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How tiny savings are now 
empowering poor women 
There is a common understanding that women in rural parts of India belonging to poor 
households are often vulnerable, insecure and lack knowledge. They have always 
been given a secondary status be it at home or in society. However, there are several 
turnaround cases where micro-credit programmes and formation of self-help groups 
(SHGs) have changed the economic and social position of several vulnerable women

The self-help groups 
(SHGs) of Das Majra 
Village in the Sarsawa 

Block of Saharanpur District 
(Uttar Pradesh) are a shining 
example of how micro-credit 
programmes have changed the 
economic and social position of 
women for the better. 

Das Majra is primarily a Dalit 
village with a few families from 
other communities included. The 
village women had their first 
SHG, which they named Sagar, 
24 years ago. With 17 members, 
the group is still active; over a 
period of time its members have 
developed a strong bond with 
each other. 

The Sagar Group was started 
with each member contributing 
10 rupees a month, and after 
a successful three years they 
began contributing 20 rupees a 
month. The contribution over 
time swelled to such an extent 
that many members have been 
able to start micro enterprises, 
apart from meeting several other 
urgent needs. 

Members have taken loans 
to fund the education of their 
children, marriages, costs 
incurred for illnesses, house 
construction, and to support their 

household businesses, etc. 
Saroj, current president of the 

Sagar Group, has an experience 
to share about SHG support, an 
empowering experience as she 
calls it. “The first time I took 
a loan from the group was 
of 500 rupees for household 
expenditure. Next time, I took 
a loan of 8000 rupees for house 
repair. Later, my husband 
wanted to have some musical 
instruments for his marriage 
band group and for that I again 
took 20000 rupees; after some 
years the family felt the need 
to expand the business and 
for that they now have a shop 
in the town. For this, I took 
50000 rupees loan and my last 
loan was of 60000 rupees from 
the group to send my son for B 
Tech studies.”

With a proud smile on her 
face, Saroj continues her story: 
“Thanks to support from the 
SHG at crucial intervals, the 
education of all my three 
sons could be completed and 
they are now working in good 
positions. This support is not 
only recognised by me but by 
my husband and sons also. 
Had the support of the SHG 
not been there for us, we would 

have to go to the moneylender 
for loans with much higher rate 
of interest. The progress and 
economic stability which my 
family has seen today wouldn’t 
have been possible without the 
support of the group. It has 
positively impacted my life.”

Alka is the treasurer of the 
group. Some time ago, she had 
a terrible accident which left her 
badly injured. At that juncture, 
the SHG came forward to not 
only give her a loan for her 
treatment but also, in addition, 
to collect some money to 
contribute to her treatment. 
Earlier, Alka and her family 
were helped by SHG loans – 
they could create family assets 
like cattle sheds. They also 
took loans to obtain farmland 
on lease. Her mother-in-law, 
Birmi, availed of loans to help 
family efforts for economic 
betterment. 

Nirmala, the first president of 
the group who now works as an 
ASHA (accredited social health 
activist) in the village, has 
also had positive experiences 
regarding her association with 
the SHG. According to her, 
she had taken loans several 
times from the group to support 

Migrants suffer, have no 
place they can call a 
secure home                 4

her household in the business of 
clothes. She also remembers she 
was able to get a loan promptly 
for the treatment of her son who 
suffered serious burn injuries. She 
received loans for building her 
home and for the marriage of her 
children. 

“Had the timely support of our 
group not been there at the crucial 
times for me, my family would 
have been in the clutches of the 
moneylender who charges 5 to 10 
per cent interest per month based 
on the need of the person,” says 
Nirmala. 

Shiksha, another member of the 
SHG, is a widow. She feels grateful 
to the group for supporting her in 
building her own home. She was 
disowned by her in-laws after the 
death of her husband. 

Women in the group are 
unanimous in their opinion that the 
formation of SHGs has not only 
empowered them economically 
but has also improved their 
position at home. Today, family 
members genuinely recognise their 
contribution – at the crucial hour 
of need it is they, the women, who 
provide financial support. In the 
village community too, their status 
has risen. There is recognition by 
the society of the contributions 

reena mehta, Saharanpur District, Uttar Pradesh
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No ‘happy childhood’ 
here – the sad reality in 
orphanages                   5

(Continued on page 5) 
A group picture of women in self-help groups (SHGs) in Das Majra Village in Sarsawa Block 
of Saharanpur District (Uttar Pradesh).

Alka (left) and Saroj.
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A girl’s death turns the 
spotlight on toilets, 
sanitary napkins            6
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Sadly, 'an excellent example of water 
conservation’ is neglected for years 
On the one hand there has been so much talk about reducing distress of farmers and adopting eco-friendly 
technology but, on the other, an invention capable of reducing the costs of farmers and at the same time reducing 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions significantly has been badly neglected during the past three decades. Is it 
because the inventor is a farmer scientist who also happens to be a crusader against corruption?
Bharat dogra, Delhi

Focus

It was in 1987 that Mangal 
Singh, a farmer innovator 
of Bhailoni Lodh Village 

in Lalitpur District of Uttar 
Pradesh (Bundelkhand Re-
gion) first installed a Mangal 
Turbine near his village. 
The turbine was capable 
of drawing water from a 
river to irrigate agricultural 
fields without using diesel or 
electricity, by simply using 
the energy of flowing water. 

It was after nearly a decade, 
in 1998, that the machine was 
patented as Mangal Water 
Wheel Turbine Machine 
(patent number 177190 dated 
13.11.1997), according to a 
Government of India gazette 
notification dated 30th 
November 1998. Around the 
time, the remote village of 
Mangal Singh was visited by 
countless dignitaries including 
senior officials, technocrats 
and scientists who testified 
to the great utility of the 
invention.

