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Where the taint of being a 
'witch' never washes away
Practised across 12 Indian states, witchcraft is a peculiar form of female victimisation 
leading to extreme psychological distress, social ostracism and even murder. The most 
intense form of such a flare-up is witch-hunting, which includes public stripping and, 
often, murder. According to the 2015 National Crimes Record Bureau Report, 2257 
witchcraft murders have taken place across India from 2000 to 2013. Alarming as 
these numbers are, they mask the inconceivable cruelty faced by many other women 
branded as witches

When Pramila Prajapati 
hitched up her sari to 
reveal bloodied thighs 

from which the skin had been 
ripped off, an uncomfortable 
silence descended on the crowd. 
“If I am a witch, why can’t I 
protect myself?” she asked. 
More silence. 

Before an unusually vicious 
beating pushed Pramila to 
approach the panchayat, the 40-
year-old Scheduled Caste mother 
of two had struggled with the 
stigma of being labelled a dayan 
(witch). She does not remember 
exactly when it started, but 
knows it was her sister-in-law, 
Sangeeta (her husband’s elder 
brother’s wife), who labelled 
her so. When she asked for 
husband Ram Prasad Prajapati’s 
support to confront the accuser, 
he refused. “I had often objected 
to my husband spending too 
much time with his sister-in-
law. Calling me a dayan was her 
revenge,” she shrugs. 

As befalls the lot of women 
who are branded witches, 
Pramila was blamed for all 
manner of illness, tragedy and 
death that often result from a lack 
of development, in her village 
of Chatar Darwa in Ulgadda 
Panchayat in Petware Block, 
Bokaro District, Jharkhand. 
The few who saw her for what 
she was – a defenceless woman 

whose husband had refused to 
support her so that he could 
carry on an illicit relationship 
with his sister-in-law – were 
too scared to challenge the 
belief backed by centuries of 
misplaced rationalism. 

Thus, the meagre support to 
Pramila, the occasional giving 
of food or a patient ear, was 
surreptitious. She was abused, 
heckled and beaten up by 
neighbours and by Sangeeta. 
Her husband, an iron smith 
who seasonally migrated for 
work to Odisha, intermittently 
sent her some money for the 
couple’s two children, a boy 
and a girl. She supplemented 
that with produce from the 
family’s small patch of land and 
by collecting forest produce. 

While superstition fuels 
belief in witchcraft, in Pramila’s 
case the die was also cast 
against her by the fact that her 
father’s family was extremely 
religious. “We have a temple 
dedicated to Lugu Baba (a 
local deity) at home. My sister-
in-law used this information to 
spread word about me being 
bestowed with unnatural 
powers. She said I practised 
black magic and could wreak 
havoc,” Pramila says.

“It is a peculiarity of 
witchcraft that if a man 
is believed to   possess 

supernatural powers he is 
revered as an ojha or traditional 
medicine man while a woman 
is reviled as a witch,” explains 
H.I. Fatmi, the secretary of 
a Ranchi-based organisation 
tackling the issue of violence 
against women in the state. 

For Leela Paswan, who 
lives hundreds of kilometres 
away and in a different state, 
the accusation was made on 
a far flimsier ground by her 
immediate neighbour, Sanjay 
Paswan, who objected to 
Leela and her family using the 
narrow pathway between the 
two houses in the village of 
Hasanchar (Panchayat Mayil, 
Block Bidipur, District Patna). 
“He would tie his cow and block 
the entrance to my home. My 
younger children were scared of 
going out,” she says. 

Leela’s husband, Arun 
Paswan, a migrant worker in the 
textile industry, was in Delhi 
when the accusations were 
made. He asked her to retaliate. 
Leela, however, kept quiet, 
hoping for the situation to settle. 
She says that she was not upset 
but very angry when people in 
the village started to refer to her 
as a witch. “No one would say 
it directly but would allude to 
the fact that others were doing 
so. It was hearsay but it was 
everywhere,” she says. 

That anger came to the fore 
when Sanjay blamed her for 
his cow’s death in November 
2016, claiming that an ojha had 
confirmed that Leela’s black 
magic was the cause behind 
it. “He ran to attack me with 
an axe. I picked up a stick and 
dared him to get the ojha who 
had declared me to be a witch, 
failing which I would report the 
matter,” she says.

Pramila said the same to the 
assembled panchayat in her 

Committed women lend 
a helping hand to the 
disadvantaged               4
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needed to achieve 'zero 
hunger'                          7

For disabled women, it 
is a constant struggle to 
prove their worth           5village: “Prove that I am a witch 

or I shall go to the police.” Though 
Bihar and Jharkhand have laws/ 
acts for the prevention of witch 
hunting (the former got one in 
1999, the latter in 2001), action is 
difficult for the victims do not seek 
police help. 

Rambha Devi, a member of the 
village jagruk samiti (women’s 
pressure group) in Pramila’s 
village, explains that even those 
who work on the issue of violence 
are scared to take immediate action, 
“I had observed the situation for 
some time but hesitated to act. It is 
difficult to take the matter on at the 
very first hint of trouble. However, 
when the level of violence became 
unacceptable, I knew something 
had to be done,” she says.

Though middle-aged women 
in vulnerable conditions like 
Pramila are most susceptible to 
being branded witches, as Leela’s 
example proves, the support of 
a husband/ family does little to 
alleviate the condition. Being 
labelled a witch by those in close 
kinship or neighbourhood ties is 
common as the accusations of 
those in proximity to a woman are 
most credible.

In both the cases, though the 
threat of police intervention 
brought down the level of violence, 
the taint of being called a witch 
never quite washed away. 

puja awasthi, Lucknow
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When rivers carry 
sewage and dams do 
more harm than good    8
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Pramila Prajapati (left) with Rambha Devi in the 
background (in red sari). 

Leela Paswan with her youngest 
son Pravin who wants to be an 
engineer.

Rains are meant to cheer, 
but it’s sorrow for many 
with no help in sight       6
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Battling social mores, an all-woman 
unit produces sanitary napkins
Akshay Kumar’s new film Padman is about to be released in April 2018. Based on the real life of a small-
time entrepreneur, Arunachalam Muruganantham, from Tamil Nadu who invented a machine to produce 
low-cost sanitary napkins, the film aims to make menstrual hygiene a talking point in rural areas. However, 
much before the film releases next year and creates a buzz about cleanliness, hygiene and toilets, a group 
of women in Rajasthan’s Jhunjhunu District is already promoting the need for managing personal hygiene 
during the menstrual period
rakhee roytalukdar, Jhunjhunu District, Rajasthan

Focus

Jhunjhunu District falls in 
the Shekhawati Region 
and is located in the 

northeast part of Rajasthan. 
It is the only district in India 
which has contributed the 
maximum number of soldiers 
to the Indian Army. Apart 
from its colourful havelis 
(traditional mansions) and 
rich history, Jhunjhunu can 
also boast of entrepreneurs 
who made it big in the world 
of business, like the Birlas. 

The entrepreneurial streak 
runs strong amongst its 
people. Not to be left behind 
are its women folk. Producing 
sanitary napkins with the 
brand name Anandi, a group of 
women has been able to create 
awareness and understanding 
about a taboo subject in the 
still traditionalist society.  So 
much so that the small all-
women unit, which produces 
about 1000 sanitary pads a 
day, is not able to meet the 
increasing demands from all 
over the district.

