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Enabling teenagers change 
attitudes for the better
Thanks to a Pune-based NGO, many teenagers in Bengal’s districts are now part 
of a gender-sensitisation programme that aims to tackle gender-based violence and  
trafficking (the state has one of the highest numbers of trafficked women in India). The 
adolescents are encouraged to take personal and collective action to challenge gender 
norms at home and in their communities, prevent child marriage, take action against 
domestic violence and sexual harassment in the streets

“I didn’t know why girls in 
our school didn’t come 
on certain days. I liked 

the discussions around it.” – 
Suman Halder, a Class X student 
in Bengal.

“In our area, eve-teasing was a 
great problem. We visited homes 
of some of the perpetrators but 
they didn’t listen. Then we took 
help of the sister of the leader 
of the gang and asked her to 
put on a burqa while crossing 
the section of the road where 
these boys waited to harass the 
girls.  As usual, she was teased 
and followed by the gang leader; 
then she took off her burqa and 
one of the boys was shocked to 
see that it was his sister. Now 
85 per cent of the people in our 
area have changed and the boys 
have learnt their lesson.” – Amit 
Sardar from Sandeshkhali, South 
24-Parganas District, Bengal.

The young teenagers from the 
districts of West Bengal belong 
to a social change participatory 
model that aims at associating 
boys (ages 13-17) in a gender-
sensitisation programme. Equ-
al Community Foundation 
(ECF), a Pune-based NGO, has 
conceptualised and designed 
the module. The programme 
started in Maharashtra but has 
now expanded to other states. 
In Bengal, 12 organisations are 
part of the programme which 
is funded by the Hummingbird 

Raise initiative steered by 
Clare Mathias, executive chair.

Mathias had spent many 
years in Kolkata. She has 
witnessed firsthand gender-
based violence and a trafficking 
problem that bogs many areas 
in the hinterland as well as 
in the city. Back home in the 
UK, she raised funds and 
launched the Hummingbird 
Foundation in 2014. Its main 
aim is to ‘enable communities 
to promote systemic and 
sustainable changes in the 
attitudes and processes 
that create vulnerability to 
trafficking’.

Bengal, incidentally, has 
one of the highest numbers 
of trafficked women in the 
country. 

According to a report filed 
by the Ministry of Women 
and Child Development in 
Parliament, 19223 women 
and children were trafficked in 
2016, up from 15448 in 2015, 
with the highest number of 
victims recorded in Bengal.

Backed by technical support 
from ECF, the Hummingbird 
Raise programme has till 
now worked with 5224 
adolescents across 76 villages 
in Bengal. Rujuta Teredesai, 
co-founder, ECF, points out 
that there are many advocacy 
programmes aimed at women’s 
empowerment, even engaging 

the police and the judiciary. 
“But where are the men? Why 
do they remain invisible in these 
sensitisation programmes?” he 
wonders.

In recent times, there has 
been a realisation that men, 
personally and collectively, 
have to get involved to prevent 
violence against women. As 
Mathias reiterates, “If the men 
are a part of the problem, then 
they must be engaged as a part 
of the solution.”

ECF tries to fill in the lacunae 
with its structured approach at 
gender sensitisation, starting at 
the roots, that is, at home, where 
ideas of gender discrimination 
starts to shape up due to age-old 
ideas about women. After all, as 
Teredesai says, “Violence is not 
simply a biological or physical 
act. It is located within a specific 
social and cultural context.”

Many social behaviour 
experts feel that one has to start 
young with boys so that they are 
sensitised about gender roles 
as they grow up and learn to 
question society’s imposition 
of ideas on so-called ‘girl-
behaviour’ and ‘boy behaviour’. 
There are 230 million boys in 
India under the age of 18. If 
nothing changes, then as adults, 
114 million (50 per cent) might 
be violent: 79 million (34 per 
cent) might commit sexual 
violence, including rape, ECF 
believes. According to the 
National Family Health Survey 
(NFHS-3), every third Indian 
woman age 15 to 49 years 
has experienced some kind 
of sexual or physical violence in 
her lifetime.

The idea of ECF germinated 
in 2009 at the Solar Cinema 
programme in which films are 
screened in community clubs in 
Maharashtra to highlight social 
issues. It was observed that most 
of the viewers were adolescent 
boys though the films were 
aimed at women. 

The travails of poor 
migrant workers, 
but who cares?             4

Overcoming barriers, 
building bridges, 
showing the way           5

Why not start here when there 
was already a captive audience? 
Hence, the idea grew to hold 
interactive sessions in local 
community centres on easy-to-
relate issues where boys could join 
after school hours. The programme 
accordingly was launched in 2010, 
aimed at engaging the boys for 
a period of one and a half years 
through a three-phase curriculum. 
They even get a ‘graduation 
certificate’ after completion.

ECF started in localities with 
low-income groups in Pune. The 
boys play games, the facilitator 
interacts with them to make them 
feel at ease and he also casually 
probes to assess if the engagement 
has changed anything in their 
perception of a girl/woman’s role 
in the family and also of a boy/
man’s. Like asking: Who does 
all the work at home? Does the 
father help her as she also works 
as housemaid outside? 

The style of discourse, quite 
different from a lecture or in a 
workshop, is conceived so that the 
discrepancies in how women and 
men are treated at home/outside 
comes to the realisation of the 
participating boy. In the Bengal 
outreach programme, many NGOs 
associated with it work in mixed 
groups and so girls can be a part of 
the process too. 

