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Women to the fore in the 
battle against liquor
The voice against the sale of liquor is increasingly being raised in the villages and towns 
of Punjab, Haryana and Himachal Pradesh. The frightening reality is that the social life 
here has been badly affected by the rapid rise in liquor consumption – financial ruin, 
domestic violence, divorce. Today, this is the picture not just in North India but in many 
parts of India, especially in the rural areas. It is clear that the battle against liquor has 
to be concerted and continuous. Village committees and, of course, women will have 
to play a leading role

People travelling recently in 
Solan District of Himachal 
Pradesh were surprised to 

see several rural women camp-
ing near a liquor outlet late in the 
night. Village women in these 
parts avoid going near liquor 
shops and, certainly, they would 
never even think of going there 
late nights. “But these are not 
normal times,” the assembled 
women explained, “We are in the 
middle of a battle to remove this 
liquor outlet from our village 
and we are determined to pre-
vent any sale of liquor here. This 
is why we are maintaining our 
vigil even late at night so that the 
liquor contractor doesn’t send 
the liquor supply late at night.”

The women of Kendol Village 
in Pattanali Panchayat have been 
protesting against the liquor out-
let for a long time. They are sup-
ported by women of neighbour-
ing villages. The local pancha-
yat has also passed a resolution 

against the liquor vendor. What 
had upset the women the most 
was that even teenagers were 
falling prey to liquor addiction. 
The liquor outlet had become 
a meeting point for goons and 
women were increasingly feel-
ing more and more insecure. 
And this strengthened the wom-
en’s resolve to fi ght the menace.

The voice against the sale 
of liquor is increasingly being 
raised in the villages and towns 
of North India, particularly in 
Punjab, Haryana and Himachal 
Pradesh. Such feelings also run 
high in the villages of   Uttara-
khand and neighbouring dis-
tricts like Saharanpur, which 
witnessed one of the widely dis-
cussed anti-liquor movements, in 
Pather Village. In Punjab, people 
in 232 villages have passed reso-
lutions for the removal of liquor 
retail outlets in their villages. 
In most of the cases, the village 
sarpanches (heads) have passed 

on the resolutions to higher au-
thorities.

The frightening reality is that 
the social life in the villages 
has been badly aff ected by the 
rapid rise in liquor composition. 
People have been witnessing 
not only fi nancial ruin, but also 
domestic violence and a rise 
in divorce cases. The growing 
antipathy towards liquor is not 
confi ned to the villages alone. 
A recent report from Yamuna 
Nagar Town in Haryana pointed 
out that several women’s groups 
had taken determined steps to 

oppose the opening of liquor 
outlets in residential areas. The 
women had suff ered due to the 
setting up of the outlets and 
many of the outlets had become 
a hub of violent activity, with 
the harassment of women being 
common. 

Thus, when the time arrived 
for renewal of contracts of some 
of the outlets, the women’s 
groups sent advance notice to the 
concerned authorities about their 
objection to the running of such 

The scene at Saharanpur during the anti-liquor movement  in 
1993. Not much has changed since.
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A farmers' movement to 
overcome malnutrition 

The occurrence of widespread malnutrition, particularly 
amongst women and children, is a cause for concern. The 
Global Nutrition Report 2016, released recently, confi rms that 
in the case of children under-5 stunting and wasting, India’s 
position is 114 and 120, respectively, among 129 countries. 
Although we have many schemes, there appear to be few tar-
gets and little synergy amongst them. The time has come there-
fore to review our strategy for achieving a malnutrition-free 
India. The major change in my view is to make farm families 
the leaders of the anti-malnutrition movement. Farmers are 
the largest producers and consumers of food and by enabling 
them to adopt the following fi ve-point strategy we can achieve 
our goals faster.

First, the eldest woman in the household, holding the food 
entitlements under the National Food Security Act 2013, 
should be encouraged to demand nutri-millets and other 
grains, which have been included in the food basket along 
with rice and wheat. Second, the production and consump-
tion of pulses and other protein foods should be promoted 
through crop-crop and crop-livestock farming systems. Third, 
we must promote knowledge of bio-fortifi ed plants like mor-
inga, sweet potato, amla, etc, which can help overcome hid-
den hunger caused by micronutrient malnutrition. Fourth, the 
non-food factors of nutrition security like clean drinking water, 
environmental hygiene and sanitation should get concurrent 
attention. Finally, there has to be understanding of the need 
to mainstream nutrition in major farming systems through both 
public policy support and monitoring progress.

(This is a message from Prof M.S. Swaminathan, renowned for 
his leading role in India’s Green Revolution.)



Continued on page 2
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ABHA SHARMA, Jaipur

Fair and fearless, she turns the 
page for girls in her community
When Ranjana Kaamdar was elected the sarpanch of Jaisingpura, about 40 kilometres from Jaipur, the 
state capital of Rajasthan, several women from her community came up to congratulate her. They were very 
happy that one among them had finally got the opportunity to be in the panchayat and take decisions for not 
just the betterment of the area but also their lot. But even as they expressed their joy, many couldn’t help 
but voice their own pain: “You are fortunate that you have a husband and family. Our life is like hell; we are 
forced to be with different men. Sometimes, we can’t help but loathe ourselves”

Ranjana Kaamdar does 
consider herself a lucky 
woman. Being a Rajnat, a 

community that sends its daugh-
ters into commercial sex trade, 
she is truly privileged because 
she was able to fi nish school and 
get married. And now she is all 
set to make a diff erence to the 
fate of the girls and women of 
her community – as an elected 
representative and role model. 

Before she was elected last 
year, Kaamdar was shuttling be-
tween Mumbai and Pune where 
her husband, a marketing man-
ager in a private company, was 
posted. The dramatic change 
in her life came when the posi-
tion of sarpanch (village head) 
in Jaisingpura became reserved 
for a woman from the Scheduled 
Caste (SC) community. As the 
elders tried to look for a female 
candidate who could fulfi l the 
newly introduced education cri-
terion, the Rajnat Community of 
her village, Nandlalpura, decided 
to use the occasion to get a foot-
hold in the panchayat by putting 
forward Kaamdar’s name. Upon 
further discussions, other caste 
groups in the area, too, decided 
to endorse her because she was 
not from the “trade”. 

When her family spoke to 
her about this development,      
Kaamdar initially was reluctant 
to take on “such a big respon-
sibility” because she “had no 
idea how panchayat work was 
done”. “However, my husband’s 
elder brother spoke to us about 
how this chance to get a politi-
cal voice for our community had 
come after a long time and it was 
not wise to let it slip away. Due to 
the formidable presence of candi-
dates from the General Category 
and the Other Backward Classes 
(OBCs), the Rajnats had always 
remained relegated to the back-
ground. By the time I was men-
tally prepared there was hardly 
any time left for campaigning 
but as it had been a joint deci-
sion to fi eld me as a prospective 
sarpanch candidate, I did get the 
votes,” she recounts. 

Of course, one of the key rea-
sons behind Kaamdar’s nomina-
tion as well as her victory was 
the support extended by the men 
in the community. This may 
seem to be an unusual occur-

rence, considering the otherwise 
prevailing patriarchal mindsets, 
but it happened because of a 
unique intervention being car-
ried out by World Vision India, 
an international humanitarian 
organisation. 

According to Karoline Davis, 
head - Gender and Development, 
World Vision India, “The girls 
and women of the Rajnat Com-
munity are extremely vulnerable 
and we realised that this can’t be 
addressed without reaching out 
to the men. So we started engag-
ing with them through our Men 
Care initiative through which we 
have been able to create oppor-
tunities for greater interpersonal 
dialogue within the communi-
ties. The idea is to encourage 
them to explore their underlying 
beliefs, socio-cultural norms and 
traditional practices and come 
up with their own solutions and 
plans for social change.”

Through their constant eff orts 
there has been a defi nite attitu-
dinal change in the community. 
Shares Davis, “One of the big-
gest positives from this interven-
tion has been the election of a 
Rajnat woman as the sarpanch. 
The elders and community lead-
ers were motivated to become 
catalysts of the new beginning. 
Today, the men feel it’s their 
responsibility to advocate for 
women's rights and reduce dis-
crimination.”

Indeed, Kaamdar’s election 
is the fi rst step in this direction. 
Born near Diggi Kalyanpura in 
Tonk District, Kaamdar had an 
unusual upbringing because her 
family was an educated one. 
Only her bua (father’s sister) 
was “pushed into the ‘family 
trade’ due to bad circumstances 
and poverty,” she states, adding, 
“Nonetheless, she was deter-
mined not to let her daughters 
face the humiliation of being a 
part of this gandi (bad) line and 
encouraged them to study well. 
My brother and uncle are teach-
ers and an aunt has joined the 
nursing profession.” 