B.K. Saha, former chief 
secretary of Madhya Pradesh, 
wrote that the device was 
“extremely cost effective” 
and “ecologically completely 
benign”. A study of water 
resources of Bundelkhand by 
IIT Delhi and Vigyan Shiksha 
Kendra stated that the “Mangal 
Turbine would prove a boon 
for fulfilling the energy need 
of irrigation, agro-processing, 
etc in the rural sector 
wherever low water exists in 
the rivers/ nullahs (streams).” 
Sarla Gopalan, advisor in the 
Planning Commission, called 

the Mangal Turbine “an excellent 
example of water conservation.”

The list of commendations and 
praises is a long one. The latest 
and more comprehensive review 
of the experiences relating to the 
Mangal Turbine was prepared by 
B.P. Maithani, former director of 
the National Rural Development 
Institute (NDRI), who was assigned 
the task by the Department of Rural 
Development, Government of 
India. The review, also called the 
Maithani Report, said that from the 
perspective of rural development 
and irrigation the invention was 
“unparalleled in its simplicity and 
utility”, adding that the benefits of 
the invention were “multiple and 
multidimensional”.

What exactly is the Mangal 
Turbine and how does it work? The 
Maithani Report has summarised it 
nicely: “There are several variants 
of the turbine but the standard 
device contains a water wheel of 
two meter diameter with 12 blades 
radially fixed to the rim. The shaft 
is coupled with a suitable gear box 
for stepping up of rotation to 1500-
1800 rpm. The output shaft of the 
gear box is coupled on one end  
with a centrifugal pump for lifting 
water and the other end is mounted 
with a suitable pulley to operate 
any other machine like crusher, 
grinder, etc. By using the energy 
of flowing water in a stream, the 
Mangal Turbine enables lifting 
of water for irrigation/ drinking 
purposes and also produces 
mechanical power that can be 
used for various other purposes. 
The device can also operate an 
alternator to generate electricity 
for lighting nearby areas.”
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Thus, it is clear that the Mangal 
Turbine, apart from irrigating 
farmland, has multiple and 
multidimensional uses in terms 
of drinking water, energy, cottage 
and agri-processing industries, 
environment protection and 
reduction of GHG emissions. It 
is estimated that over its lifetime 
one Mangal Turbine can result 
in saving of 125400 litres of 
diesel and 335 tonnes of GHG 
emissions. The IIT Delhi study 
quoted above estimated that 
for one district of Bundelkhand 
if potentially 500 sites could 
be identified and two Mangal 
Turbines installed at each site, 
then in a single district about 
one hundred thousand hectares 
could be irrigated and 25 MWs 
of energy generated. 

Despite the potential of 
Mangal Turbine at a macro, 
national level and instead of 
being encouraged for further 
research, Mangal Singh was 
subject to endless victimisation 
by several officials and also 
faced the opposition of some 
local powerful persons who did 
not like his sudden rise to fame. 
Singh has been an RTI activist 
and anti-corruption crusader. 
His opposition to several wrong 
deeds of powerful persons 
created enemies for him.  

CAPART (Council for 
Advancement of People’s 
Action and Rural Technology) 
is a government organisation 
supposed to help rural innovators 
but it treated Mangal Singh so 
harshly and unjustly that he was 
left with no other option but to 
fight expensive court cases, to 
try and get justice. It adversely 
impacted his taking up further 
innovative work.

The Maithani Committee 
Report, an officially assigned 

review of the Department 
of Rural Development, 
Government of India, has 
criticised the harassment of 
Mangal Singh in very strong 
terms. The report stated: “Shri 
Mangal Singh was harassed and 
harmed in the process of the 
implementation of the project. 
This has happened not only 
in connection with the project 
under reference which was the 
last sanctioned by CAPART. It 
has happened in respect of all 
projects sanctioned by CAPART 
to Shri Mangal Singh earlier 
too… 

There is no case against Shri 
Mangal Singh who needs to 
be compensated for the losses 
suffered due to adversary role 
played by CAPART in all the 
projects sanctioned to him 
simply because he did not 
‘please’ them.”

Although the review report 
was prepared in 2011, Mangal 
Singh is still running from pillar 
to post in search of justice. 
His once famed health has 
deteriorated badly now. He is 
nearing 70 years of age and all 
the bright dreams seen by him in 
better days have been shattered. 

His body bends from the 
burden of a laptop and two 
bagfuls of files as he staggers 
to board a bus from a crowded 
bus stop in Delhi. While his own 
sufferings have been too many, 
what bothers him no less is 
that his great invention has not 
blossomed or been used fruitfully 
despite its great potential. 

“I have  travelled a lot to various 
parts of the country to popularise 
it,” he told me recently, “but what 
can a harassed man without any 
resources achieve on his own? A 
government project once given 
to me had a budget of Rs 6400 
for marketing and promoting my 
invention, even though crores 
of rupees were being wasted at 
the same time on highly dubious 
projects.” 

Singh mentioned how an 
international organisation which 
initially made a show of helping 
him later lured away his assistant 
with better money, then asked 
him to set up a Mangal Turbine 
near six Mangal Turbines 
earlier set up by him in such a 
way that the six turbines would 
get submerged. The Maithani 
Committee has also mentioned 
the episode.

Says Mangal Singh, “There 
is no other device in the world 
which can provide irrigation 
of hundred hectares or more 
without using diesel or electricity 
and which can be fabricated 
entirely in a village. It can also 
be used to give a new lease of 
life to several non-functioning 
lift canal schemes. So many 
senior officials and experts have 
carefully examined my invention 
and lavished praise on it, but 
will someone please tell me why 
this invention could not spread 
and I had to endure such endless 
suffering?” <

The Mangal Turbine installed by Zila Panchayat Tikamgarh  
at River Jamni on the UP-MP border.

The Mangal Turbine on the Narmada-Bagdi Sangam in Tahsil 
Khate Gaon, District Dewas, MP, installed on a steel frame.

The pioneer, Mangal Singh. 
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Puffed rice becomes a game changer, 
helps women lead dignified lives

Itishree Kabi was busy 
preparing mutton curry in a 
big kadhai (earthen pot) for 

the food festival she had come 
to attend – far from Mayurbhanj, 
a tribal dominated district in 
Odisha. The aim was not to 
give customers a taste of mutton 
curry, rather she and others in 
her group had come to serve 
visitors their handmade puffed 
rice (mudhi) with the mutton 
curry. 

