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Battling odds, residents of 
a slum unite to get water
This is the story about how people in Purvi Deen Khera, a slum on the outskirts of 
Lucknow, are addressing their water woes. For water, they usually rely on a canal 
and two hand-pumps, and when the hand-pumps fail, the women have to walk miles 
to fetch water. Much like urban slums the world over, Purvi Deen Khera’s problems – 
water, pollution, etc – are linked to the city it is close to. In many ways, the problems of 
slums in India extend far beyond their geographical area and the challenge of catering 
to the residents’ basic needs is a growing one

A bright smile spreads 
across Suman Gautam’s 
face. “To me, this is the 

best sound in the world,” she 
gushes. The sound she refers 
to is the splatter of a stream of 
water that whooshes out of a 
green tap and falls into the blue 
tub placed beneath it. Until three 
years ago, Gautam would spend 
anything between half-an-hour 
and two hours fetching water for 
her family of six. In Purvi Deen 
Khera, which lies on the outskirts 
of Lucknow, this is the story of 
each of its 360 households.

Purvi Deen Khera is an urban 
slum, a baffling form of dense 
human settlement that despite 
being close to a well developed 
urban area lacks the most 
basic facilities, condemning 
its inhabitants to live in utter 
squalor. 

According to the 2011 Census, 
there are 1.37 crore households in 
urban slums India, which means 
that one in six urban Indians live 
in unsafe houses, exposed to 
natural disasters and susceptible 
to diseases. Like slum-dwellers 
elsewhere, Purvi Deen Khera’s 
residents were forced to use an 
open water source — a drain 
called Haider Canal to bathe 
and wash clothes. Drinking 
water came from the two hand-
pumps in the settlement. When 
those wouldn’t work, the women 

would trek hundreds of metres 
to fetch it from a hand-pump in 
the neighbouring brick kiln. 

The water woes of Purvi 
Deen Khera were addressed 
three years ago when with 
partial financial support from 
Water Aid, an organisation that 
works on water and sanitation 
issues, and the community’s 
own contribution, a 200-feet-
plus cavity was dug into the 
earth and a submersible pump 
installed to draw out water. 
A 350-metre main pipe was 
then laid, with the inhabitants 
making arrangements for 
connecting separate pipes to 
the main artery so as to ensure 
supply through one tap in each 
of their homes. 

A 12-member elected local 
council (basti samiti) worked 
out the modalities of how the 
new system would operate. 
The motor is turned on twice a 
day for two hours each, three 
people are charged with its 
functioning, and when a family 
has a wedding or a function, 
the other residents willingly 
turn off their taps. No mischief 
has yet been reported with the 
unlocked metal trap that covers 
the motor and no one has tried 
to switch on the motor beyond 
the defined hours, though 
sometimes petty quarrels do 
result with those in the lower-
lying houses refusing to turn 
off taps long after their vessels 
have been filled, preventing 
water from reaching houses in 
the upper half. 

Overall, however, commu-
nity ownership has made the 
residents aware about the 
need to use water wisely and 
they voluntarily patrol the 
settlements’ undulating lanes 
to check against misuse. The 
model has since been adopted 
by three other settlements in the 

area underscoring the possibility 
of a wider replication. 

Moolchand Gautam (45), a 
vegetable vendor, has been a 
resident of Purvi Deen Khera the 
past two decades. He says that the 
residents live in insecurity as the 
habitation lies on nazul (estate) 
land. “Had there been some sense 
of security and ownership over 
our homes, this would have been 
a much cleaner settlement. Our 
lives would have been better,” he 
says. The community’s ownership 
of the water model has also 
empowered it in other aspects. 
The community’s vocal protests 
over the possibility of eviction 
from the settlement for a proposed 
highway are a clear example. 

There are several anomalies 
that come into play, too. The 
inhabitation translates into a 
sizeable chunk of votes; hence, 
getting voter identity cards 
was easier than other forms of 
identification. Even when these 
were procured after considerable 
follow-up with the relevant 
officials and some bribes having 
been paid, the residents were 
unsuccessful in getting a road 
sanctioned till they despaired and 
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made contributions to get the 
cragged land levelled. 

The local legislator throws 
up his hands every time the 
residents approach him to avail 
civic amenities with the excuse 
that no government schemes 
are sanctioned for non-notified 
tracts such as theirs. Yet, money 
has been spent in getting some 
work done with promises of 
more being carried out if a 
particular party came to power 
after the elections (going on at 
the time of writing). 

Sandeep Khare, chairperson, 
Vigyan Foundation, which has 
been working on water and 
sanitation in the settlement, 
points to the lack of authentic 
data which has made planning for 
slums such as Purvi Deen Khera 
almost impossible and thus left 
the dwellers at the whims of 
government departments. “Inde-
pendent estimates in 2005 put 
the slum population in Lucknow 
at 12 lakh but the government 
planning uses an estimate of 6.5 
lakh. Thus, realistic plans are not 
possible. Except for the polio 

Kamlesh Gautam points to the canal that was used by the 
community to bathe and wash clothes.

puja awasthi, Lucknow

Moolchand Gautam points to 
the main pipeline. Continued on page 5
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Jemanee Jhankar of 
Sunabeda Village of 
Nuapada District of 

Odisha will be the first 
woman from her community 
to acquire a bachelor’s degree. 
She is in the last semester of an 
undergraduate science course. 
The path thus far has been far 
from easy for her. She and her 
parents have struggled hard, 
in both social and economic 
terms, to be able to achieve 
this much.

Jemanee  belongs  to 
Chakotia the Bhunjia Comm-
unity – one of the PVTGs 
(particularly vulnerable tri-
bal groups) of Odisha. Up 
to 1997, not a single girl 
from the community had 
attended school. The first 
girls to learn the alphabet here 
were Jemanee’s elder sister 
Jayashri, her cousins and 
girls of some other families 
of Sunabeda and Sanbaheli 
Villages, who attended a non-
formal education centre started 
by an NGO called FARR 
or Friends Association for 
Rural Reconstruction. “A didi 
(older sister) named Aradhana 
working in FARR motivated 
us to send our daughters to the 

Breaking tradition to give women 
a new lease of life 
Baidehi and Biju, a couple from the particularly vulnerable Chakotia Bhunjia Tribe, have braved social 
ostracism to break age-old traditions of discrimination against women. Thanks to them, the girls of the remote 
Odisha area are being sent to school, and now have a future to look forward to
ajit panda, Naupada, Odisha

non-formal centre and that gave 
the girls an opportunity to learn,” 
recalls Jamuna Naik of Sanbaheli.  

The Bhunjia Tribe has three sub-
castes, namely Chakotia, Chinda 
and Khola Rajia.  Sunabeda 
and Soseng Gram Panchayats 
of Komna Block in Nuapada 
District are the only panchayats 
inhabited by the Chakotia Bhunjia 
Community. The panchayats are 
located on a plateau more than 
3000 feet above sea level. The 
area, which was declared a tiger 
sanctuary a few years ago, is more 
than 100 km away from the block 
and district headquarters, and has 
no communication facilities. The 
Chakotia Bhunjia Tribe has a 
population of about 3000. 

The Chakotia imposes a number 
of restrictions on its women – for 
instance, they cannot wear blouses 
or inner garments, they cannot 
use footwear and they are allowed 
to wear only white sarees. The 
cooking has to be done in huts 
made of mud and straw located at 
a distance from the dwelling area. 
Only the women of the house can 
enter these kitchen huts. It is out 
of bounds for outsiders, even the 
married daughters of the family.  
Should an outsider enter, the hut 
is immediately burnt down. The 
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women are also expected to eat 
inside the kitchen huts. 

During marriage ceremonies, 
the women are expected to 
cook separately for themselves 
using rations earmarked for the 
purpose. Before a girl from the 
tribe attains puberty, a Kunabeera 
ceremony is performed, where 
she is symbolically married 
to a tree. After the ritual, she 
becomes subject to all the norms 
and restrictions placed on the 
women of the tribe.  

Jemanee’s mother Baidehi was 
a Chinda Bhunjia. She became a 
Chakotia Bhunjian by virtue of 
her marriage to Biju Jhankar. 
She was married in 1989 at the 
age of 22. The first few years of 
her life were hard, because the 
customs of the Chinda Bhunjia 
are not as harsh on women.  “I 
left off wearing a blouse after my 
marriage and the coloured saris I 
brought from my parents’ house 
remained locked in my box,” 
says Baidehi. However, she did 
not revolt against the Chakotia 
Bhunjian customs and, instead, 
tried to gain her husband’s 
confidence and support in 
order to bring about a change. 
The two of them discussed the 
difficulties that women of the 
Chakotia Bhunjian Tribe faced 
and proceeded to slowly gain the 
confidence of others.

“I understood her problem 
and tried to motivate my parents 
first, but it was impossible. My 
elder sisters cooperated with me, 
but even they were afraid of our 
parents,” says Biju. “We thus 
decided to keep quiet for some 
time and it took about three 
years to convince our near and 
dear to accept the change. But 
we had to pay a heavy price for 
that; we were ostracised by the 
community.” 