Through her example Kaam-
dar is hoping that many more 
Rajnat girls and boys are mo-
tivated to take up professional 
studies and jobs that will eventu-
ally lower their family’s depend-
ence on income from prostitu-

tion. “Due to the lack of social 
bargaining power and limited 
access to government schemes, 
few young Rajnat men and 
women have been able to avail 
of their entitlements. But I want 
the status quo to change,” re-
marks the village head, who has 
already managed to convince 
several youngsters to apply for 
a proposed three-month govern-
ment vocational training course. 

In Nandlalpura, which has a 
predominant Rajnat population, 
girls have long harboured the 
dream of enjoying marital bliss, 
which for many continues to re-
main just that – a dream. “If the 
younger generation gets gain-
fully employed, then the vicious 
cycle will automatically break. 
The one good thing that’s hap-
pened is that women are more 
aware and are putting their foot 
down. In fact, 15 girls from my 
community got married last 
year and seven are slated to wed 
soon," she informs.

If the Rajnats are gaining from 
Kaamdar’s leadership, then so 
is the rest of the region. She is 
mindful of the fact that she isn’t 
just responsible for the progress 
of her community but is duty-
bound to bring about all-round 
development. “Over the last 
few months several tasks that 
were on our agenda have been 
accomplished. For instance, we 
are closer to fi nding a permanent 
solution to the acute drinking 
water problem here. At fi rst, I 
worked out an arrangement to 

bring in water tankers regularly. 
Now an overhead tank has been 
built. Apart from this, the roads 
have been repaved to facilitate 
better movement throughout the 
panchayat. Then the 15-year-old 
worn-out panchayat building, 
which till some time back didn’t 
have electricity or a proper toi-
let, has been refurbished. I am 
also trying to streamline the 
availability of government serv-
ices,” she says.

Listening to Kaamdar one 
can’t help but be impressed with 
her clear thinking. But she is 
quick to admit that the transition 
from homemaker to sarpanch 
has meant many adjustments. 
These days, she dresses up in 
the traditional lehnga-odhni and 
in the presence of village elders 
has to cover her face as a mark 
of respect. “I know these restric-
tions must be done away with 
but change comes with patience 
and by engaging in a fruitful dia-
logue,” she shares. 

Speaking in public, too, didn’t 
come easy. “At the fi rst event I 
attended I was so nervous that I 
was barely able to put two words 
together,” Kaamdar recalls. 
Nowadays, the hesitation has 
gone and she insists on getting 
feedback from her colleagues, 
community and family members 
on her work. Based on their ad-
vice and requests she has come 
up with a list of things to do. 
“Streamlining the distribution of 
the old age and widow pensions 
is a priority,” she says.

There are several challenges 
Kaamdar has yet to overcome 
but the dedicated sarpanch, who, 
incidentally, used to be a cham-
pion kabaddi player, is ready for 
everything that comes her way. 
“My father used to say, ‘Do not 
fear anyone. Be polite or strict, 
as the situation demands, but 
don’t be arrogant. Never take a 
bribe; if you do, you will always 
be guilty. And let your work 
speak for itself’. I live by this 
mantra,” she asserts. 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
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As the elected representative 
of Jaisingpura Panchayat, 
Ranjana Kaamdar wants to 
ensure  better access to gov-
ernment schemes, which will 
enable Rajnat families to 
keep their homes running. 

outlets. But the authorities went 
ahead with the auction. Liquor 
is a source of revenue for the 
state government and the liquor 
contractors are extremely pow-
erful. Despite the widespread 
fear of the use of muscle power 
as well as the political clout of 
the liquor contractors, some of 
the women’s groups, backed by 
a few men, managed to tempo-
rarily stop the sale of liquor in a 
few outlets. 

In Pather Village in Uttar 
Pradesh’s Saharanpur District, 
the fi ght against liquor was ac-
companied by a sort of mobilisa-
tion drive against liquor there as 
well as in neighbouring villages. 
A voluntary organisation, Disha, 
supported the initiative and fo-
cused on the weaker sections, 
especially women. The protest-
ing women were assaulted by 
the police but they did not give 
up their struggle. This helped 
draw a lot of public support. The 
success in removing the liquor 

outlet there and the continuing 
fi ght against liquor in neighbour-
ing villages led to a reduction in 
liquor consumption in Pather 
and surrounding areas.

A study in contrast is Nahri 
Village in Haryana’s Sonipat 
District where at one time there 
was a strong movement against 
liquor outlets, which had even 
caught the headlines in news-
papers in Delhi. However, the 
movement lost its steam and the 
village saw the sale of liquor 
again.

Women to the fore in the battle...
Continued from page 1
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RAKHI GHOSH, Jagatsinghpur, Odisha

Crafting beautiful objects 
and rebuilding lives
In 1999 when the super-cyclone hit coastal Odisha, bringing mind-numbing death and 
destruction in its wake, the women of the worst-affected Ersama and Balikuda Blocks 
in Jagatsinghpur District decided to get back on their feet by doing what they knew 
best – weaving beautiful artefacts from kaincha, the local wild grass. It all began when 
22 women from Thailo Village got together the following year to form a self-help group 
with the support of Unnayan, a Bhubaneswar-based organisation that works to em-
power marginalised communities with employable skills. But there is one threat today 
– climate change

Menaka Barik, 53, had 
lost nearly everything 
in the super-cyclone 

but, today, she is proud that she 
has managed to rebuild her life 
courtesy her excellent crafting 
skills as well as the self-help 
group (SHG) federation she is a 
part of. A tidy monthly income 
of around Rs 2500 over the past 
few years has enabled her to get 
many things done. “I have been 
weaving handicraft items made 
from kaincha for the last 15 
years and with the money I have 
earned over time I been able to 
educate my children, open an 
account in the local post offi  ce 
and buy gold ornaments for my 
daughters. This work is tough 
but it gives me immense satis-
faction and respect within the 
family,” she says. 

At 22, Banabasini may be half 
Menaka’s age but the two share 
a sense of accomplishment. It’s 
been six years since the young-
ster has been making wonderful 
items from the golden grass and 
making some much-needed ad-
ditional income for her family. 
“It’s traditional for women here 
to make household things from 
kaincha. But after the 1999 cy-
clone we learnt to transform this 
‘hobby’ into an income-generat-
ing activity,” she says.

The women and girls of Jag-
atsinghpur’s Thailo Village are 
well-known in the region for 

their amazing handicrafts. “Kai-
ncha grows in plenty in the pe-
riphery of our village and it’s 
strong enough to hold things. 
Earlier, we used to only make 
things for domestic use from 
it. The skill has been passed on 
for generations from mothers to 
daughters and daughters-in-law. 
In fact, at the time of marriage, 
the bride of this village takes sa-
ris and sweets for her in-laws in 
handmade kaincha trays. When 
after the cyclone we were faced 
with crippling penury, it was this 
skill that came to our rescue,” 
reveals Nirupama Parida, 60.  

It was in 2000 that 22 women 
from Thailo fi rst got together to 
form an SHG with the support of 
Unnayan, a Bhubaneswar-based 
development organisation that 
works to empower marginalised 
communities with employable 
skills. It brought in designers 
and entrepreneurship experts to 
train the women in ways to con-
vert their talent into a profi table 
venture. By 2001, there were 14 
groups doing this work and they 
formed Janani, a federation that 
works with Unnayan to protect 
the interest of its members and 
provide a platform for market-
ing the products. 

Although the process of mak-
ing the handicraft products 
is strenuous, the women are 
thrilled to get an opportunity 
to gain fi nancial independence. 

The SHG members go out in 
groups and often have to wade 
through neck-deep water to 
reach areas where this grass 
fl ourishes. Once back, the col-
lected stalks are carefully splin-
tered into two pliable strips and 
left to dry out under the sun. In a 
single trip the women manage to 
get anywhere between fi ve and 
15 kilos of grass. Once the fed-
eration, which is currently being 
run from a small rented room in 
the village, gives them an order, 
they get to down to making the 
products. 

The women work from home 
and spend every free hour fash-
ioning beautiful objects with 
their expert, nimble fi ngers. It’s 
the unmarried ones who man-
age to spend more time at it and 
hence make more money. For 
instance, while it takes just six to 
seven hours for the single girls 
to make, say, a bindi box, their 
married counterparts can take up 
to three days for the same work. 

