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I N s I d e
Bonds of the heart know 
no boundaries, help  
heal wounds                  2

A different kind of struggle 
along India’s border 
Little is known about the kind of development that has taken place in the high-security 
zones where people live almost constantly under a shadow of fear and many have 
paid the price in the recurring violence and attacks.  In Poonch District, Jammu, life 
especially for those who are disabled, is tough. The harsh weather, rough terrain and 
lack of facilities such as sanitation, hits them hard. Can the Union or state government 
generate the political intent and marshal its resources to ensure that the disabled in 
the border region can defecate in dignity? 

Zulekha Bee is 35 years 
old, physically disabled 
and lives along with her 

brother in a kuccha (made of 
wood, mud, straw, dry leaves) 
house, in Chatral area, Mendhar 
Tehsil, Poonch District, Jammu.  
Ever since her parents passed 
away some years ago, she has 
been entirely dependent on her 
brother. She finds it a struggle 
to reach the door of her house 
from her usual position on her 
bed.  But her biggest hurdle is 
to go outside to defecate in the 
open, often in the bitter cold 
or during rains. Zulekha Bee’s 
house does not have a toilet and 
day after day she has to undergo 
the humiliation and the sheer 
physical stress of going through 
with her daily body functions in 
a public space.  

Moved by her plight, Syed 
Basharat Husain Shah, a young 
student from Jammu University, 
a social activist, took up the 
matter with Jahangir Hussain 
Mir, deputy chairman of the 
Legislative Council.  Mir gave a 
sympathetic hearing and issued 
a letter to the block development 
officer, Mendhar,  stating that Rs 
20000 should be given from the 
Member of Legislative Council 
Fund for the construction of a 
toilet for Zulekha Bee.  Despite 
this, no action was taken.  The 
question to be asked then is: 
how many more Zulekha Bees 
are there in the border area, a 
conflict zone where life even for 
the hardy is difficult.  

A study con-ducted in 2015 
on Disability, Disability Sen-
sitisation and Management 
in Poonch by Charkha, an 
NGO based in Delhi, throws 
some light on the issue.  The 
study conducted in Mendhar, 
Surankote and Mandi Tehsils 

(administrative division) in 
Poonch shows that the largest 
section of persons with dis-
abilities (31 per cent) is in 
the age group of 10-20 years.  
There is a 20 per cent fall in an 
older age group, 20-30 years 
– an indication that children 
and youth bear the brunt of the 
burden of disability here. 

Ten kilometres from Haveli, 
the district headquarters, in 
the model village of Khanetar, 
lives 12-year-old Ikram. Affli-
cted by polio, even the act of 
reaching school and coming 
back home is a drain on the boy. 
Sadly, there is no toilet in his 
house.  Ikram has to be taken 
for defecation in the open.  It 
is excruciating not only for him 
but for his family members, to 
watch their child suffer so. 

The prevalence of disability 
in the state of Jammu & 
Kashmir, according to the 
figures from the Central 
Statistics Office Ministry 
of Statistics & Programme 
Implementation, 2011, is 
exceptionally high.  It stands 
at 3.6 per cent as compared 
to the national average of 2.1 
pc. There could be multiple 
reasons for this, including 
heredity, environmental factors 
and disease. In Poonch, people 
have for decades lived in the 
shadow of violence, fearing 
for their life and limb. Many 
of them are victims of violence 
and have suffered injury that 
has left them disabled. 

Support through institutional 
mechanisms and responsive 
systems of governance that 
are disabled-friendly is thus 
imperative. But this is wanting. 
The coverage of primary health 
centres is poor and people 
in rural areas find it difficult 

to access district or sub-district 
hospitals. Bad road connectivity 
makes things only worse. 

Arguably, poor services and 
infrastructure could hit the 
disabled even more as in the case 
of Zulekha Bee, Ikram and several 
others. Says Fareed Malik, a 
maulvi (Muslim religious scholar) 
associated with social issues: “In 
Adai Village, Mandi Tehsil, many 
disabled persons live in houses 
without a toilet. On one occasion, 
we invited Prof Nirmal Gupta, 
chairperson of Jammu-Kashmir 
State Social Welfare Board. She 
expressed her support, saying that 
she would ensure that a toilet was 
constructed in the house of every 
disabled person. We are hopeful 
that this will happen. It is painful 
for our disabled community 
members to defecate in the open, 
particularly during the rain or 
snowfall.” 

When there is so much of noise 
being heard on the national stage 
on swachta (cleanliness), when 
the emphasis on ending open 
defecation has become a deafening 
cry, can it now find resonance in 
Poonch? 

According to government 
sources, millions of toilets have 

been built 
for the 
general pub-
lic; 54732 
villages are 
reported to 
have moved 
from open 
defecation 
to toilet 
usage, with 
individual 
toilets hav-
ing been 
constructed 
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Zulekha Bee. 

Portraits of disability - pictures from Mandi Village.
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with the help of government 
support. It is another matter 
whether such claims are 
indeed true. But what about 
Poonch, where the extent of 
marginalisation due to multiple 
factors of under-development, 
conflict and poor services is very 
high. The disabled here are then 
doubly disadvantaged.  

(Courtesy: Charkha Features. 
This article was written as part of the 
National Media Award Programme 
instituted by the National Foundation 
of India.)
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“I have a deep bond with 
India; I feel it in my 
heart.  My dream is 

to go there and, Inshallah, I 
shall.  Please grant me a visa, 
but even if you don’t, I will 
reach India somehow.” The 
local authorities at District 
Gujranwala, Punjab Province 
in Pakistan had heard this ad 
infinitum from Nagina Akhtar, 
a young woman born and 
brought up in the region.

The youngest of four 
children, Nagina grew up in 
an atmosphere of love and 
protection. Her father, Mohd 
Hussain, who had made the 
journey from Poonch District, 
Jammu, to Pakistan in 1965, 
had struggled for years to 
make a life for himself in 
the country. In time, he was 
allotted a small plot of land by 
the government and he settled 
there. 

Hearing her friends 
talk about their dada-dadi 
(paternal grandparents), one 
day Nagina, at the time only 
three years old, asked her 
father where hers were. Mohd 
Hussain’s face became grave 
and in a voice choking with 
emotion, he said, “Beta woh 
hamse bahut door rehte hain 
aur hum unse mil nahin sakte 

Bonds of the heart know no 
boundaries, help heal wounds 
Nagina Akhtar’s father had crossed the India-Pakistan border decades ago from Poonch District, Jammu, to 
Gujranwala, Punjab Province in Pakistan, where he settled and raised a family.  The yearning, however, for 
family members in India remained with him, which as a child Nagina picked up.  As she grew, this became 
a dream and translated into a defining moment for her, as she took the step to bridge the divide. She went 
through all the necessary formalities to cross the border and pick up the threads of family bonds, affection 
and respect
AsiyA FirdAus, Poonch, Jammu & Kashmir 

(They live far away and we cannot 
meet them).” After this, a shadow 
of sadness seemed to come over 
Mohd Hussain who would fall 
silent at times, even weep. Then 
one day, he suddenly died. His 
death was inexplicable, leaving 
behind a shattered family. 

Nagina, only a small child at the 
time, missed her father terribly. 
Then to perhaps to fill the void, 
she began thinking about her dada-
dadi.  Also, from her friends she 
had heard about their taoji (father’s 
elder brother) and chachaji 
(father’s younger brother). How 
she longed for a father figure 
now. A deep yearning grew within 
Nagina – to travel to India and 
meet the family her father had 
left behind. And she began to talk 
about this to her people.  Everyone 
was vehemently opposed to the 
idea but, if anything, this only 
strengthened her resolve. 

Due to difficult circumstances 
at home, Nagina was unable to 
continue her schooling beyond 
Standard VIII.  But by then, she 
knew how to go about giving flight 
to her dream. First, she needed an 
identity proof, a certificate that she 
got from her school. Then came the 
passport application process for 
which she had to submit the form 
at a place a short distance from 
Gujranwala. Several months of 

waiting and then the authorities 
issued a passport to Nagina. The 
next step was the visa for which 
she went to Islamabad, a four-
hour travel from Gujranwala.

Then the big day dawned and 
Nagina received news that her 
visa had been granted. Now 
that she was poised to embark 
on the journey, the voices 
opposing her move became 
even more vociferous. “The 
border is a dangerous zone; it is 
like war and you may get hit in 
the firing,” she heard someone 
say.  Another said, “There are 
Hindus living there.  They can 
even kill you.” Only her sister, 
Safina, was supportive. “Main 
tumhari himmat ko salaam karti 
hoon. Tum kitni khushnaseeb 
ho. Apno se milne Hindustan jaa 
rahi hon (I salute your courage.  
How fortunate you are, going to 
India to meet our family there),” 
said Safina. 

Nagina set off on the journey 
accompanied by her brother, 
Mohd Ashraf. They took the 
train from Lahore to Amritsar. 
Their first stop was Delhi where 
they had traced a relative, Salim 
Bhaijaan (brother), who showed 
them the sites in the city to the 
utter delight of the duo. Nagina 
and Ashraf met several members 
of the extended family, who had 

Nagina Akhtar.

settled in the capital. It was an 
occasion to celebrate but with its 
moments of poignancy. 

Then it was time for the on-
ward journey to Jammu and 
thereafter to Poonch where her 
real roots lay. This is where Mohd 
Hussain had begun his journey, 
one that now his daughter and 
his son were retracing. In the 
period of over two months in 
the region, Nagina and Ashraf 
absorbed so much – they met 
family members, mingled freely 
with people and were enriched 
in unimaginable ways.  