Itishree and the other women 
find exhibitions are a better 
platform to popularise their 
product among urban mass. “We 
have been attending exhibitions 
since 2007 to reach out to people 
with our brand, Baripada Mudhi, 
says Itishree, one of the oldest 
members of the Mayurbhanj 
Mahila Association (MMA). She 
and the other members carry the 
food items to the stall, Itishree 
supervises, ensures everything 
is set properly with sufficient 
numbers of mudhi packets for 
sale. 

“If you want to thrive in 
business you need to emphasise 
the quality of your product – that 
is what we follow. The USP of 
Baripada Mudhi is, we prepare 
mudhi from good quality rice. 
Traditionally roasted in earthen 
pots over a wood fire with no 
addition of urea or baking soda,” 
says Kalpana, another member, 
adding, “We have some regular 
customers who buy puffed rice 
only from our stall and they wait 
for the entire year, but there are 
some new customers also we 
meet every day who enquire 
about our product before 
buying.” While marketing and 
selling their puffed rice, all the 

women look confident. Quite 
clearly, the puffed rice has given 
them an identity and brought 
dignity, empowerment and 
financial stability. 

Just one and a half decade 
ago, things were quite different. 
The main livelihood of people of 
Tambakhuri and Bandhamundei 
Villages of Rasgobindpur Block 
in Mayurbhanj District was 
fishing in the Subarnarekha 
River, while the women folk 
were engaged in making puffed 
rice at their landlord’s houses to 
earn meagre amounts. However, 
with the decrease in water level 
in the river, their livelihoods got 
affected. 

“It became difficult for us 
to meet our daily household 
needs. Even sending children to 
schools became difficult. While 
we were going through a tough 
time to meet the household 
expenses, male members of the 
family were into alcoholism and 
incidences of domestic violence 
increased. It was very difficult 
for us to eke out our daily 
living,” explains Itishree. 

During the time, Unnayan, 
a Bhubaneswar-based NGO, 
came forward to empower them 
and rescue them from poverty. 
“When they suggested that we 
prepare puffed rice which they 
would sell in the market, we all 
laughed. Because in Mayurbhanj 
District, puffed rice is a staple 
food and in every household 
woman are engaged in preparing 
puffed rice; if they do not 
prepare it themselves, they hire 
labourers,” says Itishree. 

When Unnayan managed to 
convince the women to form a 
cooperative and decided to take 

Baripada Mudhi, the brand name for puffed rice made by members of the Mayurbhanj Mahila Association, 
has now earned a name for quality. It’s mudhi with a difference – roasted in earthen pots over a wood fire 
with no addition of urea or baking soda. But what it has also done, is alter the lives of the women for the better 
– they enjoy work and earn a living but, more importantly, have become independent and confident 

charge of selling their handmade 
product, mudhi, they all agreed. 
There were only 24 women from 
two villages who extended their 
hand of support to Unnayan. 

In 2002, Mayurbhanj Mahila 
Association (MMA) took shape. 
Initially, the association entered 
the local market but, later in 
2007 when they got trademark 
by the name, Baripada Mudhi, 
their business expanded beyond 
the local market.

To provide financial support 
to the association, Unnayan put 
forth a proposal before Oxfam 
India, the funding agency 
supporting Unnayan’s other 
projects. Oxfam readily agreed 
to support the initiative and 
provided Rs 5 lakh as grant in the 
early days to start the project. 

With the grant, the women 
bought stitching and paddy-
cutting machines, utensils 
for making puffed rice, and 
constructed a store room to 
house the products. Unnayan 
and Oxfam extended support in 
capacity building the capacity of 
the MMA members and training 
them in checking quality, 
marketing and promoting the 
product. 

It was not easy for the women 
to break the traditional rules 
and join the association. “In 
our village, women, especially 
daughter-in-laws, are not 
allowed to go out of the four 
walls of the house. Our joining 
an association and earning 
couldn’t be digested by the older 
male folk of the community,” 
says Anjana. 

Today, things have changed. 
People are full of praise for 
the women. The husbands are 
supportive, some are helping in 
the marketing of puffed rice or 
accompanying the women when 
they travel outside the village. 

“Women are also feeling more 
confident than earlier. Today, 
every woman member earns 
between Rs 4000 and Rs 4500 
per month, some of them even 
earn more than their husbands. 
You will find most of the women 
members are financially stable. 
They no more take money 
from local money lenders. If 
they need money for treatment, 
construction of house, marriage 
purposes or buying land, the 
association provides them loans 
at a minimum interest rate. So, 

in many families, women have a 
say over financial decisions, and 
their male partners respectfully 
agree,” explains Anjana, 
confidently. 

Itishree shares her own 
life-changing experiences. “I 
had never thought our own 
handmade mudhi would give 
me respect both at home and in 
the community. We have spent 
many days of hardship but, 
today, my daughter is working 
as a staff nurse in a hospital of 
repute while my son is studying 
in college. I have built our own 
house and saved some money 
for the future.” 

Another member, Supriya, is 
a survivor of domestic violence. 
She was in dire financial straits 
when her husband abandoned 
her. The mudhi-making work 
has given her a new identity and 
helped her earn a living. Her son 
now works in a private company 
after getting trained at ITI. 
“Their traditional skills have 
empowered them and they have 
now found a sense of an agency 
and purpose,” says Rashmi 
Pradhan, secretary, Unnayan, 
the person who endeavoured to 
bring about the change. 

Explaining the process of 
their work, Kalpana says, “The 
association procures paddy from 
the local market and then sells it 
to its members. The members 
make the paddy into puffed rice 
and the association offers a better 
price (than in the marketplace). 
After checking for quality, the 
members together package the 
product and make it ready for 
sale in the retail market. 