The boycott by the society 
did not deter Biju and his wife; 
rather, it encouraged them to find 
alternate opportunities. They 
sent their daughters to schools 
and Biju participated in various 
awareness development activities 
of the government and the NGOs 
working there. Biju’s elder sister 
Jamuna would take her daughter 
and Baidehi’s children to the 
non-formal centre located at 
Sunabeda and would stay there 
until evening. “In this way, I 
got closer to FARR and the didi 
asked me to go for dai (midwife) 
training” says Jamuna, who 
became a trained birth attendant 

because of her enthusiasm to 
serve the women of the locality. 
She is now the only person in 
the whole of the plateau trained 
to attend childbirths. 

Others began being influenced 
by Baidehi and her family. In 
1997, the people of nearby 
Junapani Village, under the 
leadership of Narad Chhatria 
and his son, Tuna Chhatria, 
conducted a meeting and decided 
to remove the restrictions on 
women’s clothing. They also sent 
their girls to schools. In 2005, 
Junapani and Sanbaheli Villages 
became united as a community 
and shunned old practices of 
discrimination against women in 
terms of education and clothing. 

“In a year or two, the total 
number of school-going girls in 
Sunabeda plateau increased to 
more than 100 and the situation 
gradually improved. 

At present, the number of 
school-going girls is around 
300,” reports Biju. This amounts 
to roughly half of the total 
girls of school-going age in the 
region. 

The women’s literacy rate 
in Sunabeda plateau at present 
stands at a mere 21.44 per cent 
against 45 per cent for men. In 
some villages like Talabela and 
Jhalipani, women’s literacy rate 
is less than 5 per cent, and in 
Khadang and Gadgada Villages 
it is nil. In the circumstances, 
the efforts taken by Baidehi and 
Biju to send their children for 

higher studies are even more 
commendable. 

Jemanee completed her 
high school education in 2011 
and secured admission in a 
residential college to study 
Science. “I could study there 
because the cost was borne by 
the government,” says Jemanee. 
She would have discontinued 
studies after completing Plus 
Two (Class 12) if support had not 
come from some social activists. 
“I would like to complete a 
master’s degree provided I get 
financial support, and my aim is 
to serve the people of my area,” 
she says. 

Yet another of Biju’s daughters 
is in college now, and she is 
performing well. But there are 
many other girls in Sunabeda 
who have discontinued their 
education after appearing for 
the high school examinations. 
The present system of online 
admissions is deterring the 
girls of the plateau. “We are 
not sure in which college the 
girls will get seats and it will 
be difficult for us to manage the 
expenses of college education 
in faraway places. Further, 
there is always uncertainty 
about hostel accommodation” 
says Tuna Chhatria. However, 
despite present hurdles, Biju 
and Baidehi have blazed a trail 
which can be traversed by every 
family in the plateau someday in 
the future.

Baidehi Jhankar with her daughter.

Jemanee Jhankar (in front), the first Chakotia girl to become 
a Science graduate.

Chakotia Bhunjia women of Sunabeda in a local market.
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Men show they do care – for 
their community and family  

Armed with his dark 
brown file, Ram Naresh 
Paras, 34, walks through 

the narrow lanes of Lal Singh Ka 
Nagla, a slum locality in Agra, 
along with two other men. He 
enters a small home where an 
old woman greets him and hands 
over a bundle of documents. 
Then she puts her hands on his 
head showering blessings on 
Paras and his companions. The 
trio then proceeds to meet the 
other elderly in the community, 
one-by-one. The idea behind 
their round today is to collect 
official documents that need to 
be filed along with the elderly 
pension scheme application. 

“There are so many 
government schemes but those 
of us residing in slum colonies 
hardly ever have any information 
related to them. Even those 
who may be aware of schemes 
wouldn’t know the procedure 
of applying for the benefits. Till 
2012, we were all quite ignorant. 
But after we formed our Men 
Care Group, among several 
things, we also learnt about how 
to derive benefit from social 
welfare schemes,” shares Paras.

Paras’s group was created 
in 2013 and is one among 15 
such groups that have been 
constituted with the support 
of World Vision India (WVI), 
an international humanitarian 
organisation, across select 
lower income settlements in 
Agra, such as Barakhamba, Lal 
Singh Ka Nagla, Rahul Nagar 
and Nai Abadi. According to 
Karoline Davis, head - Gender 
and Development, WVI, “This 
model facilitates participation 
of men within the family 
and community and creates 
opportunities for interpersonal 
dialogue. The aim is to enable 
them to recognise women as 
equal partners and also come 
up with their own solutions and 
plans for social change.”

Inhabited mostly by 
traditional shoe-makers, the 
men of these colonies had 
become infamous for rampant 
alcoholism and wife beating. 

“In 2013, a survey was done in 
which we interviewed young 
boys and girls, married men 
and women, as well as pregnant 
women. Some horrifying social 
realities came to light, mostly 
related to gender-based violence 
such as domestic abuse, sexual 
abuse, eve teasing, and early 
marriage. Clearly, to have any 
sort of lasting positive impact 
on the lives of the women and 
children, we had to change the 
outlook of the men and boys,” 
explains Febamol, Gender 
and Development (GAD) 
coordinator, WVI.

Soon after the survey, the 
‘men care’ initiative was 
initiated. Besides sensitising 
men to desist from gender-based 
discrimination, it was envisaged 
to make them more responsible 
towards the family, to involve 
them in the larger issues 
affecting the community. As part 
of the different training sessions, 
men were given information 
related to various Central and 
state government schemes, 
including schemes for self-help 
groups (SHGs) under National 
Bank for Agriculture and Rural 
Development (NABARD), 
old-age pension and Right 
to Information Act. Special 
emphasis was laid on generating 
awareness around programme 
for girls and women because 
often families stopped them 
from going to school or pushed 
them into early marriage citing 
a lack of resources, apart from 
social pressures. 

With their newly acquired 
attitude towards women, mem-
bers of the various Men Care 
Groups have been encouraging 
their womenfolk to participate 
in the economy. Wives, mothers 
and sisters are being supported 
to be a part of the SHGs. In fact, 
nine SHG bank accounts have 
been opened in Rahul Nagar and 
Bhim Nagar slums. “Being part 
of SHGs has infused us with a 
sense of freedom. We step out 
of the home, make products, 
sell them, save a little and share 
it whenever any of us requires 

<

There are several Central and state government welfare schemes that few living in lower-income settlements 
are aware of – illiteracy, lack of awareness and self confidence in accessing these entitlements, and, of 
course, a general fear of ‘babu-dom’ (bureaucracy) ensures that they are denied what is rightfully theirs. In 
the slums of Agra, groups of men have taken to reaching out to the locals with information and support. The 
Men Care Groups, as they are called, started with the idea to inspire men to become more sensitive to the 
needs of the women and girls in the family and larger community. Today, they are not just lending a hand 
at home and ensuring education for their daughters, they are also liaising with the government to secure 
welfare rights
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the money. We all feel confident 
and happy now,” says Poonam 
Maurya, 31, of Rahul Nagar. 

Not just women but even 
men are glad that they are doing 
something constructive and 
progressive. “During the Citizen 
Voice & Action training, we were 
provided with the information 
related to various schemes 
and, importantly, learnt how to 
fill up forms and complete the 
formalities. When I, a Class 
Ten drop-out, first filled a form 
successfully it was a wonderful 
feeling. I had never felt that good 
before,” recalls Jitender Singh, 
35, from Rahul Nagar. 

These days, if, on the one 
hand, they are conscious of the 
needs of the family, on the other, 
they are making a difference 
within their neighbourhoods, 
too. Take Ganesh Babu, 40, from 
Lal Singh Ka Nagla. He narrates, 
“Last year, our water line 
broke down. If this would have 
happened earlier, we would have 
done nothing. But this time we 
wanted to take the responsibility 
of getting it repaired. Once it 
was done the entire community 
was thankful for our efforts. Our 
lost respect has been restored.” 

Paras has another story to 
share. “Previously, I had never 
been bothered about cleanliness 
in our already congested area, 
particularly sewage disposal. 
However, once I was part of 
the Men Care Group, things 
changed. Together, we wrote 
an application to the municipal 
corporation to get proper lines 
laid. In reply, they asked us to 
go to the District Development 
Urban Agency (DUDA), the 
responsible agency. When we 
approached DUDA they told 
us that the city municipal cor-
poration is in charge. Frustrated, 
we filed an RTI application. 
Within 30 days, we received 
the relevant information and the 
concerned authority was asked 
to explain why they hadn’t taken 
action. They then cited a paucity 
of funds as a problem. We had to 
pursue the matter for a long time 
but eventually, the budget was 

issued and a 30-metre pipeline 
was installed,” he relates with 
immense pride.

Men like Paras, Singh and 
Babu have become much more 
approachable and are actively 
reaching out to neighbours and 
the elderly in case they require 
assistance. “We got to know 
there are thugs in our colony 
who are deceiving the elderly 
by promising to get their old 
age pension sanctioned for a 
commission of Rs 500. They 
would take the money and never 
turn up. So we decided to take 
matters into our hands. So far, 
we have got pension scheme 
sanctioned for eight people,” 
elaborates Paras. 

