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Tobacco Girls
Every morning, with the first drops of moisture on the leaves of the roses Al-Munifia Governorate, thousands of village girls wake up not to collect or carry flowers to perfume factories but to carry tobacco and mix it with tar in the tobacco factories all over the Governorate. The young girls suffer all this for fifteen pounds which spare them the humiliation of becoming beggars at the end of the day. 

The young girls, aged between 9 and 22 years, are exposed daily to many health risks resulting from soil, acids, and gases caused by manufacturing and packing. They are also humiliated and tortured by halls female supervisors, and do not find anybody to defend their rights and protect them from psychological and physical harm. 
Last Wednesday, on the 11th of November 2009, I got up at 5 AM. I left the house at 5.45 AM. At that time, the sun was not up yet, although dozens of girls and children were already up in my village. They were at the village bus stop waiting for the buses which take them to the factories in Shebeen Al-Koum and Sadat City. A group was heading to garment factories while another was going to tobacco factories. I was standing in a corner watching and waiting for the girls of Al-Wardah Tobacco Factory until it was 6.30 AM. When the first group was about to leave, I went to them and asked about the bus of the tobacco factory. One of them replied that it did not arrive yet. Another one behind me pointed that it was the bus coming over there. I headed for it and asked the driver "Is this bus heading to the tobacco factory?"

He replied: which tobacco factory? 

· Al-Wardah

· Yes, Al-Wardah. We are going to Al-Wardah. Are you a new hire? 

· Yes, for the first time 

· Do you have your documents? 

· I do not know that documents are needed. 

·  No problem, get in the bus and bring the documents tomorrow. If you have sisters or friends, tell them and bring them. We need many girls; we need even twice the number of passengers on this bus. 

I got into the old minibus while my heart was aching as I was afraid from the unknown world. I was also afraid that my mission would fail and my identity would be revealed. The driver brought along his young daughter who has not yet completed her sixth year. Whenever I wanted to sit on one of the seats, she would tell me that this seat shall be occupied by one of the girls, and if she came and found me, she would ask me to move. I asked her where I should sit. She pointed to the seat behind the driver and she told me to sit on the side seat because the one next to the window is allocated for Dalia who will get angry if she found me sitting there. I said to her "It will not matter. If she gets angry, I will sit on the side seat". 

I waited for several minutes until the girls came in groups one after another. Each girl carried a small plastic bag which contains the work uniform and food for lunch. Each one had her own place. Dalia came and just ignored my presence and said in a sharp comment: "This place is mine." Her gloomy face, just like all their faces, is not very promising. All of them were silent, gloomy and angry. Their anger is manifested when a girl irritates another, and a volcano of anger erupts with names callings flying around.

I obeyed Dalia's command as I was afraid from all of them who looked at me and then just turned away.

After the minibus left on its way to the factory, Najiyyah, or "Dalouah" as they call her, asked me "Are you new, honey?"

I nodded: Yes 

She replied: I advise you to cut it short and find another job instead of the misery we suffer. Then, she turned over to Dalia and said: Take her with you to the heaters. 

She looked at Dalia and laughed. The others nodded and asked Dalia to take me to the heaters and Dalia agreed by saying "Why not? Let her come." 

I asked her about the nature of these heaters and she replied "When you get there, you will find out."

Najiyyah has a severe cough. She said: “May Allah destroy the Wardah smoke paste. When they bring it, I am about to die when I weigh or even touch it.”

She told the girl next to her: “Last night, I fainted in the bathroom and my mother cried, thinking that I am about to die.” 

I asked her: Are you ill? 

- Yes, my chest aches me because of the distress we suffer during work. 

- Do a medical checkup.
- I did many medical checkups but to no avail. As long as we are in this factory, we shall never recover. 

- Why does Al-Wardah tobacco paste cause such pain? 

- Because it contains more aqua fortis than Qass Al-Borg tobacco. 

These are the two types of tobacco produced by Al-Wardah Factory. 

Najiyyah works in the factory to buy the furniture and home appliances for her marriage. She is engaged and will get married once she buys all the necessary furniture. The same applies to Sabah who complained that after she bought all the necessary furniture and the home appliances, she could not find enough space to fit in all these things in her husband's house because they will be living in a room in at his family house. She will have to sqeeze in the fridge, the oven, the cooker, the washing machine and all the appliances she bought in this room. Despite all this, she insists on working hard in order to fulfill her mission because she knows that people will see her things carried on trucks into the husband's house. She and her family will be proud of the many things she bought day after day and which she is paying with choked breathes from the smoke of the factory. 