Anandi, the brand invented 
by Aakar Innovations of 
Mumbai, is an affordable, 100 
per cent compostable, high-
quality napkin that increases 
the menstrual management 
options available to women 
and girls, and reduces the risk 
of infections, diseases and 
death.  

According to the 2011 
Census, Jhunjhunun’s female 

population stood at 1041149 out 
of the total population of 2137045. 
Considering the female literacy 
rate of Jhunjhunu is merely 59.77 
per cent, much less than India’s 
female literacy rate of 65.46 
per cent, the rising demand for 
hygienic sanitary napkins after 
Anandi was introduced is no mean 
feat. It adds credibility to the 
entrepreneurial zeal of the women 
as their unit started functioning 
only from January this year.  Now 
with only eight women employees, 
they are able to churn out 1000 
sanitary pads a day.

Costing much less – around Rs 6 
less – than some of the well-known 
brands of sanitary pads available 
in the market, the Anandi sanitary 
pad has been able to carve a niche 
for itself amongst the rural women 
populace. What is most interesting 
about the pad is its innovative 
marketing strategy and awareness 
drive, which helped overcome the 
initial hiccups before starting the 
unit.

Umed Bhalothia, supervisor of 
the unit, told Grassroots: “Around 
1593 aanganwadi (daycare centre) 
workers, 301 gram saathins, 1569 
sahayikayas (women helpers) 
are the unit’s foot soldiers – its 
marketing executives. Apart from 
being firsthand users, they fan out 
to various villages, explaining the 
need to use them instead of cloth 
that is not sanitised.”

Says Dr Namita Kotia, a 
gynaecologist in Jaipur: “Talking 
about menstrual health is still a 
social taboo, especially in rural 
areas. The mindset in Rajasthan is 
still very conservative. Women are 
not allowed to enter temples and 
kitchens during their periods. Some 
don't even take a bath. Such 
practices need to change. Women 
during their periods should take 
bath more than twice a day and 
change sanitary towels thrice a day. 
Unhygienic practices could lead to 
infections -- bacteria entering the 
urinary tract or uterus.”

The aaganwadi workers in 
Jhunjhunu, who are in direct 
contact with the women at the 
grassroots, explain the benefits of 
using a sanitary pad. This way, 
they have been able to convert 
many non-users of sanitary napkins 
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into users, informs Bhalothia. 
This is commendable when you 
consider that only 12 per cent of 
India's 355 million menstruating 
women use sanitary napkins. 

More than 88 per cent of 
women resort to alternatives 
such as non-sanitised cloth, 
ashes, dried leaves, newspapers 
and husk sand.  About 312 
million women in India do not 
use sanitary napkins, leading to 
adolescent girls dropping out 
of school, social isolation and 
disease. Adolescent girls miss 
up to 50 school-days a year. An 
estimated 23 per cent drop out 
of school. The reasons for the 
low usage are lack of awareness, 
affordability, availability and 
disposal. 

Indeed, the lack of awareness 
about sanitary napkins is 
responsible for the incidence 
of reproductive tract infection 
(RTI), 70 per cent more common 
among such women. These 
were the findings of a survey 
titled, Sanitary Protection: 
Every Woman's Health Right, 
conducted by AC Nielsen in 
2011. The situation is unlikely to 
have changed much over the past 
few years.  

Coming back to the main 
story, starting the unit was not 
easy. The women first formed 
a self-help group. Initially, they 
wanted to start a small-scale 
unit producing papad, aachar 
(pickle) and such, but were 
mostly discouraged by the bank. 
It was then that the government’s 
Women Empowerment 
Department (WED) suggested 
the setting up of a federation, 
named the Amrita Multipurpose 
Cooperative Society with 11 
members on May 20, 2014. As 
the number of members grew, so 
did the savings in the federation’s 
account. Now the federation has 
around 15000 members.

Beginning with a modest 
saving of Rs 1100, the savings 
slowly grew to Rs 4.56 crore in 
2016.

Of this, the federation has 
loaned Rs 3.8 crore to women for 
various purposes at an interest of 
8.25 per cent. But just saving and 
providing loans wasn’t enough 

to satisfy the business ambitions 
of the women.  They wanted to 
venture out on their own and 
start something, which in the 
long run, would benefit them 
and others as well, along with a 
neat profit. 

After much deliberation, 
WED officials and the women 
members of the federation hit 
upon the idea of manufacturing 
low-cost, biodegradable sanitary 
napkins. They then took the help 
of Aakar Innovations, which 
mainly uses agri-wastes such as 
wood pulp, banana fibre, bagasse 
(fibrous matter that remains 
after sugarcane or sorghum 
stalks are crushed to extract 
their juice; used as a biofuel and 
in the manufacture of pulp and 
building material), bamboo and 
water hyacinth to manufacture 
their product. These napkins 
cost at least 40 per cent less than 
the cheapest products available 
in the market.

Two machines brought from 
Aakar, costing around Rs 11 lakh 
each, are now churning out 1000 
pads a day. The women received 
training at Aakar in December 
2016 to operate the machines.

The operating process is 
simple. The women first feed 
wood pulp into the grinding 
machine, which churns out a 
cotton-like substance. Then 44 
gm of the material, used for 
making the pad, is inserted into 
the machine which produces the 
pad. The upper layer is bio non-
woven and the lower part is bio-
plastic. After gumming, the pad 
is ready for use and is sterilised. 
When buried in mud, the pads 
completely degrade in three to 
six months.

 The machines bought from 
Mumbai are compact, easy to 
operate and can be set up in a 
room measuring 100 square feet. 
The unit is housed in one of the 
rooms of the Mahila Samridhi 
Kendra. The District Industrial 
Centre provided a subsidy of Rs 
6 lakh. 

The manufacturing process 
uses minimal electricity and 
raw materials that are easy 
to source. The machine can 
produce about 2000 to 2500 

napkins a day, depending on 
individual efficiency, and can 
provide employment to 11 
women directly and to about 
five to seven women indirectly 
for marketing the product and 
earning commission.

The unit presently has only 
eight women workers, who 
work from 9.30 am till 4 pm.  
The women earn around Rs 150 
a day. The number of women in 
Jhunjhunu benefiting indirectly 
is much more – about 15000 
women, all members of the 
federation, are trying to market 
the napkins in their own way. 
One packet contains eight 
pieces. The pack costs Rs 25 
while the women sell it for Rs 
28, making a profit of Rs 3 on 
each packet.

The Jhunjhunu unit makes 
a profit of about 50 paise per 
pad after deducting costs for 
raw material and operations. 
The daily profit comes to about 
Rs 500. The unit is not able 
to cope with the demand of 
around 5000 pads a day. But 
the workers are trying hard. The 
significant point here is, even 
in a conservative society where 
socio-religious restrictions still 
hold sway, especially during the 
menstruation period, the urge to 
move away from unnecessary 
taboos is giving way to 
awareness and safe management 
of the menstrual cycle. 

An employee working on 
one of the sanitary napkin 
machines, bought from 
Mumbai.  

Wood pulp is fed into the 
grinding machine, which 
then produces a cotton-
like substance.
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Caring for the community with love, 
and creating an everlasting bond

The moving spirit behind 
the Mitanin Programme 
in Chhattisgarh is the 

mitanin, a village woman who 
belongs to the very community 
that she serves. She is the one who 
brings in a degree of humanity, 
love and commitment that goes 
far beyond her role as a health 
functionary. The term mitanin in 
Chhattisgarhi language literally 
means ‘friend’, someone who 
understands you, cares about 
you, who you will turn to for 
comfort, cheer and support.