Wherever they went, they 
were greeted with warmth. 
Being from Pakistan did not 
invite hostility, as they had 
been conditioned to believe. 
In fact, their experience was 
to the contrary. On the return 
journey from Poonch, they met 
a Sardarji (Sikh) at a vehicle 
check-post who was so delighted 
to hear that they had come from 
Pakistan that he insisted on 
serving them tea and snacks. 
In Mendhar Town, Nagina was 
drawn to a shop selling trinkets 
and chose a pair of bracelets. 
When the shopkeeper learned 
that they had come from across 
the border, he gifted the bracelets 
to her as a token of his sentiment 
for the people of Pakistan.
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Nagina was moved by each 
of the people she engaged with.  
At the same time, she could not 
help noticing that, basically, the 
lives of people whether on this 
side of the border or the other, 
was similar – the hardships, 
the concerns and aspirations 
for a better life.  Coming away, 
Nagina felt she had strong roots 
in both countries; she had an 
intense love for both lands and 
its people.  In her mind and in her 
being, there was no division. 

(Courtesy: Charkha Features)

“Found guilty of eloping with a man… Thus, they and their families are hereby ostracised.” That was the one-line verdict handed down by the samaj (a caste-based 
organisation) in a remote tribal village in Nuapada District of Odisha. It was a harsh verdict, which only added to the trauma of two minor girls who, like hundreds of 

other victims of child abuse, were exploited by a trusted adult. Draupadi and Kunti (names changed) now face an uncertain destiny. The elders and leaders of their village, 
some of them influential members of mainstream political parties, have not tried to influence the community organisation to modify its judgement. 

Draupadi passed the Standard X Board Exams and wanted to continue her studies. Her elder brother passed the exam the same year and their parents, being poor, could 
afford to send only one child for further studies. In keeping with the prevalent gender bias, Draupadi’s brother got preference over her, even though she had better marks. 
Disheartened, the girl left home in pursuit of a chance to study nursing. “I heard that there is scope for tribal girls to get free training in nursing. So Kunti and I decided to 
go in search of that opportunity,” she says. But when the two friends reached Khariar, a city in the district, they lost their nerve. They decided to return home. They informed 
their parents of their whereabouts, and identified the bus on which they were travelling back. 

Things would have settled down had they managed to make it back home on that bus. But fate took a hand. “One of our primary school teachers, a man old enough to be 
our father, stopped the bus and told us that our parents had entrusted him with the task of helping us get admission for nursing training. We believed him, as he had been 
our teacher. He took us back to Khariar and kept us there for a few days and misbehaved with us,” said the girls. The man later took the girls to Bhubaneshwar, capital of 
Odisha, promising to enrol them in a nursing school there. However, he abandoned them in the big, unfamiliar city. “We were weeping helplessly. Some people helped us 
to reach the organisation (Child Welfare Committee),” says Draupadi. 

The committee and the police helped the two girls return home. But the samaj found them guilty of eloping with a man of Gana (Scheduled Caste) and handed down the 
verdict of ostracism, not only on them but on their families, too. Members of the tribal community as well other villagers and those who hear the girls’ story believe that the 
children were sexually abused by their teacher. But Draupadi and Kunti staunchly deny this. They did not make any such allegation to either the police or the magistrate 
who heard their case. Thus, only charges of kidnapping and forceful detention were made against the teacher, who got immediate bail from the court, a member of the 
CWC, Nuapada, said. 

Despite all the trouble and trauma she has undergone, Draupadi still wants to study. But who is there to help her achieve her dreams? 

Victims twice over and no justice in sight
Harsh community rules leave two minor girls and their families traumatised. They have no one to turn to
Ajit PAndA, Bhubaneshwar
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PushPA AchAntA, Bengaluru

Distressed, all they badly need  
is empathy and care
A facility in Karnataka provides succour to the unwanted and the rejected. Other not-for-profit organisations 
provide emotional support and counselling to the disheartened and lonely who either toy with the idea of 
suicide or actually attempt it. 
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“I have been happy and 
peaceful from the time 
I came here to live a 

few years ago. As my husband 
was an alcoholic and inflicted 
physical and verbal violence on 
me, I decided to leave him after 
my child became capable of 
looking after her own needs. My 
family, which includes my adult 
child and my siblings, is in East 
Bangalore where I too lived 
earlier,” says Diana, a woman in 
her fifties. 

Diana is among the few 
hundred people living in a home 
in a village in Atibele Hobli Block 
of Anekal Taluk in Bengaluru 
Urban District. Just over 40 
kilometres from Bangalore 
city, the facility, established by 
the Sifani Foundation, a non-
profit foundation, houses those 
who had left their homes or 
were abandoned for one reason 
or another. They are all given 
a medical examination when 
they first come to the facility, 
and appropriate treatment is 
provided.

Women and men of diverse 
age groups, socio-economic 
backgrounds and speaking 
various languages such as 
Tamil, Telugu, Kannada, Hindi 
and English, all live amicably 
in the home. While some have 
permanent physical injuries and 
disabilities, a few are mentally 
challenged. In spite of their 
infirmities, some of the residents 
assist in the kitchen and also 
help with administrative and 

facility maintenance activities. 
Some work in the garden, others 
help to care for fellow residents, 
helping them move around 
the campus, or lending them 
emotional support. In assuming 
responsibility for the welfare 
of others to the extent possible, 
they regain some of the dignity 
and self-confidence that they 
had lost in their earlier life-
situations.

Vimochana, a well known 
non-profit organisation in 
Bengaluru that assists girls and 
women in distress, providing 
them counselling and emotional 
support, recently organised 
insightful interactions for 
members of the press with 
residents of the Anekal Home. 
At the meeting, Diana, speaking 
in Tamil, recounted how she 
had come in a battered state and 
had chosen to live here. Despite 
her trauma, she is cheerful. 
Her husband had subsequently 
passed away. She says her 
daughter visits her whenever she 
is able to. 

Ashok (33) hails from Vellore 
District in Tamil Nadu. “I was 
an alcoholic... If I return home, 
it would have an adverse impact 
on my family. Anyway, the 
people in my household seem to 
be unaware of my whereabouts. I 
want to live in this facility where 
I have affectionate and caring 
friends who empathise with 
me,” he says. The feeling that he 
has friends who care is echoed 
by an elderly resident who was 

abandoned by his birth family. 
He considers the residents of the 
home his new family. 

Another man, in his fifties, 
also from Tamil Nadu, says 
he had been working in the IT 
industry before he came to live 
in the home. He is willing to 
help fellow residents become 
computer literate. Esha, from 
East Bangalore, age around 60, 
lives in the facility with her 
mentally challenged younger 
brother. 

The committed staff running 
the home includes two young 
men in their thirties. Members 
of the local gram panchayat and 
social workers who volunteer at 
the home provide vital support 
to the staff and residents. As a 
matter of fact, people living in 
the vicinity of the facility who 
either come across or hear of 
needy people living in public 
spaces have found places for 
them at the home.  

And then there are women like 
Firdaus and Jeya Rani who have 
found the courage to move on 
with their lives after attempting 
suicide, disheartened with their 
disadvantaged backgrounds. 
Vimochana provides support to 
women like them, too. “When 
I was in my teens I fell in love 
with a young man who lived 
close to my house,” says Jeya 
Rani. “Poverty forced me to 
discontinue my studies and take 
up a job after completing high 
school. However, I continued to 
be in touch with the man although 
my family did not approve of our 
relationship. After I became an 

adult, I ran away with him and 
got married. But within three 
months, we began to quarrel and 
it escalated to physical violence. 
Soon, I discovered that he was 
in a relationship with another 
woman and tried to commit 
suicide by setting myself on 
fire.” Jeya Rani, now in her early 
twenties, was taken to hospital 
and her life was saved. 

In the case of Firdaus, 
it was physical and verbal 
harassment by her husband and 
other members of her marital 
household for dowry that led 
her to attempt to end her life 
more than once. However, 
owing to timely intervention 
each time, she managed to 
survive. “Continuing to be alive 
after being near death made me 
realise that my life has a purpose 
and it is not worth giving up 
just because a few people do 
not respect me,” she says. “I 
decided to separate from my 
husband and become self-reliant. 
Further, I reach out to survivors 
of domestic violence and try to 
assist them in healing”.

At a suicide prevention 
awareness programme held 
in Bengaluru on September 
10th, which is World Suicide 
Prevention Day, Vineeta Shah 
of Parivartan, an organisation 
that provides counselling to 
people, particularly adolescents, 
in stressful situations, said: 
“We must learn to recognise 
changes in young people such as 
withdrawal, changed habits, etc. 
Thoughts of suicide do not arise 
all of a sudden but are built up 

over a period of time. Persons 
with such symptoms are unlikely 
to seek help on their own. But, if 
they ask for support directly or 
indirectly, they must be given 
full and timely assistance.” Shah 
regretted that lack of experienced 
and sensitive counsellors made 
it almost impossible to reach out 
to all those who were in need 
of help. “Yet, we must do our 
best to assist as many people as 
possible,” she stressed. 

note: Care has been taken to protect 
the identity of those named.

At a discussion on suicide prevention, a woman shares her experiences. 