The driver arrived at the factory which lies on the outskirts of Shebeen Al-Koum. The minibus crossed the gate and none of the security personnel suspected me or even checked my identity. 

I walked with the rest of the girls until we entered into a four-storey building. They told me that their work place is in the fourth floor. While I was going up on the stairs, I could not touch the rails which were covered by a sticky black material from the tobacco. The same thing applied to all the stairs. Once I got into the building, I had a severe fit of coughs although work has not started yet. 

We reached the hall which I was looking forward to see when I was on my way. I found it long and wide and accommodating 39 tables or more. On each table, there are scales for weighing tobacco. Later on, I knew that a skillful girl was weighing tobacco using her hands instead of the scale. Around each table, there were about 10 girls and a small number of boys who did not exceed 10 in each hall, beside hundreds of girls 

One of the girls in the hall pointed to a 20-year-old girl and said that she is Hend, the hall supervisor. She told me that I should tell Hend that I am new. I told her that I wanted to work. She agreed and ordered me to sit down until work started. 

I sat down watching the girls as they entered the hall. They were more than 200 girls, including more than 15 who did not reach the age of 10. 

Work started and Hend called me after she exchanged glances with another employee. They talked for several minutes and she told me that she would send me to another new hall where there are decent girls, because the situation here will not appeal to me. There, it is calmer, and work here is difficult. Besides, the chief of the hall is violent and she frequently beats girls and calls them names. Deep in my heart, I was very happy because I came across a "bad" hall where there will be many events throughout the day and I wanted to know what is going on here. 

I answered her that I wanted her to leave me here today because I feel comfortable with her, and that if I did not like things here, I will go to another hall after lunch. She agreed with resentment. She allowed me to sit on the last table with less violent girls than those sitting in the front of the hall. But she kept looking at me with sadness and reminding me that I should move to the other hall because she thought that I should not be exposed to trouble. 

I sat next to the girls to learn how to close and sort packs in the boxes. The girls worked very quickly. The young girls were around us just like working bees. They wiped the floor continuously in order to remove the tobacco which fell on the floor. Some of them carried the raw honey-flavored mixture while others wiped the tables. They did not stop, not even for a moment.  
I met Aya (11 years old) who worked in collecting and sorting out garbage. She came to work after her father took her out of school and sent her to work in that factory. 
As for Amira (15 years old), throughout the day, older girls beat her. She collects garbage, sorts them out, and goes up and down despite the fact that she lost one of her eyes. She says "I was not like that. My vision was sharp to some extent. A guy was riding a bicycle holding a piece of glass ran into me and the glass pierced my eye. So I left school and came to work her".

There was also Sayeda who suffered from Poliomyelitis. The female supervisor did no tolerate her slowness, so she made her sweep the floors all the day. She also brings the boxes from the other building. She says: "My mother died when I was born. My father died a certain time ago. I had no family after my sister got married. So I had to work to live ".
After about fifteen minutes, a senior employee in charge of the laborers came and kept on looking around the hall until his eyes gazed at me. He asked: Are you new? 

I answered: Yes 

He looked at Hend and said: She does not look like the girls here. Why did you keep her with them? 

She answered: I told her that I would take her to the second hall but she insisted to stay here. 

He turned to me and said: Come here, I shall take you to a good place. You will not find your ways here. You are not like them to expose yourself to such troubles. 

I was forced to obey his orders because I did not want anyone to suspect me. At this point, the girl next to me, Najwa, shouted: Take me with her uncle Usama. I am polite and belong to a good family like her. Why do you prefer her? 

Usama smiled but he did not even turn to her. 

We went to the other building and got into the hall. I found only four tables for tobacco while the rest of the hall was used to produce cardboard for the tobacco packs in the factory. Men cut the cardboard and piled it up. Actually, this hall was much calmer than the other one. Later on, I realized that the cruelest halls for girls were Bushra and Nasrah's halls where I was first. I stood around a table with four other girls; three of them were new like me. Dunya, the older girl, weighed the tobacco and gave it to Asmaa to roll it, while Azza and I packaged it in the cardboard packs which Hasanat closed and placed in the boxes. 

Although the hall was not large, there were five or six young girls whose age ranged between nine and 12 years. I exchanged smiles with them from time to time. It seems that they were not used to such smiles. After a while, a girl brought me a chair so that I  do not feel fatigue. Later, she went back to her work. Around me, Afaf, eleven years old, was roaming the place to wipe the falling tobacco on the floor or the tables. She neither smiles nor cries. She works in silence. I looked at her with sadness, just like I did with another girl who was not even 10 years old, and was pulling an iron carriage full of cardboard boxes. 