The bond of friendship has a 
distinctly feminine face.  Over 
generations in traditional society 
in Chhattisgarh, this has been 
celebrated as a ‘forever friends’ 
bond between two girls from 
different families.   Even when 
the girls grow up, get married 
and perhaps move out of the 
village, they remain connected.  
They are meant to be there for 
each other, particularly during 
rough times. As the saying 
goes, Sukh me sab hain, dukh 
me mitanin (In times of joy, 
everyone is there, in times of 
sorrow, only the mitanin). 

A heavily forested, mineral-
rich region, the state of 
Chhattisgarh was formed in 
November 2000.  It is home to a 
vast population of tribal people, 
Dalits, along with several other 
socio-economic, linguistic and 
ethnic groups.  The diversity 

in language, dialect, culture 
and customs is mind-boggling. 
So is the sheer remoteness of 
some of the regions.  All this has 
made the path to development a 
challenging one. 

This has been particularly 
evident in the area of public 
health. The nascent state had 
a very high burden of disease, 
particularly malaria. Malnutrition 
was rampant; access to safe 
drinking water and sanitary 
toilets was low.  Maternal and 
child health indicators were 
abysmal. Yet, outreach remained 
limited.  Access to services and 
basic information on health 
issues was poor. 

It was against this backdrop 
that the state government 
embarked on an innovative 
programme to bring all people 
into the ambit of primary 
health care. Under the overall 
supervision of an autonomous 
institution, the State Health 
Resource Centre, a collaboration 
between the state government 
and non-governmental agencies 
was established.

To translate the collaboration 
on the ground, however, called 
for a degree of ingenuity and 
on a scale that was perhaps 
unprecedented. The messages 
and services in the public health 
programme had to be pitched 
to multi-ethnic, cultural, socio-
economic groups in a way that 

It is not common knowledge that the frontline health functionary or the ASHA (accredited social health 
activist) is a concept that evolved in Chhattisgarh. A relatively new state carved out of Madhya Pradesh in 
November 2000, it battled huge challenges related to outreach of public health services.  This led to a special 
partnership between the state government and civil society organisations working in the sector – the Mitanin 
Programme. A forerunner of the ASHA Programme, now widespread across India, it has eased the access 
to public health services by rural communities. Premised on the concept of universalisation of such core 
services, it is indeed a laudable effort 

was simple, comprehensible and 
easy to access.  

This then was the genesis 
of the Mitanin Progamme that 
borrowed heavily from the 
regionally embedded concept 
of ‘forever friends’. The health 
worker or the mitanin lived in the 
village, spoke the language, and 
had an intrinsic understanding of 
the issues and people’s mindsets.  
She bonded with the members of 
the community, was empathetic 
and listened. And this was 
her core strength to lead the 
community to improved health 
practices and outcomes. 

The mitanin is equipped with 
the skills and drugs required to 
treat common ailments.  The 
‘drug kit’ is integral to their work 
that is routinely refilled under the 
programme,  Mitanin Mukhiya 
Mantri Dava-petti Yojana. 

Today, more than 60000 
mitanins live and work at the 
micro level of rural society, the 
paara or hamlet in a village. 
They do not get a fixed salary.  
Instead they get cash incentives 
for specific duties in maternal 
and child healthcare, such as 
immunisation and institutional 
births. This at times is delayed.  
Or else, it is sporadic. But that 
does not deter them.  They look 
at their work as a service that 
earns them the love and respect 
of the community of which they 
are a part. 

Savitri Sahu, 45, a mitanin 
working in Saradih Village, 
Janjgir Champa District, says, 
“Our life is hard. We earn very 
little from this work.  But I make 
sure that all the children in my 
paara get the best care. Mitanin 
Dhankuwar Jaiswal, 35, assists 
Savitri Sahu and is equally 
dedicated. 

Perhaps it is this level of 
commitment that gives them 
the strength to act in crises. And 
this is exactly what happened 
in Saradih when from February 
2016, the fund flow suddenly 
dried up. The drug kit was not 
getting refilled and this threw the 
mitanins into a quandary.

Says Savitri, “We had stopped 
getting our sahyograshi (cash 
incentives) for some time, but 
we weren’t upset about that.  But 

when the supply of medicines 
was affected, we panicked.  How 
could we administer basic drugs 
to the community?” They were 
aware that a substantial amount, 
Rs 10000, was available as 
‘untied funds’. This was meant 
largely for tasks related to 
cleanliness (swachhta). Says 
Savitri, “We knew this was for 
swachhta but we felt that we 
could wait whereas supply of 
drugs should not stop.” 

The mitanins then approached 
the panchayat with the demand 
to use the funds available for 
swachhta to get the necessary 
drugs. The mitanins need not 
have moved on this.  They were 
well within their right to sit still 
till the drug kit gets refilled.  
Clearly, they were going beyond 
their prescribed round of duties 
to raise the issue and pursue it. 

What moved them, what 
powered them to step outside 
their comfort zone and get 
into sticky situations that they 
could have easily avoided?  The 
stalling of funds and erratic 
supply of drugs was after all not 
their fault.  They were only local 
players in a mammoth state-level 
programme that had clear lines 
of responsibility and they would 
be absolved of any blame.  

But the people would 
have suffered and that was 
unacceptable to the mitanins. 
With a wry smile, Savitri says, 
“We are mothers too.  If our child 
suffers, we will do everything 

in our power to protect him 
or her. It is the same for the 
people in our paara who we 
are supposed to look after. We 
did what was the best possible 
in the circumstances.” With the 
cooperation of the panchayat, 
the mitanins were able to access 
some amount from the untied 
funds but it was not enough.  
They then contributed some 
amount from their personal 
earnings to create the quantum 
required to purchase the 
necessary medicines.  

Through their spontaneous 
action, the mitanins of Saradih 
transcended the line of official 
duty and responded to a higher 
human need. More than their 
routine acts, this has earned 
them the deep affection and 
appreciation of the community. 

The fund crunch continued 
till October 2016and that made 
it eight long months. Yet, no 
one in Saradih felt the pinch 
because their village mitanins 
stood like a rock to shield them. 
This indeed is the core of the 
mitanin concept and the spirit 
behind the Mitanin Programme 
in Chhattsisgarh – two girls who 
stick together and face life’s 
little and big problems.

(Courtesy: Charkha Features)

<

Ph
ot

o:
 C

F

A beaming mother and her child – well taken care of by the 
mitanin. 
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Spirited village women at a mitanin training session.



“The rainwater came at 
us like a tsunami after 
the thunderstorm in 

the early hours of 15th August 
2017,” recalls Usha, who lives 
in the extremely low-income 
Ambedkar Nagar neighbourhood 
of Central Bengaluru. “It was 
left to us to ensure that elders, 
the infirm and children were safe 
as the water almost reached our 
necks. A few government officers 
and elected representatives met 
us, but no one helped. Previously 
too, these people had reneged 
on their promises. So we just 
got down to the task of bailing 
out the water and cleaning 
our homes and surroundings 
ourselves,” she says. 

Usha (36) has studied up to 
Class VIII. She is one of the 
feisty and vocal members of a 
group of 17 women volunteers 
going by the name of Daksha 
Samuha. The group was formed 
four years ago, to assist the 1000 
or so Ambedkar Nagar residents 
in various ways. Usha has four 
school-going children and, like 
most other adults in the colony, 
her husband works in the 
informal sector. 