Maharani Sikari, a participant 
in the programme conducted by 
Rupantaran, an NGO that works 
in South 24-Parganas, says, “We 
didn’t know about the danger of 
early marriage. Now we know 
and are determined to stop if any 
such marriage is arranged in our 
locality.” 

Suman from the Sundarbans 
area is a staunch advocate against 
child marriage now. Many of 
the young boys like him from 
the districts who congregated in 
Kolkata to share their thoughts and 
experiences at a session organised 
by Hummingbird Raise and ECF, 

RANJITA BISWAS, Kolkata
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When will the 
underprivileged ever 
get their due?                6

Dear Reader,

In view of  the all-round 
increase in the cost of  
production of  Grassroots, 
we are increasing the 
price of  the journal to 
Rs 20 with effect from 
this, the October 2017 
issue. Please see page 6 
for new subscription rates. 
We look forward to your 
continued support.

EditorA sensititisation programme has the participants all 
attentive. (Continued on page 2) 
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Tapping green resources for 
self-sufficiency
Solar Suresh, as D. Suresh is popularly called, has converted his home into a self-sufficient unit, generating 
electricity, conserving water, using biogas and also drawing produce from a kitchen garden. He saves on 
electricity costs, and hikes in tariffs really don’t bother him
meeRA SRIkANT, Chennai

Focus

On his travels abroad, 
especially in Germany, 
D. Suresh saw homes 

with solar panels. Intrigued, 
he decided to try generating 
power on his own for his house 
in Chennai. He started with 1 
kW in 2012, and upgraded it 
to 3 kW capacity four years 
ago. The unit supplies power 
to one air-conditioner, the 
water pump, refrigerator, 
lights, fans, TV, computer, 
laptop, washing machine and 
mixer-grinder. Little wonder 
that he is popularly known as 
Solar Suresh. 

Since Suresh installed the 
facility, his home has not been 
affected by power cuts as he 
is able to generate around 12 
to 16 units a day. “Since the 
power generated also charges 
solar batteries, I get power 
even at night and on rainy 
days,” he points out. He saves 
on electricity costs, and hikes 
in tariffs don’t bother him. 
The process of generating 
electricity is free for the 
lifespan of the panels. “In 
short, I get 6 per cent tax-free 
returns on my investment, 
including expenses on battery 
replacement,” he says. 

Suresh advocates the use 
of solar energy which is non-
polluting, consumes no fossil 
fuel and also saves foreign 
exchange for the country. 
To generate 1 kW of power, 
all one needs is a shade-free 
area of about 80 sq ft. With 
the power produced, most 
household gadgets can be run, 

except water heaters and regular 
ACs. The total investment needed 
is somewhere around Rs 90000 
to Rs 100000 without accounting 
for the cost of the battery, and Rs 
160000 to Rs 180000 with that. 
The Central Government provides 
the panels at a subsidised cost 
to encourage the tapping of this 
energy source.

Maintenance is also easy – 
panels need to be cleaned one in a 
month or two, just like doors and 
windows are cleaned. For tubular 
batteries, the distilled water has to 
be replaced once in two or three 
months.

Seeing that Suresh has succeeded 
not only in being independent 
of the grid but also in generating 
excess power, the government 
has introduced a scheme called 
net metering. The solar power 
generated can be fed into the grid 
and credit obtained for it. This is 
adjusted against night consumption 
from the grid and translates as 
monetary savings for households. 
The drawback of this scheme is 
that, if, during the day there is a 
power cut, the solar power too will 
fail. Solar battery backup is not 
possible. With this in mind, Suresh 
prefers to remain off the grid.  

Suresh came into contact with a 
person who had expertise in biogas 
generation using kitchen waste, 
and decided to try that too. He took 
it up not just to generate cooking 
fuel, but as a means of managing 
his kitchen waste. “In fact, the 
distance from the biogas unit to my 
kitchen is longer than prescribed, 
but I was happy to experiment,” he 
says. 
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Suresh installed a biogas plant 

of one cu mtr capacity in his 
backyard in a shade-free space, 
and uses four kg of kitchen 
vegetable waste per day (more 
can be used) to produce about 20 
kg of gas per month. Since the 
household of two people does not 
generate enough kitchen waste, 
he scouts the neighbourhood and 
vegetable shops to collect food 
waste to go into the unit where 
the bacteria from cow dung 
added at the time of installation 
converts it to methane. The 
biogas unit is connected by a 
pipeline to a special gas stove in 
the kitchen. 

“It can also be used to generate 
electricity in large complexes 
and industries,” Suresh says. 
The unit also generates slurry, 
which he dilutes and uses for his 
garden. A word of caution – non-
vegetarian waste, leaves from 
the garden and citrus food waste 
cannot be added to the unit.

Sintex and similar brands have 
biogas units to meet different 
needs. To be able to use the gas 
generated in this way, a special 
burner with large holes is needed 
since the pressure is low. This 
can slow down cooking, but 
with boosters, the pressure can 
be improved. Use of biogas 
can bring down the use of LPG 
cylinders dramatically.