In my new hall, "Mr. Ali's Hall" - each hall is called after their supervisor - I sat and worked on the packaging of the tobacco. It was a large-size pack which weighed 192.5 grams. Each table closes around 10 boxes per hour. The girls work for about nine hours. This means that each 5 girls pack 90 boxes per day. In each box, there are 60 packs and the price of each pack is 3.5 Egyptian pounds, which makes the total value 18,900 Egyptian pounds. My share of packaging was 3,780 Egyptian pounds but I only got 15 Egyptian pounds!!!!

According to statistics, the percentages of honeyed tobacco consumption in Egypt are increasing. The report of the health parliamentary committee in December 2008 estimated the quantities of honeyed tobacco consumed in Cairo cafes only at about 40 million tons per year. 
Next to me around the table, there was Azza, 21 years old. She is illiterate and she also works to buy her marriage dowry. Her father died after he suffered from illness for seven years, but for almost all his sickness, he did not know that it was cancer because he did not follow up with a physician due to his poverty. When he knew that it was cancer, he was about to die. Azza had to complete her marriage dowry in order to get married with her fiancé, because her brothers have "bad health and they could not find a job" as she said. 

As for Hasanat, she is a second grade student studying technical studies. Although her father is still alive, she says "All of us are born to humble people. Where could we get money? I could not stay without work or money until I finish the technical diploma. Something bad would happen to me."

I got involved in the work. While I was rolling tobacco, a voice from behind said to me: "hey, sweetie?" I did not pay attention. She called again and her voice was accompanied by an attempt to take away the chair I was sitting on. I turned to her and said "Is it me?" 

She replied "Is there any other sweetie sitting on a chair except for you? Give me the chair. It is mine."

I gave her the chair. I know it is not hers, but I preferred to avoid clashes. 

I completed work while standing. When it was about 12:30 PM, I was about to break down. Pain suddenly increased in my chest to the extent that I felt as if somebody was stabbing me with a knife and tearing out my lungs. I had severe dizziness and headache. Azza noticed my pain. She told them "It seems that she is very tired. I pity her." Asmaa replied "Never mind, all of us have such conditions in the first week, but later on, you will get used to the smell and the fatigue." At this point, I was about to explode and cry out: "I do not belong to this place. I would like to get out. I do not want to smell more deadly tobacco. Get me out". Then, I remembered that I could not leave except with the buses at 5:30pm. If I tried to leave, I may arouse their suspicions; they would probably search my belongings and find my camera. Then, it would not be safe for me and I do not know what they will do. Nobody has ever managed to enter this place. Even many researchers from the Research Center could not make their scientific theses about this world.  This was the case with Doctor Amal Saaduldin who went to many factories, but was not allowed to make research or to access the factories. 
With regard to the female laborers at the halls, Saaduldin says "The girls there are exposed to gases and harmful chemical substances that seep in through the skin, and thus penetrate the body and cause great damage". 

With regard to the precautions the factory should have taken, Saaduldin says "There must be masks to absorb gases and dusts. They must also provide the girls with gloves and overalls that would be worn over their clothes and which would be cleaned daily in the factory laundry. There must be also a shower room so that the girls would get rid of the tobacco traces and would remove the acids from their bodies instead of returning home with these acids on their bodies".

She adds "At certain ages, girls have to avoid these jobs, especially when they are newly married and get pregnant because these acids deform the genes. For children, the matter will be worse as their cells are being built. They should not be exposed to that by any way. At this age, their cells are in a very critical situation. The formation of their cells might then change and become inflicted with cancer tumors and the coming generations might inherit these tumors. But the most dangerous risks threatening the female laborers in these factories are the high levels of humidity that cause the accumulation of fungi at the walls and floors including fungi that could cause cancerous tumors in the liver and affect the immunity system." 

On my table, we ran out of boxes. They sent me downstairs with a girl from the next table to bring some boxes. I seized the opportunity to change the hall atmosphere. 

At the door of the hall, I found Naema waiting for me. I found a lad working in the hall saying to me "Sweetie, I would like to have sex with you." 

I looked at him in anger and just turned away. A girl gave me an advice: "Call him names or beat him and he will never irritate you. Here, they do not understand any other way."

Naema and I went down to get the boxes from another building in the factory. On our way, we passed by the heaters, and here I realized what they meant. They are the "holocaust". In this place, vapors and hot gasses emanate from the black containers where the tobacco is mixed with the black honey and other components after shredding it to small pieces. 