The Men Care Groups are 
setting great examples for 
their community. “These  men 
have quit alcohol and are 
inspiring others to give it up. 
Once unleashing domestic 

violence on the women of their 
family, they have now become 
the driving force behind the 
economic independence of 
their wives. They disapprove 
of child marriage and are 
strong supporters of educating 
children, especially girls. And, 
significantly, they have a sense 
of ownership,” says Vemula 
Kotaiah, programme manager, 
WVI. 

Despite the fact that it was not 
easy to get them to shed their 
long-held patriarchal beliefs, 
Febamol is happy with the 
current results. “The men who 
once questioned me about my 
stand on women and their rights 
are today taking a stand for them. 
They are questioning every 
wrong practice and are investing 
their time and energies in 
improving their circumstances.”

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

Ram Naresh (left) of Lal Singh ka Nagla in Agra, is part of 
a men’s group whose members are not just lending a hand at 
home and ensuring education for their daughters, they are also 
liaising with government authorities to secure welfare rights.

Inhabited mostly by traditional shoe-makers, several 
men from slum settlements on the margins of Agra have 
transformed alcoholics and wife beaters to true-blue family 
men. 
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Dumping garbage without 
license, ruining lives, livelihoods 
The road to Mavallipura Village from the Karnataka’s capital city is largely in good condition. But not everything 
else is as good. As one reaches the border of the metropolis, dense vegetation is visible on both sides, but it 
is partly fenced off. The environmental activists this writer accompanied, say this is forest land belonging to 
the public but that the government lets private agencies occupy or utilise it, often illegally

When we have such eco-
logically sustainable practices, 
why must lives in rural and 
peri-urban (area between rural 
and urban) areas suffer to 
accommodate trash from cities? 
We need a joint, sustained, 
vociferous and visible campaign 
to discontinue the dumping. – 
An activist 

The Hyderabad-based 
Ramky Infrastructure, 
which the Bruhat Bengal-

uru Mahanagara Palike (BBMP 
or Bangalore Municipality) 
outsources garbage clearance 
from, had illegally dumped 
20 lakh tonnes of garbage 
between 2000 and 2004 on 
around 40 acres of grazing 
land in Mavallipura which falls 
outside BBMP limits. “We 
held vociferous and relentless 
protests here from 2004 onwards 
with help from the Environment 
Support Group (ESG), especially 
after the death of a few people 
in 2012 locally. That prompted 
the Karnataka State Pollution 
Control Board to pass a historic 
order under the Environment 
Protection Act 1986 in July 2012 
to stop the dumping of trash,” 
says Srinivas B., a social activist 
from Mavallipura and a member 
of the Dalit Sangharsh Samiti. 

Srinivas, in his thirties, has 
been participating in various 
campaigns to preserve the 
environment since 2002 and 
has inspired many people in and 
around Mavallipura to demand 
their basic rights. His associates 
and he have remained undeterred 
despite threats and being labelled 
as terrorists.

In October 2013, the 
Karnataka High Court 
directed that the Ministry of 
Environment and Forests must 
not replace the Municipal 
Solid Waste Management 
Rules 2000. A Government 
of India gazette notification 
regarding the identification of 
landfills mandates that over 20 
conditions have to be met. This 
includes seeking public opinion 
and the approval of local and 
environmental authorities. 
Further, the landfill must be 
enclosed and located far away 
from living areas, water bodies 
and agricultural land. 

Outrageously, but not 
surprisingly, almost all the rules 
are flouted and only a temporary 
shed exists because the Indian Air 
Force insisted on that. The waste 
is not processed completely 
or correctly segregated and 
includes plastics, glass, etc. The 
area breeds mosquitoes, there is 

stench and smoke. Responses 
to RTI applications sent to 
relevant government agencies 
provided many useful details 
which strengthened the case 
of the Mavallipura residents 
fighting the garbage dump. The 
documents were sent to the 
Karnataka Lokayukta and State 
Human Rights Commission, but 
the bodies did not help. 

In August 2012, the then 
Home minister of Karnataka 
paved the way for resumption of 
garbage dumping at Mavallipura 
and, that too, under police 
supervision, which the residents 
and activists opposed. Srinivas 
(a local resident, not the one 
mentioned above), aged 37, died 
of a cardiac arrest during the 
protest. 

Says Ramesh M., one of the 
young men actively involved in 
protesting against the dumping 
of garbage, “The livelihood, 
income, expenditure and health 
of nearly 35000 people across 12 
villages in three gram panchayats 
are badly affected. Many of these 
people are forced to become 
daily wage labourers at garment 
factories and construction sites 
in Bangalore. Additionally, 
they have respiratory, eye, skin, 
stomach and other ailments. Yet, 
the government has not given any 
monetary or other compensation 
or healthcare assistance to them 
or the families of the dead. 
Therefore, the local residents 
belonging to Dalit and other 
communities who are jointly 
protesting against the dumping 
of garbage, have contained it 
partly.” 

Interventions primarily by 
local activists with support from 
ESG and other organisations, 

groups and individuals have 
prevented the expansion of the 
landfills area. However, they 
believe that the construction 
of a compound wall around 
the site would lead Ramky to 
consider that the site belongs to 
the company. At present, around 
50 trucks operated by the BBMP 
from Bangalore containing two 
or three tonnes of garbage each, 
empty their load at the dumping 
site in Mavallipura between 11 
am and 5 pm every day. This 
adds to the 200 feet of garbage 
dumped over the years. 

Around 30 staff members, 
including security guards and 
supervisors, who are appointed 
on contract or on an informal 
basis, work and live at the dump 
site. Many of them have health 
problems and seem to be keen 
that dumping is stopped. A 22-
year old security guard, who 
has completed high school from 
Assam and has been working 
there for a year, earns Rs 9000 
per month. 

Nagappa, a 56-year old 
contract worker who hails from 
Raichur in North Karnataka, is 
responsible for daily weighing 
the garbage dumped at 
Mavallipura. He has worked at 
the site for four years although 
he returned to his hometown in 
between. His family takes care 
of the four-acre agricultural land 
that he owns but he is compelled 
to return to his job at Mavallipura 
to supplement their household 
income.

Lakes and tanks in and close 
to Mavallipura contain leachate 
(water that has absorbed soluble, 
suspended and other matter from 
the areas that it has percolated 
through) that is spread over 24 

acres. As the groundwater is 
contaminated, residents of the 
area cannot use water from bore-
wells and pumps. Instead, they 
collect water from public taps, 
as piped water is not available. 
A total of 24 water purifiers have 
been installed across the affected 
villages. The soil in Mavallipura 
is also polluted. The locals have 
stopped growing ragi, vegetables 
and fruits (especially bananas 
and grapes) which they were 
earlier sending to Bangalore 
regularly. Dairy farming is 
adversely impacted as grazing 
land is reduced and the soil and 
vegetation are contaminated.

Some of the local residents 
work at the Ayurveda Hospital 
in Mavallipura run by a trust set 
up by the Tatas. It is not known 
who owns the land where the 
hospital stands. A few of the 
workers have children studying 
in the only Kannada-medium 
government school, which is 
over a decade old. It has around 
20 students in Classes I to V 
and two male teachers. Some 
of the children seem to be 
malnourished. 

Srinivas says plastic is rarely 
used in Mavallipura. Milk, 
vegetables and fruits available 
locally are not packaged. Most 
of the waste is biodegradable 
and composted locally. “When 
we have such ecologically 
sustainable practices, why must 
lives in rural and  peri-urban 
areas suffer to accommodate 
trash from cities? Local 
resistance has been effective 
sometimes, but we need a joint, 
sustained, vociferous and visible 
campaign to discontinue the 
dumping,” he stresses. 
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Garbage dumped at the Mavallipura landfill.

Leachate in local water body at Mavallipura. 

BBMP workers pose beside the vehicle after delivering garbage 
at Mavallipura.
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She was married off at the 
age of nine to a 40-year-
old man who was running 

a brothel with his mother. She 
fought against trafficking of 
women and was beaten up by 
her husband and his mother for 
revolting against the system. She 
is Fatima Khatoon, a globally-
known survivor leader, based in 
Bihar. 

Khatoon (30) was born into the 
semi-nomadic Nat Community, 
a de-notified tribe. Her father is 
a Nat, while her mother belongs 
to a very poor and marginalised 
community called Dhunia. 

Speaking at the Second 
World Congress against the 
Exploitation of Women and 
Girls organised at the India 
International Center in Delhi, 
she said she struggled to grasp 
what was going on around her 
at her in-laws’ house. It took her 
more than one-and-a-half-years 
to realise that the womenfolk 
in the house, including her four 
sisters-in-law, were part of the 
trade. But when she saw that 
women were being forcefully 
thrown into prostitution, she 
rebelled and helped rescue the 
trafficked women. 

Khatoon explained to the 
gathering of around 300 people 
from across the world how young 
girls were normally bought and 
sold in her community. “When 
a daughter is born in any other 
community, the parents take 
care of her education and other 
needs. But in our community, 
when a girl is born, she takes 
the responsibility of the entire 
family,” she said.  