Nonetheless, Janani’s link-
ages with Unnayan have opened 
many doors for them all. The 
likes of Tulasi Sahu, Sarojini 
Das, Alka Bala and hundreds 
of others have received training 
under the Baba Saheb Ambedkar 
Hastashilp Vikas Yojana from 
the Offi  ce of the Development 
Commissioner-Handicrafts, the 
nodal government agency for 
the benefi t and promotion of the 
artisan community. Moreover, 
they have got the opportunity to 
travel for state handicraft exhi-
bitions in various cities. 

“We have seen that people 
in the metros are always keen 
to buy our handicrafts and are 
taken aback when they come to 
know that they have been made 
out of grass. It’s great to be able 
to interact with buyers,” remarks 
Sarojini. 

According to Reeta Parida, 
secretary, Janani, which has 
500 members spread over nine       
villages in Balikuda Block, “The 
golden grass handicraft has not 
just empowered our women it 
has made them famous, too. 
These days nearly every home 
has at least one artisan linked 
to our network. From station-
ery items like fi les, trays, pencil 

cases, book-stands and notebook 
covers to interior decoration and 
other stuff  like lamp shades, 
window screens, dining table 
accessories, boxes, bags, hand 
fans and baskets, our women can 
make anything out of the sturdy 
grass. These have become im-
mensely popular across diff erent 
cities in India and even abroad.” 

Agrees Rashmi Mohanty, 
chief functionary of Unnayan, 
which has been regularly pro-
moting and marketing the prod-
ucts since 2007, “This handi-
craft is well-received even by 
foreign buyers especially in 
countries like Japan. The de-
mand is only growing but then 
so are the challenges, one that is 
really beyond the control of the 
women.” Rashmi is not wrong. 
Whereas they have success-
fully managed to overcome the 
nightmarish situation brought on 
by the cyclone and, today, even 
managed to create a federation 
that enables them to market their 
wares and earn better, the va-
garies of nature are once again 
starting to threaten their way 
of life. Inclement weather con-
ditions, brought on by climate 
change, have severely aff ected 
the growth and availability of 
kaincha, forcing women to scale 
down their work.

Says Reeta, “We collect the 
grass from low-lying marshy    

areas after the fi rst monsoon 
rains in July, August and Sep-
tember. However, for the last 
three years, the insuffi  cient 
rainfall or freak fl ooding has se-
verely impacted its growth. This 
year, it’s been unbearably hot 
which has also aff ected the col-
lections. It’s extremely worrying 
because it means that we will 
have to look for alternative areas 
or buy grass to complete our or-
ders. This will eat into our prof-
its, something we can’t aff ord.” 
Adds Rashmi, “Bad weather 
makes the grass unfi t for weav-
ing. And even if they do manage 
to make the products, the quality 
is not up to the mark, something 
international buyers insist on. 
This situation certainly doesn’t 
augur well for the future.” 

Be it Tulasi, who learnt the 
craft after fi nishing her matricu-
lation three years ago and then 

Women of the cyclone-aff ected Ersama and Balikuda Blocks 
in Odisha’s Jagatsinghpur District weave beautiful artefacts 
from the local wild grass. Here is a woman at work.
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managed to buy a sewing ma-
chine that helps her to earn more 
today, or Sarala Swain, a domes-
tic violence survivor who “for-
gets her pain when I am weav-
ing”, or even Alka Bala, who has 
become a local celebrity after 
being feted with the Kamla Devi 
Award for Excellence in Golden 
Grass Craft, the work has given 
them respectability and a reason 
to hope for a better tomorrow. 
Yet, they are afraid that this, too, 
like many other things would 
eventually fi zzle away. 

“Climate change is a reality 
and we need to fi nd ways to deal 
with it so that these women do 
not end up losing their liveli-
hood. Steps must be taken to 
ensure that at least there isn’t 
indiscriminate construction 
happening in rural areas, which 
encroaches on the natural habi-
tat of this grass, or that we get 
funds to build a proper facility 
to store grass for the months it 
is not available in abundance in 
the wild. These women have al-
ready hit rock bottom once, we 
can’t let them go through it one 
more time,” says Rashmi. 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

It’s traditional for women and girls in Jagatsinghpur to make 
household things from kaincha, though after the 1999 cyclone they 
have converted the ‘hobby’ into an income-generating activity.
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RAKESH KUMAR, Udaipur, Rajasthan

Fortified wheat flour scores, but 
driving consumption isn’t easy
There is a quiet health revolution underway across several villages in the tribal-dominated Salumbar and 
Sarada Blocks of Udaipur District in Rajasthan, where widespread malnutrition, especially among the women 
and children, has had devastating effects on their physical well-being. Since September 2012, households 
dotting the arid countryside have been motivated to consume wheat flour fortified with micronutrients, such 
as iron, folic acid and Vitamin B12, as part of a novel initiative introduced in the region by Global Alliance for 
Improved Nutrition and Institute of Health Management Research, Jaipur, which is being implemented by the 
Bhoruka Charitable Trust

“The children in my 
village are now ac-
tively participating 

in sports and they all love run-
ning. I have noticed this change 
ever since they started eating the 
special rotis,” says Vijay Joshi, a 
physical training instructor at a 
government school in Sheshpur 
Village. 

“I don’t get tired very soon 
these days and even my hus-
band’s knee pain has reduced 
considerably. It’s great to be 
healthy and energetic,” shares 
Sumitra, 30, the anganwadi 
(nursery) worker of Singhavat 
Village. 

“Till just a few months back, 
there was not a day when I didn’t 
feel listless or feverish. Carrying 
out my duties as a government 
school teacher and helping out in 
serving the mid-day meal, one of 
the tasks assigned to me, wasn’t 
easy. Thankfully, I feel much 
better and stronger,” says Varsha 
Sevak, 26, a government school 
teacher in Banora Village.

Nutritional defi ciencies are ram-
pant in Rajasthan. The National 
Family Health Survey-3 has 
noted high levels of anaemia 
among both women and men in 
the state, in addition to register-
ing very high rates of stunting 
and wasting. That’s because 
a typical home-cooked meal 
here is imbalanced: it includes 
high quantities of cereal that 
are cheap and provide energy - 
and very little pulses and fruits 
and vegetables, which are rich 

sources of vitamins and miner-
als, critical for proper growth 
and building immunity. 

“Considering that the diets 
of these population groups are 
not diversifi ed, provision of 
staple foods, such as wheat, oil 
and milk that have been forti-
fi ed with vitamins and minerals,  
has been recognised as one of 
the best ways of improving the 
overall health indicators of a 
population. Not only is food for-
tifi cation easy and cost-eff ective 
for the food producers to imple-
ment, it is also an inexpensive 
way to provide good nutrition to 
the consumers, too. This is one 
way of ensuring that people get 
suffi  cient vitamins and minerals 
through their diets, to improve 
their health in a short period of 
time,” points out Deepti Gulati, 
senior associate, Global Alliance 
for Improved Nutrition. 

In Udaipur, Salumbar and 
Sarada Blocks were identifi ed 
for action after a baseline survey 
indicated that the locals were 
suff ering from high levels of mi-
cronutrient defi ciencies. Rahul 
Sharma, director, Food Fortifi ca-
tion Project, Institute of Health 
Management Research, Jaipur, 
elaborates: “We chose wheat 
fl our as the vehicle for fortifi ca-
tion because it is the major sta-
ple cereal and its consumption is 
very high in this region.”  

The next step was to make 
sure that people in the villages 
start using fortifi ed fl our (atta). 
For this, reaching out to the 

friendly neighbourhood chakki 
wallahs, or millers, from where 
the households generally their 
wheat grains milled, became 
imperative. The idea was to 
convince them of the advantag-
es of adding the micronutrient-
rich premix to the fl our so that 
they could become “agents of 
change” and lead the communi-
ty in improving their health and 
by recommending fortifi cation 
of wheat fl our to their regular 
customers. 

Two hundred chakki-owners 
were identifi ed from Salumbar 
and Sarada Blocks of Udaipur 
District and were actively en-
gaged on the nutrition and health 
issues through the formal and in-
formal discussions. The discus-
sions also highlighted the role in 
reduction of malnutrition reduc-
tion through the fortifi cation of 
wheat fl our milled at their chak-
kis was highlighted. “We trained 
the millers on how and when to 
add the premix while grinding, 
and provided them with 10 ki-
los of the premix along with two 
spoons, calibrated to fortify fi ve 
kilos and one kilo of grain, re-
spectively, so that the quantity 
of micronutrient premix added 
to the grains added is accurate 
and consistent – one spoonful 
to fi ve kilos of fl our,” explains 
Sharma.  