Naema told me that she had worked in these heaters units a day before. She said "May Allah Help the girls who work in these heaters unit. I worked there for only one day. When I asked Mr. Usama to relieve me from such a tiring job and to replace me with another girl, he looked at me with pity and sent me to work in the upped room with the polite girls. When I worked in Hanan's hall, she killed me with work. I collected garbage, swept the floors, and went up and down. This is the way things work here. The girls insulted and shouted at the girls who worked slowly. The boss is always holding a stick with which she beats the girls who do not work and who speak loudly. This is a real humiliation". 

Regarding this stage, Dr. Saaduldin adds "In the heating stage, the extreme heat might inflict women with heat fatigue that result in a lack of concentration, general feeling of fatigue, heat shocks that resemble sun strokes. The heat shocks result in frequent loss of consciousness and might even cause death in some cases. The gases emitted during manufacturing tobacco in heaters irritate the respiratory tract and all body mucosa membrane - resulting in eye and nose inflamations. Also they might suffer burns because of extreme heat." 

Naema then sighs in pain and says "I'm not an illiterate girl, I have obtained the secondary school grade from Al-Azhar but my father was poor and could not help me join university. My mother told me that either I or one of my brothers had to leave school. But they were young in the primary and preparatory stage. I thought about the matter and said to myself how could I go to university while they would stay totally ignorant. So I chose not to complete my studies. If you were in my place, what would you do? Would you help your brothers and make self-sacrifice?" When Naema saw my eyes pitying her, she said "Never mind, I am still better than many other girls. Here, the girls really are afflicted with calamities. Some of them do not even find hard bread to eat and keep silent". 

Then we passed by the mincing machines that emit big quantities of dust. The dried tobacco brown leaves are minced and then taken to the heaters units. According to Doctor Saaduldin, "In the mincing process, dusts affect the respiratory tract especially that mincing dried plants results in producing some fungi which results, in turn, in chest allergies and acute chest diseases."
Then we took the boxes and got out. 

I returned to my table and sat with my new colleagues to continue my chat with them. Naema brought me a chair so that I would not feel tired again. I sat down but only a few minutes elapsed when I heard the same voice behind me saying "Oh you, nice girl? I replied in an annoyed manner: "What do you want". She said this chair belongs to the girl in charge of weighing. Leave it." 

That time, I replied forcefully "No, this chair is mine, Naema brought it for me". Then she began to call me bad names but I paid no attention to her.

And one of the employees came to apologize for the shortage in chairs. He promised to make them available the next day. Then he whispered to us "If you know beautiful girls like you, please recommend them to us, as we are really in need of many girls". Hasanat then commented on his remark "All men are obscene". I wondered why she said that. The man talked very gently. She said "Didn't you hear him describing us as beautiful? Azza then interrupted her saying "Would you have been pleased had he said we were ugly? We resumed our work till we heard a noisy crash on the floor. We saw a girl fainting on the adjacent table. She kept on fainting for more than 7 minutes though the girls’ supervisor attempted to help her recover. When I asked about what was wrong with her, I knew that she often fainted without any reason. 

It was about 2 P.M and we had not finished our allocated portions yet. All the tables had finished their work. Naema then came to help us in order to go out for lunch. We finished the quantity then we went to the toilet to wash our hands from tobacco traces. As I approached the toilet at the back of the hall, the same boy caught me by the hand and asked me "oh you nice girl, does that girl insult you?” I took off his hand and told him: "Are you stupid or crazy?" I ran away and as we went down the stairs, we were stopped on the way by another guy. He pointed at Naema while talking to another girl "I want to be the boyfriend of this girl". The girl said "She is engaged to another guy" but he replied impudently "Let her leave him and be my girlfriend". 

Naema and I ran away. Naema said: See, he is short and dirty, and he is so vain. He wants me to leave my fiancé who is better than him. My fiancé is tall, stout and even far smarter than I am. 

She asked me "Do you have a meal? I replied "No, I will buy one. Is there any canteen in the neighborhood? She replied "No, there is only this wall there. Can you stretch your hand through this wall?" 

I looked and saw two holes of the size of two bricks in the factory wall. In front of these holes, a group of girls and young men stood stretching their hands with few pounds to the female vendor who was sitting behind the hole giving them beans and Falafel sandwiches and tamarind juice packages. Seeing how these sandwiches looked like, I gave up the idea of buying anything. Naema stretched her hand with 25 piasters and gave it to Asmaa who was by the wall so that she would get her a tamarind package. I was introduced to Asmaa when she brought the tamarind package. She was a 14 year old girl. Asmaa said "I have been working here for four years. At that time, I was 10 years old. I left school when I was in the third grade and then came here to work. Before, I worked in cleaning and removing garbage but today I became responsible for weighing. When I asked her why she did not complete her education, she replied "What is the use of education? One of my neighbors completed college then got married and had children and yet she has not found a job. Her condition is very bad. I'm not educated yet I earn money. My weekly wage is 90 pounds ,I can buy whatever I like, and give the rest to my mom to buy things for the house".