The association has separate 
plans for economically poor 
members. For those who 

cannot afford to buy paddy, 
the association bears the cost 
or lends them the required 
amount. In Odisha, even though 
there are different types of 
snacks available in the market, 
local people still prefer puffed 
rice with other food item as 
breakfast or evening snacks. 
With increasing demand, MMA 
is pushing its Baripada Mudhi 
brand, trying to ensure it reaches 
every household. 

“This good quality crispy 
puffed rice has now reached 
to other states too. Recently, 
the Central Government 
selected mudhi from Odisha for 
promotion in the global market 
as part of its Make in India 
programme,” says Pradhan, 
secretary, Unnayan. 

In 2015, three members of 
MMA along with Pradhan went 
to Uttarakhand to describe to 
students of the Indian Institute 
of Management (IIM), Kashipur, 
a case study of institutional 
building and marketing. 

“It was a great experience 
for the three of us. We had 
never travelled by aircraft, and 
explaining to the students about 
our efforts to build our business 
was definitely a thrilling 
experience,” says Itishree, a 
radiant smile on her face. 

At the food festival, when 
a customer enquired about 
the quality of the product, 
Sulochana, an MMA member, 
happily answered, “We don’t use 
synthetic substances such as urea 
and baking soda while preparing 
puffed rice, which factories do. 
This is our handmade puffed 
rice; you can only feel the 
difference once you taste it.” <

Members of the Mayurbhanj Mahila Association take a break 
from work to pose for the camera.

Anjana showing handmade puffed rice.
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Independent investigation 
by human rights lawyers into 
the conditions of workers from 
Jharkhand who are employed in 
various factories in Bengaluru 
has revealed that they are 
subject to a variety of labour 
rights violations. Many of the 
workers are not paid full wages 
in a timely manner or given paid 
leave for illnesses or personal 
emergencies. Although they are 
entitled to provident fund, there 
is no guarantee it is paid.  

Any objection by the workers to 
such violations by the employers 
leads to their suspension or 
termination without notice. 
Mary Ho, a seasoned adivasi 
(tribal person) and labour rights 
activist from Jharkhand who 
visited Bengaluru to assist the 
migrant workers, remarks, “As 
their numbers are small and 
the language, food and culture 
of the place alien, the workers 
feel isolated. It is important to 
note that many of the migrant 
workers are adivasis whose 
land was taken away from 
them in an unlawful manner in 
spite of resistance by them. It 
is humiliating for the adivasis 
to work for paltry wages and 
live in tiny and overcrowded 
spaces. Human rights lawyers 
have taken up their case with 
the labour court but owing to the 
lack of appointment contracts, 
obtaining justice is difficult and 
long drawn.”

note: Names of migrant workers 
have been changed; they didn't wish to 
be quoted.

“They have been 
threatening and 
beating us at various 

times with rubber tubes. I 
came here from my village in 
Midnapore District in West 
Bengal more than a year ago for 
work at the suggestion of my 
friend, Shamsher, who has been 
employed here for a long time. 
Life has been tough here in a 
number of ways but we do not 
have any skills or qualifications 
for dignified employment. In 
addition to that, earning a living 
in and around our native villages 
is not easy as opportunities are 
limited,” says Noor-ul-Hasan 
who is 23 years of age. 

Most of the economically 
marginalised men and some of 
the women who are migrants 
and living in and around 
Munnekolala, which is situated 
in the Marathahalli Sub-
division of Bengaluru, earn 
their livelihood by collecting 
or sorting waste. They sort out 
metal and other items with their 
bare hands from the mounds 
of largely dry garbage that is 
dumped close to their homes. 
They sell that to dealers as metal 
scrap, plastic and other items for 
their livelihood. A few of the 
migrant workers in the area run 
tea stalls. Some of the women 
are employed as domestic 
workers, cooks, babysitters or 
as caregivers for the elderly and 
infirm, in the large residential 
complexes that are located a 
few hundred metres from their 
settlement. 

The settlement comprises of 
more than 3000 persons who 
have migrated to the locality in 
Bengaluru over the past decade 

Migrants suffer in silence, have no 
place they can call home
Most migrants living in and around Munnekolala in the Marathahalli Sub-division of Bengaluru earn their 
livelihood by sorting out waste material. The settlement is home to more than 3000 migrants hailing from 
Bengal. They are often assaulted and abused by the so-called land owners. Young women among the 
migrants face sexual harassment and abuse. A fear psychosis has led some migrant workers to leave the 
settlement. The right to migrate to any part of India and earn a livelihood is a fundamental right. But why are 
human rights violations of migrant workers by employers being allowed by the state administration? 
pushpa achanta, Benguluru

from various parts of West 
Bengal. Most of them live in 
tin sheds of which there are a 
minimum of ten in a row. The 
workers pay around 1000 rupees 
for each small-sized unit and 
around 2000 rupees for the larger 
ones to a few of the residents 
(who are also migrants) who 
pass it on to the ‘supposed land 
owners’. 

The place has fairly uneven 
paths, water logging especially 
when it rains, and mosquitoes. 
The homes do not have 
electricity and water for drinking 
and cooking must be bought 
in cans. Water for household 
purposes such as washing can 
be collected from the small 
artificial pond situated in the 
midst of their homes. 

“I came here about seven years 
ago from North 24-Parganas 
District in West Bengal. After 
getting married during one of 
my trips home, I brought my 
wife here. She works as a cook 
in a couple of houses and earns 
around 7000 rupees per month. 
I used to work at a construction 
site for a few years but decided 
to open a tea stall. I do not earn 
as much as my wife does but we 
are able to afford rent for our 
homes and send our children 
to an English-medium private 
school nearby. At present there 
is a small school where children 
are taught in Bengali and it is 
likely to expand considering the 
number of persons who speak 
Bengali that live here,” says 
Amir Basheer, in his early 30s. 