A mother of six children, 
Khatoon has played a crucial 
role in organising women to 
fight for their own rights and 
the right of their daughters to 
live their lives free of sexual 
exploitation. She fought to curb 
the menace by joining Apne 
Aap, an organisation fighting for 
the cause of exploited women, 
in 2004. 

Khatoon was one of the two 
women who first went to the 
community centre.  She went on 
to start the first woman’s group 
inside the red-light area along 
with two others, Meena and 
Jamila. She now leads the Apne 
Aap Girls’ programme in the 
Uttari Rampur red-light area. 

Khatoon has also been a prime 
investigator of trafficking rings. 

Fighting against prostitution as a 
choice for women 
Human trafficking is a $9 billion to $31.6 billion business across the world, according to a 2010 UN Global 
report. It is a business of slavery, sex and oppression. Another UN report on crime and drugs in 2009 revealed 
that women constituted 66 per cent of all humans trafficked. Fatima Khatoon, child bride to a brothel owner, 
fought against the trafficking of women to become a globally-known survivor-leader. Here is her story

She and her daughter have been 
constantly attacked by traffickers. 
The traffickers try to keep her 
daughter from going to school. 
Khatoon told the gathering that 
on one occasion, a police official 
kept her 14-year-old daughter in 
a lock-up all night illegally. She 
had appealed to the National 
Human Rights Council (NHRC) 
and the Bihar Government for 
counselling for her daughter and 
to bring the erring police officer 
to account, but to no avail.

In 2013, Khatoon received 
an award of $10000 from The 
Vagina Monologues author 
and activist Eve Ensler to help 
continue her fight. A few years 

safina nabi, New Delhi
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Climate-change-ready rice varieties to boost farm output 
The International Rice 

Research Institute has 
‘climate change-ready 
varieties’ of rice that can help 
provide additional resilience 
to farmers, according to 
Matthew Morell, director-
general, International Rice 
Research Institute (IRRI). 
The varieties can face 
adverse conditions such as 
salinity, drought, flooding 
and heat. Delivering the 
Millennium Lecture at the 
MS Swaminathan Research 
Foundation (MSSRF) in 

Fatima Khatoon (seated second from left) has been a prime 
investigator of trafficking rings.

ago, she got four girls married 
off before they could be sold to 
pimps. The feisty woman also 
participated in the hugely popular 
TV quiz show, Kaun Banega 
Crorepati, Season 8, where 
she appeared with Bollywood 
actress, Rani Mukherjee and 
won Rs 25 lakh. She also won 
the title of Mardaani (like a man, 
or, by implication, brave) on the 
show.

Khatoon, one of the most 
important survivor-leaders 
of Apne Aap, is a passionate 
spokesperson against prostitution 
as a ‘choice’ for women saying 
she believes that nobody wants 
‘to sell their dreams’.

Battling odds, residents of a slum unite to get water

Suman Gautam stands by the sole tap in her home.

<

Continued from page 1
drive, nothing reaches such 
settlements. Purvi Deen Khera 
offers one model for bettering 
lives in such areas,” says Khare. 

The settlement’s efforts to find 
a solution to its water problem 
face many odds. In the absence 
of an authorised electricity 
connection, for instance, there is 
the question about what happens 
if the power supply is cut. The 
status of the connection itself 
is unclear. The residents claim 
that an electricity bill was once 
served by the department for 
use of the motor, which drew 
electricity from one of the 
resident’s houses. Though the 
community contributed Rs 50 
each (to cover the bill and pay 
for the repair and maintenance of 
the motor), it was then decided 
that the motor be connected 
directly to the sole electricity 

pole in the habitation. A political 
outfit intervened and promised 
that no further bills would be 
received for use of the motor. 

Kamlesh Kumar Gautam (25), 
who polishes marble floorings 
for a living, recalls the time when 
the Water Department made a 
surprise check on the settlement 
last year. “They accused us of 
selling water and profiting from 
it. We stood before the officials 
and asked if they would give 
us water in our homes but they 
had no answer. If we are in the 
wrong, then arrest all of us but 
at least take care of our needs,” 
he says. 

For Suman Gautam, the single 
tap in her home has offered her 
freedom and control. “My life 
is better because of it,” she says 
with a smile.

Chennai recently, Morell 
emphasised the importance 
of rice for public consumption 
and for farmers. 

IRRI, headquartered in Los 
Baños, Philippines, had more 
than 127000 accessions of 
wild rice in its gene bank but 
only 5 per cent of them had 
been used for breeding, Morell 
said. Referring to rice as the 
‘engine of food security’, he 
said it fed four billion people 
and supported over 144 million 
farm families across the world 
and would continue to be 

important in the future as well. 
Morell emphasised that it 

was important to focus on 
disadvantaged areas where 
it was a challenge to increase 
yields and improve farmers’ 
livelihoods. The world needed 
collaborative efforts between 
institutions in rice research 
education, he said. 

Prof M.S. Swaminathan, 
founder, MSSRF, referred to 
the Government of India’s 
announcement that steps 
were being taken to double 
farmers’ income in five years. 

“Apart from productivity 
and sustainability, small 
and marginal land holding 
farmers can greatly benefit 
from using every part of rice 
biomass in farming practices. 
MSSRF has set up a rice bio-
park in Myanmar that will 
help utilise every part of the 
plant,” he said. Stressing 
the importance of rice in the 
context of climate change, he 
said its versatility had made 
it the crop of the future. 

<
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Since July, everyday there 
is a gaggle of girls at the 
home of Naira Noor, 24, a 

master’s student in Srinagar. As 
soon as the youngsters are done 
with their morning routine and 
chores at home, they pack their 
school bags and eagerly head 
to Noor’s place in the afternoon 
where the eighth to tenth graders 
spend the next several hours 
learning Maths, Science and 
Social Sciences. 

“It started when a neighour 
approached me to teach their 
daughter, a tenth grader. I had 
thought I would help her out 
with Maths because that’s my 
master’s subject at the Central 
University in Hazratbal but then 
eventually I started to teach her 
other subjects as well. 

When the other girls came to 
know of this they asked me to 
take lessons for them. I couldn’t 
say no. I can teach and so I 
utilise my time well in this way. 
Since the curfew we’ve all been 
grounded and this is a win-win 
arrangement for all of us,” Noor 
says.  

Today, it’s not uncommon to 
find children with school bags 
trooping through the otherwise 
deserted, barricaded streets in 
a bid to reach a home school 
like Noor’s. There are 12 girls 
coming to her everyday and she 
pointedly says that she is “not 
running an academy but this 
is her way of ensuring that the 
youngsters don’t suffer a setback 
at least where their learning is 

Dedicated home tutors strive 
hard to make things work
In Kashmir, educated young women have taken to providing free home schooling to the young ones to ensure 
that at least education doesn’t become the casualty in the violence-afflicted Valley. With curfew, or hartaal, 
usually being the order of the day, schools have been shut for the longest period yet. In the absence of even 
the most basic services and commodities, naturally, schooling, too, has taken a total backseat. Regular 
closure of roads and the suspension of communications and other services has virtually turned the Valley 
into a prison and created a definite environment of fear, especially in the minds of the children

concerned. I have come to their 
rescue because it’s mid-term 
and they have no recourse right 
now”. She has a dedicated room 
at home where she spends her 
evenings imparting valuable and 
much appreciated lessons. 

“Although I don’t charge 
them,  I put in all my effort 
to make them understand the 
subjects. My father is a teacher, 
too, and in his eyes I’m doing 
the noblest work possible,” 
Noor says. On normal days, she 
has a hectic schedule – she has 
to find time for her own studies, 
help out at home and also teach. 
“But it’s better to be busy doing 
something fruitful than be free 
and think about all the chaos that 
is happening outside,” she points 
out. 

For the past three months, Noor 
has been dropping everything for 
three hours in the afternoons – 
her class begins at 3 pm sharp  – 
to concentrate fully on assisting 
the girls to stay up-to-date with 
their studies. “I don’t know what 
the future holds but one thing is 
clear, it will not impact the status 
of education here,” she says 
emphatically. 

In downtown Kashmir, an 
area where the curfew has so far 
had the greatest impact, Masarat 
Khan, 27, has joined hands 
with other like-minded girls to 
run a “curfew school” in their 
area where she imparts basic 
lessons to “highly energetic 
kindergarteners and primary 
school kids”. 

“The decision to hold the 
classes was not an easy one. Our 
area is more prone to instability, 
so my family was not really in 
favour of my doing this but I had 
made up my mind. These days, 
we have children coming from 
Fateh Kadal, Hawal and Haba 
Kadal to our school. Owing to 
the situation in the Valley, we 
are not charging anything from 
the students. My fellow teachers 
and I are happy to help in any 
way in these difficult times,” she 
says. Around 250 students come 
to Khan’s class which is held in 
a community hall that has been 
specially been made available 
for this purpose. 