To generate 14 kg of gas 
(the average weight of an LPG 
cylinder), three to four kgs of 
waste are required a day. The 
waste needs to be cut into pieces, 
soaked in water and fed into the 
system. There is a one-time 
expense of Rs 40000 to Rs 50000, 
but there are no maintenance or 
operational costs. At hotels and 
hostels where waste generation 
is more than 200 kg, a more 
sophisticated system can be 
installed.

Ever the pioneer, Suresh 
started rainwater harvesting 
(RWH) 20 years ago, even before 
the government mandated it. He 
drilled holes in places where 
water was stagnating and fitted 
in slotted pipes to let it drain into 
the soil below and recharge the 
groundwater table. “There is so 
much water under my house now 
that I had to raise my floor,” he 
says.

Many buildings installed 
RWH systems simply to meet 
minimum requisite compliance 

with norms, rather than to reap 
benefits. While his neighbours 
need to dig deep to find 
groundwater he can tap into it at 
just 10 feet. “All I do is, before 
the commencement of the 
monsoon, I clean the terrace. The 
water passes through an organic 
filter with pebbles, charcoal and 
sand, which is cleaned every 
year. No other maintenance is 
needed,” he explains.

Suresh also has a terrace 
garden and has fenced his house 
with bamboo poles and creepers 
to produce a forest-like effect. “I 
don’t need to see the road outside 
or experience pollution,” he says 
with pride.

Note: Suresh can be contacted at  
sureshd157@gmail.com

<

A view of the terrace garden.

The bio-gas unit – a small 
initiative in Suresh's  
backyard.

Suresh points 
to the solar 
batteries that 
are usually 
charged during 
the day. 
(Top) The 
eye-catching 
solar panel.

said that they now took part in 
household chores, helped their 
mothers or had open discussions, 
even in so-far taboo subjects 
such as menstruation, after 
participating in the programme  
initiated by the NGOs. 

Some of the boys taking part 
in the sensitisation programme 
become leaders to other boys 
later after they crossed their 
teens. But how does ECF know 
whether there has been any 
behavioural change in the boys? 
“We also meet the women in the 
house to get feedback. Many say 
that they have seen a marked 
difference in their attitude. They 
empathise more with the mother 
and sister,” says Teredesai.

The ECF team also listens 
to adolescents. “We learn from 
them, too, and take note of how 
we can change our contents 
accordingly,” says Teredesai. 
For example, many of the 
young participants asked why 

the facilitators were always 
male. So, now, they are training 
women for the job as well, 
women who can be role models 
for the boys, going beyond the 
mother image.

Listening and not being 
judgmental is important, feels 
Deep Purkayastha of Praajak, 
a partner NGO. “Boys also go 
through lots of anxieties; they 
too are victims  of set ideas of 
machismo. Breaking down those 
barriers is something we try to 
do at the sessions.Giving up 
these ideas imposed by society 
prove to be liberating for many 
boys.”

(Continued from page 1) 

Enabling teenagers change...

<

Adoloescent boys share 
experiences in Kolkata.
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A sustained focus on transforming 
the lives of women farmers

Despite a growing number 
of women joining the 
agricultural workforce 

every year, the wage disparity 
between women and men is 
rather stark. For instance, 
women working in cotton farms 
in Pakistan are paid only half 
what their male counterparts 
earn. The World Farmers’ 
Organisation estimates that 43 
per cent of the global agricultural 
workforce is made up of women, 
with the figure going up to 70 
in many countries. Thus, with 
close to half of the world’s 1.1 
billion farmers being women, 
understanding their place in the 
social and economic landscape 
assumes great significance.

As they take on more and more 
of farm work, the time left to 
women for tending to themselves 
and their families decreases. In 
addition to household chores 
and spending as much time on 
the farm as men, their earnings 
as well as social standing 
remain remarkably stunted. 
Farmer policies are so frail in 
most countries that they fail to 
recognise the role of women or 
the rights they ought to enjoy. 

The gravity of the prejudice 
assumes heightened prominence 
in the South Asian context as 
the region has the distinction 
of being home to the highest 
proportion of women farmers 
while at the same time half of its 
population is undernourished. 

In order to better understand 
how agricultural  policies  
impinge on the nutritional 
status of the population, a 
regional research undertaking 
-- Leveraging Agriculture 
for Nutrition in South Asia 
(LANSA) -- was set up in 
2012 with six participating 
organisations. LANSA aims 
to facilitate informed policy 
formulation by devising relevant 
interventions to improve the 

situation in countries such as 
India, Pakistan and Bangladesh, 
known for some of the most 
appalling health and nutrition 
figures worldwide. Along with 
its neighbours Pakistan and 
Bangladesh, India is home to 
some of the most undernourished 
women and children in South 
Asia.

Taking a cue from LANSA’s 
work, the MS Swaminathan 
Research Foundation (MSSRF) 
decided to focus on exploring 
ways and means to transform 
the lives of women farmers 
in the country as part of its 
International Women’s Day 
celebrations. 

LANSA research shows 
that iron deficiency is widely 
prevalent among children, 
adolescents and women in India 
-- over 50 per cent of the group 
suffers from anaemia. Nutritional 
expert Farhat Saiyed notes 
that the coverage of nutritional 
supplements is highly inequitable 
given the complex interplay 
of local beliefs, customs and 
tradition. “The liberty to decide 
how resources are utilised rests 
with the community. It is no 
surprise that male children are 
cared for better compared to 
females. There is an urgent 
need for strong community-
level intervention strategies to 
make sure women make use of 
the service available to them, 
and also share the resources 
equitably within the household,” 
she says. 