More than two months ago, 
Kaleem A., a social worker in 
the northern part of Bengaluru 
(located more than twenty 

kilometers away from the area), 
received a call about the death of 
one of the young migrant workers 
in Munnekolala. Says Kaleem: 
“On an immediate inquiry by 
me and other volunteers of 
Movement for Justice, a non-
profit organisation in Bengaluru 
that fights for restoration of 
the civil liberties of socio-
economically disadvantaged 
individuals and groups in 
Karnataka that we are associated 
with, it was learnt that the young 
man had been tortured with iron 
rods and thick rubber tubes. Also, 
during a detailed independent 
investigation conducted by 
human rights defenders who 
included retired academics, 
lawyers and journalists, it was 
established that the incidents 
took place in front of the mother 
of the deceased worker and other 
members of the community. The 
hapless mother was beaten while 
the remaining persons were 
threatened into remaining silent 
during and after the incident.” 

In fact, it was found that 
periodic physical assaults and 
oral abuse carried out by the self-
proclaimed owners of the land 
was considered as normal by the 
workers living there. Further, 
the older migrant workers are 
coerced into ill-treating their 
younger counterparts for their 
survival. Apart from the above, 
sexual harassment and abuse, 
especially of young women 
in the settlement, has been 
occurring on a regular basis. 
However, male members deny 
the existence of such a scenario 
– the men do not let the women 
around them talk about sexual 
harassment in an open manner. 
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It is outrageous and unjust 
that at least five of the migrant 
workers were named as the 
accused persons and around three 
of them were placed under arrest 
for a few days. The innocent 
people were set free only after 
persistent pressure from various 
human rights defenders on the 
police who are alleged to be 
backing the perpetrators of the 
crime. 

Perhaps, as a result of threats 
and fear of the perpetrators of 
the crimes, some of the migrant 
workers were forced to leave 
the settlement. One is not sure 
if they had moved to other parts 
of Bengaluru or had returned to 
their native towns and villages. It 
is possible that a part of the land 
where the settlement is located 
is unlawfully claimed as their 
own by the alleged perpetrators 
of the atrocities. It also seems 
that the perpetrators belong to 
one family or are friends. The 
information might not have 
emerged if it were not for the 
sustained intervention of human 
rights activists.

<
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Dwellings of migrant workers who had fled Munnekolala.

Human rights defenders meet Munnekolala settlement residents.

Migrant workers sort garbage near their homes in Munnekolala.
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No happy childhood – that is the 
reality in orphanages here
Twenty-six years of armed conflict has resulted in a shocking increase in the number of orphans in Kashmir. A 
survey conducted by a Kashmir-based voluntary organisation in 2014 put the figure at 15000. Other sources 
say that the figure is as high as 100000. This is the story of children in an orphanage or, really, the story of 
Fatima who cannot get over the loss of her father. The story also focuses on some of the issues faced by 
children like Fatima in orphanages across the state and the woeful lack of proper therapy or counselling

One rainy afternoon, 25 
girls fill a medium-
size room at Markazi 

Falahi Masturat, an orphanage 
for girls in Anantnag, 56 km 
south-east of Srinagar, the 
summer capital of Jammu and 
Kashmir are scribbling away 
on their notebooks. Shafts of 
light enter the room through 
two rectangular windows. The 
girls are keen to finish their 
homework before the light 
fades. In the midst of her work, 
Fatima, an orphan, finds herself 
particularly distracted.

Fatima is distinctly dressed 
in a black cotton dress – a 
traditional kameez shalwar – 
while a silken scarf drapes her 
head. The April rain brings with 
it a cold breeze, so girls wear a 
traditional woollen cloak called 
pheran. Fatima doesn’t. She 
appears hesitant to interact. I ask 
other girls about their lives and 
their families, how they came 
to the foster home, all the while 
hoping Fatima warms up.

When Fatima finally opens 
up, her sweet voice fills the 
room. “I love the wind touching 
my body and face. It makes me 
fresh and happy,” she says. What 
else makes you happy, I ask. 
“Playing cricket and singing”. 
I goad her to sing but Fatima 
is not sure if she should. The 
home warden, Latiefa Akhter, 
joins me and encourages her. 
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“She loves to sing Kashmiri 
songs. Others sing along with 
her,” Latiefa says. “It turns into 
a chorus every night”.

Fatima is a talented singer – 
the home warden says her songs 
help bind the group of girls and 
the caretakers into one family. 
Singing is one of the few ways 
11-year-old Fatima inspires 
girls here. For the staff and a 
few volunteers that work with 
the children aged between four 
and 16 years, she is ‘positive 
energy’. 

As Fatima picks up a verse, her 
eyes light up and a smile adorns 
her face. Soon, other girls of the 
orphanage join in and repeat the 
verses after her. But her songs 
are not of happiness, they reflect 
the pain hidden inside her and, 
maybe, of all of the girls who 
have lost one or both parents.

Meaal wajan meal che yewan 
nazare… Yess ne aasan sue che rozan 
nazare…

 
(Fathers come visiting their 

daughters, those who have lost their 
fathers, remain waiting…)

“She remembers several 
Kashmiri songs by heart and 
we are surprised every time 
she sings a new song without a 
mistake,” Latiefa tells me.

Three years ago, when Fatima 
came to the orphanage, she 
had lost her father, a Hizb-ul-

Muhahideen militant, in a gun 
battle.  For the first few weeks, 
her classmates say she cried 
every evening. Saima Jan, 16, 
who is an orphan and had lost her 
father in similar circumstances, 
says that Fatima would sob till 
she fell asleep.

“I love humming, and one 
day when Fatima was sobbing 
I took her in my lap and started 
humming to her. She calmed 
down,” says Saima, the eldest 
among the orphans here. 
“Slowly, with time, she got used 
to all of us and started liking it 
here.”

Over the past three years, 
Fatima has adapted to the 
new environment so well that 
the staff sees her as the new 
frontrunner after Saima. Yet, she 
longs for time with her mother. 
As our conversation about life in 
the orphanage picks up, Fatima 
touches my face with her hands. 
A loving gesture perhaps to 
suggest she misses her mother. 
Away from home, she says she 
looks up to Saima for guidance. 
“We are all friends, but I am 
close to Saima and Shabnum.” 