Adds Shivendra Kumar Jha, 
Bhoruka Charitable Trust project 
manager, who is supervising the 
implementation of the interven-

tion on the ground, “Initially, the 
millers had several questions and 
apprehensions like ‘why should 
I do it?’; ‘do I get anything for 
doing it?’; ‘will the quality of 
fl our get aff ected such that my 
business would get impacted?’; 
etc. So even as we gave them 
all the requisite information that 
would enable them to motivate 
their customers to go in for forti-
fi ed fl our, we also made them re-
alise that it was their social duty 
to contribute in this fi ght against 
malnutrition.” 

Apart from explaining to the 
millers about why the premix 
was good for health and training 
them on its proper use, the mill-
ers were trained on the proper 
way of storing the premix and 
keeping a record of the premix 
utilisation at their chakki. 

Of course, simply teaching 
the millers the right way to use 
the premix was not enough. As 
is common in any community-
based projects, there were many 
challenges that started emerging 
soon enough. Some people start-
ed complaining that the dough 
made from the fortifi ed fl our was 
turning black and that the rotis 
were very dry in texture. 

“At fi rst, we found it quite baf-
fl ing. But, when we looked into 
the matter we realised that a few 
millers, in their enthusiasm of 
improving nutrition, were mix-
ing higher quantity of premix to 
the wheat fl our, as they felt that 
if it is good for health then why 
stop at adding just one spoon. It 
was then explained to the millers 
that adding higher quantity of 
premix would aff ect the colour 
and texture of fl our and hence 
would impact the acceptability. 
It was reiterated that it was of ut-
most importance to adhere to the 
correct dosing of premix while 
milling the grains to ensure that 
the quality of fl our was not com-
promised. These issues have 
been successfully addressed and 
now both the millers and the 
consumers are happy and satis-
fi ed,” Jha says. 

To fi ll in the information gaps, 
BCT has been conducting vari-
ous awareness building activi-
ties. “In addition to the millers 
who directly talk to the people, 
we have put up wall writings 
and posters to publicise the ad-
vantages of consuming fortifi ed 

wheat fl our to improve health 
and reduce anaemia. Along 
with this we organise commu-
nity meetings, school-level cam-
paigns and street plays to discuss 
this issue,” says Jha.

Despite all the concerted ef-
forts, in some villages the us-
age of fortifi ed fl our is taking 
time to pick up. “I serve about 
100 households and only 60-
65 of them regularly ask for 
their fl our to be fortifi ed,” says 
Khajhrulal Jain, 55, who is one 
of the three millers in Jhallara 
Village of Salumber block. “I 
add the premix when customers 
ask for it. Therefore, those who 
consume fortifi ed wheat fl our 
are generally the ones who are 
more educated and aware and 
have learnt about these through 
the wall writings or from the fl ex 
board at the chakki,” he adds.

On their part, the anganwadi 
workers and accredited social 
health activists (ASHAs), who 
give valuable nutritional advice 
to village women, are pitching 
in to increase the usage of for-
tifi ed fl our. After going through 
capacity building sessions or-
ganised by BCT, Anita, 25, a 
committed ASHA of Dhoodhar, 
a small village in Salumbar, is a 
changed woman. Of all the criti-
cal responsibilities that fall on 
her as a grassroots government 
health worker, she takes on the 
task of counselling families on 
the importance of eating nutri-
tious meals very seriously. Since 
the past two years she has played 
a key role in convincing women 
of the benefi ts of consuming the 
fortifi ed wheat fl our. “I tell them 
how it helps in reducing anaemia 
among women and gives takat 
(strength) to their children. And 
the best part: there are no extra 
costs involved yet people can 
enjoy better health,” she says. 

Today, Jha is happy to share 
that in the last eight-nine months, 
usage of fortifi ed fl our has stabi-
lised. “There are altogether 6600 
homes in Salumbar and Sarada 
where fortifi ed fl our is being 
used regularly. All those people 
who have felt its health benefi ts 
are recommending it to their 
friends and acquaintances.” 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

Wheat fl our is chosen as the vehicle for fortifi cation with vita-
mins and minerals because it is the major staple cereal and its 
consumption is very high in this region.
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Since September 2012, house-
holds dotting the arid country-
side of Rajasthan have been 
motivated to consume wheat 
fl our fortifi ed with micronutri-
ents, such as iron, folic acid 
and Vitamin B12.
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DILNAZ BOGA, Gadchiroli, Maharashtra

Recipes for a nutritious fare from 
an impoverished district
Gadchiroli in Maharashtra is a district that is marred by extreme poverty, widespread malnutrition and a high 
rate of maternal mortality, largely a consequence of poor nutritional intake and inaccessibility to proper health 
services. Yet, the impoverished tribal women manage to eat a tasty, wholesome fare. All thanks to a maternal 
health intervention initiative that has been reaching out to the community women with relevant information 
and organising practical cooking demonstrations to motivate them to use the government-sponsored sup-
plementary nutrition

Durga Bhisa, 29, a tribal 
woman from the small 
hamlet of Moegaon in 

Korchi Block of Gadchiroli 
District in Maharashtra, en-
joys cooking diff erent dishes. 
The mother of two is a whiz at 
whipping up traditional favour-
ites savouries such as thalipeeth 
(savoury pancake), faraa (spicy 
steamed dumplings), and dal 
dhokli (one dish meal of lentil 
and savoury fl our dumplings). 
Her friend, Samrinbai Mantar, 
26, too, is able to include upma 
(semolina porridge), palak bhaji 
(spinach dish) and sheera (sem-
olina sweet) regularly in her 
meals. 

Durga and Samrinbai are 
quick to share their secret: 
“Since 2013, we have been us-
ing the Take Home Ration sup-
plies that are distributed at our 
anganwadi (government-backed 
mother-and-child-care centres) 
to make these goodies for our 
children and ourselves. Earlier, 
however, we did not really know 
how to use these powders. We 
tried to mix them with water but 
the end result used to be a taste-
less, glutinous paste.”

Across 35 villages of Kur-
kheda and Korchi Blocks, tribal 
women like Durga and Samrin-
bai have been learning diff erent 
ways to cook up delicious food 
items from the Take Home Ra-
tion (THR) packets, under a 
maternal health intervention by 
Oxfam India, with the support 
of the UK Aid’s Global Poverty 
Action Fund. Since 2012, activ-
ists and fi eld workers of Ami 
Amchya Arogyasthi (AAA), a 

Kurkheda-based non govern-
ment organisation working with 
marginalised groups on issues 
of health, education and wom-
en’s rights, have been reaching 
out to community women with 
relevant information on THR 
as well as organising practical 
cooking demonstrations to moti-
vate them to use the government 
sponsored supplementary nutri-
tion.  

Incidentally, the community, in 
general, and women, in particu-
lar, in this region of Maharashtra 
suff ers from nutritional defi cien-
cies. That’s because Gadchiroli’s 
dominant tribal population lives 
below poverty line and depends 
on natural resources to keep the 
home fi res burning - they either 
till small land holdings, work as 
agricultural wage labourers or 
collect seasonal forest produce, 
such as tendu leaves or bamboo, 
which they sell for a pittance at 
the local haats (markets). 

Naturally, when the going gets 
tough, it’s the women who end 
up paying a heavy price. Not 
only do they take on the bulk 
of the workload, be it at home 
or in the fi elds, but they eat last 
and the least in the family. A low 
body mass index coupled with 
severe anaemia increases their 
vulnerability to various illnesses 
and puts them at high risk during 
pregnancy and childbirth.

Whereas ideally they should 
have access to public health 
services through fully-function-
al primary health centres and 
health sub-centres, the reality 
on the ground leaves much to 
be desired. Moreover, a dense 

forest cover and rough hilly ter-
rain does not really ease their 
situation. It is the anganwadis, 
located within the village, which 
play a vital role as they cater to 
the special health and nutritional 
needs of pregnant and lactating 
women.

In Temli Village, Korchi 
Block, Nirmala Ghodap, 51, an 
anganwadi worker for the last 
32 years, has seen several young 
mothers bear the brunt of under-
nutrition. “Ever since defor-
estation increased in this area, 
the tribals have been robbed of 
their primary source of nutrition. 
Adding to their woes is the in-
consistent agricultural yield that 
cannot feed them for more than 
eight months in a year. When 
food is scare, it is the girls and 
women who are forced to sur-
vive on minimal intake, which 
aff ects them adversely especial-
ly when they are pregnant,” she 
elaborates.

The Supplementary Nutrition 
through THR, one of the six 
services provided under the Inte-
grated Child Development Serv-
ices Scheme that is designed to 
bridge the gap between the rec-
ommended dietary allowance 
and the average daily intake, is 
supposed to help women make 
up for their dietary defi cien-
cies. Packaged powdered wheat, 
soya, groundnut, jaggery, upma, 
sheera, and sattupeeth are pro-
vided to all women registered 
with their anganwadi. 