The Samuha has conducted 
several types of service. For 
instance, it has intervened 
successfully in domestic 
violence and sexual harassment 
cases, and stopped the marriages 
of minor girls. It spreads 
awareness about the importance 
of a balanced diet, assists 
in monitoring the health of 
elders, children, the infirm, and 
expectant and lactating women. 
It started a sustained campaign 
for an aanganwadi (day-care 
centre), and the effort bore fruit 
three years ago. 

The Samuha members hail 
from diverse backgrounds. 

Groups of committed women lend a 
helping hand to the disadvantaged
In Bengaluru, groups of underprivileged, disadvantaged women have come together to help others like them 
jettison age-old detrimental practices such as child marriage, and also avail of rights and dues. Groups like 
the Daksha Samuha and Mahila Arogya Samiti have intervened successfully in domestic violence and sexual 
harassment cases and stopped the marriages of minor girls. They spread awareness about the importance 
of a balanced diet, assist in monitoring the health of elders, children, the infirm, and expectant and lactating 
women
pushpa achaNta, Bengaluru
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Unlike Usha, Radha Bai is 
barely literate. Manjula, another 
member, cannot bank on her 
husband’s support for her 
activities through the Samuha. 
They continue to do what they 
volunteered to do, regardless. 

“Until a few years ago, girls 
in our neighbourhood would 
be married off in their teens,” 
says Radha Bai. Parents and 
others opposed our interference 
in this practice. However, in a 
few cases, the girls accepted 
our support and refused to get 
married. Gradually, young girls 
and their families understood 
the adverse impact of early 
marriage on emotional and 
physiological health. Apart from 
that, they realised that child 
marriage is unlawful and that its 
practitioners can be penalised or 
punished.” 

So many aspects of life in 
Ambedkar Nagar constitute 
a day-to-day struggle. The 
residents have to demand that 
rice, pulses, oil, sugar, cereals, 
salt and other items that are 
supplied through the PDS are 
given to them in the mandated 
quantity and quality; they cannot 
assume that they will get what 
is rightfully theirs. The primary 
health centre (PHC) in the area 
is inadequately staffed and 
equipped, so the residents have 
to rely on private practitioners 
for their healthcare needs. The 
ongoing Metro construction in 
the vicinity has increased air 
pollution, the storm water drains 
are blocked, and drinking water 
supplied through the govern-
ment pipelines is contaminated, 
so they have to buy potable 
water. 

The issues have been reported 
to the Bruhat Bengaluru 
Mahanagar Palike (BBMP) – 

the Bangalore Municipality, 
the Bangalore Water Supply 
and Sewerage Board and other 
authorities, but to no avail. There 
is some cause for cheer, though. 
There is no space for indoor 
toilets in each home, so the 
Ambedkar Nagar residents use 
paid common toilets. These are 
insufficient in number, yet they 
are clean, safe, and have both 
water and lighting. The public 
transport buses, particularly 
the vehicles of the Bengaluru 
Metropolitan Transport Cor-
poration (BMTC) service 
the area reasonably well, and 
Ambedkar Nagar has relatively 
steady power supply. 

There are government and 
aided schools in the locality. 
Education at the government 
schools is not quite ‘free’, the 
books, uniforms, accessories 
and stationery have to be paid 
for. Yet, Usha, Radha Bai and 
other members of the Samuha 
strive to ensure that both 
children and elders understand 
the importance of education and 
that the children are enrolled in 
schools, either Government-run 
or aided.   

Ambedkar Nagar’s Daksha 
Samuha is not a one-of-its-kind 
body. The Rama Krishna Seva 
(RKS) Nagar in Srirampura, 
with nearly 3000 economically 
marginalised persons, has a 
similar organisation, named 
Mahila Arogya Samiti (Women’s 
Health Forum). Manjula Devi 
(43) is an active member of the 
Samiti, which comprises 20 
women. The women educate 
the RKS Nagar residents about 
nutrition, and monitor the 
health of pregnant women and 
new mothers, infants and older 
children, elders, the infirm, 
chronically ill persons, and 
others in need of help.

“The Samiti members also 
plan to pool in funds so that they 
can lend it at a nominal 2 per 
cent interest to anyone needing 
it. We will deposit the money 
in a bank account in the name 
of the group. We have decided 
not to let external agencies, 
particularly men, get involved, as 
in other microfinance institutions 
which are exploitative,” says 
Manjula Devi. A committed and 
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courageous lady, Manjula, who 
has completed Class VI, now 
works in the unorganised sector. 
She has two adult children who 
are employed and two younger 
ones who are in school.

The members of the Samiti 
also create awareness regarding 
the importance of caste and 
income certificates and guide 
residents in completing 
forms and submitting them to 
government offices as required. 
This has helped senior citizens, 
people with disabilities, widows 
and children to avail of social 
entitlements such as monthly 
pensions (paltry amounts ranging 
between Rs 300 and Rs 1000), 
social security and scholarships. 
They are also creating awareness 
about livelihood skills training, 
institutional credit and housing 
subsidies available under the 
National Urban Livelihood 
Mission (NULM) and Rajiv Avas 
Yojana (RAY), respectively.

RKS Nagar has grave civic 
challenges. Indrani Mary, a 70-
year old vegetable vendor who 
lives there, says “There are many 
mosquitoes here owing to open 
drains. We have complained to 
the authorities but no fumigat-ion 
was done. The mosquitoes have 
increased with the monsoon, and 
incidence of dengue and other 
diseases has gone up.”  

<

affordable meals) has added 
to the mess. Hearing that the 
food quality is unsatisfactory, 
local residents resisted the 
establishment of the canteen and 
are demanding the construction 
of a hall to host functions, as 
similar private sector facilities 
are expensive. But BBMP seems 
uninterested in catering to this 
need, or in completing a medical 
centre nearby, construction of 
which was begun four years 
ago.  

According to Manjula, a 
grassroots coordinator with 
the Centre for Advocacy and 
Research (CFAR), a non-profit 
organisation in Bangalore, the 
Union Ministry of Health and 
Family Welfare allots a meagre 
Rs 5000 per locality, annually, 
for medicines to be distributed 
free of cost to the poor in urban 
areas through the PHC. This is 
usually sanctioned under the 
National Urban Health Mission 
and channelised through the 
Mahila Arogya Samitis. 

Manjula, who has been 
educating and guiding the 
women’s groups in Srirampura 
on various government schemes 
and other aspects, says the grant 
was sanctioned last year, but it 
has not yet reached the PHC. 
The chronic apathy of the system 
is disheartening, but the groups 
of committed women who strive 
to lend helping hands to their 
fellow disadvantaged citizens 
keep faith in humanity alive. 

Ambedkar Nagar Daksha Samuha members Jyoti, Radhabai 
and Usha meet CFAR co-ordinators and others.

Construction material near Ambedkar Nagar (Sriramapura) 
impacting local drainage and water.

Manjula 
Devi, RKS 
Nagar.

Further, the 
rubble from an 
unused public 
building that 
BBMP de-
molished to 
build an Indira 
Canteen (that 
s u p p o s e d l y 
provides highly 
subsidised and 
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For disabled women, it is a constant 
struggle to prove their worth
Even though the number is low, disabled women in Odisha are trying to prove themselves in different sectors. 
Most of them face societal or attitudinal barriers. The public mindset towards disabled people has not yet 
changed. People still feel the disabled, especially women, are a burden on family and society. Today, most 
disabled women rub shoulders with others in mainstream society. But they are discriminated against, far 
worse than ordinary women  

Being visually challenged 
has never dented the spirit 
of Manjulata Pandato 

to try and fulfill her dreams 
in life. She is the first visually 
impaired woman in Odisha 
to be awarded a doctorate. 
“When Utkal University issued 
notification mentioning my 
PhD accomplishment, I really 
felt rewarded. My long struggle 
finally bore fruit,” says 38-year-
old Manjulata, while trying to 
sit in a chair holding her friend’s 
hand. 