For any intervention to be 
successful, Saiyed points out, 
local norms should be integrated 
with policy to prevent alienating 
the community.  “Policies 
and programmes are aplenty. 
The focus should be on re-
strategising to ensure last-mile 
reach,” she underlines.

V. Amuthavalli, director of 
Social Welfare,  Government of 

Even as women’s participation in agricultural activities increases worldwide, farming policies ignore their 
roles and rights. This in turn impinges on nutritional profiles. Policy think-tanks like LANSA and the MSSRF 
are working to correct the imbalance

Tamil Nadu, concurs with the 
view. The latest edition of the 
National Family Health Survey 
indicates that over 35 per cent of 
children below five years of age 
are underweight while  around  58 
per cent remain  anaemic. “The 
Integrated Child Development 
Services Scheme (ICDS) has 
been in existence since the mid-
1970s, but results have not been 
very heartening. Projects exist, 
programmes are in place, but 
along with them are also serious 
gaps in implementation,” she 
says. 

Amuthavalli is confident 
that the expertise of non-
governmental organisations 
(NGOs) would come in handy 
here. “NGOs can play an 
important role in creating 
awareness about the various 
services available and act as a 
link between the system and 
the people. Unless women are 
empowered with sufficient 
knowledge and provided access 
to credit, their transformation 
into active decision-makers 
at the household level is not 
possible,” she adds.

Professor of Gender and 
Development, Nitya Rao, 
University of East Anglia, who 
is associated with LANSA, 
points out that women’s control 
over landscape and eventually 
nutritional choices is rapidly 
vanishing. Forests, which once 
were a treasure trove of both 
cultivated and uncultivated 
food, are quickly becoming 
out of bounds for tribals who 
have depended on them for 
generations. 

“The dietary diversity of 
tribal communities is declining. 
This can mainly be attributed 
to reduction in spaces open 
for cultivation and collection 
of forest  produce in  addition 
to an increase in out-bound  
migration anticipating  wage    
employment in cities and towns,” 
Rao explains. In addition, 
‘high status’  items such as 
packaged food are preferred 
over locally available traditional 
options, further shrinking the 
community’s traditional platter. 

Findings from LANSA’s 
studies across South Asia 
indicate  that unless  government 
policies favour women, their 
contribution  in  agriculture  will 
not  be  valued and  women’s 
empowerment  will  merely 

remain a toothless expression.
There is an urgent need to bring 

back the kitchen garden and 
mixed cropping arrangements to 
even out economic and nutritional 
concerns.  To   this end, MSSRF 
has been experimenting with 
empowering women farmers by 
creating sustainable livelihood 
opportunities through the Mahila 
Kisan Sashaktikaran Pariyojana 
(MKSP). The idea behind 
MKSP is to facilitate household 
food security by adopting 
integrated farming practices 
with grassroots institution and 
capacity building as its core. 

R. Rukmani, who heads the 
Food Security Programme 
at MSSRF, explains that 
by establishing ‘nutritional 
gardens’ in every backyard, 
MKSP has ensured dietary 
balance at the household level. 
Nutrition apart, it has helped 
boost rural women’s self-esteem 
and increased their ability 
to interact with government 
officials, which Rukmani feels 
is a positive development, if not 
a decisive victory for women’s 
empowerment. <
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More and more women now work shoulder-to-shoulder with 
men in the fields. 

As women take greater part in agriculture-related work, they 
find little time to care for their families. Their health is also 
affected. 

A Memorandum of Understanding was signed recently between 
the MS Swaminathan Research Foundation and global water 
technology company VA Tech Wabag, Chennai, to facilitate water 
for farming in Tamil Nadu’s Villupuram District for one year. 

Says Prof M.S. Swaminathan: “Groundwater management 
holds the key to the dealing with the looming water crisis. We are 
a small institution and Wabag is a large entity. But small and large 
have come together with a common purpose on groundwater 
restoration.”  

“Agriculture uses about 75 per cent of water and contributes 
about 15 per cent to our GDP. We are hoping to improve this 
ratio with efficient water usage processes and help fallow lands 
become productive through our CSR,” S. Varadarajan, director 
and chief growth officer, Wabag, points out.

MSSRF executive director, V. Selvam, emphasises the importance 
of scientific water management. “We are looking at converting at 
least two sub-basins into water surplus areas."

In 2015, Wabag and MSSRF had facilitated rejuvenation of 
wells for farming in about 160 acres of land in Villupuram.  While 
open wells are common for irrigation in the region, more than 
65 per cent of wells was degraded. The wells were renovated 
with the support of the MNC and with MSSRF’s technical inputs 
and facilitation on the field, leading to increased land under 
cultivation, enhanced production of crops and a revolving fund 
for farmers for additional support. 

The MoU will provide additional support of Rs 62 lakh, which 
will be used for micro-irrigation technologies, as well as for 
rejuvenating defunct wells in the region. An expected output is 
to bring increased land under cultivation of pulses and oilseeds 
with micro irrigation systems and rejuvenating open wells with 
appropriate ground water recharge technologies. 

Rejuvenating wells for farming

<



but now she stays inside the four 
walls of her home. We really do 
not know what happened to her, 
we assume she was harassed or 
faced some other problem,” says 
a neighbour. 