Under Article 20 (Clause A) 
of the Constitution of Jammu & 
Kashmir, all permanent residents 
have the right to free education. 
Although the orphans are 
admitted in different private and 
government schools, they need 
tutoring. “Fatima is bright, good 

A shot of the nameboard at the entrance to Markazi Falahi Masturat, a foster home for girls in 
the Mattan area of Anantnag District.

in Mathematics and Science, 
but at times she has difficulties,” 
says Saima, who teaches Fatima 
after school hours or when she 
needs help. “Both of us love 
Science and Mathematics,” 
Fatima says. “But when Saima 
is unable to help, there is no one 
else to go to.” 

The Jammu and Kashmir 
Government’s Social Welfare 
Department had deputed two 
tutors to the orphanage but they 
stopped coming after the 2016 
conflict. “They used to come 
here from the nearby village 
and teach these kids art and 
help them in homework,” says 
Latiefa.

Lack of parental attention and 
care is has impacted the children 
here. Article 21 of the Jammu 
and Kashmir entitles every 
child to a “happy childhood”, 
but most of the children here 
have some fear or the other – 
of heights, noise and darkness. 
No medical examination or 
check-up was conducted on the 
children here since 2013.

“These kids are suffering from 
different phobia – fear of darkness 
is mostly common. These fears 
generally rise when parents 
die in an accident, or due to 
violence. They have an idea that 
parents are in the grave, which is 
darkness,” says Rao Farman Ali, 
author of Kashmir: Orphans, 
Nurture and Challenges.

 “Among the orphans of armed 
conflict, there is a different fear 
which later turns into hate. 
In psychological terms, it is 
known as ‘politicophobia’. It 
needs urgent attention – like 
group therapies, and community 
engagement. Sports activities are 
required in these orphanages to 
engage and help these children 
to come out of these fears,” says 
Rao.

Dr Arshad Hussain, associate 
professor at the Department of 
Psychiatry, Kashmir, says it is 
time that role of the orphanages is 
evaluated to understand whether 
the institutions “are making 
the life of the orphans better, 
physically and psychologically”.

How tiny savings are empowering...
(Continued from page 1) 

they have made to the welfare of 
their families.

The women, who have been 
together as group for the past 
24 years, have attended many 
training programmes and been 
on trips together, which have 
made them aware about several 
new things and about their rights 
as well. Panchayat office-bearers 
now know that the women are 
not ignorant and, so, they just 
cannot and do not ignore their 
voice. 

The women meet at least once 
every month. The meetings 
have created a strong bond 
between them. They all are 
ready to support each other at 
the hour of need, and not only 

Nirmala.

economically. The women feel 
truly empowered. They feel 
they are not alone and that there 
are many friends in the group 
supporting them. <
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A girl’s death turns the spotlight on 
toilets, sanitary napkins
Not many of us are aware of the struggle pubescent girls go through during their monthly periods every month. 
Due to lack of sanitation facilities in schools, such as toilets, most girls in cities, suburban towns and villages 
stay away from school during their periods. Most girls use old cotton rags and re-use the same napkins after 
washing them. Roll Number 17 is a short film inspired by a real life tragedy and it scores with several pertinent 
messages on the subject

According to a survey 
report by AC Nielsen, 
88 per cent of girls 

and women in India use ash, 
newspapers, sand husk and 
dried leaves during their 
monthly periods. Because of the 
unhygienic practices, more than 
70 per cent of girls and women 
suffer from reproductive tract 
infections, increasing the risk of 
contracting associated cancers. 
According to a national survey, 
66 per cent of women and girls 
across the country do not use 
sanitary napkins

Roll Number 17 is a short 
film inspired by a real life 
tragedy. Ananya, a girl in Std 

shoma a. chatterji, Kolkata

VIII of Mathurapur School, an 
institution for boys and girls in 
the Sundarbans in Bengal, fell 
victim to a fatal disease from 
infection due to lack of hygienic 
drinking water and toilets in the 
school. She stopped attending 
school and never returned. She 
had died of the infection. 

Ananya’s grief-stricken  
friends were doubtful whether 
they would attend school, 
especially during their periods. 
This is when the concerned 
headmaster with his single-
minded commitment and 
dedication, decided to solve 
the problem. He approached 
several NGOs and government 

departments for funding and 
succeeded in building hygienic 
toilets, for boys and girls, in 
the school. Ananya’s death thus 
becomes a trigger for action. 

Dhananjoy Mandal, the 
director of the film, based the 
20-minute Roll Number 17 on 
Ananya and the issues raised by 
her death. The film begins with 
a girl missing from class when 
the teacher is taking attendance. 
She has been absent for some 
days and the scenes move on to 
find out why. The story is set in 
a contemporary setting and was 
shot in the school and village 
where the tragedy occurred. 

In the real-life story, the 
headmaster, Chandan Maity, 
ran from pillar to post to garner 
funds before finally building 
hygienic toilets. Worried about 
unhygienic practices by girls 
during their periods, Maiti set 
up a sanitary napkin-vending 
machine within the school. Girls 
could thus get napkins easily. A 
new culture, a new social practice 
and a new way of looking at 
girls – this is the central subject 
of the film directed by the self-
effacing Dhananjoy Mandal 
who has made around 37 short 
and feature films. 

“I discovered during my field 
research how a small village 

school in the Sundarbans  
initiated a positive movement 
towards removing the social 
taboo against girls having 
periods and having to remain 
absent for four days every 
month because the school cannot 
provide hygienic drinking water 
on the one hand and does not 
have proper toilet facilities on 
the other. Even urban girls suffer 
because of the social taboo 
and the conspiracy of silence 
around periods (menstruation) 
in young girls and women 
though everyone knows this is 
a biologically structured natural 
process in girls,” says Mandal.