Shares Satya Pula Dhavgaye, 
46, the anganwadi worker of 
Moegaon, “Once a woman is 
on the list, she starts receiving 
this ration from the following 
month. Each one gets three to 
four packets per month, one for 
every week. Whereas pregnant 
women get 900 gram packets, 
lactating mothers get 600 gram 
packets.”

However, according to front-
line health workers, like Nir-
mala Ghoddap and Dehsir Ghat-
ghomar, the accredited social 
health activist of Temli, THR 
was not having the desired ef-
fect because “even though the 
women were diligently collect-
ing their quota of the supple-
mentary nutrition packets avail-
able from the anganwadi, they 
would simply throw them away 
or feed them to the cattle”. Re-
marks Dehsir, “Neither did they 

know how to use the powders, 
and those who did try them out 
did not like what they were hav-
ing.”

What has brought about a 
defi nite change in their attitude 
is the cooking classes that the 
AAA has been holding periodi-
cally to teach them a variety of 
easy-to-make recipes with THR. 
To conduct the live demonstra-
tions, a select group of local 
women from diff erent project 
villages have been trained, who 
in turn pass on their knowledge 
to the others. Lalita Pura of Lak-
shmipur Village, which lies 15 
kilometres from the Kurkheda 
Block headquarters, is one of 
them. She says, “I attended a 
workshop where the AAA su-
pervisor explained the nutrition-
al benefi ts of the THR and then 
gave a step-by-step demo of 
how to make edible food from it. 
I can make upma, shankarpala, 
bhajiya, thalipeeth, palak bhaji, 
methi bhaji, sheera, chakli and 
dal dhokli. Adding these to our 
diet has certainly made a diff er-
ence.”

Enthused by her newly acquired 
skill, Lalita is always ready to 
teach others. “Besides women 
I encourage men to be a part 
of the group. If the men in the 
family are supportive then the 
women are motivated to use the 
Take Home Ration, which has a 
positive impact on their health. 
Till last year, pregnant women in 
my village used to visibly look 
weak and malnourished. Things 
have slowly started improving.”

Moegaon’s Durga Bhisa, at-
tended two AAA classes held 
during the THR distribution day 

at her anganwadi, as did Sam-
rinbai. “We have learnt a total 
of 21 recipes. There are many 
mothers in the village who suf-
fer from malnutrition, so having 
this enriched food can really be 
benefi cial in the long run.” Their 
anganwadi worker, Satya Pula 
Dhavgaye, could not agree more, 
“I have been giving out these ra-
tions since 2010. I’ve seen how 
their weight has increased over 
time.”

Meanwhile, Gita Maiti, 27, 
and Naleshwari Sansuwar, of 
Temli are also upbeat about the 
novel cookery lessons. Says 
Gita, “I participated in a dem-
onstration in November 2014 at 
the Korchi Block headquarters 
along with women from several 
other villages.” Pointing to the 
THR packets, she explains that 
the wheat, soya, groundnut and 
jaggery in them have enhanced 
her protein and calorie intake. 
Gita has gone ahead and shared 
the recipes with others in the vil-
lage. On her part, Naleshwari, a 
young lactating mother, is happy 
that she can make shankarpalas 
and ladoos with the powders she 
was once dumping in the gar-
bage.

Says anganwadi worker Nir-
mala Ghodap, “In 2014, I gave 
THR to 73 pregnant and lactat-
ing mothers and 237 mothers 
with children from six months 
to three years. After the demon-
strations held at my anganwadi, 
we received positive feedback. 
The women are happy with the 
recipes.” 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

During the live cooking demonstrations women are given step-
by-step instructions to cook up recipes they can easily replicate 
at home.
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Samrinbai Mantar (middle) and Durga Bhisa (right), tribal wom-
en from Moegaon in Korchi Block of Gadchiroli District in Ma-
harashtra, cook up traditional foods like laddoos and karanji from 
the Take Home Ration packets they receive from their anganwadi 
centre.
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DIPANJANA DEY, Kolkata 

‘Why can't we talk about sanitary 
napkins and menstruation?’ 
An AC Neilson survey reveals that more than 88 per cent women in India use dirty rags, ash and husk during 
menstruation. Another study shows that 23 per cent girls drop out of school once they hit puberty because of 
the taboos they are subjected to. Menstruation is still a taboo subject in India and feeds into the deep-rooted 
belief that women are ‘unclean’ and ‘impure’ during their period. But things are beginning to change with stu-
dents in many universities striking out against patriarchy and talking openly about menstruation, pregnancy, 
abortion, violence against women and other such subjects that usually get swept under the carpet

Sanchita Dey, 17, lives in 
a settlement in the vicin-
ity of the Netaji Subhas 

Chandra International Airport 
in Kolkata and goes to the Dum 
Dum Baidyanath High Second-
ary School nearby where the 
Class 12 student is gaining a 
decent education. But for all 
her prospects of a bright future, 
what Dey’s schooling has not 
been able to provide her with is 
the confi dence to speak up for 
herself and her rights. 

The daughter of a tea vendor 
dreads the days she has her peri-
ods because she is “compelled to 
use cloth, which apart from be-
ing really uncomfortable is un-
hygienic and gets soiled easily”. 
Try as she may, she can’t seem 
to overcome her hesitation to 
ask her parents to buy her a pack 
of sanitary napkins. “My father 
may be a tea vendor but he earns 
well enough send me to a good 
school. But when it comes to 
getting a pack of sanitary nap-
kins my mother outright refuses 
saying that these ‘luxuries’ are 
not for people like us. Although 
it is only an expense of Rs 40 a 
month she doesn’t want to ask 
my father for the money. Why 
can he blow up Rs 1000 every 
week on alcohol while I can’t 
even be given a fraction of it to 
buy an essential hygiene prod-
uct?” wonders the adolescent. 

Dey may be very angry at the 
unfairness of the situation but she 
cannot protest as “girls can’t talk 
about this with their father and 
my mother would not approach 
him with such a problem”. Un-
fortunately, menstruation is still 
a taboo subject in India and 

feeds into the deep-rooted belief 
that women are ‘unclean’ and 
‘impure’ during their period. 
However, if it is up to a bunch of 
vociferous university-goers then 
this reality may be on its way out 
sooner than later. 

In March 2015, inspired by an 
international campaign, #pads 
against sexism, a group of stu-
dents at Delhi’s Jamia Millia 
Islamia University decided to 
put up sanitary pads with femi-
nist messages across the campus 
in an eff ort to raise awareness 
about rape and sexism. The idea 
was to “to spread awareness… 
remove the stigma attached to 
periods, something extremely 
natural”. 

In an offi  cial statement, the 
young activists underline the 
thought behind the eff ort: “This 
campaign was started by four 
students who live in a society 
where women cannot always 
walk down the road after 8 pm, 
without concern for their safety. 
We are among many who are 
disgusted and horrifi ed by the 
December 16th gang rape of 
Jyoti Singh and all the rapes that 
have continued to occur after it. 
We are students who strongly 
believe our society needs to stop 
being passive about rape culture 
and accept gender equality. La-
bel it feminism or call it being 
a sensitive human being, we 
understand the need for equality 
and safety for women as well as 
an end to violence against wom-
en… Our campaign is meant… 
to create conversation and de-
bate within our college cam-
pus related to rape culture and 
stigma attached to menstruation. 

[It is] a way to push forward the 
conversation and debate of gen-
der equality and anti-rape cul-
ture in India.”

Today, from Jamia, the move-
ment has rapidly caught on at 
other major campuses in India. 
Whereas students of Delhi Uni-
versity and Jawaharlal Nehru 
University recently expressed 
their solidarity through the 
Blood On My Skirt march, with 
various participants declaring 
how they "don't want the next 
generation to go through men-
struation embarrassments that 
we have commonly faced”, 
across the country, at Bengal’s 
Jadavpur University, just a few 
kilometres from Dey’s home, 
students and teachers have come 
out in large numbers to break the 
silence. 

“If we can talk about smart 
phones and fashion trends, why 
can't we talk about sanitary 
napkins and menstruation?” 
question Jayee Bannerjee and 
Arumita Mitra, who are leading 
the charge at Jadavpur. Together 
with other students they are part 
of a group, Periods, which has 
been formed to strike out against 
patriarchy and talk openly about 
menstruation, pregnancy, abor-
tion, violence against women 
and other such subjects that usu-
ally get swept under the carpet. 
Says Bannerjee, a fi rst year Mas-
ters student, “Menstruation is a 
part of what makes us women, 
so why should there be a feeling 
of shame associated with it? We 
want to challenge that attitude.”