Most young women migrate 
in a group with the help of 
middlemen. In some cases, those 
who migrated earlier facilitated 
others to leave their homes. 
“Recently, many skills training 
institutes have come up, and 
young women who were sitting 
idle at home got the opportunity 
to work in various sectors. 
However, the truth is that many of 
these are unregistered institutes. 
There is no monitoring system or 
vigilance mechanism in place,” 
says Pramod Patnaik, social 
activist and founder-member of 
Seva Bharati, an NGO which has 
been working in Kandhamal for 
three decades. 

Also, before migration, 
the women who have had no 
exposure to the world outside 
their villages, are given no 
information about the type of 
work they will be doing, the hours 
of work or the living conditions 
in the places they will be sent 
to. They find jobs in the apparel 
industry, seafood processing 
factories and diamond polishing 
units, and as cooks in missionary 
centres. They usually manage 
to hold on for only between six 
months and two years. 

The pity is that the baseline 
study reported that the women 
were reluctant to complain 
about the low wages and long 
working hours, and none of 
those surveyed mentioned 
any other issue. Perhaps, the 
abject poverty in their native 
villages makes them see even 
the hardships they suffer in alien 
cities as worthwhile in exchange 
for the pittance they earn. 

Jyotshna Pradhan from 
Raikia Block in Odisha’s 
Kandhamal District was 

very happy when her parents 
allowed themselves to be 
persuaded by a village leader 
to send her for skills training in 
the big city of Bhubaneswar. A 
school dropout, she had never 
left her village till then. Jyotshna 
was part of a batch of 60 young 
women who underwent the two-
month training at the institute. 
Subsequently, the group was 
sent for on-the-job training at 
a garment-making factory in 
faraway Bengaluru. 

After placement, Jyotshna’s 
monthly income was around            
Rs 8000, including incentives 
and overtime pay. But the work 
was long and arduous. “Every 
day I was given a target of 80 
shirt collars to prepare in one 
hour. You are not allowed to 
urinate or drink water, because 
you have to meet the target in 
the given time,” she recalls. 

The living conditions in the 
hostel were unhygienic too. 

The travails of poor migrant women 
workers, but who cares?
Central and State government sponsored skill training programmes to help young women in rural Odisha 
who migrate and find jobs in other parts of the country have not really been beneficial. Unable to cope up with 
the poor living conditions and inhuman workload at abysmally low wages, the women are forced to return to 
their native villages and eke out a living as best they can
RAkhI ghoSh , Kandhamal, Odisha

Jyotshna fell prey to repeated 
episodes of UTI (urinary tract 
infection) and she informed 
her parents that she was unable 
to cope with the stress. Her 
requests for leave were turned 
down. So, some of her hostel-
mates helped her book a ticket 
home. Now Jyotshna is back in 
Raika. She has no intention of 
returning to Bengaluru, though 
she gets repeated phone calls 
asking her to resume work. She 
plans to use her training to take 
in some tailoring work at home. 

Jyotshna’s story is shared 
by many girls from rural 
Odisha. The Central and state 
governments have launched 
various schemes to help 
poorly educated  or illiterate 
girls acquire skills which will 
enable them to migrate to more 
prosperous areas and earn a 
decent livelihood. A baseline 
study conducted in Kandhamal 
District a few years ago reveals 
that most of the young women 
from the district migrate in search 
of employment opportunities. 

Women from G Udayagiri 
and Tikabali blocks, Daring-
badi, Nuagaon, Baliguda, 
Tumudibandha, Phiringia, Kha-
juripada and Chakapada go 
to Surat, Bengaluru, Chennai, 
Delhi, Kerala and Bhubaneswar 
to work in various sectors. But 
reality falls short of dreams too 
often. 

Sunelika of Duguripari Vill-
age in Kalinga GP had to drop 
out of school due to financial 
constraints. She decided to 
migrate to Surat with other 
women of her village. She was 
18 years old, the second of five 
siblings. She got a job polishing 
diamonds and earns between            
Rs 5000 and 6000 a month. 
“This amount is not sufficient 
to meet house rent, food, travel 
and other expenses. It is difficult 
to save and send money to my 
family,” she says. But she feels 
she needs to keep her job for the 
sake of her family. 

Reeta, who is also a diamond 
polisher, finds the work too 
much to cope with. “We sit 
from 8 am to 8 pm at a stretch, 
with just an hour’s break for 
lunch,” she says. “We have to 
polish 30-50 diamonds a day. 
We have to continuously look 
at the diamonds in bright light, 
and dust flies into our eyes. 
After two-three hours our eyes 
start itching and we develop 
headaches.” 

Reeta has been working in 
the industry since 2007. She 
had returned to her parental 
home after separating from 
her husband, but found there 
was no work available to help 
her survive. That’s when she 
decided to migrate in search of 
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a job and landed in Surat. She 
wants to return home, but the 
bleak employment scenario 
in rural Odisha continues to 
be a deterrent. “I am in a fix. 
If I return how will I survive? 
If I stay, how will I manage? 
There is no social security, no 
health services and no PDS 
(public distribution system) for 
migrants. Most of my earnings 
go towards daily expenditures 
and now on health,” she rues. 