“I am a complete blind woman. 
So it is very difficult for me to be 
mobile and I am not comfortable 
with white stick, which is very 
helpful for a visually impaired 
person,” Manjula explains. 
From her childhood, her parents 
have taken care of both their 
children – she and her brother are 
visually impaired. “At the early 

children. Sagarika feels the 
mindset of society is changing 
but the pace is sluggish. “During 
my childhood days, the situation 
was quite different; there 
were hardly any opportunities 
for disabled persons to get 
enrolled in schools. When my 
parents wanted me to enroll 
in a mainstream school, they 
faced a lot of resentment. Also, 
the school buildings were not 
accessible to disabled persons. 
So I privately finished my 
education from primary to post-
graduation,” says Sagarika, who 
is in her late 30s. 

According to the 2011 Census, 
the percentage of literate 
population among persons with 
disabilities in India ranged at 62 
per cent for males and 45 per cent 
for females. Likewise, in Odisha, 
while the total literate disabled 
population stood at 661598, of 
which the male disabled number 
was 430761 and female 230837. 
The data revealed that at the all-
India level, 47 per cent of men 
were employed while the figure 
was 23 percent for women. It 
showed how women were being 
deprived of education as well as 
employment. 

“If the family is supportive 
towards educating their disabled 
daughter, she will go ahead. 
The first support is needed 
from family, then neighbours 
and community, because a 
disabled person is dependent, 
not independent. Though I now 
work independently, but during 
childhood my mother always 
accompanied me where ever I 
wanted to go,” says Dipti Dash, 
locomotive-disabled who works 
as a consultant after acquiring a 
master’s degree in Social Work.  

With the implementation of 
Right to Education (RTE) Act, all 
schools should make provision 
to enroll disabled children and 
make the school accessible for 
them. But such infrastructure is 
lacking in many private, public 
and government schools across 
Odisha. “Not only accessibility, 
the school environment needs to 
be disabled-friendly. Teachers 
should be trained properly on 
how to teach and treat these 
children. The attitude is same 
everywhere, be it urban or rural,” 
says Aditi Panda, a freelance 
consultant who is now pursuing 

a PhD on the subject.
Aditi elaborates: “Our society 

still has preference for a son; 
if parents have a daughter with 
disability they simply turn a blind 
eye towards her development. 
They feel investing on a disabled 
daughter is a waste.” In recent 
times, the attitude of parents in 
urban areas is changing but at a 
slow pace. There are other issues, 
too, which deter girls from 
continuing higher studies. “After 
puberty, disabled girls become 
more vulnerable if they go out of 
their secure zone. That restricts 
their movement and most of the 
time they become dropouts from 
schools.” 

On the employment front, the 
number of disabled working 
women is less compared to their 
counterparts. There is a mandate 
of 3 per cent reservation for the 
disabled, according to the People 
with Disabilities Act 1995, but 
sometimes the preference goes 
to disabled men. Manjulata 
explains, “Whenever a disabled 
person gets a job, there is 
always resentment from other 
employees. It is in the mindset of 
the people that disabled persons 
cannot do hard work and they 
are always a burden. If you are 
a woman, the response is totally 
negative. Naturally, there is no 
scope for a disabled woman to 
get employment so easily.”

A study states that in most 
countries, at least two-thirds of 

stage of my life, parents used to 
hold my hand and take me along 
with them wherever I wanted to 
go. Later, my friends helped me. 
I am lucky; at any stage I get a 
person who helps me to come 
out; I am a dependent person,” 
she says wryly. 

However, Manjula’s journey 
from childhood till date has not 
been comfortable. Because she 
was a bright student in school, her 
parents allowed her to continue 
studies despite resistance 
from society. Many, including 
neighbours and relatives, 
discouraged her parents from 
allowing her to continue studies. 
Being a good student and scoring 
good marks, her father always 
encouraged her. “In a patriarchal 
society where daughters are 
hardly accepted and parents 
think twice before investing on 
their higher education, how a 
disabled woman will be spared? 
Like women face discrimination 
both in family and public space, 
a disabled woman is more 
discriminated in all spheres,” 
she says. 

Manjula shares her memories: 
“When I enrolled in Plus-2 in 
Gangadhar Meher College, 
Sambalpur, and was allotted 
a room in the hostel, my 
roommates were reluctant to 
share the same room with me. 
They thought a blind person 
would be a burden on them. 
They would have to do most of 
my daily chores. So, they wrote 
a letter to the principal. But, 
later, they understood that I am 
not a burden, rather I do much 
of my work.” 

Today, working as a lecturer in 
Hirakud College in Sambalpur, 
Manjulata is happy that she has 
created history by becoming the 
first visually impaired woman 
in Odisha to have successfully 
completed her PhD. Her theses, 
‘Employment status of visually-
impaired persons in public 
and private sector – a study of 
Odisha’, has been appreciated 
by many. 

“Even though you are disabled, 
you need to prove yourself by 
being independent. A disabled 
woman needs to be educated 
and that will help her live with 
dignity,” says Sagarika Sahoo, 
the wheel-chair bound principal 
of a city-based school for special 
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rakhi ghosh, Sambalpur, Odisha

disabled people are unemployed. 
Disabled women find it four 
times harder than disabled men 
to get work. Not only in getting 
a job, remaining in the job is 
equally difficult for women with 
disabilities. Accessibility, office 
environment, toilets… there 
are many such issues that need 
to be taken care of if a disabled 
woman is being appointed. 
Men can take another’s help for 
movement and accessibility, but 
a disabled woman cannot. 

“Sometimes, male colleagues 
take advantage of their 
(women’s) difficult situations. 
They use filthy language, verbal 
comments and other gestures 
that create a difficult situation 
for the disabled woman to 
continue. People think disabled 
women are always suppressed 
and do not have courage to raise 
voice,” says Dipti. “There are 
also many incidences where 
disabled women are being 
treated badly, which are not 
reported. They also fear raising 
a voice and losing their job; 
also, if they speak out no one 
will believe them.” 

Despite the overwhelming 
odds, disabled women are trying 
to prove themselves. Sushree 
Sarangi, the first wheel-chair-
bound doctor in Odisha, feels, 
“One needs will empower us 
to overcome the hurdles of 
inaccessibility in life.” 

Dipti, conducting a training programme in Odisha.

Sagarika Sahoo, principal 
of a city-based school for 
special children.

Manjulata Panda, visually 
impaired, works as a lecturer.



Rains are meant to cheer, but it’s 
sorrow for many with no help in sight

The rains do not spell 
happiness for  Ravi who  
sits beneath a  busy  

flyover along the  route to the 
international airport in North 
Bengaluru, clutching  a  cloth 
bundle that contains all that 
he possesses – a faded  and 
threadbare towel  that serves 
as a blanket  to curl up under  
against the cold, a tin cup, a 
discarded cap that he uses to 
cover his eyes when he sleeps,  
and a piece of multipurpose rag 
that serves as umbrella to shield 
him  during rain and from the 
sun during the day, or the glare  
from the  streetlight under which 
he sleeps. 