Mitra elaborates, “In our so-
ciety, everything conveniently 
favours the men. It is they who 
get to decide what is right and 
wrong; acceptable and shame-
ful. While it is considered dis-
graceful for a woman to speak 
about menstruation and she 
is barred from stepping into a 
place of worship and often even 
isolated in their own homes, for 
men to suppress women through 
violence is not just admissible 
but, at most times, even a matter 
of great pride. But the rules are 
changing and I am here to assert 
that menstruation is as natural a 
phenomenon as day following 
night and that I do not feel em-
barrassed to voice my feelings.” 

The second-year Philosophy 
student is quick to add that “we 

are fi ghting against the taboo 
and also trying to draw the at-
tention of the government to 
the make aff ordable sanitary 
napkins widely available so that 
all the girls can continue to go 
to school and do their everyday 
activities in comfort”. 

Unlike Jamia, where the idea 
of putting up sanitary napkins 
with messages on campus did 
not go down well with the au-
thorities, at Jadavpur teachers 
have readily joined forces. Rimi 
B. Chatterjee, an English pro-
fessor, who is openly supporting 
the movement, says, “Its sheer 
hypocrisy that prevents us from 
addressing the sexism that is 
present in our society. Menstrua-
tion is natural and the more we 
talk about it the more confi dence 
girls across the social spectrum 
will gain to speak about it in 
their homes and schools. I think 
this movement has managed to 
shake people’s sensibilities. Of 
course, we need to take the mes-
sage into the hinterland as well 
because the issues around this 
are equally, if not more, acute 
there.” Even though she feels 
that such a movement “will not 
change things overnight it will 
surely give women the courage 
to stand up against social sup-
pression”. 

For all those critics who feel 
that such a campaign is nothing 
but a sensationalist move, Ban-
nerjee retorts, “This is a typical-
ly patriarchal response. If men 
openly harass girls on the streets 
and don’t hesitate before raping 
a woman why should women 
feel shy taking to the streets and 
discussing menstruation?” Dr 
Biplab Pal, a gynaecologist at 
Matri Sadan O Swastha Ken-
dra at Madhyamgram, Kolkata, 
reveals that nearly 70 per cent 
women feel awkward answering 
questions about their periods. 

Clearly, a lot needs to be done 
before the subject of menstrua-
tion does not make girls and 
women blush uncomfortably. As 
the controversial feminist author 
Tasleema Nasreen, who congrat-
ulates the students heralding the 
pads against sexism movement, 
says, “If men had menstrual cy-
cles, it would hardly have oc-
casioned social shame for them. 
All those who believe that this 
campaign is in bad taste, I say, 

sexism isn’t in good taste, nei-
ther are sexual crimes, violence 
and rape. Then why should a 
protest against these be obliged 
to maintain aestheticism?”

Young Dey agrees, “I wish 
that my college-going sisters and 
brothers continue to raise their 
voice on this issue so that one 
day it will become easy for girls 
like me to ask for sanitary nap-
kins at home. After all, having a 
safe period is also our right.”

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

Rimi B. Chatterjee, a       
professor of English at 
Bengal's Jadavpur Univer-
sity, believes that the #pads 
against sexism movement 
has shaken people's sensi-
bilities and given women 
the courage to stand up 
against social suppression. 
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Students of Delhi University protesting against sexism with the 
Blood On My Skirt march.
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SAADIA AZIM, South 24-Paraganas, West Bengal

Roads that give them a sense of 
freedom, promise of a better life
This is a story from West Bengal, from the Sundarbans, that speaks volumes about the hard work, enterprise 
and the able leadership of local women spread across 15 riverine villages in the area and how that has made 
all the difference. Over the past four years, they have joined hands to build more than 10 kilometres of brick 
roads, connecting several previously inaccessible villages, which have withstood the ravages of floods and 
disastrous cyclones that are frequent in this vast tract of forest and saltwater swamp

Colonypara is just another 
nondescript village that 
dots the verdant Sunda-

rbans Region of South 24-Par-
aganas District in West Bengal. 
Until a few years ago, this small, 
remote hamlet in the Nafarjung 
Gram Panchayat was complete-
ly cut off  from the outside world. 
Being surrounded by a network 
of crisscrossing estuaries and 
tidal rivers, it was not uncommon 
for the narrow, unpaved lanes 
here to get inundated, forcing 
those who dared to venture out 
once in a while to brace them-
selves for a long hike through 
squishy, soft muddy pathways. 
Getting to the main road, which 
led to the block headquarters at 
Basanti, was truly a tough call 
and so everyone was resigned to 
living a life of confi nement. For-
tunately for everyone though, 
those dark days are well in the 
past now.

“It was as if we were existing 
all by ourselves in a small world 
of our own,” remarks Lotika 
Sarkar, 23, whose husband has 
migrated to Andaman and Nico-
bar Islands to work as a migrant 
labourer. In his absence, she 
runs the household and single-
handedly takes care of her eight-
year-old daughter, Ankita, who 
is presently studying in Class 
Two. 

When in 2010, World Vision, 
an international humanitarian 
organisation, started work in the 
region and motivated the women 
in the community to helm the in-
itiative of building roads, Sarkar 
immediately come forward to 
off er her services. After all, she 
had already suff ered enough due 
to the crucial lack of connectiv-
ity. When she was due to have 
her baby, it had been virtually 
impossible for the young mother 
to travel to a health centre for 
an institutional delivery. So the 
child was born at home in the 
wee hours without any proper 
medical assistance. It had been a 
diffi  cult time for Sarkar and she 
had very nearly lost her infant. 
“In fact, due to heavy rains and 
fl ooding I could not go any-
where for almost a month after 
she was born,” recalls the frail 
woman. 

Of course, that was not the end 
of the road (pun intended) for 
her problems. Once Ankita was 
ready to go to school, Sarkar en-
rolled her at the nearby Debna-
gar Colony Primary School. But 

it was one rough walk to class for 
the little one. For days together, 
especially when the weather was 
inclement, she would not be able 
to reach on time and her mother 
used to live in constant dread of 
her name being struck off  from 
the roster. 

Not just Sarkar, but other 
women, too, talk about how 
their children had not been able 
to avail of the much-needed 
health and nutrition services 
provided by the government un-
der the Integrated Child Devel-
opment Scheme (ICDS) or go to 
school due to the non-existent 
roads. Indeed, communities in 
both Nafargunj and Jharkhali, 
the two main gram panchayats 
in Basanti Block, have to any-
way contend with their share of 
challenges and, previously, the 
poor roads used to only add to 
their burdens. 

Jharkhali, on the south-west 
coast of River Bidyadhari, is the 
starting point of the Sundarban 
Forest Reserve Area and infa-
mous for incidents of vicious 
wildlife attacks. Besides this, 
the absence of proper means 
of livelihood has ensured that 
most families here are living in 
abject poverty. Nafarjung Gram 
Panchayat, on the other hand, 
is situated next to the Malta 
and   Bidyadhari Rivers and is 
extremely prone to devastating 
fl oods and cyclones. Fishing 
used to be the only source of in-
come generation before the neat 
brick lanes were meticulously 
laid down. 

“This is why when activists of 
World Vision came to the village 
and proposed a plan to make 
roads, I jumped at the chance to 
bring about a positive change,” 
says Sarkar, who has never gone 
beyond Basanti even today.

The process of change be-
gan four years ago. With valu-
able planning and fi nancial 
assistance from World Vision, 
the community took complete 
charge of implementing the 
project, chalking out a roadmap 
to get things done. Whereas the 
NGO organised the supply of 
bricks, people chipped in by 
donating their labour. The 15-
feet-wide bylanes were made 
in two stages. At fi rst, a layer 
of fl at bricks was laid down on 
the muddy surface and fi xed 
with sand made of brick parti-
cles and clay. After this dried 
out, a second layer of bricks was 

affi  xed on top to provide strength 
and smoothen the surface. 

Women had come out in large 
numbers to serve as everyday 
labour during the building proc-
ess. They would queue up every 
morning to pass on the bricks to 
the masons. Some even helped 
in laying down the bricks. 
Nowadays, they are completely 
in-charge of the maintenance 
and repair work – to fi x broken 
corners and holes they mix brick 
sand with mud and fi ll the gaps. 
Apart from this, they effi  ciently 
monitor that no one plies a heavy 
motor vehicle in these lanes. 