Faced with abysmal living 
conditions, lack of social 
security, occupational hazards 
and unfamiliar languages, 
cultures and food, many girls see 
no option but to return to their 
villages, and battle for survival 
there as best they can. 

In 2009, Puspanjali Sahoo 
of Duguripari Village went to 
Kerala to find work. She did 
various jobs for ten months, 
and then shifted to a seafood 
processing unit in Gujarat. She 
worked there for six long years. 
“I fell ill and found there was no 
one to take care of me. When 
I didn’t get better, my hostel-
mates helped me to get back to 
my village. It’s been two years 
since I returned,” she explains, 
adding, “I want to work, earn and 
support my family but I have to 
find work near my village”. With 
her savings she has renovated 
her parents’ house and bought a 
small patch of agricultural land. 

Trafficking and harassment at 
workplaces are other issues that  
young women have to contend 
with. Princy (name changed), 
who underwent skills training, 
got a job in the apparel industry 
in Chennai. But she returned 
to her village at G Udayagiri 
Block in October last, and is not 
willing to leave again. “When 
she was selected to go outside 
the state she was very happy, <

Jyotshna Pradhan, busy with tailoring work at home.

Reeta Sahu, a diamond polisher since 2007.

Puspanjali Sahoo returned 
to her village after doing 
various jobs.

Sunelika, another diamond polisher, finds her job difficult but 
needs to continue work for the sake of her family.
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center. She understands that the 
service centre is beneficial for 
her and for her fellow villagers. 
She belives that if you have 
a plan and the skills to do any 
work, then there is no barrier 
that can stop you. 

(Courtesy: Charkha Features)
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Overcoming barriers, building 
bridges, showing others the way
Taron Dodrai, an entrepreneur at the village level service centre located in Torpa Block, Zaria Panchayat,  
in Jharkhand's Pagti District, has proved that strong will and a determination to learn can remove all 
language barriers and also build bridges. Her strong spirit and learning skills sets her apart from others

With three siblings and 
a childhood without 
a mother, it was a 

challenge for Taron Dodrai 
every day. Being the eldest 
sister in a family struggling 
financially, education had 
become insignificant. To meet 
the dietary requirements of the 
family, she made puffed rice 
which generated an income of 
about Rs 500 to Rs 1000. She 
also bought silver jewellery by 
selling puffed rice but due to 
financial problems she had to 
sell all her jewellery.

Married when she was only 17, 
in 1997, Taron faced difficulties 
to fulfil her family food 
requirements for her husband 
was a poor labourer. After two 
years, she migrated to Himachal 
Pradesh and Gujarat along with 
him. He worked as a daily wage 
labourer in road construction 
there. In Gujarat, both of them 
worked as labourers in a printing 
press. 

It was difficult for Taron 
to communicate in Gujarati 
as she only knew her mother 
tongue (Mundari). It was then 
that she became friends with 
some of the young girls who 
taught her Hindi, which made 
communication for her a little 
easier. Expressing her feelings 
at that time, she says, “Seeing 
poverty all round me, I decided 
that I will not let the problem of 
poverty get the better of me. I 
will make sure that I come out 
of it and I will help others too.”

Taron also wanted better living 
standards for her family so that 
her children could study in good 
schools. She herself was unable 
to go to school due to financial 
problems. With savings of more 
than Rs 10000 from work in 
Himachal Pradesh and Gujarat, 
and being able to make puffed 
rice, she was able to sustain a 
source of income for her family. 

However, Taron was scared 
that her husband would spend 
the money on alcohol and that 
led her to try open a savings 
bank account. But she was 
not able to since she did not 
have a ration or Aadhar card. 
After returning to Jharkhand in 
2015, Taron became a member 
of the self-help group in her 
village. She decided to open a 
bank account with the SHG, 
which she continues to access 
regularly. 

Today, Taron is a successful 
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pRIyANkA SuBARNo, Ranchi, Jharkhand

Taron Dodrai (left) at the village level service centre, selling 
goods to a customer.

An eco-tree is one that 
offers both ecological as well 
as survival benefits to humans. 
The drumstick tree, popularly 
known today as the moringa, 
has suddenly shot up to a global 
fame, as a ‘miracle tree’. 

Moringa oleifera is a tropical 
and sub tropical multipurpose 
tree, because every part of the 
tree has amazing ecological, 
nutritional, medicinal, eco-
nomic and research values 
for humans. Ecologically, the 
leaves of moringa purify air 
and water, and fertilise soil and 
crops. 

Moringa leaves, as ‘carbon-
sinks’, absorb incredibly about 
20 times more atmospheric 
carbon dioxide than most 
other trees, contributing 
substantially to carbon 
sequestration. Powder or 
decoction of moringa leaves 
or seeds, fresh or dried, clarify 
and purify turbid and polluted 
water, sedimenting suspended 

Moringa – the miracle drumstick tree 
Prof P.J. Sanjeeva Raj, Chennai
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Moringa flourishes in the 
author's backyard.
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particles, absorbing dissolved 
obnoxious salts and even killing 
bacteria. 

Moringa leaves, with 
unusually high percent of 
proteins and nitrogen among 
plants, and with rich content 
of minerals, fertilise degraded 
soils and lands, and the leaf 
decoction sprayed, fertilise 
withering plants and crops, as 
a whole. However, remedying 
the volume of moringa leaves 
used for food and commerce 
in the tropics, the vast moringa 
farms developing today, may 
compensate.