A candlelight vigil to create awareness about suicide 
prevention.
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Here, women set the panchayat 
development agenda
Caste equations in Kerala have always been a powerful socio-economic and political force. Over the years, 
the Schedule Castes (SCs) and Other Backward Castes (OBCs), reeling from suppression and oppression 
at different levels, have organised themselves into cohesive bodies to enforce their rights and seize their 
entitlements. Today, the feisty women members of grassroots groups such as the Kerala Pulayar Maha 
Sabha or the OBC Ezahva organisation and the Sree Narayana Dharma Paripalana have not just managed to 
overcome the constant discrimination and exploitation, they are also now successfully setting the community 
development agenda for their local self government bodies
AJithA mEnOn, Thrissur, Kerala

<

Apart from having found 
a unified, body the feisty 
women members of 

grassroots groups such as the 
Kerala Pulayar Maha Sabha 
(KPMS) or the OBC Ezahva 
organisation and the Sree 
Narayana Dharma Paripalana 
(SNDP) in Kerala have now 
found a confident voice and 
platform to talk about their views 
on equality and rights. They hold 
regular meetings with officials at 
the panchayat and district levels 
to push economic empowerment 
and secure people’s access to 
government schemes.

Ravindranathan K., president 
of Vallachira Panchayat in 
Thrissur District, takes his 
duties quite seriously and likes 
to hold panchayat committee 
meetings on a regular basis. 
However, there is something 
quite unusual about the meetings 
– those in attendance are not 
elected representatives like him. 
Rather, they are the women and 
men from the Schedule Caste 
organisation, KPMS. 

Surabhi Shivam, 34, a farmer 
from Aazatpuzha Village, which 
falls under Vallachira Panchayat, 
is an active member of the 
KPMS’s local women’s wing. 
Not only does she speak up 
about people’s concerns during 
KPMS meetings, she also makes 
sure that the critical concerns 
reach Ravindranathan’s desk. 
“The KPMS routinely conducts 
meetings with the panchayat 
president to discuss the particular 
problems being faced by our 
community members, be it 
related to lack of awareness about 
welfare schemes or problems of 
access to the entitlements,” she 
says. 

From creating jobs under 
the Mahatma Gandhi National 
Rural Employment Guarantee 
Act (MGNREGA) for building 
roads and constructing bunds 
to maintaining proper sanitation 
and providing housing for SCs, 
KPMS members like Surabhi 
discuss everything in detail with 
the panchayat leaders. “As the 
elected representatives know 
that we are fully aware of the 
government provisions and 
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schemes and are familiar with 
the processes, etc, they have 
no choice but to cooperate and 
deliver. We use our knowledge 
to train others and facilitate their 
access to the entitlements,” says 
Surabhi.

Adds Ravindranathan, “Whe-
ther it’s pursuing the matter of 
the distribution of pension for 
widows, unmarried women or the 
elderly, looking after the needs 
of farmers, especially funds, 
seeds and fertiliser subsidies, 
the KPMS members take keen 
interest. The best part is that 
they have an inclusive approach. 
The Mahila Federation members 
are, in fact, very proactive and 
committed to reaching out to 
their peers.” 

According to the 2011 Census, 
SCs make up 9.1 per cent of the 
total population in Kerala. Of 
this, the Pulayas comprise 50 per 
cent, making KPMS the most 
prominent SC organisation in the 
state. According to T.V. Babu, 
general secretary, KPMS, “We 
have a democratic organisational 
structure, with 3147 branches 
from Thrissur to Trivandrum. 
A minimum of seven branches 
make up a union and we have 
a federal structure of sakhas in 
place at the panchayat, block, 
revenue taluk levels and then the 
zilla committees. We elect our 
state general council from the 
zilla committees. Our women’s 
wing, or Mahila Federation, 
members are equal participants 
in this set-up.” 

At every level, KPMS 
committees interact with the 
elected panchayat, block, 
district representatives and 
administrators. Adds Babu, “The 
KPMS has its own panchayat 
committees, comprising represe-
ntatives from the unions. Our 
committee members have 
frequent dealings with the elected 
panchayat members and officials 
of different panchayats across the 
state to build consensus on how 
to work better towards knowing 
and availing the entitlements for 
the SCs.” 

Sobha Cherapadath, 50, of 
Cherissery Village in Thrissur, 
and her three sisters are 

unmarried. They all work either 
as farm labour or domestic help. 
“Between us we have an average 
primary level education so this 
was the only employment we 
could find. These, in fact, have 
been the traditional employment 
avenues for the Pulayas. We 
had no idea of the government 
schemes or the subsidies and 
loans that we could avail of to 
better our situation. And earlier 
we couldn’t dare to even talk 
within the hearing of our upper 
caste employees,” she says. 

Nonetheless, life has changed 
a lot ever since Cherapadath 
joined KPMS. “I had joined 
the KPMS nearly two decades 
ago and have gradually risen 
through the ranks to become the 
Thrissur District secretary of the 
KPMS Mahila Federation. Over 
the years, the experience of 
being in an organisation, talking 
to women in similar situations 
and thinking of solutions has 
been a tremendous confidence 
booster,” she says. Her father 
was an alcoholic so they could 
never ever make enough money. 

“We worked hard and barely 
managed to survive. However, 
now I am a respected member 
of the community. I can address 
a rally of 10000 people and talk 
about land rights and government 
sops, teach others how to open 
a bank account or get their 
Aadhaar or PAN card made. 
And to think there was a time 
when I had not even heard of 
the EMS Housing Scheme. My 
family used to live in a mud hut 
and the straw roof would fly off 

during the thunderstorm. It was 
during one Mahila Federation 
meeting that I first heard of the 
scheme. Eventually, I was able 
to build proper house with a 
concrete roof with the money 
that was disbursed through the 
panchayat in instalments,” says 
Cherapadath.

Indeed, KPMS and other 
similar organisations are 
working diligently to ensure 
people’s participation in self-
governance by insisting on 
attendance during the gram 
sabha (village council) meetings. 
“It is in these meetings that the 
welfare schemes are announced. 
By being there and questioning 
the elected representatives and 
administrative officials one 
can get up-to-date with the 
happenings in the area and know 
about the schematic provisions 
properly so that the odds of being 
duped or denied are minimised. 
Often beneficiaries are turned 
away by officials citing some 
obscure requirements as reasons 
for refusing what is rightfully 
theirs. The gram sabha meetings 
are a platform where any 
deviation can be immediately 
challenged,” says Omana P.K., 
56, of Aalapad Village, which 
falls in the Chazhur Panchayat.

Along with Omana, who is 
president of the KPMS Mahila 
Federation of Thrissur Taluk, 
Yamuna Radhakrishnan, 37, the 
secretary, has made it her personal 
duty to get every member of their 
group to attend the gram sabha 
meetings without fail. The duo 
is also committed to assisting 

every member to secure the right 
documentation needed to access 
schemes. Radhakrishnan, who 
hails from Kurumpilavu Village, 
recalls an incident where the 
Mahila Federation stood by her 
as she tried to get made a new 
set of her property papers. 

“I had taken a loan from 
the State Scheduled Caste 
Development Corporation by 
mortgaging my property. After 
paying back the interest and 
principal amount, when I asked 
for my original papers, I was 
handed a set of tattered sheets. I 
brought the matter to the Mahila 
Federation because the officials 
told me that making a new set 
would cost me money. When I 
shared my difficulty I learnt that 
the Corporation has a dedicated 
fund for such accidents which it 
should use to replace my original 
papers. When I went back with 
this information the surprised 
officials had no option but to do 
the needful without harassing me 
any further,” Yamuna shares.

Undoubtedly, being part of 
groups like KPMS has enabled 
once-marginalised women 
like Cherapadath, Omana 
and Radhakrishnan to play a 
significant role in pulling their 
communities out of extreme 
poverty and rejecting absolute 
discrimination by taking 
ownership of their panchayat.

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

Women from community development organisation Kerala Pulayar Maha Sabha in Vallachira 
conduct regular meetings with the panchayat president, Ravindranath K., to discuss the 
problems being faced by their community members. 
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As one starts trekking the 
mountainous  country-
side with Sangeeta, 

Heera, Savita, Gangu and 
Pushpa, one can clearly discern 
the heady union of life and a 
strong sense of purpose among 
these energetic adivasi (tribal) 
women. For them, equitable 
access to water is a burning 
issue and their most cherished 
mission. As the group makes its 
way towards the block office, 
women from different, some 
even far-off, padas (small local 
areas) stop them to share their 
problems. 

The group from Chikan Pada 
has come to them with a plan to 
charge the wells in their vicinity 
with water from the Waghnai 
River, around three kilometres 
from their village. Presently, they 
are all bone dry, compelling the 
women to trudge 12 kilometres 
daily to the river to fetch four 
pots of water to drink, bathe and 
wash clothes with.

After promising to pitch their 
proposal to block officials, 
Heera, Gangu and the others 
move on, taking stock of the 
water situation in the padas that 
fall in their way. Like Chikan 
Pada, Sangeeta, who is all of 20, 
talks about another pada that is 
facing tough times. The residents 
of Pada Shendyachi Meth just 
have access to a small well to 
meet all their water needs. The 
pada is situated uphill. There’s 
a dead river downstream, and 
beyond the riverbed is the well. 
The route is tortuous and rocky. 
There have been cases of women 
tripping over the rocks and 
seriously injuring themselves 
and one even succumbed to her 
injuries recently. 