“In this fl ood-aff ected delta 
region, it is diffi  cult to lay brick 
lanes. The earth is soft and needs 
regular upkeep and maintenance, 
a task that the womenfolk have 
taken up earnestly,” says Apam 
Satshang, project coordinator, 
Basanti Development Area, 
World Vision. He adds, “We 
needed professional masons 
initially to build these roads and 
the villagers generated a small 
fund to pay them for the work 
and guidance. It has created a 
tremendous sense of ownership 
and bonding in the community.”

Bhavesh Das, the commu-
nity development coordinator 
for World Vision as well as a 
community leader who led the 
project in his gram panchayat, 
shares, “This is a continuous 
process. Till now, we have con-
structed more than 18 such roads 
in the vicinity connecting 15 vil-
lages. This has improved the 
quality of life of more than 4500 
families.”

For Kavita Patro, 35, from 
Colonypara, walking on a brick 
road is a dream come true. “I 

had come to this village 15 years 
ago as a young bride. In all these 
years, though, I only visited my 
parent thrice. Wading through 
kilometres of mud and water to 
reach the nearest bus stop was 
next to impossible. It’s a very 
diff erent story these days. My 
daughter rides a bicycle every-
day to her high school, which is 
located fi ve kilometres from the 
village,” she reveals, as a bright 
smile lights up her face. 

With good roads, things 
have become much easier for 
women. “Our menfolk usually 
migrate for work to the nearby 
cities and are not around for 
months together. The day-to-
day activities of the household 
and responsibility of the family 
falls squarely on our shoulders. 
The roads have fi nally given us 
access to schooling, healthcare 
and many other government fa-
cilities. I remember how none of 

us could ever opt for institution-
al deliveries although we have 
decided that from this time on, 
all women will go to the hospi-
tal located 16 kilometres away,” 
says Parul Mondol, 45, a mother 
of three married sons. Mondal’s 
two daughters-in-law could not 
be ferried to a health centre for 
their fi rst deliveries but she is 
determined to take them to one 
next time around. 

As they walk briskly or ride 
their bicycles down these brick 
lanes, there is a palpable feeling 
of excitement and achievement 
around them. “These roads have 
given us freedom and the prom-
ise of a better life,” says Sarkar.

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service. 
This article is part of UN Women’s 
Empowering Women – Empowering 
Humanity: Picture It! campaign in the 

lead-up to Beijing+20.)

Women of Colonypara Village in the Sunderbans have reason 
to be proud. 
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UNICEF report stresses on ‘pathways to equity’
UNICEF’s State of the World’s Children 2016 Report was released recently.  The annual 

fl agship report highlights inequity among the children and calls upon the governments, donors, 
businesses and international organisations do accelerate efforts to address the needs for the 
poorest and marginalised children across the world to achieve the sustainable development 
goals (SDGs). The report notes that signifi cant progress has been made in saving children’s lives, 
getting children into school and lifting people out of poverty. Global under-fi ve mortality rates 
have come down by half since 1990, boys and girls in equal numbers attend primary school 
in 129 countries, and the number of people living in extreme poverty worldwide is almost half 
when compared with the situation in 1990s.

The report emphasises fi ve Is or ‘pathways to equity’:  Information and data, to identify the 
children and communities being left behind and monitor the effectiveness of efforts to reach 
them; Integration, across sectors to addresses deprivations and challenges children face; Innova-
tion, to  spur new solutions meet the challenges; Investment,  for sustainable progress for the most 
disadvantaged; and Involvement, of the communities, including by children and young people, 
to focus on priorities and take action. 
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PUSHPA ACHANTA, Bengaluru

Despite losing battles, their fight 
for rights continues unabated
Tribal people across India are fighting a courageous battle against sustained efforts to destroy their forests 
and water sources. For example, the women associated with the Kanhar Bachao Andolan (Save Kanhar 
Movement) and All India Union of Forest Working People were incarcerated for various periods on various 
false allegations. The adivasis and Dalits were shot at by police and held for planning and holding various 
peaceful rallies, protesting against the proposal to resume construction of the dam. Courts delayed hearing 
their cases or denied them bail. Small wonder then that the adivasis have resolved to keep fighting for their 
dignity and rights

“Our fi ght is just and 
vital,” say adivasis 
(tribal people) and 

Dalits, fi ghting a courageous 
battle against sustained eff orts 
to despoil their forests and their 
water sources. “We say ‘Dharti 
mata ki jai’ (Hail, Mother Earth) 
instead of ‘Bharat mata ki jai’ 
(Hail, Mother India). The gov-
ernment and police believed 
that imprisonment would sup-
press our struggle. However, our 
voices were amplifi ed and we 
received widespread support, as 
our fi ght is just and vital and our 
arrests were unlawful,” asserts 
Sokalo, a Tharu Adivasi. Sokalo, 
who is in her fi fties and based 
in Sonbhadra District of Uttar 
Pradesh, is among thousands of 
courageous and determined Dalit 
and adivasi activists opposing 
the construction of a large dam 
across the Kanhar River fl owing 
through Jharkhand and Chattis-
garh. 

Apart from Sokalo, women 
like 42-year old Shobha, a Dalit, 
and Nibada Devi, age 38, anoth-
er Tharu Adivasi, were assaulted 
or arrested in the course of their 
agitation.  The women, associat-
ed with the Kanhar Bachao An-
dolan (Save Kanhar Movement) 
and All India Union of Forest 
Working People (AIUFWP) 
were incarcerated for various 
periods, on diff erent false alle-
gations. The adivasis and Dalits 
were shot at by police, and held 
for planning and holding vari-
ous peaceful rallies protesting 
against the proposal to resume 
construction of the dam. 

Courts delayed hearing their 
cases or denied them bail. The 
adivasi women do collective 
farming and share their produce 
among themselves. As they are 
barely literate, their children 

who are studying in schools 
assist them with accounting, 
communication and drafting re-
ports. 

The Central Water Commis-
sion of India approved the dam 
in 1976 but the project was aban-
doned in 1989 after local people 
and others opposed it fi ercely. 
Construction was halted as it 
would have endangered thou-
sands of human and animal lives 
and destroyed the environment 
through air and water pollution 
and displacement. It would have 
submerged more than 10000 
acres of land across nearly 110 
villages in Uttar Pradesh, Chhat-
tisgarh and Jharkhand and dis-
rupted lives and livelihoods. 
However, construction was re-
sumed in December 2014, vio-
lating orders from the National 
Green Tribunal. There was no 
social impact assessment, envi-
ronmental or forest clearances 
that the Forest Conservation Act 
mandates.

“On December 23, 2014, the 
police caned some of our com-
rades when we were peacefully 
protesting against the revival 
of dam construction. However, 
the police falsely accused some 
of our leaders of attacking the 
sub-divisional magistrate," says 
Shobha, an outspoken leader of 
a women’s agricultural labour-
ers union, allied to AIUFWP, in 
Bada. “People from my commu-
nity and I were beaten, detained 
or jailed unnecessarily for op-
posing tree felling in our forest 
some years ago. Although the 
government harasses us instead 
of assisting, we will fi ght for our 
forests,” adds Nibada. 

A mother of four, her family 
thrives in the forests. Nibada is 
active in a nearly two-decade-old 
grassroots resistance movement 

that evolved into the AIUFWP. 
Nibada, Shobha and hundreds 
of AIUFWP and Kanhar Bachao 
Andolan members and other re-
sistance groups staged a protest 
rally in Lucknow in July 2015, 
protesting against the continued 
incarceration of their comrades 
fi ghting land grab across Uttar 
Pradesh. 

Another activist, forty-year 
old Puneet Minj, is an Oram 
Adivasi from Ranchi District of 
Jharkhand. He is associated with 
human rights groups educating 
adivasi communities like Oram, 
Ho and Santhal, displaced by 
iron ore mining, to demand land 
and question new mining corpo-
rations like Arcelor Mittal. They 
give legal assistance to people 
in West Singhbum District who 
have been jailed in petty or false 
cases, and also to migrant work-
ers facing labour rights viola-
tions in Bangalore. 

“Hundreds of local people 
from socio-economically dis-
advantaged backgrounds have 
been imprisoned for over three 
years on wrong or exaggerated 
charges of supporting terror-
ism,” says Minj. “They cannot 
easily inform their families or 
supporters or access legal coun-
sel. The state does not usually 
provide the under-trials reliable 
lawyers despite a mandate to 
do so. Even if the families are 
contacted, they face too many 
constraints to be commuting to 
and from courts when the cases 
against the incarcerated persons 
come up.”

Then there are the Koragas, 
an adivasi community living in 
a few districts of southern Kar-
nataka and Kerala, who are still 
considered untouchable despite 

legislations prohibiting this in-
human practice. 