Mandal was amazed at how 
the headmaster approached 
government offices and various 
NGOs and finally succeeded in 
his mission, creating a healthy 
new lifestyle for the girl students. 
It was a lesson for neighbouring 
schools and also one about social 
responsibility – fulfilled well by 
the headmaster

“Roll Number 17 is based 
on the principal objective of 
establishing a living example 
of the government’s credo of 
Swachha Bharat (Clean India) 
on the one hand and Beti 
Bachao, Beti Padhao (Save the 
Girl Child, Educate Her) on the 
other,” says Mandal. 

The film emphasises in an 
understated way the following 
points:

Girl students are forced to • 
miss school when they have 
monthly periods
Most schools lack even an • 
ordinary toilet and girls 
relieve themselves in the 
open 
Girls refrain from drinking • 
water even when they are 
thirsty because of lack 
of toilets Diseases of the 
urinary tract, kidneys and 
uterus could be fatal
Ignorance is the main • 
enemy, not poverty
Preventive measures can • 
avoid illness and death
Including boys in awareness • 
campaigns helps

The film, produced by 
Monotosh Bera of Inner Eye 
Creations, makes generous use of 
voice-over, sound effects, some 
music and dialogue to provide 
entertainment value. The director 

uses a multi-linear script that is a 
fine blend of a few fictionalised 
flashbacks, a school programme 
to inaugurate the sanitary 
napkin vending machine, and a 
decorated school complex ready 
for the programme – moving 
forward after the girl’s death 
without making it sentimental or 
dramatic.

Why did the director who 
also scripted the film decide 
to insert a scene of the school 
function? According to Mandal, 
the school function has several 
uses: to shed light on what 
happens to girls because of the 
conspiracy of silence; to focus 
on the vending machine and 
how it is to be operated by the 
girls themselves; the method of 
discarding used napkins in the 
right way; celebrating the tragic 
death of Ananya in a positive 
way to initiate, sustain and 
promote change among the lives 
of women; and including boys in 
the process of change by making 
them aware of the issues. 

At the  function, the headmas-
ter relates his experience of how 
he had gathered the funds, says 
no child should face the situation 
Ananya did, and stresses that an 
environment where girl students 
can have free access to sanitary 
napkins must be created. A 
sanitary napkin vending machine 
in a school for boys and girls 
must be a rarity, but the approach 
taken by the director is positive 
and is likely to create greater 
awareness about a subject that is 
often not talked about.

Dhananjoy Mandal, the 
director.

A scene from Roll Number17.
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The real-life Ananya who 
tragically died of infection.

The girl who played the role of 
Ananya.
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Fraser Scott’s film, 
Rubbish, uses satire to  
drive  home the point 

about how reckless we are, 
throwing wastepaper and plastic 
wherever we feel. Produced 
by Humaramovie.com and 
Vedic Productions, the film, 
incidentally, has  lawyer Afroz 
Shah making an appearance. 
Shah was  honoured as one of 
the ‘champions of the earth’ by 
the United Nations for having 
cleared Versova Beach in 
Mumbai of 5000 kg of rubbish 
in the world’s largest volunteer-
driven cleanup drive.  

Urban India, home to 31 

Can we junk our ‘not in my 
backyard’ attitude to littering?
Ever so often, it is common for us to crumple a piece of paper, throw a plastic bag or 
an earthenware cup on the streets or on the sands at the beach as we take a walk. We 
hardly stop to think of the consequences of our action. The bits of paper, plastic and 
earthenware rubbish eventually pile up to torment our senses 
rina mukherji, Kolkata
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Scenes from the film showing what we shouldn't be doing.

Paper cups litter a sidewalk. 

Afroz Shah admonishing people and telling them that litter 
from the streets end up in the oceans.

The last shot in the film showing a littering youth in a dumper.

Actors Sheena Chohan and Pratik Rajen Kothari (left) with 
Fraser Scott and Afroz Shah in a still from the film.

The film poster.
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per cent of India’s population, 
generates 143449 metric tonnes 
of municipal solid waste a 
day, according to figures put 
out by the Central Pollution 
Control Board (CPCB).  The 
problem of garbage generated 
by India’s population is further 
compounded by the fact that 
the number of towns and urban 
agglomerations have increased 
from 5161 in 2001 to 7936 in 
2011, all with high population 
density.

For the record, only 70 
per cent of India’s garbage 
generated is collected, and just 
12.45 per cent of the collected 
garbage is treated. Most of the 
waste in India’s urban centres is 
seen strewn around on streets, 
beaches and by-lanes, with 
unconcerned folk harbouring a 
“not in my backyard” attitude 
to littering.  Thus, each one is 
happy littering in some part of 
his town or city, as long as the 
street or by- lane is not around 
his home. 

The short film, Rubbish, has a 
young couple looking forward to 
make an impression on a visiting 
foreigner. The young man, in 
particular, keeps taking selfies, 
trying to look his best, even as  
he keeps scattering tea-cups and 
generally littering and spitting 
at every nook and corner. When 
they meet their visitor, they are 
astounded to find him annoyed 

with the filth everywhere. 
Simple and direct, the film 

goes on to make its point, taking 
a light-hearted approach, in all 
of four minutes. It also goes on 
to tell us that although Versova 
Beach was cleaned of 5000 kg 
of rubbish, it continues to get 
dirty, with the sea washing up 
the garbage every monsoon, 
ostensibly because the general 
public refuses to learn. 

We are also told, through a 
voice-over, about the measures 
taken by the authorities in 
Mumbai to stop littering and 
learn of Mumbai’s little-known 
banishment law for repeat 
offenders. The film ends up 
showing us the littering youth 
on a garbage dumper; the ideal 
object to be dumped if we are to 
have a Swacchh Bharat (Clean 
India). 
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Prof M.S. Swaminathan, 
founder-chairman, M S 
Swaminathan Research 

Foundation, recommends a 
food-based approach to eradicate 
malnutrition by increasing the 
availability and consumption of 
micronutrient-rich foods. In the 
long-term, such approaches are 
more sustainable, he says.  