Although Khan is a teacher in 
a government higher secondary 
school, she sheepishly concedes 
handling very small children is 
not all that easy for her. “I have 
no experience of teaching very 
little children but I have learned 
how to manage them. I love 
spending time with toddlers, 
teaching them through the play 
way method. It’s a delight to 
hear their cheerful voices trying 
to sing nursery rhythms after 
me,” she says with a smile.

Khan’s classes, which had 
begun with 10 children, have 
completed more than 60 days. 
The day starts at 9 am and 
lessons conclude by 1 pm. Since 
the hall is large, several classes 
are going on simultaneously. “I 
can perceive that students are 
really happy to come to us and 
to me that is the most important 

thing. If my little hard work 
helps them I am willing to take 
out a few hours every day. There 
are 15 of us who have taken to 
doing this and we divide our 
classes and number of lectures 
so that no one is over burdened. 
Everyone is doing it voluntarily 
so there is no problem in making 
adjustments,” she adds.

Not just Srinagar, such home 
schools have also sprung up in 
many towns in Kashmir where 
educated youth are helping 
children to complete their 
syllabus and prepare for the 
upcoming exams. It keeps the 
youngsters gainfully engaged 
while their students and parents 
are quite obviously appreciative 
of their efforts. 

“Both my daughters, one is in 
Class Eight and the other in Class 
Ten, have to appear for board 
exams. But with the shutting 
of their schools and coaching 
centres we were very stressed 
about how they would cover 
their studies. Then someone 
told me about a young woman 
who was taking classes at her 
home and I sent them there. It 
is a relief for parents like me 
to know that the future of our 
children is secure; violence will 
not be a curse on their education 
at least,” says Adil Akhtar, a 
parent from Sopore, who is a 
businessman by profession.

Akhtar feels that it’s a boon 
that these classes are being held 
locally as the elders are not afraid 
to let them step out of home. 

baseera rafiqi, Srinagar
“One feels uneasy to let the 
children go far by themselves, 
so it’s good that my girls don’t 
have to walk far for their class. 
Moreover, it is meant for girls 
only, so I feel my daughters are 
safe there,” he explains.

Like parents, sociologists 
and educationalists also see this 
step as a beginning of a new 
era. “With every conflict there 
is a rise in innovative methods 
to learn and make a living. 
Kashmiris have also learnt to 
adapt and acclimatise to the 
ever changing circumstances. 
Educating children from home, 
what could be better than this! 
I see it as a very bold and bright 
move,” says Professor Abdul 
Azeez, a former faculty of the 
University of Kashmir. “To me, 
students’ education shouldn’t 
suffer whatever the situation. 
Look at Palestine; the people 
have been strife torn since 
several decades now but they 
didn’t stop learning. The real test 
of any society is in the ways they 
find to overcome their grievous 
circumstances. Kashmiris are 
showing that they have what it 
takes to make things work,” he 
signs off.

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

Masarat Khan (standing) has joined hands with like-minded 
girls to run a “curfew school” in downtown Srinagar. 

In the violence-hit Kashmir Valley, children are being home-
schooled now as schools remain shut for months. 
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When promise of development 
signifies an impending doom
Development has charted its own course, driven by forces that have been often contradictory.  Large 
infrastructural projects and industrial development have been known to come at a cost – largely borne 
by the local communities. Sometimes they have suffered; sometimes this has led them to protest. Each 
situation is different, as complex and diverse as the region and people living across India. Jangir Champa 
District in Chhattisgarh is home to agricultural communities, largely small farmers. The trappings of industrial 
development seem far removed from their way of life and livelihoods

With its lush green 
fields, meandering 
streams, large ponds 

of clear water that shines like 
glass in the soft sunshine, nature 
seems to be at its pristine best in 
Saradih Panchayat. Situated in 
the heart of North Chhattisgarh 
in Janjgir Champa District, 
the region is characterised by 
the River Mahanadi that runs 
through.  As is the case for 
many a community living in 
river basins, the Mahanadi is at 
the core of life here. The river 
is entwined with the land and 
its people, the life-giving source 
providing precious water for 
their needs. 

The river basin is fertile 
ground; the entire area recharged 
with the flowing water is prime 
agricultural land.  Paddy is the 
main crop here and it is cultivated 
in abundance.  Apart from large 
farmers, the community, a large 
section of them Dalits, are small 
and marginal farmers.  Some 
are landless. They get work as 
agricultural labourers but they 
also grow vegetables on the 
small pieces of land available 
to them.  The soil and the water 
of the Mahanadi are a boon, 
providing them succour. 

However, something is 
changing here. The prime 
agricultural land with its easy 
access to water has beckoned 
industry to the area. Some 

affect their lives, their fields and 
their ways of cultivation?  There 
are many different questions 
but an underlying concern is: 
will this disrupt the life that has 
carried on from the time of their 
forefathers? 

Vimal Narayan Dani, sar-
panch (elected head of the 
panchayat), Saradih, says “The 
bairaj pariyojana (a local term 
for the barrage construction) 
will take a toll on us. Many 
farmers have had to give up 
their lands and not got enough 
compensation.” The strain is 

increasingly palpable amongst 
a community that has known 
only the pastoral life over 
generations. Setram Jaiswal, 
a farmer, laments, “I owned a 
piece of land that was acquired 
by the government for industry.  
The compensation I got is very 
small, nor have I got a job in any 
of the industries here. I don’t 
have any other means to earn a 
living. The only option I have is 
to migrate.” 

For the 20-25 families who 
earn a living by cultivating 
vegetables on not only the river 
banks, but also on  ‘islands’ 
in the midst of the river, the 
tension is mounting. They know 
that once the barrage comes up, 
the land available to them will 
go under. They are staring at a 
gloomy future.  The water that 
has sustained their livelihoods 
till now could be the water that 
prevents them from the source 
of their earning. 

“Many people in our area catch 
fish from the Mahanadi and sell 
it to earn a living. The barrage is 
bound to affect this,” says Dani, 
his forehead furrowing. He fears 
that the water level will rise and 
fishing will be difficult, perhaps 
impossible. “What will happen 
to them, their families then?”   

The question on everyone’s 
mind is whether industrialisation 
will provide jobs, especially 
to those who have lost their 

bhishm kumar chauhan, Janjgir Champa, Chhattisgarh
lands to the project. The answer 
to the crucial question is not 
forthcoming. What people feel is 
that with the barrage coming up, 
the water from the river will be 
supplied to industrial enterprises 
in the area. They will probably 
stand to lose in more ways than 
one.  

It is a rather unsettling 
scenario. The unfortunate thing 
is that a viable alternative is 
not apparent to them. Nor is 
any effort being made by the 
state government or the district 
administration towards this, 
to ease their concerns. These 
developments have prompted the 
community to come together for 
a common cause; to collectivise 
and take up their concerns with 
the administration. 

In a form of protest, a jal 
satyagraha (staying immersed in 
water) was recently undertaken 
in the waters of Mahanadi. A 
group of the satyagrahis (those 
who took part) went to meet the 
district magistrate on the issue.  
Apparently, the magistrate gave 
them a sympathetic hearing 
and assured them that he would 
take up the matter with the 
representatives of industry in the 
region. According to him, this 
could be a step for livelihood 
opportunities opening up, parti-
cularly through corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) projects 
undertaken by the companies. 

Whether this is reason to 
hope and cheer, only time will 
tell. It is, however, obvious 
that there are no quick-fix 
solutions. The issues at stake 
are fundamental ones that raise 
questions of industrialisation 
in predominantly agricultural-
based regions; of compensation 
for land acquired for industry and 
ownership of natural resources 
in this case, the life-sustaining 
waters of the Mahanadi.  Do 
these lie with the community or 
can they be diverted for purposes 
other than the benefit of the very 
community whose life it touches 
and shapes? 

(Courtesy: Charkha Features)

Some seven barrages are in different stages of construction down the Mahanadi River.

seven barrages are in different 
stages of construction down the 
Mahanadi. They are expected 
to supply water to a number 
of power plants proposed to 
come up in the area. One of 
the barrages is taking shape in 
Saradih, its gigantic concrete 
structure standing out in stark 
contrast to what is essentially a 
pastoral landscape. 

There is an uncertainty, a sense 
of unease amongst the people 
here as industrialisation is mak-
ing its presence felt in a world 
they have known. How will it 

For the 20-25 families who earn a living by cultivating vegetables on not only the river banks, 
but also on  ‘islands’ in the midst of the river, the tension is mounting. They know that once the 
barrage comes up, the land available to them will go under. 
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Twenty-year-old Santhosh, 
called Babu by his family in a 
remote village in Odisha, was 
managing life well enough with 
psychiatric medication. Along 
with two friends, he comes 
down south in 2014 in search of 
work. At some point, he stops his 
medication, wanders off from 
his friends and gets lost. With 
mental illness and homelessness 
coming together to aggravate 
his condition, soon he is found  
lying on the street, starved, 
barely alive, hardly human. This 
is the condition in which Ratan, 
a social worker from Udavum 
Karangal, rescues him in June 
2016.