Ravi looks up at the overcast 
sky and sighs – he doesn’t 
like rain. One of the city’s 
countless homeless vagrants, 
he has nowhere to go, and the 
concrete highway overhead is 
his only “protection” from rain. 
To assuage his hunger he walks 
across to the huge garbage dump 
round the corner to salvage 
edible leftovers tossed out of the 
restaurant nearby; sometimes, 
a passing car  or scooter will 
slow down while negotiating 
the sharp bend under the flyover 
and  some rider in a charitable 
mood will toss him a coin. 

But the rains bother Ravi – 
he catches cold easily, his chest 
congestion worsens, and he has 
nowhere even to stretch himself 
on – the dry patch under the 
flyover is just enough for one 
person to curl up, avoiding the 

<

After months of drought in several parts of India, the  seasonal  rains have made amends, farmers are happy, 
and  state  authorities are happy too because  dams  and  reservoirs   are filling up, promising relief from  the 
spectre of water  shortages. In the corridors of power, the experts heave a sigh of relief over the quantum of 
rain and put out forecasts of a rise in farm production and GDP, while politicians with an eye on the elections 
in the offing, rejoice at the prospect of claiming “good governance” and a “better deal for the people” (even 
if their role in bringing rain is questionable at best). Rains spell happiness, but, for many, rains mean tough 
times
sakuNtala NarasiMhaN, Bengaluru
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splashes from passing vehicles 
and the leaky areas where water 
drips between the railings.

Eshwar makes a living by 
selling secondhand books on the 
pavement opposite the maidan   
facing Bombay University’s 
clock tower. “Business is good,” 
he says, “but when it rains, 
customers stay away and I have 
to somehow protect my stock 
from a drenching – kya karen, 
museebath hai (what to do, it is 
a problem),” he adds. This year, 
he says, he has lost a whole pile 
of bestseller books that would 
have sold well if they had not 
got soggy and ruined by rain 
before he could quickly spread 
his tarpaulin over them. Eshwar 
is a migrant from the hills of the 
Northeast and  has nowhere to 
store his stock of books. He has 
no other option for making an 
honest living.

In South Bengaluru, Jaya 
doesn’t turn up for work on days 
when it pours; the lady for whom 
she works as a cleaning maid cuts 
her salary  if she misses work, 
but “what can I do amma?”  she 
says  with resignation, “the slum 
I stay in  gets flooded if it rains, I 
can’t come out of my hut till the 
waters subside.”  It is not just 
slum dwellers who suffer during 
downpours, even middleclass  
families saw massive losses 
through flooding of streets 
and storm water drains during 
August ths year; hundreds of 
families were wading through 
knee-high slush, thanks to an 

unresponsive and uncaring 
municipal administration that 
could not cope with a downpour  
on Independence Day, although 
it was only 12 cm of  rain.

Construction labourer 
Munisami, likewise, doesn’t 
like rainy days because as a 
daily wage earner he  loses 
income if there is no work. He 
is not homeless like Ravi or a 
slum dweller like Jaya. He has a 
pucca (solid) room to live in, but 
the contractor  stops the work of  
pouring  concrete if it rains.

Zaheer pulls a handcart to 
carry loads of cloth bundles from 
the wholesale market; when the 
roads get flooded, he has to wade 
through to make deliveries, but 
this results in suppurating sores 
on his legs that hurt so badly he 
can’t work for the next few days. 
Which means his mother and 
two children starve.

When the skies open up, it is 
a boon to some, bane to others. 
Because, even  after 70 years 
of Independence and planned 
‘development’, we have not 
ensured  that every citizen  is 
able to meet at least the basic 
needs –food, clothing and shelter 
(roti, kapda aur makaan, as the 
slogan coined by our politicians 
many years ago, goes). 

Forget about basic needs in 
terms of medical services to 
ensure health (recall the  30 
infant deaths in Uttar Pradesh 
in August, because the hospital 
could not supply oxygen  
cylinders  which in turn was 
due to the  state government 
failing to pay the supplier  and  
clear its bills); forget about poor 
infrastructure in government 
schools that results in children 
of the lower strata learning 
literally nothing because the 
teachers are either absent or 
couldn’t care less; forget about 
the enormous and criminal loss 
to this generation of youngsters 
in terms of capacity building for 
a decent life in their adulthood. 
What kind of future do they 
have, if they don’t get enough 
nourishment, proper education, 
or even protection against rain 
and sun?  

Flooding caused by rain water 
has also resulted in a rise in 
cases of dengue (349 cases in 
just three days, in Karnataka), 
malaria and viral fevers, across 
the economic strata in the state 
capital  (the director of a national 
research  institute was among 
the victims, as were professors 
and IT professionals earning 
handsome  salaries). Flooding 
also caused massive disruptions 
in Assam, Maharashtra and 
elsewhere. 

Hundreds of residents 
(including a pregnant woman) 
evicted when the infamous 
Ejipura high-rise tenements were 
demolished by the Bengaluru  
City Corporation in 2013, are 
still homeless  and awaiting 
rehabilitation, four years after 
the demolition,  while the state 
government allocates hundreds 
of crores  of rupees for a ‘signal-
free’ corridor to the airport, for 
the well-heeled who have flights 
to catch, or offers free Wi-Fi 
on long distance luxury buses. 
One estimate says Rs 30000 
crores went on election rallies 
by political parties, during the 
2014 Lok Sabha elections. How 
many rain shelters could that 
amount have funded, how many 
relocated, or helped with a roof 
over their heads?

So what kind of ‘We the 
people’ democracy are we, if 
the people, millions of them 
(and us) get short shrift during  
even a routine natural event like 
monsoon rain, while VIPs and 
netas (leadrs) splurge public 
money on show-pieces  that are 
not part of the ‘basic necessities’ 
of life? 

Eshwar, Ravi, Jaya and 
Munisami are just as much 
citizens of India as our VIPs, but 
where are their voices heard? Not 
in Parliament, where most MPs 
are crorepatis or millionaires, 
and Ravi and his ilk have no 
voice, even if they represent 
millions of citizens who share 
their indigent plight.

Roti, kapda, makaan – the bare 
basics of life, for every man, 
woman and child, irrespective 
of their economic status or clout. 
That is what democracy stands 
for – or at least that’s what it 
ought to stand for. Are our netas 
listening? Or are they too busy 
manoeuvring to topple the other 
party  (through bribes, horse-
trading, allegations,  whatever 
it takes) and grab power? If 
power is for ‘doing good’ to the 
country, reducing inequalities 
and offering good governance, 
are  those who jump into the fray  
aware of this? 
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It is not just slum-dwellers who suffer during downpours, even 
middleclass  families bear losses when roads are flooded and 
houses damaged.

There are countless homeless vagrants in India with no place 
called home. They have little protection from sun or rain. 
Pictures on this page are for representation purpose only. 
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India is the largest producer 
of food in the world; it also 
has the largest percentage 

of people suffering from 
malnutrition. The country 
figured at a poor 97 among 118 
countries on the Global Hunger 
Index as measured in 2016. The 
dichotomy exercised top minds 
in agriculture and nutrition who 
gathered at the M S Swaminathan 
Research Foundation (MSSRF) 
in August to attend a Regional 
Consultation on Farming System 
for Nutrition. 