MSSRF is advocating and 
demonstrating the ‘farming 
system for nutrition’, a 
movement to eradicate 
malnutrition and which orients 
locale-specific farming systems 
with a nutrition focus.  As a key 
step, to mainstream nutrition 
in the farming system, it is 
important to collect and place the 
locally available but scattered 
naturally nutria-rich plants and 
their varieties (plants containing 
nutrient dense edible parts but 
lowest amount of calories)  in 
each agro-ecological zone in the 
form of a genetic garden.  

The gardens will provide the 
farmers the necessary planting 
material of crops and plants to 
address common micronutrient 
and vitamin deficiencies in 
humans, such as iron, zinc, 

Edible plants serve as the largest 
supplier of nutritive elements
In India 41.2 per cent of children less than five years are stunted (height for age) and 38.3 per cent of children 
are underweight in rural areas (NFHS IV).  Malnutrition affects every system in the body and results in 
increased vulnerability to illness, affect learning skills and in very extreme cases, even death.  Malnutrition in 
children is associated with poor cognition independent of psychosocial adversity.  Promoting early childhood 
nutrition can enhance long-term cognitive development and school performance.

Small farmers in India today, are struggling to maintain even a minimum standard of living and urgently need policy support. 
This is the crux of evidence collected from 17 villages in nine states of India, now published as a book. Titled, How Do Small 
Farmers Fare? Evidence from Village Studies, the volume edited by Madhura Swaminathan and Sandipan Baksi, was released 
recently at the Indian Society of Agricultural Economics (ISAE) conference at Umiam in Meghalaya. Professor Yoginder Alagh, 
who released the book, said the book was timely in the context of the agrarian distress that had dominated public and political 
discourse. 

Providing an overview about the book, Madhura Swaminathan said the essays in the book examined the socio-economic 
characteristics of small farmers in relation to other strata of the rural population. There was evidence of low and inadequate 
incomes among small farmers, and also of inequalities within villages and across agro-ecological regions. It pointed to a crisis 
of small farming, as small farmer households were unable to generate incomes to maintain a minimum standard of living. The 
book makes a case for urgent public policy support to bring economies of scale to small farmers so as to ensure them a minimum 
standard of living. The 12 chapters in this book cover a range of livelihood issues including household incomes, labour use, crop 
productivity, costs and prices, fertilizer use, access to credit, education and amenities.  

Some of the plants on display at the MSSRF premises.

On the occasion of World Food Day, the M S Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF) launched a ‘genetic garden of 
biofortified crops’ on its campus. The aim of setting up the garden is to provide planting material and awareness of plants based 
on their nutritive property such as Vitamin A-rich plants and iron-rich plants.

V. Saroja, minister for Social Welfare and Nutritious Noon Meal Programme, presided and spoke about the many efforts taken 
by Tamil Nadu to end malnutrition, especially in children. She expressed the need to include millets in the public distribution 
system (PDS) to address the issue. The minister launched a ‘genetic garden of bio-fortified crops’ at MSSRF that aims to provide 
planting material and awareness of plants based on their nutritive property such as Vitamin A-rich plants, iron-rich plants, etc. 

M.S. Swaminathan, founder, MSSRF, pointed out that the country still had a lot of progress to make to end under-nutrition and 
suggested a five-point plan with effective implementation of the Food Security Act to overcome it. He pointed out that providing 
adequate pulses, setting up a grid of genetic gardens of biofortified crops, attending to non-food factors such as water and 
sanitation and organising community hunger fighters for nutrition delivery can help tackle malnutrition. 

(Inputs from MSSRF and The Hindu report)

Focus on nutrition, millets and convergence

Urgently needed: policy support for small farmers

selenium, Vitamin A, B, C, D, 
E and K. Edible plants serve as 
the largest supplier of nutritive 
elements and minerals and 
contain enormous varietal 
diversity known as genetic 
diversity. For example, naturally 
nutri-dense plants such as 
moringa, sesbania, and nutria-
rich fruits and vegetables, and 
bio-fortified crop varieties 
selected by traditional breeding 
and selection – iron-rich pearl 
millet, orange-fleshed sweet 
potato, zinc rich rice, etc.

genetic gardens for farming 
systems for nutrition

The genetic garden containing 
varieties of bio-fortified plants 
can be considered the mother 
of the kitchen garden, nutrition 
garden, backyard garden, etc.  
The genetic garden of bio-
fortified plants is important 
to create awareness among 
farmers and nutrition literacy 
among consumers.  The bio-
fortified plants offer food, 
nutrition and livelihood security 
to families and enable them to 
adapt to changing climate and 
markets. The plants (developed 

through plant breeding) require 
immediate on-farm conservation 
and management since they 
receive little attention in 
cultivation and consumption.

In the current scenario, the 

availability of high yielding 
varieties, demands of the 
market, change in food habits, 
land-use pattern changes and 
the impact of climate change 
has forced the farmers to select 

plant varieties for yield rather 
than nutritional content.  This 
has resulted in high levels of 
malnourishment of farm families 
and marginalisation of many 
traditional varieties of nutria-
dense plants which were earlier 
conserved and preferred for 
their nutritional value by tribal 
and small and medium farmers 
of the country.

The proposed genetic garden 
will serve as a centre for seed 
multiplication and a propagation 
centre of varieties that are 
chosen primarily for nutritional 
content, taste and adaptability 
to a particular environment. 
The garden will have different 
sections based on particular 
micronutrients – Vitamin A 
Section, Vitamin D Section, 
Iron and Iodine Section, etc.  It 
will also have an Interpretation 
centre for awareness creation and 
a green house for maintaining 
shade loving plants.

Thus the proposed grid of 
genetic gardens will serve as 
a repository of nutria-dense 
varieties and provide them to 
the needy farmers to enrich their 
farming systems with nutrition 
focus and also supply potential 
germplasm to the breeders 
and create nutrition awareness 
among consumers.  
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