After two months of psychia-
tric treatment, Santhosh seemed 
fine and began communicating 
a desire to return home. So he 
was sent to Dignity, Udavum 
Karangal’s home in Chennai for 
mentally ill men. Sundaresan, 
a social worker there, has had 
lot of experience in rescuing 
mentally ill men and women 
from the streets. When a patient 
gives a clue about where he 
comes from, Sundaresan doesn’t 
give up till he finds the family. 
Using Google, contacting post 
offices or using social media, 
he has reunited more than 100 
psychiatric patients with their 
families. Here, he shares his 
memories about a road trip to 
an unexpected destination while 
reuniting Santhosh with his 
family (edited lightly to retain 
the original flavour):

Santhosh was around 22 
years and he had recovered 
from mental illness, but 

was still on medication. He said 
he belonged to a village near 
Behrampur in Odisha. I asked 
him the name of his village and 
he said Bondnagar. I could not 
find such a place while searching 
on Google. Later, I came to know 
it was Bhanjnagar. After several 
interactions, Santosh convinced 
me he was right and perhaps I 

An experience of a lifetime – 
reuniting a patient with his family

couldn’t understand him. I was 
sure he would guide me to his 
home. There is a thumb rule in 
Udavum Karangal regarding 
restoration: The patient is always 
right.

So we took a train to 
Behrampur. I was very conscious 
that he should not slip away. I 
gave him an extra tablet – it was 
obvious that he was filled with 
excitement and anxiety about 
returning home. Two days earlier, 
I had gone for a restoration and I 
was tired. It was also very cold. 
So I slept soundly but I became 
aware that Santhosh was sitting 
awake wanting to take care of 
me, covering me with a blanket, 
asking me if I wanted water, 
etc.

The journey was peaceful. 
When we reached Behrampur, 
I was confused by Santhosh’s 
directions. So I took him to an 
autorickshaw and asked him 
to explain to the driver where 
he wanted to go. Santhosh told 
him “Beejpur” while actually it 
was Beedpur. The autorickshaw 
driver took us to Beejpur, the 
old bus-stand of Behrampur. 
Santhosh was confused. He 
looked around, there were no 
buses. He asked a few people 
but nobody could help him. I 
thought we should try the new 
bus-stand or the post office. As a 
first option, we went to the new 
bus-stand.

As soon as we got down from 
the auto, Santhosh exclaimed 
with excitement, “This bus will 
go!” Was he showing me a bus 
at random just to please me? 
I asked him, “How long does 
it take to reach your village?” 
“Three hours,” he said. I asked 
the bus conductor to speak to 
Santhosh in their language and 
see if this was the right bus. He 
spoke to Santhosh and told me in 
Hindi, “Get down at the last stop 
and take another bus.” “How 
long does it take?”’ I asked him 
to cross-check. “Three hours,” he 
replied. So we took the bus even 

though I was not very confident. 
It took a little over three hours as 
the roads were bad.

By the time we reached 
Bhanjnagar, Santhosh’s con-
fidence level had risen and it 
was clear we were on the right 
path. When we got down, he led 
me confidently, taking turns to 
the right and left. It was obvious 
he knew the place well. Finally, 
he asked me, “Sir, should we 
wait for the bus or take an auto? 
I don’t mind. Just ask the share-
auto how much.”

We got into the autorickshaw. 
Along the way, Santosh asked 
me a few times for 100 rupees. 
I thought he wanted to buy 
cigarettes. So I said, “First, let 
us reach your house.” When we 
neared Beedpur, I asked him, 
“Why do you want 100 rupees?” 
“I am going home after a long 
time. If I had some money, I 
could have bought my family 
some new clothes. At least let 
me get them some snacks,” he 
said. I was stunned. 

Santhosh bought puffed rice, 
biscuits, fruits, mixture and a 
cloth bag, all within 100 rupees. 
His house was three km away 
and we could have walked. But I 
led the way to an autorickshaw. 
While I was asking the driver to 
talk to Santhosh and find out the 
exact location, Santhosh rushed 
to the next autorickshaw and 
said, “This will go.”

The first auto-driver said, 
“You should take that auto. It 
belongs to the village he was 
referring to.” There was a cell-
phone number written on the 
auto, which I dialled. I then gave 
the phone to Santhosh. He said, 
“Bhaiya... Kalia bhaiya... Mai 
Babu bol raha hoon (Brother 
Kalia, I am Babu speaking).” 
I heard Santhosh explaining 
something, possibly his identity. 
As he returned the phone to 
me, I saw someone running 
towards us from afar. When he 
reached us, he said something 
to Santhosh and then touched 
him from head to toe. Santhosh 
was crying and wiping away the 
tears while they talked. 

After their emotional reunion, 
I assume the auto-driver asked 
Santhosh how he managed 
to get back. Santhosh said 
something pointing to me. At 
once, the auto-driver embraced 
me. He was soaked in sweat 
and dirt but his gratitude was 
unmistakable. Now it was his 
turn to cry. He said something in 
a mixture of Hindi and Oriya. I 
understood that he was thanking 
me profusely. “Can you take us 
to Santhosh’s house?” I asked 

him. “Of course... of course. We 
belong to the same village.”

It looked like my work was 
over and that it was time to 
return. It had taken us six hours 
to get here from Behrampur.  I 
asked the auto-driver if he could 
take me back and he said not 
to worry. “First let us reach 
his home. We’ll make all the 
arrangements.” During the three-
km journey, the auto stopped at 
least ten times. Santhosh would 
get down, greet the elders, touch 
their feet and take their blessings. 
I had no idea in what way they 
were related to him. 

A man wearing a large hat 
was approaching and the auto 
stopped beside him. When the 
driver told him something, he 
leaned into the auto and kissed 
Santhosh who was by now 
crying. The old man was also 
crying and Santhosh took out 
his handkerchief and wiped his 
tears. He was Santosh’s father.

I said, “Namasthe, Babuji. 
Please get in. Let’s go home.” 
A crowd had gathered on the 
street where Santhosh’s family 

lived. Obviously, the driver had 
made a few calls announcing 
Santhosh’s return. When we 
entered the village, we were 
welcomed as if the autorickshaw 
was a temple cart and the people 
were devotees waiting to greet 
God. There was no path to 
drive. Somehow we reached the 
first house on the street which 
was Santhosh’s uncle’s house 
(father’s elder brother who was 
called Big Father).

The younger brother was 
called Small Father. They were 
all fathers without difference. 

Big Father started to cry. 
Then a woman emerged, she 
hugged Santhosh and cried. 
About a hundred people hugged 
him and he touched their feet. 
This was the most emotional 
and affectionate reunion I 
have witnessed in my seven-
year experience of restoring 
people. I wanted to finish my 
documentation and start my 
return journey. I asked the auto 
driver about his promise to drive 

Continued on page 9

Santhosh reunites with his mother.

Later, with his family.

Santhosh just after being rescued by Ratan (left).
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Saradhih Panchayat, Janjgir 
Champa District in North 
Chhattisgarh, looks picture 

perfect – lush green fields, trees 
dotting the landscape and ponds 
of clear water. There is a sense 
of serenity, of peace. Beyond 
the fields, down dirt tracks that 
snake through the countryside, 
the picture changes, somewhat. 
Village Sankraliin in the 
panchayat  has  open spaces 
where the community gathers; 
rows of hutments with some 
houses in brick and concrete.  
According to sources, the 
population of Janjgir-Champa 
comprises more than 50 per 
cent Dalits. Amongst these, 
Satnamis are said to constitute 
nearly 80 per cent. Who are these 
Satnamis?  What is the Satnami 
Samaj that people commonly 
refer to? 

Several social movements 
emerging in periods of India’s 
history rose as an outcry 
against a feudal and highly 
discriminatory society. One 
of the notable movements in 
Central India was in the 19th 
Century. Led by Ghasidas, a 
Dalit whose caste group was 
traditionally involved in leather 
tanning, the movement sought 
to establish equality and dignity 
within the rigid social structure. 
The followers of the movement, 
the Satnamis, are still embedded 
in the region that is modern-day 
Chhattisgarh. The life and times 
of the Satnamis today is a sad 
testimony to the response of the 
present political establishment 
to their legitimate demands for 

They have battled exploitation, 
yet remain on the bottom rungs

me back. He turned to Santhosh’s 
father and said something. The 
father shook his head signifying 
a ‘no’. Someone in the crowd 
seemed to say that there was a 
bus going to Behrampur. But he 
was shouted down by the driver. 
Then everyone said, “There is 
no bus.” I tried to convince them 
that I had other commitments, 
that I had a return ticket and 
I would be losing money if I 
missed the train etc. But all to 
no avail. After about 15 minutes 
of negotiations, I felt defeated. I 
decided to accept their offer and 
stay back.