A ‘ragtag army’ of adivasi women 
push for equal access to water
There are many challenges which combine to make life difficult for the locals in Mokhada Tehsil, Maharashtra. 
Geologically, the basalt formation in the area and the hilly terrain make it a poor groundwater store, with little 
scope of collecting rainwater. The wells generally start drying up from February after which for a couple of 
months the women have no option but to traverse long distances on foot to get water. Yet, a few committed 
‘social workers’ campaign relentlessly for water rights 

Despite that, no one really 
discussed the possibility of 
repairing the trail until this 
group sprung into action. “This 
is Mokhada. Nothing makes 
sense here,” Sangeeta remarks. 
Speaking to Sangeeta, who is a 
Katkari (an aboriginal tribe), a 
myth is broken: that the advasi 
society is more egalitarian than 
the rest. Among the adivasis, the 
Mahadev Kolis are the dominant 
group while the Katkaris are 
lower down the social ladder. 
In Shendyachi Meth, it’s the 
Mahadev Kolis who own the 
path.

Heera recalls how they had got 
a repair project sanctioned at the 
block office that couldn’t take 
off because of the hierarchical 
tussle within the hamlet. 
Their group had presented 
a proposal for carrying out 
repairs to the pathway under 
the Mahatma Gandhi National 
Rural Employment Guarantee 
Act (MNREGA) to the tehsildar 
(block officer). The fact that no 
non-government organisation 
(NGO) activist had accompanied 
them to state their case struck 
him as unusual and amazing 
and he had signed the papers 
immediately. 

However, this did not go down 
well with the Mahadev Kolis, 
who were livid that two Katkari 
women had received sanction 
from the tehsil office. They 
refused to let the repairs happen. 
Though Heera and Gangu were 
in a fix at first, a fortnight later 
they realised that there was a 
broken path leading to the well 
from the Katkari Wadi (cluster) 
as well. So they presented a 
second proposal and now the 
work has started.

Indeed, there are many 
challenges, geographical, en-
vironmental as well as social, 
which combine to make life 
difficult for the locals in 
Mokhada. Geologically, the 
basalt formation in the area and 
the hilly terrain not only make 
it a poor groundwater store 
but there also is little scope 
of collecting rainwater, which 
simply runs off. Consequently, 
the wells generally start drying 
up from February after which 
for a couple of months the 
women have no option but to 
traverse long distances on foot 
to get water. 

Moreover, while the rainfall 
here is ample and there are many 
rivers –Vaitarna, Pinjai and 
Waghnai, to name a few – that 
spring from its hills during the 
monsoons the water, collected 
in reservoirs like Upper, Lower 
and Middle Vaitarna, is directed 
to Mumbai, which is in close 
proximity. In fact, there’s an old 
adage in the area: Pani ushala 
ani korad ghashala (water is so 
close and yet I am thirsty)’.

In 2012, IIT Bombay 
had conducted a study and 
observed that it was possible 
to distribute the water from the 
Upper Vaitarna Reservoir to the 
Mokhada Region using gravi-
tational force. Their report noted 
the total demand of water in the 
tehsil as only 0.56 million litres 
per day (MLD), or about 0.12 
per cent of the water supplied 
to Mumbai from the area. The 
study recommended adopting an 
‘inclusion’ model to deal with the 
scarcity at a small cost. However, 
the proposal is pending in the 
office of the Maharashtra Jeevan 
Pradhikaran (MJP/Maharashtra 
Water Authority). 

MJP had asked IIT Bombay 
to get resolutions from all 28 
panchayats in Mokhada stating 
the demand for water from Upper 
Vaitarna. IIT faltered in the area 
as it didn’t have wherewithal in 
outreach. A number of NGOs and 
social workers entered the scene, 
crowding the otherwise sparsely 
populated and remote padas. 
They carried out explorations, 
studies, and surveys while 
Mokhada continued to remain 
thirsty.

The adivasi women’s mission 
for water began in 2013 when 

the Chennai-based Barefoot 
Academy of Governance decided 
to rope in veteran activist 
and lawyer Shiraz Balsara 
Prabhu, who has worked in the 
area since the late 1970s, to 
mobilise the community to look 
for workable solutions to the 
ongoing crisis. “This is a highly 
politicised place. From the 
Shiv Sena and the Communist 
Party of India (Marxist) to the 
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh 
(RSS), Vishva Hindu Parishad, 
the Missionaries and numerous 
NGOs, everyone has been vying 
for a stake in the development 
narrative. There is still no long-
term plan for providing water in 
sight,” remarks Prabhu. 

Meanwhile, the tribal women 
who have joined Prabhu 
unconditionally in her mission, 
have been trying to make a 
difference in their own quiet, 
understated way. “They work 
very organically. They don’t 
have any targets to achieve nor 
do they have to fill any forms. 
They don’t merely assess the 
availability of water in the wadis 
and padas, they find alternatives, 
too,” shares Prabhu, who meets 
them once every 15 days. So 
far, the women have succeeded 
in visiting 84 of the 121 padas 
in the block to look for gaps and 
problems in supply.

A critical problem they have 
flagged is the unavailability 
of water to the rural hospital 
in Mokhada. When Savita and 

AlkA GAdGil, Mokhada, Maharashtra 

Pushpa visited the facility, to 
their horror they discovered that 
it didn’t receive any supply. The 
doctor on duty complained that 
there wasn’t any water to wash 
hands with after delivery. They 
also found out that the nurses 
wiped the baby with gauze and 
cleaned the woman with her 
own sari petticoat post-delivery. 
“A petticoat that is worth Rs 
100 has to be discarded. It’s a 
big sum for an adivasi woman,” 
says Savita.

Trying to figure out the pro-
blem of the non-existent water 
supply at the hospital, Prabhu, 
Savita and Pushpa, through 
the Right to Information (RTI) 
channel, came to know that Rs 1 
lakh had been ‘spent’ on tanker 
service in the past six months. 
Whereas such occurrences can 
be discouraging the women 
are not ready to give up. “Not 
everything is lost; things are 
moving… they are speaking 
up for themselves. Who would 
believe that a ragtag army of 
adivasi women would be able 
to get a few proposals signed?” 
quips Prabhu. What’s more, 
through their low-key campaign, 
the women have stirred up 
villagers and panchayats to pass 
a resolution in the gram sabha 
(village council), demanding 
their rightful share of water from 
the adjoining reservoirs. 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

Savita Warguda (left) and Sangeeta Bhoye have been actively 
engaging with the local women to improve their access to 
water resources, especially in the summer months. 

This is the broken pathway that the women of Pada Shendyachi 
Meth have to cross to access a small well that meets their water 
needs. 
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Meera Devi, a ward 
member from Loma 
Panchayat in Muzza-

ffarpur District’s Gaighat Block, 
has emerged as a true champion 
of healthcare in her panchayat, 
which is highly flood-prone and 
largely inhabited by Scheduled 
Caste and Other Backward 
Class communities. This is not 
a region where women, even 
those duly elected, move around 
freely and, in the beginning, 
Meera followed the social diktat. 
While she did attend to matters 
that were brought to her notice, 
effectively it was a government-
aided leadership training she 
participated in a few years ago 
that sparked her interest in 
matters of health and sanitation

Not only did Meera Devi, 
48, learn about the various 
related government schemes 
and benefits, including the 
availability of an untied fund 
by the National Rural Health 
Mission (NHM), but she also 
fully realised the critical need for 
having functional infrastructure 
and a motivated group of 
frontline health workers like the 

Meet the health champions of 
India’s rural heartland 
In a state where only 34 per cent women receive ante-natal care and a mere 22 per cent go in for institutional 
delivery (National Family Health Survey-III), and where there is a dire need to shore up women’s access 
to contraception, elected women like Meera, Savitri and Manju have overcome political, cultural and social 
barriers to safeguard women’s right to health
sAAdiA Azim, Muzzaffarpur, Bihar

accredited social health activist 
(ASHA) and auxiliary nurse 
midwife (ANM). “One day, 
even though it was not quite 
advisable, I decided to visit our 
local health sub-centre. I wanted 
to see its existing condition and 
the kind of services available 
there. When I arrived after a 
considerable walk, to my utter 
surprise, I found it locked. So 
I called the ANM who told me 
that she was on her rounds in the 
village. Upon further inquiries 
with families nearby I came 
to know that the sub-centre 
was never open so people had 
stopped coming,” she recalls.

Instead of getting discouraged, 
Meera got down to work. She 
already knew of the untied fund 
the panchayat could make use of 
to restart the operations so she 
spoke with the ANM to figure 
out a plan of action. “Every year, 
the NHM transfers Rs 10000 
into a joint account held by the 
panchayat and the ANM. This is 
expressly for strengthening the 
working of the sub-centre. As the 
money can’t be utilised without 
the approval of the village health 

sanitation nutrition committee 
(VHSNC), I approached them,” 
she elaborates.

At a subsequent meeting 
called by the mukhiya (village 
head), Meera vociferously 
spoke of the gaps in the village’s 
health sub centre (HSC). She 
shared details about how it 
lacked basic equipment such 
as an examination table, blood 
pressure measuring machine, 
weighing scale and furniture. 
“I suggested that we use the 
untied fund to purchase the 
things needed to make the HSC 
serviceable and my proposal 
was accepted. The ANM and 
I sourced everything and in a 
matter of weeks it was up and 
running. Every Monday, women 
and children queue up for 
check-ups,” she informs, with 
satisfaction and pride.

For Shukla Devi, 20, the 
HSC reopened at the perfect 
time – when she was expecting 
her first child. “Throughout my 
pregnancy, I was fortunate that 
I could walk over to the HSC 
to get my pre-natal check-ups 
and pick up vitamins and other 
medicines. The ASHA was very 
patient with me. Now that my 
baby has been born, the ANM 
and ASHA are taking due care of 
the child as well. It is weighed 
during every visit and the 
vaccinations are given on time,” 
she says. 