The concept of Farming 
System for Nutrition works on 
the premise that household food 
production is important to diets 
of farm families, particularly 
smallholders. The farmer-led 
strategy is defined by Prof 
M.S. Swaminathan as: “The 
introduction of agricultural 
remedies to the nutritional 
maladies prevailing in an 
area through mainstreaming 
nutritional criteria in the 
selection of the components of a 
farming system involving crops, 
farm animals and wherever 
feasible, fish.” The location-
specific, inclusive model is 
based on resource endowments 
and specific environment to 
address nutritional needs of 
families. 

The consultation aimed to 
bring about a consensus on 
scaling up existing interventions 
such as Farming System for 
Nutrition for better nutrition 
outcomes and take forward 
recommendations to mainstream 
nutrition in agriculture policy 
and strategy.

Speaking at the meeting, 
organised in connection with 
the anniversary of MSSRF’s 
founding, Prof Swaminathan 
called for a Common Minimum 
Programme agreed upon by all 

Coordinated strategy needed 
to achieve 'zero hunger'
Agriculture and nutrition experts from India and the world put their heads together 
to come up with ways to mainstream the nutrition component in farming systems, 
as a means to overcoming the problems of malnutrition and hunger

stakeholders, so that the serious 
issue could be effectively 
addressed. He stressed the 
need for a nutrition-centric 
approach to agriculture. He 
underscored the importance of 
promoting nutri-millets in the 
country’s food basket, saying 
it would help people overcome 
nutritional deficiencies caused 
by the current dominance of rice 
and wheat.

Prof Swaminathan’s view 
on millets was echoed by 
Krishna Byregowda, Karnataka 
Agriculture minister, who 
outlined the efforts of the state 
government to promote the 
cultivation of millets, which 
he described as ‘climate-smart 
nutria-cereals’ and include it in 
the public distribution system. 

Prof Ramesh Chand, 
member, Niti Aayog, said Niti 
Aayog was in the process of 
developing input indicators for 
nutrition which were relevant 
to India, rather than based on 
international standards. He 
wanted the Indian Council for 
Agriculture Research (ICAR) 
to make recommendations on 
‘farming system packages’ 
rather than for individual crops, 
saying this would help promote 
nutrition-sensitive agriculture. 

Prof Swaminathan called for a 
coordinated strategy to achieve 
zero hunger. “More than that, we 
need concrete suggestions that 
can be implemented in policy 
recommendations,” he said. 

Various technical and policy 
sessions threw up a number of 
ideas and suggestions from the 
participants. Here is a selection 
of important observations and 
recommendations: 

• Indigenous peoples are 
conservers of rich agricultural 
biodiversity; their systems 
and practices need to be 

understood, revived, nurtured, 
and scaled up.
• Mainstreaming neglected 
and under-utilised (NUS) 
crops like millets is key 
to addressing malnutrition 
issues.
• Promoting nutrition security 
requires better understanding 
of consumers’ tastes and 
preferences.
• Technology and research are 
needed to address the yield 
gaps, retaining nutrition and 
easy processing
• Policy and regulation are 
important; regulation should 
not act as a brake.
• Community Hunger 
Fighters – a cadre of barefoot 
nutrition workers – constitute 
a participatory approach for 
creating awareness and action 
at the grassroots to address 
hunger and malnutrition.
• Crops handled by women 
need to be identified for 
providing policy support.
• There is a need to revisit 
indicators; for example, for 
under-nutrition. 
• The relevance of farming 
system versus commercial 
approach needs to be 
considered. 
• Community seed banks and 
genetic gardens of nutri-dense 
traditional crops should be 
established. 
• Model nutrition gardens 
should be set up in each 
block, suited to agro-
climatic conditions, with 
capacity building and 
panchayat-level budgets.
• Local products need to be 
promoted with processing and 
value addition.
• A cadre of trained women and 
men is required for the revival 
and scaling up of traditional 
crops and food systems.

• Research on wild edibles and 
neglected and under-utilised 
species in farming systems 
should be promoted and 
encouraged.
• Community-owned 
and - managed nutrition 
gardens need to be set up 
in all panchayats to address 
malnutrition of the landless. 
• Farming systems for nutrition 
should include aquaculture 
and fisheries, as food from 
these are naturally bio-fortified 
with micronutrients and other 
beneficial nutrients. 
• Pulses and millets need to 
be included in the state public 
distribution system.
• Demand for nutrition-rich 
crops and foods should be 
generated through Behaviour 
Change Communication.
• Linkages with the Swachh 
Bharat Movement are needed 
to complement nutrition. 
• A knowledge portal on 
naturally bio-fortified crops 
and plants with appropriate 
agronomic practices should be 
created. 
The three-day consultation 

was organised with the support 
of Tata Trusts. Around 300 
stakeholders from agriculture, 
nutrition, health and related 
domains from across the globe 
and within India attended the 
meet. They included scientists, 
experts in nutrition and 
agriculture, farmers, policy 
makers and NGOs. Also present 
was the 2016 World Food Prize 
laureate, Maria Andrade, from 
the International Potato Centre, 
Mozambique.

The occasion marked other 
milestones as well. The Tamil 
Nadu Nutrition Knowledge 
portal was launched in 
partnership with UNICEF. The 
27th Annual Report of MSSRF 
was released. A booklet detailing 
Farming Systems for Nutrition – 
a farmer-led, location-specific 
approach to reduce malnutrition 
– was released too. 

(Courtesy: The Hindu/ 
MS Swaminathan Research 

Foundation, Chennai). 
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Maria Andrade speaking at the event. To her immediate right are Krishna Byregowda,  
Karnataka Agriculture minister, and Prof M.S. Swaminathan.
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When rivers carry 
sewage and dams do 
more harm than good

The abstraction of water enabled by a large number of 
dams on peninsular rivers in India has led to ecological 
degradation and interstate disputes.
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MaNu Moudgil, (reporting from various Indian states)

According to the Monitoring of Indian National Aquatic Resources 
System, a part of the Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB), 
over 655-km length of 15 rivers in 38 spots in India is highly 
polluted. The report adds that “poor environment management 
systems in industries, such as chemicals, metal and minerals, 
leather processing and sugar mills, have led to the discharge of 
highly toxic and organic waste water”. And then, the increasing 
number of dams, growing cultivation, and urban and industrial 
water demand have altered the face of the river basins

Rajasthan, Gujarat, Maha-
rashtra and Goa, all 
located in the west of 

India, have rivers belonging to 
several different basins. With the 
exception of rivers in Rajasthan 
that drain into the Yamuna basin, 
the other rivers in these states 
either drain into the Bay of 
Bengal via the peninsular basins 
or run from the Western Ghats 
and into the Arabian sea. In 
Rajasthan, the rivers are mostly 
seasonal. The riverbed and the 
floodplains in the desert state are 
vast grazing grounds supporting 
millions of livestock. However, 
the mostly dried riverbeds invite 
encroachers, restricting even the 
seasonal flows.

Rampant sand mining in 
Rajasthan has affected the water 
retention and seepage into 
subsurface channels. Banganga 
River, which flows near 
Jaipur, is the biggest casualty 
to encroachments and sand 
mining. In Banganga basin, 
the Jamwa Ramgarh reservoir, 
which hosted the rowing events 
of 1982 Asian Games, has been 
dry for the past 10 years. In Goa, 
too, the unregulated mining 
of alluvial sand has damaged 
the river ecosystem impacting 
traditional fishermen. Many of 
the small rivers of Goa are on 
the verge of extinction.