It was 6.15 pm and pitch-dark. 
We were in Santosh’s parents’ 
house. His mother tried to touch 
my feet. When I objected, she 
bent and touched the ground 
where I had stood. About 20 
elders came to the house and they 
were all discussing something. 
Finally, someone asked me in 
Hindi what I would like to eat 
that night. I was already feeling 

On a land where the Satnamis fought against discrimination and deprivation, it is ironical that their descendants 
still find themselves at the bottom rung of the ladder. Despite the constitutional provisions, state and Central 
policies, government schemes, they continue to remain bereft of services that could lead them to a life of 
dignity.  Their forefathers had put up a valiant struggle to earn this life in the midst of a relentless social order. 
In today’s democratic order, is the system failing them? And would that mean that the impetus for change 
again needs to come from the Satnami Samaj?

core developmental services.
The Satnamis have traditi-
onally been leather tanners. In 
the highly stratified social order 
of the preceding centuries, they 
were relegated to a position of 
utmost deprivation, subjected to 
indignity.  This was so for many 
other social groups referred to as 
‘low caste’.  In the 19th Century, 
from amongst them rose a figure, 
Ghasidas, who led them to defy 
the discriminatory treatment. 
This led to a social movement 
for a more equitable social order 
and succeeded in giving them a 
new identity.  This is the genesis 
of the Satnami Samaj that took 
root in the region that lies in 
what is now Chhattisgarh. 

The march of history has since 
led to a complete upheaval of the 
world in which Ghasidas and his 
followers took up their struggle. 
Today, the Satnamis, along with 
many Dalit groups, have a clear 
identity under the Constitution 
of India – Scheduled Caste.  As 
citizens of India, their status of 
course is on par with all other 
citizens from social, economic 
or ethnic groups.   In keeping 
with the historical deprivation 
Dalits have faced, there are 
provisions that specifically 
address this and which, today, 
are an integral part of policy. 
So where do the Satnamis stand 
today. Do they reflect the intent 
of the founding fathers of the 
Constitution, the measures taken 
by policy makers? 

Sankrali Village, home to a 
large community of Satnamis, 
sees them concentrated in 

nine of the 20 wards. Here, 
most of the houses are kuccha 
(houses made of mud, thatch 
and low-quality material). Yes, 
the village has an aaganwadi 
bhavan (nursery or day-care 
centre), a post office, a gram 
panchayat bhavan and a health 
sub-centre. The village boasts 
of a primary, middle and high 
school.  According to the Rohit 
Khande, the village headman or 
mukhiya, several government 
schemes are in place here such 
as the Pradhan Mantri Awas 
Yojana, MGNREGA, Rashtriya 
Swasthya Bima Yojana, and the 
public distribution system. This 
is echoed by Gauri Bai Sidar, the 
sarpanch (village head). 

Does this mean that the region 
is on the path of development; 
is the community on the 
way to social and economic 
empowerment? Sadly, no. Most 
people earn their livelihoods 
through farming, but then, many 
of them have small holdings.  
This does not yield enough to 
even survive, let alone prosper.  
Jobs are few that too at the block 
level, but the poor quality of 
school education and the lack of 
skill-building avenues prevent 
people from making use of such 
opportunities.   

What is lacking is an 
environment for economic 
advancement, for social em-
powerment. Despite the in-
frastructure, the various sche-
mes, the community continues 
to be mired in poverty, suffering 
deprivation on several counts. 
They are not getting the benefits 
of a slew of schemes that are said 
to be in place.  Whether there is 
a lacuna in implementation or 
simply a lack of awareness is a 
question that needs to be asked 
and answered. 

Yet the people here dream. 
Sarita is a young girl who 
despite the odds finished her 
matriculation.  She is keen 
to study further and become 
a doctor. But her father, who 
works outside the state, simply 
cannot afford to support her 
education beyond this point.  
Besides, the pressure of getting 
his daughter married is there. 
Sarita is crest-fallen.  Poverty 
and social norms that dogged 

previous generations continue 
to prevent her from getting an 
education that could equip her 
for a better life. 

Budhwara, 60, is poor and 
infirm. She suffered a stroke 
some time ago and could not 
get the necessary medical 
attention.  She struggles with 
even basic movements but her 
face still reflects hope.  She has 
a fine fighting spirit and believes 
that she could get better.  But 
it is clear that the systems of 
healthcare, of social support that 

rajesh banjare, Janjgir Champa, Chhattisgarh

are said to be in place, need to be 
responsive.  

Sarita and Budhwara both 
represent different aspects of the 
same thing – a society that still 
remains backward; a system that 
has simply not come up with 
answers to their problems,  If 
they could both be enabled to 
realise their dreams, fulfil their 
life’s goals, it would equally 
be a statement of development 
working on the ground.

(Courtesy: Charkha Features)

An experience of a lifetime –
embarrassed. I had been treating 
Santhosh like a patient and they 
were treating me like a prince. 
I told the mother, holding her 
hands, “Maji, whatever you are 
cooking for your son, I’ll share 
it with him.”

Sundaresan later refreshed 
himself, bathing at the well in 
the backyard. He was treated to 
a feast, complete with mutton, 
chicken, fish, dal, roti, rice and 
a few other local preparations. 
By 4.30 the following morning, 
they had readied hot water 
for Sundaresan to get ready. It 
seemed the whole village was 
awake to bid goodbye to him. It 
was an experience Sundareasan 
would never ever forget. 

(The writer works for Udavum 
Karangal, an NGO which rescues 
homeless, mentally ill men and 
women, provides them psychiatric 
treatment and, wherever possible, 
tries to reunites them with their 
families.)

Continued from page 8
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Sankrali Village, home to a large community of Satnamis, sees 
them concentrated in nine of the 20 wards. Here, most of the 
houses are kuccha (houses made of mud, thatch and low-quality 
material).

The Satnamis have traditionally been leather tanners. The 
systems of healthcare, of social support that are said to be 
in place, need to be responsive.  
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The female menstrual 
cycle is the intricate work 
of hormones. Usually, 

girls start their cycle anywhere 
between 12 and 17 years of age 
when a series of changes prepare 
their uterus for child-bearing. 
The body produces the hormone 
oestrogen which stimulates the 
growth of a protective lining 
inside the uterus to cushion the 
baby in preparation of pregnancy 
every month.  When it does not 
happen, the amount of oestrogen 
secreted by the body decreases 
and the protective uterine layer 
breaks, resulting in the discharge 
of blood and tissue, via the 
vagina. And voila, the period 
has arrived!

The approach towards men-
strual hygiene management 
should be multi-pronged and 
should include all aspects -- 
from biological to social and 
environmental. Clearly, the 
reasons behind menstrual ill-
health lie beyond what is apparent 
and include sociological and 
psychological factors as well.  

This is where the hygiene 
promotion by public health 
experts finds significance. It 
essentially refers to a wide 
range of strategies adopted 
by the government to ensure 
the population is safe from 
water and sanitation-related 
diseases. Menstrual hygiene 
sits comfortably in the broader 
sanitation hygiene umbrella.

The lack of indispensable 
factors such as clean, functional 
toilets and appropriate hygiene 
products hinders safe and 
hygienic menstruation of 
women in many parts of the 

Trying to breach barriers to 
achieve better menstrual hygiene
The government has done well to recognise that menstrual hygiene education needs to move beyond just 
the home and the school. Administrators and officials who design and dictate policy need to be sensitised as 
well. There also has to be enabling factors, such as access to clean toilets, water supply and privacy. It’s high 
time we start thinking of menstruation as another biological process similar to the blood being cleansed by 
the heart or the kidneys. If that is achieved, a lot of taboo around menstruation will cease to exist and hygiene 
promotion efforts will gather steam

country. Female hygiene, more 
often than not, is compromised 
in rural settings due to the 
lack of adequate sanitation 
infrastructure. Census 2011 
records that 67.3 per cent of rural 
Indians lack toilet access. And 85 
million low-income households 
and slum dwellers in the cities 
lack access to proper sanitation, 
with situations comparable to, if 
not worse than, rural pockets.

Improper understanding of 
the menstrual process and the 
myriad taboos shrouding it 
make it even more difficult to 
redeem the situation. While the 
onset of menstruation is viewed 
positively in many cultures, 
talking about it is still a taboo 
and this often affects the way 
it is managed, compromising 
the hygiene factor. The idea 
behind the hygiene promotion is 
to make the girls aware of how 
unsanitary practices harm their 
personal health and well-being 
so that they adopt more hygienic 
practices.

Chennai-based gynaecologist 
Dr Rajani Chelladurai states that 
around 50-60 per cent of Indian 
women are in the menstruating 
age group but hygiene eludes 
many. She blames the complex 
web of social myths and 
taboos for hindering a healthy 
menstruation discourse. Though 
the situation is bleak in rural 
areas compared to cities and 
towns, she remains hopeful 
of a paradigm shift. “Proper 
education on the physiology 
of menstruation and menstrual 
hygiene will play a key role in 
improving the health status of 
women, especially adolescent 

girls,” she notes. Statistics have 
proved Dr Chelladurai right. 
The effort of the government on 
this front has reaped results. In 
2007, the National Institute of 
Public Cooperation and Child 
Development (NIPCCD) carried 
out a study to address the issues 
surrounding adolescent girls’ 
menstrual hygiene. Data was 
collected from 500 adolescent 
girls in 50 villages across five 
states with a follow-up study 
in 2012 to assess the usefulness 
of government schemes such 
as the Sabla (to empower 
adolescent girls), Kishori Shakti 
Yojana and ARSH (Adolescent 
Reproductive and Sexual 
Health) focused on improving 
menstrual hygiene.