Rakesh Kumar and his wife, 
too, are relieved that they don’t 
have to travel to the primary 
health centre (PHC) eight 
kilometres away to get their 
newborn immunised. “Earlier, 
we did not even know that there 
could be a HSC here, let alone 
find one that actually works. For 
our child's monthly vaccines we 
do not have to spend money and 
time to go to the PHC,” says 
Rakesh.

Of course, ever since Meera 
has started vigorously advocating 

the health needs of her people 
she has been reaching out to 
other panchayats in the area as 
well, talking to female elected 
members about the advantages 
of having an HSC close by. 

Consequently, there has been 
a ripple effect across Gaighat 
Block – ten of the 23 HSCs in the 
region are fully operational and 
on an appointed day in the week 
provide critical services such 
as immunisation, distribution 
of multi-vitamins and nutrition 
counselling apart from basic 
health check-ups. “It’s not so 
difficult to set up an HSC. In 
our panchayat itself there are 
three such facilities now. All one 
needs to do is to rent a suitable 
place, source the necessary 
equipment and enlist the support 
of the ASHA or ANM. The 
monetary aspect is taken care of 
thanks to the untied fund,” says 
the diligent ward member.

Loma Panchayat’s ANM, 
Rekha Kumari, is glad that 
elected women like Meera are 
focusing on the availability 
of quality healthcare. “Health 
workers like me find it easier 
to address problems by joining 
hands with women ward 
members. In Loma, we work 
together to keep a track of the 
medicines, encourage women 
to come to the HSC for check-
ups, engage with teenage 
girls on maintaining hygiene 
during menstruation, and so 
on. Women are conscious and 
come of their own accord. I no 
longer have to go door-to-door 
to register pregnant women and 
newborns.”

Meera got an opportunity to 
learn to exercise her influence 
to improve health services after 
she went through a leadership 
programme initiated by the 
Centre for Catalyzing Change 
(C3) and supported by the Bihar 
Institute of Public Admini-
stration and Rural Development 
(BIPARD). 

Explains Sandeep Ojha, 
state programme coordinator, 
C3, “We had initially planned 
to strengthen our state-level 
advocacy efforts on women’s 
issues by involving elected 
women representatives (EWRs) 
through a pilot project that 
began in 2007. However, 
gradually, we understood that 
these women have tremendous 
potential to contribute to the 
smooth functioning of rural 

health services. Just by sharing 
information and focused 
knowledge they have achieved 
amazing results.”

If Meera Devi set in motion 
the revival of HSCs in Gaighat 
Block, then Manju Devi, 45, 
ward member of Madhuban 
Panchayat in Sitamarhi District’s 
Dumra Block, is ensuring the 
wellness of adolescent girls 
because she is convinced that 
that instilling good hygiene 
practices, including the use and 
disposal of sanitary napkins, as 
well as boosting their nutritional 
status by providing balanced 
midday meals in schools and 
timely distributing iron and folic 
acid supplements, will impact 
maternal and child health in the 
area. 

Manju says, “I felt like 
a powerful leader the day I 
was able to compel the Block 
Education Officer to have a 
meeting with me to discuss 
the availability of free sanitary 
napkins in schools. I know 
how girls are forced to drop out 
when they begin menstruating; 
at least this is one way it can be 
prevented.” Additionally, she 
has been keeping a close watch 
on the quality of mid-day meals. 

Like Manju, Savitri Devi, 
elected member of Manar 
Panchalay in Aurangabad 
District’s Daudnagar Block, 
is committed to bettering the 
lives teenage girls. She has 
made sure that the doors of the 
Manar HSC are open to those 
who need advice and assistance. 
“The girls are counselled on 
eating nutritious meals and 
maintaining hygiene in addition 
to telling them about the adverse 
consequences of child marriage 
and early pregnancy. This 
enables them to take a stand for 
their own well-being,” remarks 
Savitri.

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

Manju Devi (standing), ward member of Madhuban Panchayat in Sitamarhi District’s Dumra 
Block, is working to boost maternal and child health in her area.

Meera Devi (standing), a ward member from Loma Panchayat 
in Muzzaffarpur District’s Gaighat Block, has emerged as a 
true champion of healthcare in her panchayat, which is largely 
inhabited by Scheduled Caste and Other Backward Class 
communities. 
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As a counsellor, Sabita 
Buta’s work takes her 
to the cramped slums 

of Bhubaneswar, the state 
capital of Odisha. She is tasked 
with the crucial, yet sensitive, 
responsibility of talking to 
adolescent girls and boys about 
HIV/AIDS and the importance 
of safe sex. Sabita’s job is 
important. Whereas she knows 
that she can’t bring about a 
behavioural change overnight, 
what she can do is help the 
youngsters to mitigate the risks. 

Seema Sahu (name changed), 
who is in her later teens, would 
never have realised that she 
was suffering from a sexually 
transmitted disease (STD) 
had Sabita not come to her 
neighbourhood to talk to them 
about the importance of safe sex. 
This was around two years ago. 
Sabita clearly recalls the day 
she met her. She says, “Seema 
did not open up right away. So 
I began by asking her to tell me 
a little about herself. Only after 
spending a few days did she 
gain the confidence to tell me 
her story.”

What the youngster told Sabita 
was alarming. Seema was only 
14 when she had been forced 
into a “relationship” with a man 
twice her age. That was just the 
beginning. Soon, she realised 

For girls, when it comes to sex, 
information is the best protection
There are many factors that contribute to the teens indulging in risky behaviour. Nearly 60 to 70 per cent 
of the teens living in the settlements become sexually active at an early age for different reasons. For girls, 
most often it is poverty that forces them into keeping sexual relations with several partners, most of whom 
are older to them. Their fathers usually squander their meagre earnings on alcohol leaving the mother and 
the eldest daughter with the responsibility of meeting the expenses and keeping the household going. The 
challenge for social workers is to actively engage with girls to enable them to access proper treatment if 
required and, more importantly, make them understand the need for safe sex, a lesson that will stand them 
in good stead all their lives
rAkhi GhOsh, Bhubaneswar

that trading sexual favours with 
vendors and grocers in the area 
was the one way in which she 
could ensure basic rations and 
vegetables for her severely 
impoverished family. There were 
times when she thought about 
saying no, but then she felt she 
didn’t really have a choice – if 
she didn’t do it consensually she 
ran the risk of being sexually 
assaulted. 

“She told me that she had 
had multiple partners but she 
did not use any protection. She 
simply did not know about it. 
Then, she told me that she was 
not keeping well. When I asked 
her to describe the symptoms I 
figured that she was suffering 
from a STD. She got tested and 
then sought proper treatment. 
Not only did she become 
okay she never indulged in 
unprotected sex from thereon,” 
shares Sabita.

Benudhar Senapati, a veteran 
child rights activist, who has 
been working with adolescents 
for over 25 years, says, “If you 
visit any slum, you will find that 
most families live in rooms no 
bigger than 10x12 feet. So, by 
default they are exposed to sex at 
a very early age. Later, curiosity 
gets the better of them and they 
want to experiment. They get 
their opportunity when parents 

are away for work. Moreover, 
the boys get hooked to drugs 
and alcohol, which leads to sex 
and crime.”

Sometime in 2008, Senapati 
had conducted an extensive 
survey among teens across 
11 slums in Bhubaneswar, in 
addition to those living on the 
streets and in railway stations, 
to study their sexual behaviour. 
“We had spoken to 1187 
children between eight and 18 
years of age. Around 57 per cent 
boys and 47 per cent girls had 
admitted to having consensual 
sex,” he says. 

The findings further revealed 
that girls in slums wanted to 
settle down early because they 
thought marriage would be 
their way out of their painful 
and exploitative existence. “The 
sad part is that they are keen to 
marry early to live that perfect 
life, which they soon realise is 
just a myth. There is no escape 
from the abuse,” he adds.

Dr Soumyakanta Mishra of 
Save the Children, a non-profit 
that works with youngsters 
on issues related to education, 
health, anti-trafficking, and 
sexual exploitation, agrees with 
Senapati’s observations. He 
says, “Mostly it is their lifestyle 
and poor standard of living that 
contribute towards the high risk 
sexual behaviour noticeable 
among adolescents in slums. 
This is a transitional phase 
during which they go through 
tremendous physical, mental 
and social changes. These play 
their part in provoking them to 
experiment thereby increasing 
their risk of getting STDs and 
reproductive tract infections.”

Rendering a psychologist’s 
perspective, Prof Sangeeta Rath 
believes that whereas it’s normal 
for all teens to have raging 
hormones, what turns out to be 
a major disadvantage for those 
hailing from poorer homes is 
the lack of proper guidance. 
“It’s typical for teens to develop 
a desire for sex. Their curiosity 
often gets the better of them and 
they do experiment. But children 

living in the shanties are far 
more vulnerable to contracting 
diseases or getting saddled with 
unwanted pregnancies. Low 
parental guidance along with a 
decided lack of proper education 
and awareness makes them 
unknowing victims as they are 
ill prepared for the consequences 
of their risky behaviour,” she 
elaborates. 

What can make a real diff-
erence to their lives is if they have 
the ‘protection’ of information 
and awareness. Although 
counsellors like Sabita Buta and 
Laxmipriya Behara have been 
reaching out on a sustained basis 
it’s certainly not been the easiest 
of things to do. A couple of years 
ago, the duo was working on a 
specific intervention underway 
in around 30 slums. 