Chambal, one of the two 
perennial rivers of Rajasthan, 
has been reduced to a stagnant, 
shrunken sliver beyond the 
Kota barrage as it is channelised 
to meet the needs of Madhya 
Pradesh and Rajasthan. Lift 
irrigation schemes at Dholpur 
and Pinahat have furthered the 
decimation. The river recovers 
with the Kali Sindh and the 
Parbati River flowing in.

It is estimated that 469 MLD 
of industrial waste is generated 
in Rajasthan. Rivers such as 
Banas, Luni and Bandi are 

polluted at different stretches 
due to the industrial, domestic 
and agricultural pollution.On the 
Luni River basin, the textile units 
of Balotra and Pali towns and 
the industrial waste of Jodhpur 
exert tremendous pressure. 

Pali is the fifth most polluted 
industrial area as found in the 
Comprehensive Environmental 
Pollution Index of India and its 
wastewater has contaminated 
several wells along the stretch, 
turning the farmland around 50 
villages redundant. Banas basin, 
which feeds the Chambal River, 
suffers from pollution due to the 
dumping of the slurry by the 
marble industry, extensive sand 
mining and sewage pollution 
from major towns of Udaipur, 
Chittorgarh and Bhilwara.

In Gujarat, most of the rivers, 
including the Sabarmati, are 
dumping grounds for industrial 
waste. The Mahi River is on 
the verge of extinction due to 
pollution and salinity. The Mahi 
estuary is badly affected by 
industrial effluents. The 32-km 
long journey of the Tapi River 
through Surat City is mired with 
illegal drainage lines that dump 
domestic sewage and toxic waste 
from industries. The industrial 
patch along the southern bank 
of the Narmada River uses its 
water and releases waste in its 
tributaries. The west-flowing 
rivers of Saurastra and Kutch 
Region are no better. The tube-
wells in Jetpur Town of Rajkot 
district spew red-coloured water 
containing harmful chemicals 
due to contamination of the 
Bhadra River.

Twenty-three per cent of 
the rivers of Goa are critically 
polluted. The Baga River that 
emerges from the forested areas 
of Assagao of Bardez is heavily 
polluted today, thanks to the 
increase in tourism resulting in 
the intense garbage and sewage 

dumping. Some of the private 
resorts have started boating and 
cruising facilities for the tourists, 
affecting the natural drainage of 
the river. The Kalpasar Project, 
which will have a large dam, is 
bound to harm the ecology of 
Narmada, Sabarmati, Dhadhar, 
Mahi and some of the Saurashtra 
rivers.

In Goa, the ecosystem is 
sustained by 11 major and 
several small rivers. Mining 
and tourism contribute the most 
to the degradation of state’s 
rivers. Many of the 800 mines 
operating in the state are located 
near the river banks. Heavy 
monsoon runoff carries huge 
quantum of mining rejects into 
the rivers. These mining rejects 
ultimately get settled in the 
channel resulting in overflowing 
of banks and inundation of low-
lying areas.

The Salaulim Dam, built on the 
Salaulim River, which supplies 
drinking water to 55 per cent 
of Goa’s population, has more 
than 15 mining leases in the 
catchment of its reservoir. River 
Khandepar, which is the source 
of drinking water to 30 per cent 
of Goa’s population, has 21 
mines within its catchment. The 
silt often chokes the filter beds 
of the water treatment plant. 

The Bicholim River, 
once navigable,  has lost its  
navigability on account of 
siltation. The main rivers of 
Goa, Mandovi and the Zuari, 
are also heavily polluted due 
to mining. The Zuari has 10 
operating mines in its catchment 
and the Mandovi has 27 mines 
depositing 70000 cubic tonnes 
of iron particulates every year in 
the river.

The increasing number of 
dams, growing sugarcane 
cultivation, urban and industrial 
water demand have altered 
the face of the river basins in 

Maharashtra. Intrastate water 
conflicts are becoming a routine 
though Maharashtra has been 
trying to address the recurrent 
conflicts through some of 
its institutional mechanisms 
like the Maharashtra Water 
Resources Regulatory Authority 
(MWRRA).

Krishna, one of the important 
east-flowing peninsular rivers, 
has undergone extensive 
dam construction. The water-
parched stretches of the Krishna 
River downstream of the dams 
are further being polluted by 
untreated sewage, effluents 
from sugar distilleries and 
other industries. Maharashtra 
has also been experiencing 
floods in Upper Krishna basin 
caused by the backwater effect 
of the Alamatti Dam built in the 
Bijapur District of Karnataka.

Studies show that the flow 
of the Bhima River which 
makes a significant contribution 
to the Krishna has reduced 
substantially in the period 
between 2001 and 2011 from 
dam construction and allocation 
of water. There is no allocation 
for environmental flows for the 
river downstream of any of the 
dams. Thus, the rivers below the 
dams are almost entirely dry and 
are unable to sustain life.

The Tata hydropower dams 
at the origin of the Mula-
Mutha sub-basin have been 
diverting water of the Bhima 
Basin to water surplus Konkan 
for power generation, even in 
severe drought seasons. Various 
citizens groups staged jal 
satyagraha in May 2016 
demanding nationalisation of six 
dams so that their water can be 
used by the general public. The 
high court also passed a strong 
order recommending the release 
of water stored in the ‘private 
dams’ and sources for drinking 
water purposes of the drought-
hit region. Unfortunately, no 
water has been released yet.

Godavari is also fettered in 
many dams all along its length 
and across its basin which 
have been responsible for 
human sufferings, ecological 
impacts, livelihood struggles 
and conflicts. Domestic sewage 
of urban centres is one of the 
principal pollutants of Godavari. 
In the Wardha basin however, the 
river is also critically polluted 
due to coal mining and thermal 

power plants.
The region of south India, 

comprising Kerala, Karnataka, 
Andhra Pradesh and Tamil 
Nadu has been in the grip of 
controversies related to interstate 
water sharing and dams. Tamil 
Nadu is famous for having 
a cluster of industrial towns 
known for their industries like 
textiles, tanneries, chemicals and 
metals. With over 40 per cent of 
population in urban centres, the 
domestic sewage generation is 
also high. Both these aspects add 
to the groundwater and surface 
pollution. 

The Cauvery River is the 
biggest carrier of sewage while 
its delta, a major source of food 
and livelihood, is sinking due 
to the lack of sediment flow. 
In Kerala, the Eloor-Edayar 
stretch of the Periyar has been 
consistently reporting high 
toxicity.

The rivers of Karnataka 
with pollution at three to 10 
times the norm for clean water 
bodies are cesspools of stink. 
Tamil Nadu faces the additional 
problem of seawater intrusion 
through backwater canals and 
underground. Nagappattinam 
District is 100 per cent saline 
and is facing the threat of going 
under the sea. Groundwater 
salinity is on the rise in all 
14 coastal districts due to the 
reduction in fresh water river 
flows.

Dams in Kerala have 
submerged vast stretches of 
indigenous domains and forests. 
The river flows of the Periyar, 
Chalakudy, Bharatapuzha, 
Siruvani and Neyyar have 
been subjected to interstate 
and inter-basin diversions. 
The hydroelectricity projects 
at Athirappilly, Pooyamkutty, 
Pathrakkadavu and Pandiyar-
Punnampuzha, besides the 205-
km long West Coast Canal, are 
bound to further impact the 
river ecology. Except for the 
Vamanapuram River, the flow in 
all the southern Kerala rivers is 
affected by dams.

(Courtesy: indiawaterportal.
org).