Nutritionally, moringa is called 
in the developing countries as a 
‘super food’ or even as an ‘elixir 
of life’. Moringa leaves, quite 
unusual from other leaves, 
contain nearly ten per cent of 
their wet weight, by proteins, 
made up unbelievably of 17 out 
of the 20 amino acids known. 

In addition, the leaves contain 
vitamins, several times more 

than in other vegetables, 
vitamins like A, B-Complex, C, D 
and E. As in a ‘power house of 
minerals’, nearly eight different 
minerals, in large quantities 
are loaded into the moringa 
leaves and pods. The calorific 
value of the moringa leaves is 
more than in its pods, and all 
these promote the production 
of breast milk, so that it solves 
the great malnutrition problem 
prevalent in the babies of the 
poor developing countries.

The white kernel of the 
moringa seeds contain 40 
per cent of their wet weight 
as an oil, called the Ben oil, a 
natural biodiesel, used also 
as an ingredient of cosmetics. 
Medicinally, since ancient 
times, in the rural tropics, the 
poor have been using moringa 
for a wide variety of health 
ailments so that moringa has 
been reckoned as a ‘medicine 
chest’ or as a ‘doctor at home’. 
The unique combination of a 

wide variety of rich nutrients 
of moringa is the chief reason 
for its capacity to heal diverse 
ailments.

Moringa can also fetch 
livelihood income for the 
poor, as well as profitable 
export trade for the rich. 
Sale and export of green or 
powdered dried leaves, seeds 
and pods green or their pulp 
frozen, seed oil, all in packages 
have great export market in 
the temperate and affluent 
countries. 

entrepreneur and is running a 
village level service centre set 
up with the help of an NGO – 
Udyogini. The service centre 
caters to many of the needs of 
the villagers.

According to the CEO of 
Udyogini, Arvind Malik, "We 
have worked in Rajasthan, 
Chhattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh, 
Jharkhand, Uttarakhand, 
Bihar and Odisha. Udyogini 
conducted a 5 day training 
program in 2015 under I-USE 
(Intel Udyogini School of 
Entrepreneurship) and Young 
Women Social Entrepreneurship 
Development Programme for 
which mobilisation was being 
conducted at Taron’s village 
and she was identified for 
the enterprise training by the 
field staff. For her, it was an 
opportunity and she registered 
herself for training. During the 
training provided to her, she 
learnt about strategising the 
activities at her village level 
service centre.” 

Adds Taron, “The sessions on 
marketing have helped me a lot 
while negotiating with traders. 
The training enabled me to 
understand how demands of the 

community can be fulfilled.”
Because she had studied 

only till Class 1, Taron decided 
to participate in the women's 
literacy programme conducted 
by Udyogini, which would help 
her to run her service centre 
and to maintain the required 
registers. She spent a lot of time 
at the women's literacy centre 
and learned basic mathematics 
to maintain her daily sales and 
purchases.

After some time, Taron’s 
husband started suffering from 
mental illness and most of 
her savings were spent on his 
treatment. She managed to 
set aside Rs 5000, which she 
invested to open her village 
service centre. She believes that 
through her enterprise she can 
help other women and families 
like her overcome difficulties. 

Taron's monthly average 
profit amounts to about Rs 2000 
a month. She invests Rs 3000-
3500 a month in purchasing 
material for her service centre. 
After aiding the community with 
retail services, she has expanded 
her services to being a stockist 
of tamarind. This has enabled 
producers in receiving fair price 

for their produce, further saving 
time and income which was 
earlier spent on going to the 
market. 

Taron is not only a retailer 
and a stockist, but also a social 
entrepreneur who makes sure the 
stoves burn at her homee as well 
as at the farmer’s whose produce 
is bought by her at her service 



by the government, were 
demolished under the pretext 
of allotting the residents better 
houses at Sarjapura (in south 
Bengaluru), and 22 families 
set up temporary homes on 
the footpath.  However, four 
years, a Karnataka High Court 
order and multiple campaigns 
by the displaced persons and 
human rights activists later, 
the promised houses are yet to 
materialise. 

“Apart from the dust and 
heat, we are susceptible to 
dengue and stomach, skin,  
respiratory and eye  ailments  
because mosquitoes, rats and 
cockroaches are plenty in 
number,” says Lissy. “During 
the rainy season, the water seeps 
into our fragile shelters and the 
cold wind adds to our misery. If 
we raise our voices against these 
problems, we face threats from 
local ruffians, but silence is not 
an option.”  

Dr Sylvia Karpagam, a 
committed community health 
practitioner in Bengaluru who 
has been assisting the Ejipura 
evictees in various ways, is 
among those who have been 
pressuring the Bruhat Bengaluru 
Mahanagara Palike (BBMP) 
health department to fumigate 
the area, clean the sewage 
and remove the construction 
materials lying near the 
footpath. 

Investigations by the People’s 
Union of Civil Liberties (PUCL), 
Karnataka, and the Housing 
and Land Rights Network 
(HLRN), Delhi, show that the 
land in question was acquired 
by Maverick Holdings and 
Investments (where the son of a 
former director-general of Police 
of Karnataka is the managing 
director/ chief executive officer) 
with the stated intention of 
revamping the EWS quarters. 