“There were many challenges 
involved. For starters, convincing 
them share the intimate details 
of their life was difficult. 
Making them understand the 
merits of using protection was 
also tough. We intervened 
through individual interaction, 
group sessions, family visits and 
community meetings. Through 
song and dance and fun skits the 
initial ice was broken. Thereafter, 

when they are ready, the children 
talked,” says Laxmipriya.

At the same time they 
had roped in children to 
motivate each other. These 
were essentially adolescents 
identified from within their own 
neighbourhoods and intensively 
trained to spread awareness on 
HIV and other health related 
issues. After being empowered 
with the necessary information 
and understanding, the teens 
spoke to their friends about 
HIV and Sexually Transmitted 
Infections (STIs) and doubled 
up as links between government 
health care providers and those 
suffering from STIs. 

Sabita has the final word, 
“We cannot stop youngsters 
from having sexual relations. 
But we can certainly equip 
them with all the information 
they need to protect themselves 
from unwanted pregnancy, 
STIs and HIV/AIDS, which 
can completely destroy their 
future.”

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
Having the ‘protection’ of information and awareness on HIV 
and sexually transmitted diseases can make a big difference 
to the vulnerable lives of teenagers living in slums dotting 
Bhubaneswar, Odisha. 

Counsellors like Laxmipriya (left) have enabled several adolescent 
girls living in slums of Bhubaneswar to understand the merits of 
safe sex. 
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One woman’s bid to make 
working life better in Dharavi 
With the exception of the Self Employed Women's Association (SEWA), trade unions in Mumbai have 
overlooked the conditions of a huge workforce – the 30 million home-based workers who are extremely low 
paid and who contribute crores to the economy. Things, however, changed in Dharavi, Asia's largest slum, 
when activists of the Labour Education and Research Network arrived to mobilise a dispersed, disempowered 
workforce and decided to speak to the women about their rights as workers. And showing others the way was 
Fatima Shaikh
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Fatima Shaikh, 35, has been 
working since she was 
little. Her parents came 

over from Andhra Pradesh to 
Mumbai in search of viable 
livelihood and decided to settle 
down in Dharavi. From then on, 
the crowded shanty has been her 
home and workplace. Over the 
years, she’s been a vegetable 
vendor and then a domestic 
worker, who toiled for 12 hours 
daily without proper wages or 
benefits. At the end of it, she 
never had enough money or a 
home and no proper identity 
that would enable her to avail 
of government schemes. Like 
her there were many other 
women in her neighbourhood 
who laboured day and night as 
informal workers but ended up 
with little money, no benefits 
and severe ailments. 

Infuriated at the situation of 
her lot, Fatima was looking for an 
opportunity to make a difference 
and it came when activists 
of the Labour Education and 
Research Network (LEARN) 
came to Dharavi, a hub of small-
scale industries such as pottery, 
snacks, rubber, electronic waste 
and plastic recycling units, 
handicraft, embroidery and kite-
making among other, to mobilise 
a dispersed, disempowered 
workforce. Today, Fatima apa 
is president of Mahila Kamgar 
Sanghatana that is backing 
women workers on issues of 
identity, housing, sanitation, 
wages and healthcare.

According to Indira 
Gartenberg, organising secre-
tary, LEARN Mahila Kamgar 
Sanghatana and scholar at 
Mumbai's Tata Institute of Social 
Sciences (TISS), “Women form 
a large majority of home-based 
workers and no matter what 
they do they are extremely 
low paid. In several Dharavi 
slums, adolescent girls and the 
physically disabled, too, are 
engaged in exploitative work.” 

With the exception of the Self 
Employed Women's Association 
(SEWA), trade unions have 
overlooked the conditions of 
the huge workforce, which 
includes 30 million women 
and contributes crores to the 
economy. In fact, according 
to Gartenberg, as a first step to 

mEhru JAFFEr, Mumbai
realising the ideals enshrined 
in the ILO (1996) C177 Home 
Work Convention, which 
spells out a legal framework 
for securing informal workers’ 
entitlements, it’s imperative 
that they are duly identified and 
recognised as workers. 

Fatima shares, “I have grown 
up in Dharavi. Even as a little 
girl I remember being woken 
up at the crack of dawn to be 
sent along with my sibling to 
sell vegetables. We walked the 
broken down-lanes with a heavy 
basket-load and it was really 
tough negotiating the narrow 
spaces especially during the long 
monsoon season when rainwater 
flooded the streets.” 

As she grew older, Fatima 
found employment as a domestic 
worker. But when despite 
labouring all day she was unable 
to make ends meet she took on 
embroidery assignments during 
the night. In time she felt her life 
was going nowhere. Marriage to 
a construction worker brought 
additional responsibilities and 
three daughters but penury was 
one constant she couldn’t shake 
off. “How could there have been 
any difference. I had no birth 
certificate, no identity card, no 
rights as a worker. Although we 
were paying Rs 1000 as rent for a 
room where the five of us stayed 
there was never any proper proof 
of residence. Consequently, 
securing government welfare 
entitlements was difficult.” 

It was desperation for change 
that motivated her to link up 
with LEARN. Says Gartenberg, 
“In 2008 we decided to speak 
to the women about their rights 
as workers. We felt that once 
they understood that they had 
legitimate entitlements and felt 
confident enough to demand 
them, it would have a multiplier 
effect on other aspects of their life 
as well.” After Fatima attended 
a few meetings she realised that 
whether one was a domestic 
worker, a key-chain maker, a 
scrap sorter or an embroiderer, 
everyone was going through the 
same problems. Moreover, she 
started seeing how their poor 
living conditions only added to 
their difficulties. The small size 
of homes in Dharavi along with 
the overcrowding and miserable 

civic amenities invariably took a 
toll on their health and work. 

“Most working women 
complain of severe backaches, 
hand and leg pains, irritation 
in the eyes and diminishing 
vision. If the children are small, 
then they have to find time to 
attend to them, sometimes even 
ignore them if there is a pressing 
deadline. In the absence of a 
crèche or a day-care centre, 
there is simply no other way out. 
With meagre daily wages and no 
real safety net to fall back on, 
everyone just has to go on. Be 
it healthcare or rent or education 
everything requires money, 
especially if they don’t have 
government identity cards,” 
shares Fatima. 

From the onset, securing ID 
cards has been a major focus 
area. Swampy Dharavi was once 
the stronghold of fishermen 
working in the waters of the 
Mahim Creek. At the time it 
was just a little settlement 
between Sion and Mahim. When 
immigrants from different parts 
of the country flocked the city 
seeking work they put up tin 
shanties on the ground that was 
still free and unregulated. 

“Some four decades ago my 
father had paid Rs 300 for the 
room our family of seven called 
home,” says Fatima, sitting in the 
two-room office of the Sangatana 
in the Rajab Ali neighbourhood, 
named after a community leader, 
and companion of the late Haji 
Mastan, a Mumbai gangster. But 
most residents like her father had 
no ownership documents. For 
years touts made false promises 
to provide a ration card at an 
exorbitant cost. Fatima was once 
asked to pay up Rs 2000.

“Even if I wanted to I could not 
afford to spend that much money 
on anything,” smiles Fatima. It 
was the LEARN activists, who 
eventually assisted her to get 
a ration card for Rs 50. Ever 
since, Fatima has remained an 
active member. Initially, she 
went house-to-house talking to 
women about the advantages of 
becoming a member. “I wanted 
other women to improve their 
life as well,” says Fatima who 
along with her colleagues has 
managed to ensure that women 
associated with their network 
have ration cards, election 

cards and property ownership 
documents.

Things have improved on the 
amenities  and infrastructure 
front, too. Sheila Devi, 40, 
secretary of the Sanghatana, 
reveals, “Today most of the 
shanties are owned by the people 
living here. The shacks have been 
converted into concrete rooms, 
many with an attached toilet. 
The streets have been named 
and houses are numbered.” 

Like Fatima, Sheila used to be 
a domestic worker but nowadays 
the Sanghatana’s activities take 
up all her time. Savitra Suresh, 
who used to make leather straps 
earlier, devotes her hours to 
resolving the various concerns 
shared by the women workers. 
The three also sew and use 
the sewing machines set up in 
their union office to do some 
tailoring work in their spare 
time. “A shanty existence can 
be really the worst experience 
for a woman. The pressures of 
deprivation are at all levels - be 
it the paucity of money, water 
supply, space at home, and so 
on. But with concerted efforts 
things have started improving,” 
says Sheila. 

Their biggest victory so far 
has been a fixing of the wages. 
Under the Sanghatana, which 

has 5000 members, there are 
six separate groups – domestic 
workers, the largest faction with 
2000 members, has fixed Rs 
2000 as monthly wages for a 
home with a family of four. The 
home-based workers group has 
about 1500 members, followed 
by garment workers, vendors, 
rag-pickers and those who 
prepare and sell packed lunches. 
Remuneration for their services 
has also been laid down. Happy 
to be leading change from the 
front, Fatima is positive that 
they will go from strength to 
strength. 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

As president of the Mahila Kamgar Sanghatana in Dharavi, 
Fatima Shaikh is committed to taking up issues of identity, 
housing, sanitation, wages and healthcare commonly faced by 
women home-based workers. 

Savitra Suresh, who used 
to make leather straps 
earlier, devotes her hours 
to resolving the various 
concerns shared by women 
workers. 

