls to open savings
accounts. The western state of Maharashtra,
India’s second most populous state with Mum-
bai as its capital, has for years been a major des-
tination of trafficking victims who are lured with
the promise of jobs but sold into sex slavery or
domestic servitude. Campaigners say girls en-
slaved in sex work lead impoverished lives, often
with no access to the money they make for the
first few years, so it was a welcome move when
the bank opened.

Funding woes
“When we started, we were afraid if brothel

madams and pimps will allow it to function. So
we aimed at opening 100 accounts in the first
year,” said Shilpa Merchant, former national co-
ordinator of the US-based non-profit Popula-
tion Services International (PSI) that initially
funded the project. “But we opened more than
100 accounts on the bank’s opening day itself.”
Sex workers soon volunteered with the bank to
become collection agents, visiting brothels to
collect money and handing over receipts. The
number of accounts had increased to 5,000
when the bank closed.  “Some sex workers could
get their children married, some left the profes-
sion and started a shop. We documented all this.
The bank was giving them alternative options of
livelihood,” said Merchant. —Reuters

NEW DELHI: The Indian government yesterday
introduced a bill in parliament aimed at prose-
cuting Muslim men who divorce their wives
through the “triple talaq”, or instant divorce,
which women complain violates their right to
equality. In August, the Supreme Court ruled as
unconstitutional the law, which allows Muslim
men to divorce their wives simply by uttering the
word “talaq” three times. 

Muslim women had
petitioned the court, argu-
ing the practice of hus-
bands divorcing them
through “triple talaq”, in-
cluding by Skype and
WhatsApp, not only vio-
lated their rights but left
many women destitute.
“Only a law can explicitly
ban triple talaq, we have
to enforce legal procedures to provide al-
lowance and protect custody of children,” said
Law Minister Ravi Shankar Prasad.

The bill, if approved, would make the practice
a non-bailable offence with a possible three-
year jail term. Muslims are the biggest religious
minority in Hindu-majority India and relations

between the communities have been occasion-
ally strained since Prime Minister Narendra
Modi and his Hindu-nationalist Bharatiya Janata
Party won a 2014 election. India is one of the few
countries where the practice of instant divorce
has survived and some Muslim groups have said
that while it was wrong, the law should be re-
viewed by the community itself.

Members of the All India Muslim Personal Law
Board said the govern-
ment had no right to
outlaw instant triple
talaq, as it was directly
interfering with the
Muslim personal law.
India’s civil codes are
designed to protect the
independence of reli-
gious communities. Un-
like most Hindu civil

laws, which have been codified and reformed, Mus-
lim personal laws have largely been left untouched.
Zakia Soman, founder of a Muslim women’s group,
the Bharatiya Muslim Mahila Andolan, said once
triple talaq becomes a legal offence, victims could
approach the police and the legal system to initiate
action against offenders.—Reuters 

India’s law targets Muslims 
who instantly divorce wives 

Women complain ‘triple talaq’ violates right to equality

NEW DELHI: Indian school girls take part in a self-defense camp at a police training school
in New Delhi. —AFP 

INDORE: He is inspired by Bollywood and has
a Freddie Mercury-style moustache-but it is
the Michael Jackson dance moves of traffic cop
Ranjeet Singh that grab attention on India’s
chaotic streets. Heads turn and drivers cannot
fail to notice when the 38-year-old moonwalks
across busy intersections, avoiding rickshaws
and trucks in the centre of Indore, a city of two
million people.

“I have been a Michael Jackson fan for
years and copied his moonwalk step to halt
traffic 12 years ago,” Singh said. “Initially, peo-
ple were surprised, but it worked wonders over
the years and has gained popularity.” “It’s a tir-
ing task maintaining traffic amid noise pollution
and reckless motorists but moonwalking
amuses commuters and drivers,” Singh added,
after another tiring day seemingly gliding
backwards across the street.

Singh has become a social media phenom-
enon with nearly 50,000 people following his
activities on Facebook while spectators add
videos to sharing platforms every day. Singh
claims the number of traffic violations at the
high court intersection where he spends most
days has fallen over the years. An Indian uni-
versity is studying his methods to see whether
he has cut traffic jams too. India’s city streets
are notorious the world over for gridlock. Driv-

ers, already battling crater-pocked roads and
faulty traffic signals, often take out their anger
on police trying to keep cars moving and
pedestrians safe.

Singh said some of India’s younger drivers
have paid for their recklessness with their lives.
“I have picked up the bodies of over 40 young-
sters after accidents over the years and I feel
terrible,” he said. —AFP

India’s ‘moonwalking’ 
traffic cop turns heads

All India Muslim 
Personal Law 
Board fumes

INDORE: Indian traffic policeman Ranjeet
Singh directs traffic while ‘moonwalking’ at
an intersection in Indore. _ AFP 