We went to the place where the girls perform their prayers and change their clothes. Some of them had locked boxes so that their clothes would not be stolen. One of them was robbed of her blouse yesterday. There, I met Heba (15 years old). She left school when she was at the second preparatory year. When I asked her why she decided to do such hard work, she replied "I work to earn money. What do you think I work for?" First, Hanan teased me and made me cry too much. I always prayed to Allah to make me get rid of her. Sometimes, she haunted me in my dreams.. 

 As for Samar (11 years old), she is a student in the sixth primary stage. She says "I work in Bushra's hall. I leave my school for some days and come to work for her to get money and clothes. We are four sisters, my father's salary is not enough to feed us".

All these stories made me forget about the hall. By then, it was 3:10 P.M. and so we hurried up the stairs. We entered into the hall, and endured all the insults and harsh words they said to us. We finished our work. When it was 5 P.M, we left. Naema took me along to change her clothes at the boxes with one of her friends. There, I found the girls in the heaters unit wringing their uniforms and spreading them on the wall till the morning in order for them to dry. They would wear them the next day. 

We went out to get some fresh air while waiting for the buses to come. These buses come to take the girls to their villages. In every bus, there is a driver and a contractor. The contractor is the person who recruits girls from remote villages to work in the factory. He accompanies them to and from the factory every day. 

We sat on a tree trunk. After wearing her dirty clothes, Afaf came, she sat beside me and we exchanged smiles which she feared to do when she was in the hall. She sat smiling silently beside me. When I asked about her name, she said "My name is Afaf Muhammad (11 years old) and I am in sixth grade. I leave school some of the days to work in the factory. Like today and on Fridays. I work for 25 pounds a day. My older sister comes with me to prevent others from beating me". 

On our way to the gate, I saw the girl who fainted inside the factory. I asked her "What is wrong with you?" She said "I do not really know, I have a pain in my side, and I faint a lot but I recover quickly and resume working". 

Outside the gate, there was a lady selling packages of potato chips. The girls went out one by one under the supervision of two female supervisors. One of them held a big wooden stick and the other one held a broken broom handle. When I was about to leave to buy something to eat, they told me to wait until the one who has left would return. A girl told me that they had thoroughly inspected the girls who went out. I was afraid they might discover my camera which the newspaper entrusted me with. So I waited till my village minibus arrived. I got in the bus with the village girls. The girls felt as if they came out from the dusk to a lightened world full of freedom and liberty. This feeling was much different from what they had felt in the morning. 

With regard to safety in the tobacco factory, the professional health and safety secretary in trade unions Ali Amer says "there is a problem regarding safety and health in Egyptian factories due to the shortage of health inspectors at the Labor Ministry. There should be a regular inspection of the tobacco factories in order to verify the availability of big ventilators and masks for female workers. But the shortage in doctors and engineers made the factories owners abstain from abiding by the conditions of professional safety and health measures. They do not want to pay more money. Anyone retiring from the health Department is not replaced. So within three or four years, there will be no professional health inspectors. For example, in Beheira province, there are 1000 factories and only four inspectors. So how will things work in these factories?" 

Amer adds "The hard living conditions force people to send their children to work. How can a man whose salary is 200 pounds sustain a family? So we have to provide enough protection for these laborers. The factory owners have to abide by law No. 12 of 2003 i.e. the Unified Labor Law. This will not come in effect unless more professional health and safety inspectors are employed. When the factory owners are faced with a committee that makes a report on their factory every week - not every year - they will be forced to abide". 

With regard to the risks that the female laborers may be exposed to in the tobacco factory, Amr says "The most dangerous risks threatening the laborers in the tobacco factory are lung diseases, chest diseases, renal failures and the most dangerous of them is phthisis". 

A hundred years ago, a labor movement among female factory workers turned the Lebanese society upside down. The term "factory girl" became the synonym of independence and fight for change. 

In 1914, tobacco female workers in Beirut went on a general strike and gained 15 months of paid salaries per year. They made their religious holidays as paid days, and made many achievements regarding the improvement of working conditions and the increase of health services. When tobacco female workers in Egypt will acquire their rights? 
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