<
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Creating timeless fashion, while 
keeping weaving traditions alive
Behind most fine, beautiful, delicate things, there’s usually the sweat, talent, diligence and determination 
of a few good women. That’s also the case with the exquisite traditional weaves from India’s North-eastern 
States, where weaving is an essential part of everyday life, especially in the rural areas. Essentially, it is 
the invisible, albeit strong, backbone of the local economy, even though it’s not uncommon to find families 
struggling to make ends meet on the money they make from cloth woven on the old-fashioned loin loom. 
But this is not a story that focuses on the struggles; rather, it looks at an interesting initiative which brings 
designers, women’s networks and grassroots self-help groups together and makes the entire effort truly 
worthwhile for the artisans
ninGlun hAnGhAl, Guwahati

For Rohila Engtipi, the 
300-year-old loin-loom-
woven Pe-Hon-Ki shawl 

and Pe-Kok (a square piece 
of cloth women tie at the right 
shoulder) handed down to her 
from her great grandmother’s 
collection are among her most 
prized possessions. Indeed, she 
cherishes her them with all her 
heart. “This is true heritage,” she 
remarks, as she proudly shows 
off the clothes made from pure 
Eri silk. 

Engtipi is passionate about 
traditional weaves from the 
Karbi Anglong Region in Assam 
because, “like most women here 
I too have grown up weaving; it’s 
in my blood”. In the countryside, 
most men are either involved in 
agriculture or daily wage work 
to make ends meet and women 
contribute to the family income 
by sitting at the loom “whenever 

they have some free time at 
hand”. It’s really tedious and 
doesn’t pay well but there are 
not many income generating 
options in hand so they continue 
to labour away. “During floods 
or in the absence of availability 
of unskilled labour work, it’s 
weaving that keeps the home 
fires burning. It’s an intrinsic 
part of everyone’s existence,” 
says Engtipi. 

To make sure that the weaves 
and their skilled creators don’t 
become irrelevant in today’s age 
of readymade fashion, Engtipi 
has set up the Karbi Traditional 
Loom Weavers Network. By 
way of supporting the women, 
who tirelessly sit from morning 
to night at the loom for the sake 
of making a little extra money, 
she supplies them with yarn 
and they, in turn, give her the 
woven fabric that she markets 

elaborates, “The Northeast has 
immense artistic potential but 
it’s unfortunate that weavers 
are being forced to give up their 
age-old vocation for jobs that 
would pay them better. With 
the NEIFW we want to promote 
the weavers of the region and 
show them that, with the right 
kind of exposure and backing, 
it’s definitely possible to make a 
decent living out from it.”

Like Engtipi, who, inci-
dentally, showcased the clothes 
made by Karbi women weavers 
at NEIFW, Chakpu is also a 
proficient weaver and loudly 
declares that she “has been born 
a weaver and designer; after all, 
it’s my legacy”. According to her, 
“Till around three decades back, 
loom-weaving and handicraft-
making happened in every 
household in the Northeast but 
those are slowly on their way out 
because sustaining on this work 
has become next to impossible. 
There may be no substitute to 
the beauty of a hand-woven 
fabric length but there are fewer 
takers these days because it costs 
much higher than machine-made 
textile.”

Technology and industri-
alisation may have pushed the 
otherwise timeless weaves 
out of the market but Chakpu 
doesn’t rest all the blame 
there. She says, “I’m not anti-
technology and I don’t want 
to segregate technology from 
exquisite craftsmanship. In fact, 
I think the two together can be 
a matchless combination. To 
an extent, through the Fashion 
Week, we are blending the two. 
At the same time, through this 
platform we are creating mass 
awareness about the weaves and 
designs.”

Describing herself as “a natural 
designer”, Chakpu, through her 
collections, which she retails 
under the label YIS, or Yana 
In Style, merges hand-woven 
motifs with modern silhouettes. 
At the moment, she is involved 
in an experiment that involves 
working with handlooms from 
28 states across the country. A 
real trendsetter, she is creating 
an unusual line that uses North-

eastern motifs in lehengas, 
salwar kameezes and saris.

Of course, at the heart of all 
her efforts to give a boost to the 
practice of weaving is the fact 
that she wants to show women 
weavers that not only “can they 
be self-employed” but through 
innovative ways they can also 
make sure that their heritage 
doesn’t become a thing of the 
past. Chakpu is convinced that to 
make this a reality weavers can 
open their own institute. “They 
don’t need big buildings for that. 
A simple hut is also fine. During 
vacations, students can come 
and learn weaving.” 

Chakpu also plans to set up a 
NEIFW Collection boutique in 
London. “After doing London 
Fashion Week last year, the 
demand for handloom went 
up. I thought, instead of selling 
just my products, I should join 
hands with other designers. 
So, every designer who gets 
registered with NEIFW will get 
a chance to keep their products 
in the boutique,” she shares. 
Whether its Engtipi or Chakpu, 
the imaginative women firmly 
believe that it’s only a matter of 
time before “North-eastern tribal 
motifs and traditional attire 
become the toast of national and 
international fashion” enabling 
the once-struggling, often 
exploited female weavers to 
become mistresses of their own 
destiny.

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
Increasingly women are finding it difficult to make ends meet by 
weaving on their traditional loin loom.

In India’s North-eastern 
States, weaving is an 
essential part of everyday life, 
especially in the rural areas. 

Rohila Engtipi has set up the 
Karbi Traditional Loom Weavers 
Network; she supplies yarn to 
the women weavers and they, in 
turn, give her woven fabric that 
she markets door-to-door or to 
boutiques in the nearby towns.

<

door-to-door or to boutiques 
in the nearby towns. “I take 
the clothes around everywhere 
in the region and right up to 
Guwahati. However, so far, we 
have not started marketing these 
on a larger scale,” she reveals, 
adding that while it takes around 
two to three days for the weavers 
to make a Pe-Kok, she retails it 
for Rs 2000. 

In a sense, visibility for their 
talent and specialised marketing 
is what the weavers need to 
come into the spotlight, whether 
they are in Assam or elsewhere. 
And that’s exactly what the 
Arunachal-based designer Yana 
Ngoba Chakpu is doing these 
days. She has got together with 
other like-minded couturers in 
the region to showcase the best 
of weaves the North-eastern 
states have to offer at the 
North-East India Fashion Week 
(NEIFW), which held its second 
edition in Itanagar, the capital of 
Arunachal Pradesh. 

Bringing designers and 
weavers on one platform, 
NEIFW is Chakpu’s way of 
encouraging the artisans to 
strike out on their own and 
find greater sustainability. She 
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Taking forward the 
momentum of Nutrition 
Week, an annual event 

encouraged by the Government 
of India to promote awareness 
of the importance of nutrition, 
the MS Swaminathan Research 
Foundation (MSSRF) recently 
organised a programme in 
collaboration with the State 
Planning Commission, Tamil 
Nadu, and UNICEF, Chennai, to 
bring together civil society or-
ganisations, government repre-
sentatives, scientists and scholars 
to discuss ‘approaches for a 
hunger-free India. Participants 
shared information on the status 
of food and nutrition security in 

A commitment to 
achieving the goal 
of zero hunger
Civil society organisations, government representatives, 
scientists and scholars discussed approaches for a hunger-
free India at a programme organised by the MS Swaminathan 
Research Foundation in collaboration with the Tamil Nadu State 
Planning Commission and UNICEF, Chennai. A look at what 
transpired 

India in general and Tamil Nadu 
in particular, and facilitated 
sharing of experiences and 
suggestions from representatives 
of organisations working for 
food and nutrition security in 
Tamil Nadu. MSSRF founder-
chairman Prof MS Swaminathan 
chaired the programme and 
facilitated discussions. 

The event was aimed at 
identifying ways to move 
ahead with the agenda of a 
hunger-free India and to frame 
practical solutions that can be 
implemented by policy-makers 
and stakeholders. Executive 
director, MSSRF, V. Selvam, in 
his introductory remarks, spoke 

of the need for a common forum 
to discuss and share various 
strategies related to nutrition 
across Tamil Nadu. 

R. Rukmani, director, Food 
Security, MSSRF, outlined 
various measures taken to ensure 
food security and nutrition in 
India. The steps to eradicate 
hunger were initially detailed 
in the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) which have now 
continued into the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). 
Nutrition was the second goal 
of the SDGs, she noted.  She 
spoke about the World Health 
Assembly’s targets for 2025 
on various health indicators 

Dr Thirunarayanan of Siddha Medicine and Natural Foods spoke of the need to move back to 
traditional options for tackling malnutrition. 

Jagannath of Nallakeerai explained his success in growing 40 varieties of greens using organic 
farming techniques. 

Hemamalini, lecturer at Sri Ramachandra Medical College, spoke about the need to create 
awareness about nutrition through mass media, and at the school level. She felt creating more and 
better paid job opportunities for nutrition students would help mainstream the subject.

Ponnammal, SHG member from Kannivadi, said moving away from traditional practices was 
hitting health. As an example, cooking greens (spinach) in earthen pots not only allowed all the 
nutritional value to be retained, but  also helped easy digestion, she said, and added that the 
nutritional implications of such traditional practices should be documented and brought back into 
vogue.

Thachinamurthy, principal scientist, MSSRF, said there was a mistaken belief that rice was only 
carbohydrates and should be avoided. In fact, rice was full of vitamins and minerals but it all 
depended on the extent to which it had been processed, he pointed out. Even millets, once they 
were polished, lost all their nutrients, he noted. 

Sujatha, consultant, called for creating a band of ‘community hunger fighters’ at the village level, 
who could take the message of the importance of breastfeeding to the people.

WhAt they sAid 

Poor children such as the ones seen here often labour hard 
and go without education and even one square meal a day.

including stunting, wasting 
and anaemia in children. 
Rukmani also spoke of how 
MSSRF adopted the Food and 
Agriculture Organisaton’s multi-
dimensional definition of food 
security, looking at availability, 
access and absorption of food, 
while taking into account the 
Lifecycle Approach to nutrition. 