The study found that 59 per 
cent of girls surveyed in 2007 
had toilets at home while the 
number had gone up to 67 per 
cent in 2012. A prodigious 
shift was observed in the use 
of sanitary pads. While 23.8 
per cent of adolescent girls 
reportedly used sanitary napkins 
in 2007, 74 per cent of girls 
had moved on to more hygienic 
options in 2012. A similar shift 
in sanitary product usage was 
observed among mothers and 
women functionaries as well. 

In their article on menstrual 
management published on IWP 
recently, Nivedita Pathak and 
Jalandhar Pradhan very crisply 
point out that “provision of low-
cost napkins is merely a band-
aid on a large wound because the 
sanitation facilities in villages 
are not women-friendly”. In 
most cases, the sociology of 
menstruation outweighs the 
biological factors.

Physical empowerment 
should be preceded by social and 
psychological empowerment. 
While Swachh Bharat Abhiyan 
and its predecessor, Nirmal 
Bharat Abhiyan, managed 
to break the silence around 
personal hygiene and toilet 
use, the accomplishments have 
not reached the menstrual 
hygiene front. For the women 
to break cultural barriers and 
embrace sociological change, 
the importance of discourses 
around our biology cannot be 
emphasised enough. 

The first step towards 
it would be to engage the 
country’s self-help network in 
getting the message of safe and 
sustainable menstruation across. 
Regular home visits by trained 
community members and health 
workers could change the way 
the issue is viewed. Storytelling 
aids, such as puppet shows and 
street plays, have proved to be 
very effective in engaging the 
children.  Continued broadcast 
of jingles and discussions on 
television and radio could 
help spread the message to a 
wider audience cutting across 
geography, gender, culture and 
religion. 

Reinforcing factors encourage 
the sustenance of any behaviour. 
Motivated women chosen from 
among the community could lead 
by example and influence the 
way the group thinks and works. 
The able, trained community 
leaders and members of self-
help groups could act as role 
models and change behaviour 
by challenging prejudices 
and breaking down taboos. 
Whatever little effort was made 

<

by the government towards 
behavioural change in the 
population, it has been fruitful. 
The 2012 NIPCCD follow-up 
study notes that 72.6 per cent of 
adolescent girls were aware of 
or possessed some information 
regarding menstruation in 
comparison to the 29.4 per cent 
recorded in 2007. As a logical 
extension, the percentage of 
girls who think of menstruation 
as ‘dirty’ has come down from 
74.4 per cent  in 2007 to 64.8 
percent in 2012. Though the 
study has shown positive results 
overall, it also highlighted gaps 
that need fixing. Dropping out of 
school at the onset of menarche 
has reduced, but we are still a 
long way from curbing it fully.

(Courtesy: indiawaterportal.org)  

Ph
ot

os
: I

W
P

seetha gopalakrishnan, Chennai

An IWP representative (displaying an illustration) talks to 
girls about menstrual hygiene at the Nirmal Bharat Yatra in 
Gorakhpur.

Sustained reinforcement of health, personal dignity and status 
messages brings about behaviour change to a great extent.

Fields used for open defecation. A TSC toilet stands abandoned 
in the background.
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Discriminated, they eke 
out a miserable existence

For the first time in its 21-
year-history, a woman film-
maker won the Best Feature 
Film Award in Malayalam 
for her film, Manhole, from 
the FIPRESCI (international 
Federation of Film Critics) Jury 
in December 2016. Manhole is 
a fictionalised feature based on 
several true stories of the lowest 
among the Dalits in India’s caste 
hierarchy who live, work and 
often die during the course of 
their work, cleaning manholes. 
Viju Vincent, who has been a 
journalist for 15 years, talks to 
Shoma A. Chatterjee about her 
stepping into filmmaking with a 
strong agenda and on Manhole. 

what motivated this 
shift from journalism to 
filmmaking?

The words of Lenin, “cinema 
is the ultimate medium”, spurred 
me on to filmmaking. To master 
the complexity of this ultimate 
medium, I stepped into the world 
of filmmaking. Cinema, I felt, 
would help take my messages 
with a strong social agenda to 
various platforms across the 
board.

you began with document-
ary films. How did that 
happen? 

I was always fascinated by 
and had a passion for document-
ary films. I was inspired by the 
films of Anand Patwardhan. 
Manhole, actually, is an exten-
sion of a documentary I made 
called Vrithyude Jati that 
traces the story of manual 
scavengers belonging to the 
Chakilar Community, which 
is a marginalised group from 
Tamil Nadu working in Kollam 
Corporation. The documentary 
form helps me understand the 
hard reality faced by these 
oppressed sections of society. So 
you will find Manhole using the 
documentary kind of narrative 
though we have built a story 
around it.

were you inspired by 
literary creations for the film?

I re-read a book by Thakazhi 
called Thottiyude Makan penned 
back in the 1940s. He talked 
about raw poverty in this book 
and I re-read this when I was 
making the documentary two 
years ago. He also talked about 
how human lives are gnawed 
away by lack of material wealth. 
I have tried to show through my 
film this lack, the deprivation of 
dignity, of those engaged in this 
kind of work. 

but we understand that 
manual scavenging has been 
legally banned. then how does 
it still exist?

That is true. But though 
Kerala has done away with 
dry toilets which demands 
manual scavengers who need 
to physically remove human 
excreta, it does not mean the 
total abolition of the profession. 
There is still a colony of manual 
scavengers near my hometown 
in Kollam and they belong to 
the Arundhatiyar Caste who 
migrated from Tamil Nadu and 
Andhra Pradesh in the early 20th 
Century. 

is this the trigger that moved 
you to want to make this film?

Not entirely. I chose this 
theme because, besides the 
discrimination and isolation 
faced by manual scavengers, 
this section of people exists 
completely out of the fabric of 
our society or let us say, out of 
the mainstream. Their stories 
are not told because they are not 
even considered a part of our 
daily life. 

What is Manhole all about?
The film is woven out of the 

life stories of a few members 
of the colony. I grew close 
to them when I was making 
the documentary and decided 
to take the issue to a larger 
audience through a feature film. 
It is told by a young girl who 
grows up in the span of the 
film’s timeframe to become a 
legal activist. She is the daughter 
of a manual scavenger whose 
father died inside a manhole and 

whose mother is a housemaid. 
Though manual scavenging is 
done only by men, I decided to 
narrate the story from this girl’s 
perspective. I wanted to explore 
how a woman would have dealt 
with this reality. I have more 
than adequate narratives from 
men too. But this is my effort, as 
a woman filmmaker, to build her 
story as opposed to his story.

what message are you 
spreading through your film?

I think the film per se is its 
own message. Manhole revolves 
around a manual scavenger, 
Ayya Swami, and his family 
who struggle with their identity 
amidst social prejudices and 
discrimination. The death of 
Swami, who belongs to a Dalit 
Community, opens up questions 
around Dalit oppression and 
caste politics through the film. 

what do you say about 
this terrible practice existing 
despite the legal ban on it?

My film tries to say it all. The 
film highlights how, even in 
this time and age, the practice, 
like dowry and so on, exists 
despite being banned by law. 
The authorities choose to brush 
aside the 2011 census results 
that clearly show that there are 
around 13500 such labourers in 
the state of Kerala. They claim 
that it is a statistical aberration. 
It is this irony that I have tried to 
question through my film. 

My film has a scene in which 
the young daughter of Ayya 
Swami hides her background 
from her school friends fearing 
that she would be ostracized. I 
knew of some of these workers 
being refused tea at shops. 
Another scene shows Ayya’s 
wife serving as a domestic help 
in an upper-class home being 
given water by the mistress. She 
holds the water container very 
high while pouring the water out 

into a drinking vessel held by 
Ayya’s wife, to make sure even 
the vessels do not touch. This 
is their lifestyle and they live 
in a no-exit situation socially, 
culturally, educationally and 
most importantly, financially. 
They are the poorest of the 
poor and my protagonist who 
becomes a legal activist is an 
exception.

Do you think that Manhole 
can break this casteist code 
and bring about change?

Maybe not in a major way, 
because it is a film after all. But 
I believe cinema to be a very 
powerful language of persuasion. 
I believe in the power of art to 
cause social transformation. We 
have actually seen this happen 
in Kerala not very long ago 
through politically-inspired 
drama and songs. Manhole will 
shed light on the black hole of 
the lives of a few fellow human 
beings. 

how do you respond to the 
awards this film is collecting?

The International Film 
Festival of Kerala has been a 
great platform for me personally 
because it has given me ample 
space to learn and understand 
international films. The films I 
have watched have influenced 
me in one way or another. I am 
really happy that my film has 
been selected for screening at 
several festivals and has won 
awards in Kerala. This will bring 
some distributors forward to 
release the film in theatres which 
would normally be difficult 
because it does not provide the 
entertainment that the mass 
audience expects. The reality is 
that distributors rarely entertain 
independent filmmakers here. <
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Viju Vincent (extreme left), with Saji Kumar, Vipin and Gopala 
Krishnan. 

A shot from the film showing manual scavengers at work.
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