The means of acquisition have 
been questioned, and collusion 
of local elected representatives 
of the people alleged. That 
aside, the focus now seems to 
be on constructing commercial 
buildings at Ejipura, not on 
providing a solid roof over 
the heads of the families who 
have only a frail tarpaulin sheet 
between themselves and the 
elements. 
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“We have been sitting 
here through the 
day and night for 

the last few weeks in protest 
against the fact that our children 
have been refused admission in 
the private schools close to our 
homes,” says Sumitra. When 
Sumitra and the other protestors 
tell school officials that the denial 
of admission to their children 
and grandchildren is in violation 
of the Right of Children to Free 
and Compulsory Education 
(RTE) Act 2009, they reply that 
underprivileged children cannot 
be accommodated because the 
government does not compensate 
them monetarily, as per the rules, 
in a timely manner. 

Sumitra’s daughter is currently 
struggling with the expenses of 
educating her two children at 
a private school outside of the 
RTE Act, because, like many 
others, she is dissatisfied with 
the quality of teaching and 
the infrastructure provided at 
government schools. 

Gayatri, a roadside vendor in 
her sixties, says that at times, 
underprivileged children from 
families such as hers are given 
admission in private schools and 
their fees waived under the RTE 
Act. However, they have to pay 
for their expensive uniforms, 
books and other accessories, 
and the children are ostracised 
and humiliated. The low-income 
group parents say they can 
consider paying at least a part of 
the fees at the private schools if 
the amounts are reduced, and are 
totally opposed to privatisation 
of school education. They have 
been trying in vain to meet 
senior officials of the Directorate 
of School Education to apprise 
them of these issues. 
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When will the underprivileged 
even get their due? 
Routinely denied basic rights and privileges that are their due, the marginalised and 
the downtrodden approach government officials for redress, and even stage protests 
to turn the spotlight on their problems. The path is long and hard, and too often they 
are met with apathy. Yet, their spirit is such that their determination only grows with 
time
puShpA AChANTA, Bengaluru

The education of her 
grandchildren is not the only 
issue Sumitra has to contend 
with. In her late forties, she has 
to care for her husband, whose 
liver has been badly damaged 
by alcoholism. The family lives 
in Peenya, an industrial hub 
in North Bengaluru, and the 
services and staff at the primary 
health centre close to their home 
are unsatisfactory. This means 
that Sumitra has to take her 
husband to a private nursing 
home for treatment. 

Sumitra works in a garment 
manufacturing unit, toiling 
long hours in a poorly lit, 
badly ventilated room for low 
wages. She has developed 
chronic backache because of the 
appalling working conditions 
she has had to put up with 
for over a decade. She is also 
responsible for Devi, a woman 
in her late twenties, and her two 
young children, who live with 
her because Devi is unable to 
cope with the physical abuse 
her husband metes out to her. 
The pile-up of challenges only 
makes Sumitra more determined 
to highlight and question the 
denial of basic entitlements to 
people like her. 

Mary and Nirmala, both 
domestic workers living in 
Byappanahalli in East Bangalore, 
face different issues. “Most of 
the few hundred families here 
have single room houses that 
were constructed with subsidies 
from the government,” they 
say. “However, we have no 
documents to prove that we own 
these houses.” They have not 
succeeded in getting the papers 
in spite of approaching the 
authorities concerned. “The risk 
of being thrown out of our homes 

without prior notice is increased 
by the lack of house ownership 
documents,” says Afreen, 
another woman from the area. 
They faced the threat of eviction 
when the Bengaluru Railway 
(Namma Metro) line and station 
were being constructed a couple 
of years ago, but managed to 
stall it.

Narsamma, an elderly, 
unlettered Dalit woman is an 
agricultural labourer from a 
remote village in Anekal Taluk 
in Bengaluru Urban district. She 
lost her husband and older son 
to ailments which could not be 
treated as the local government 
hospital did not have either the 
requisite facilities or competent 
doctors. The family could not 
afford private hospitals, which 
were in any case hard to access 
because of poor roads and 
minimal connectivity by public 
transport. 

“At present, my younger son 
who is in his early twenties is 
unable to work on a regular 
basis as he met with an accident. 
Hence, I am forced to work at least 
some days a week for less than 
Rs 200 in spite of suffering from 
severe backache,” Narsamma  
laments. Narasamma has a plot 
of ancestral land, which has been 
unlawfully occupied by a person 
from a dominant caste. 

After having sat in protest 
in front of the tehsildar’s 
(executive magistrate of a tehsil 
or administrative unit) office, she 
has been told that a title deed for 
the nearly two acre plot is being 
drafted. “I hope that when I am 
able to take possession of the 
land, my son and I can grow ragi 
on it and earn a livelihood,” says 
Narsamma, whose determination 
seems to have grown with time. 

In a different sector of the city, 
another battle is being grimly 
fought. Lissy (name changed) 
who is around 50 years of age, 
lives with her son beneath a 
tarpaulin sheet on the footpath of 
the main thoroughfare in Ejipura, 
a locality in Bangalore. They are 
part of the nearly 5000 socio-
economically disadvantaged 
persons whose houses were 
demolished in January 2013. 

The homes, referred to as 
economically weaker section 
(EWS) quarters and provided 

Saraswathi, Gayatri, Sumitra, Manjula and Sashikala (left to 
right) at a rally to  demand RTE Act implementation.
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