R.V. Bhavani, project mana-
ger, LANSA-MSSRF, gave 
an overview of the work 
undertaken during the project 
which began in 2013. A baseline 
survey was conducted in 
Koraput, Odisha and Wardha, 
Maharashtra, to determine gaps 
in linkages between agriculture 
and nutrition. LANSA is 
implementing the ‘farming 
system for nutrition’ approach. 
She described how farmers had 
reaped benefits just by making 
small changes to methods of 
cultivation, and stressed the 
need to focus on nutritious crops 
such as millets and pulses as 
well as look at scaling up these 
initiatives. The importance of 
community empowerment in 
facilitating nutrition outcomes 
was underscored by Rama 
Narayanan, independent con-
sultant on nutrition, who 
facilitated MSSRF’s ‘community 
hunger fighters’ initiative in 
Koraput District, Odisha. 

Farhat Saiyed, nutrition 
specialist, UNICEF, shared 
data related to nutrition in 
Tamil Nadu, and referred to 
specific interventions related to 
malnutrition, in the context of the 
‘lifecycle approach’, especially 
with regard to children’s 
nutrition. She highlighted how 
many project pilots showed 
good results, but when scaled 
up, became unsuccessful, 
perhaps because pilots were 
conducted in a controlled 
environment. She recommended 
hand-holding for projects even 
after they were scaled up, until 
desired results were seen. Based 
on WHO standards, focus on 
diet diversity, food frequency 

(quality and quantity of the food 
given) and training for locally 
appropriate food consumption 
was needed, she stressed. Sayied 
also emphasised the need for 
documentation of results and 
evaluation of work done. 

Job Zachariah, chief, UNICEF 
Office of Tamil Nadu and 
Kerala, was of the view that 
nutrition needed to be among 
the government’s top priorities. 
He spoke about two different 
approaches – nutrition-specific 
intervention and nutrition-
sensitive interventions. Accord-
ing to Lancet, more importance 
needed to be given to the latter 
which was the more holistic way 
to tackle malnutrition, he said. 
He also stressed the importance 
of intervening in the first 1000 
days of a child’s life.

K.R. Jahan Mohan from the 
Tamil Nadu State Planning 
Commission spoke about how 
people had moved away from 
traditional, nutritious crops such 
as millets to cash crops due to 
changing lifestyles. The Tamil 
Nadu Government’s document 
on Malnutrition-Free Tamil 
Nadu aimed to chart the path to a 
long-term multi-sectoral strategy 
to eliminate malnutrition, he 
said. A four-point programme 
aimed at enhanced nutrition 
levels, with the focus on millets, 
pulses, horticulture and equitable 
distribution of food would help, 
he suggested. 

Prof M.S. Swaminathan 
called for a 4M approach 
for a malnutrition-free India  
–  methods to eradicate mal-
nutrition, materials needed to 
achieving this, measurement to 
assess the nutrition levels and 
monitoring of interventions 
undertaken. Prof Swaminathan 
stressed the importance of 
fortifying food. He outlined 
different types of hunger and 
touched on aspects of food 
safety. The Food Security Act 
endowed citizens with the Right 
to Food, he noted. 

 the WAy forWArd
1.  Creation of a knowledge-sharing network on nutrition in Tamil Nadu, with the State Planning  
Commission, UNICEF and MSSRF as lead agencies. 
2. Conducting consultative meetings among stakeholders, focusing on three important aspects:

 a. Formalisation of the knowledge-sharing network (facilitated by Planning Commission) 
 b. Policy inputs for Tamil Nadu towards achieving a malnutrition-free state (facilitated by   
       UNICEF) 
 c. Awareness on nutrition along with review of existing resources and way ahead (facilitated by  
       MSSRF) 
3. Reviewing the plan document for Malnutrition-Free Tamil Nadu in the light of recent developments 
in eradicating malnutrition, and updating it as necessary, Prof Swaminathan to lead the process.  
4. Facilitating field-level interventions (by MSSRF in partnership with other organisations for one  
block in Tamil Nadu), to research and demonstrate suggestions for a malnutrition-free State. 
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Looking for peace, comfort
in the time of change
Old Age is often dreaded, considered a difficult phase when one’s faculties are declining 
and, increasingly, family and social support, crucial at the time, is gradually shrinking. 
Elderly women, many from remote regions within Ladakh have shown an alternate 
way to live out their sunset years, how it can be a time for cheer, camaraderie and 
nurturing a robust spirit, despite the odds.  They have come together to establish rgan-
stos-khang, the Ladakhi term for ‘old age home’ in Choglamsar near Leh.  But more 
than that, it is how they have invested their emotions, warmth and care into creating a 
unique environment
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Even though she repeats 
the phrase, shi-a gortey 
enok ley, which means 

that her death is much delayed, 
89-year-old Sonam Palkit seems 
strangely content. With a heavily 
wrinkled face, a toothless smile, 
her eyes light up childlike when 
offered sweets. Hailing from 
Hanisku Village, she vividly 
recalls how after her siblings 
died, on a chance trip to Leh, 
she discovered rgan-stos-khang, 
the Ladakhi term for ‘old age 
home’.  She had remained 
single, and rather than being a 
burden on her grandchildren, 
she took a decision to spend the 
rest of her life here. That is how 
Sonam Palkit came to Maitri 
Old Age Home at Devachan 
Campus, Choglamsar.   

The home is part of a larger 
institution, the Mahabodhi 
International Meditation Cen-
tre (MIMC), that houses a 
girls hostel, the Mahabodhi 
residential school, meditation 
centre, charitable hospitable 
and a mobile clinic. Sonam has 
since lost count of the years but 
is certainly amongst the oldest 
inmates. 

Unlike her, another elderly 
woman from Village Phey, Abi 
Chozom, opted to stay with 
her family. She lives with her 
youngest son, but with both 
the son and daughter-in-law 
working and grandchildren 
going to school, she is alone at 

home all day except on Sundays 
and public holidays.  Ironically, 
even though she has a home and 
family, Abi Chozon is lonely.  

Unlike Sonam and others who 
live in the old age home, Abi 
misses having someone to speak 
with, to share her thoughts and 
daily experiences.  The two 
women have made their choices, 
like countless others across the 
region, facing the spectre of old 
age. 

With Ladakh taking strides 
on the path of development, 
urbanisation is inevitable. There 
is a societal fall-out, a stress on 
the patterns on which traditional 
Ladakhi society has stood and 
sustained over generations. 
There has been a base of 
interdependence, an intricate 
system of relationships that is 
gradually giving way. Social 
norms ensured that old people 
live with their families but in 
a way that allowed space and 
independence to the younger 
generations.  For instance, 
elderly people used to typically 
live in khang-bu, or ‘small 
house’ that was near khang-pa 
or the ‘main house’ – a special 
arrangement that allowed 
interaction across generations 
and shared celebrations without 
intrusion into each other’s 
spaces.

However, things have been 
changing. According to Tsering 
Dolma from Spituk Village, 

eight kilometres from Leh, the 
only reason why the elderly opt 
for an old age home is if they are 
neglected by their family.  She 
would much prefer to stay with 
her family, but in case she faces 
neglect, would have no choice 
but to enter a home. 

The story about how rgan-
stos-khang itself came to exist 
speaks volumes.  The moving 
spirit behind this was Padma 
Lhaskit, an abiley, the Ladakhi 
term for ‘grandmother’ who 
hailed from the village of 
Skyurbuchan.  She was under 
treatment at the Government 
Hospital Leh and was left 
abandoned there.  Although she 
recovered, she had nowhere to 
go and resorted to faking illness 
in order to prolong her stay at 
the hospital.  The staff took to 
her kindly and her hospital stay 
stretched for a period of seven 
long years.   

It was Padma's initiative along 
with three other abileys like her 
that led to the establishment of 
the old age home in 1995 by 
Sangasena,  a leading figure in 
the community, also the founder-
president, MIMC   “There is no 
greater religion service then 
serving and helping the aged, 
physically challenged, mentally 
challenged and destitute people,” 
says Sangasena.

Rgan-stos-khang is many 
things to many people.  A home, 
a family apart from the one based 
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on blood ties, a common space 
and time shared by so many 
previously unconnected people 
, now travelling this leg of their 
life journey together.  While 
many of them have come to the 
place by dint of circumstances, 
they are not despondent; indeed, 
far from it. 

Seventy-two-year-old Ishey 
Spaldon from Nyerags sym-
bolises the cheerful spirit.  A 
nun, she has been at rgan-stos-
khang the past 21 years, never 
having visited her home even 
once.  She had first moved to 
Leh seeking treatment for pain 
in her joints and lived in a rented 
apartment before moving into 
the home.  The place offered her 
everything she could hope for at 
this stage of her life – comfort, 
peace, companionship.  

With a twinkle in her eye, 
Ishey remarks, “Totpadangs, 
shulpatos; ta maney rig tongo 
chhod nagyala dug ley (with 
food to eat and cloths to keep 
from cold, the best one can do 
is remember the God.” Asked 
whether she has any fears, she 
laughs and says she thinks she 
is not dying as yet because she 
feels happy from the inside. 

(Courtesy: Charkha Features. 
This article was written thanks to the 
Sanjoy Ghose Rural Reporting Award 
2015-16.)Elderly people offering prayers in glorious sunshine.

Tsering Dolkar from Sapi 
Village.
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