Prakash K.R., an activist 
working for the rights and enti-
tlements of adivasis primarily in 
southern Karnataka, says “Kar-
nataka, has over a 100 Ashram 
schools that are residential insti-
tutions run for adivasi children 
by the Ministry of Tribal Af-
fairs. However, they have insuf-
fi cient and minimally qualifi ed 
teachers. Even middle-school 
students there can barely spell 
simple words. Further, they are 
not taught the history, culture 
or traditions of their communi-
ties. Although Kerala has fewer 
Ashram schools, the number and 
regularity of staff  and quality of 
teaching and learning, is much 
better”. 

The Soliga Adivasi Communi-
ty living in the forests of Charm-
rajnagar District of Karnataka, 
have additional problems. “Al-
ien human scent and strong, ar-
tifi cial cosmetics and perfumes 
disturb wildlife. We retire for 
the day as dusk falls, while visi-
tors, especially from urban ar-
eas, sometimes light camp fi res, 
play loud music, exhibit boister-
ous behaviour or go trekking or 
hiking after dark despite being 
advised against these practices. 
This may unnerve animals. Con-
sequently, they could attack the 
humans who disturb them,” the 
tribals say.

Adds a woman from the Irula 
Adivasi Community, surviving 
in the Nilgris, Erode and Coim-
batore Districts of Tamil Nadu: 
“Some non-tribals ridicule our 
traditional attire, dialect, prac-
tices, food, etc, while others may 
view us as ‘exotic’ creatures. 
Such attitudes are discomfi ting. 

People from India and abroad 
who research traditional medi-
cine, anthropology, indigenous 
culture and traditions meet us 
to understand our lives. We tell 
them that knowledge of local 
fl ora and fauna, socio-cultural 
and other norms are passed 
down through generations.”

In January 2016, India's Min-
istry of Environment, Forests 
and Climate Change diluted 
the Forest Rights Act 2006, by 
granting state departments con-
trol over forests without approv-
al from  the adivasi gram sabhas 
(tribal village councils). In Oc-
tober 2015, the ministry appar-
ently blocked the implementa-
tion of a high-level government 
panel's report on adivasi rights, 
recommending stringent rules 
safeguarding adivasis from dis-
placement. At least two state 
governments are implement-
ing guidelines issued in August 
2015, allowing private sector 
management of 40 per cent of 
forests for profi t, thereby hurt-
ing adivasis. 

Additionally, the Mines and 
Minerals (Development and 
Regulation) Amendment Or-
dinance 2015 passed in March 
2015 will allow private corpo-
rations to easily acquire land 
and forests from adivasis for 
‘ecologically harmful’ min-
ing. The government, violating 
regulations, continues framing 
such irresponsible policies and 
laws impacting adivasis without 
informing or consulting them, 
thereby worsening their lives, 
livelihoods and ecosystems. 

(L-r): Sokalo, a Tharu Adivasi, Sonbhadra (UP); an Irula tribal woman (Tamil Nadu); and 
Puneet Minj, an Oram Adivasi, Ranchi (Jharkhand).
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Kanhar Bachao Andolan, AIUFWP members and allies opposing 
the dam construction.
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TSERING DOLKAR, Kargil, Jammu & Kashmir

Where mindsets need to 
change, desperately
Women in the child-bearing age in rural Ladakh face a multitude of issues.  Many stem 
from local traditions that are not in line with globally accepted practices in reproductive 
and child health. With government programmes on maternal and child health under 
the National Health Mission in place, the time is ripe for old social and cultural norms 
to change in tune with changing times

Pregnant for the fourth time, 
23-year-old Zakiya Bano, 
Goshan Village, Drass, 

was referred to the district hos-
pital in Kargil by the doctor at 
the sub-district hospital in Drass.  
Knowing that she was anaemic, 
which could lead to complica-
tions during delivery, this was 
deemed necessary. Lying in 
the hospital bed, Zakiya looks 
washed out but with a wan smile 
says, “I had a Caesarean. The 
baby is too weak to suck breast 
milk.” 

Nargis Bano, her aunt, feed-
ing the four-day-old infant from 
a bottle looks up and adds, “Za-
kiya has three children now. You 
know she lost one child who she 
delivered at home. There isn’t 
much of a gap between them. 
The doctor told her that she 
should have maintained a gap 
between pregnancies.”

Doctors claim that women 
know about the importance of 
planning their families for their 
own and their children’s health. 
Yet, women in rural areas are 
reluctant to go in for spacing be-
tween births. A common belief 
held by Muslims and Buddhists 
is that this is against God’s will. 
Says Mohammad Hussain from 
Kaksar Village, “In the olden 
days, there was no health-care 
service in villages. A woman 
would give birth to nine children 
or even more and they would 
all be healthy. God decides how 
many children we should have. 
We leave our children’s future to 
His mercy.”

There are also pragmatic rea-
sons. Joint families are common 
in the region and grandparents 
have a role to play in the rearing 
of grandchildren.  It makes sense 
for a young couple to have chil-
dren in quick succession so that 
while their children are growing 
up, their own parents are rela-
tively young.  Yangchan Dolma, 
22, from Sapi Village, who lost 
her fi rst baby after she contract-
ed a cold virus, became pregnant 
again, very soon. 

Nodding wisely, Yangchan’s 
mother, Sonam Dolma, 54 says, 
“Bar maborbaskechugsen, gy-
ogspaskenanachamargaste stet 
(After losing her fi rst born, my 
daughter did not wait long be-
fore she got pregnant a second 
time.  She will give birth soon 

and at least we will be able to 
look after the child before we 
grow old).

Traditional beliefs and soci-
etal practices that are detrimen-
tal to the health of mother and 
child –are deep-rooted. “Chinte-
laschonangchangchaa cha min, 
Las chokan la aasanchadug 
(Even if one does heavy work 
in pregnancy, nothing adverse 
happens to the baby; in fact, we 
believe that this leads to easy 
delivery),” says Neru Nigar, 50.  
This however fl ies in the face 
of modern healthcare practices. 
According to Dr Anwar Husain, 
paediatrician at the district hos-
pital in Kargil."Activities espe-
cially outside the home could be 
one of the reasons for anaemia 
among pregnant mothers. He 
adds, “In the fi rst trimester this 
increases chances of abortion 
and in the third trimester could 
result in premature labour.” 

Many women do not pay at-
tention to nutrition. They grab a 
quick bite in any of the small eat-
ing joints serving junk food such 
as local chow mein, or packaged 
stuff  such as Maggi noodles and 
potato chips.  Says Dr Fatima 
Nissa, gynaecologist at District 
Hospital Kargil, “Women here 
drink vast quantities of salty 
tea that has high amount of tan-
nins. This reduces  absorption 
of iron that in turn aff ects foetal 
growth.”

There is a lack of awareness 
amongst women but perhaps 
also a resistance to new prac-
tices and established norms of 
reproductive health. “Even if 
we tell them to take iron with 
water, they take it with milk,” 

rues Dr Nissa.  She states that 
most women from remote ar-
eas deliver babies at home and 
do not come for their ante-natal 
checkups. She attributes the 
high number of maternal deaths 
to negligence. According to Dr 
Hussain, correct breastfeeding 
and hygiene practices could re-
duce neonatal deaths by a whop-
ping 80 per cent. Sadly even glo-
bally proven community-based 
practices elude large sections of 
the community in rural Ladakh.  

The picture, however, is not 
all gloomy.  Government pro-
grammes and schemes such 
as Janani Shishu Surakksha 
Karyakram (JSSK) and Nav-
jat Shishu Suraksha Karyaka-
ram (NSSK) under the National 
Health Mission are in place. Dis-
trict health indicators show fl uc-
tuations in both maternal mortal-
ity rate and infant mortality rate. 

Only four maternal deaths 
(per 100000 live births) were 
recorded in 2009-10.  This rose 
to seven in 2012-13 but declined 
to two in 2014-15. Infant mortal-
ity rate (per thousand live births) 

was 51 in 2005-06 and 56 in 
2006-07. This declined to 25 in 
2009-10. It further declined to 
22 in 2012-13 but again rose to 
32 in 2014-15. Although there 
have been dips, a positive trend 
is visible in both the critical in-
dicators. In sum, the picture has 
improved since National Rural 
Health Mission was launched in 
2005. 

However, in a tradition-bound 
society that still goes by age-
old practices in reproductive 
and child health, there is a long 
way yet to go. Creating aware-
ness in the community is a ma-
jor challenge. That the potential 
of simple practices related to 
nutrition, health, hygiene and 
child-feeding can transform the 
health of mother and child, for 
instance. That family planning 
helps space and limit births. For 
that to happen, mindsets need to 
change and misconceptions have 
to be cleared.

(Courtesy: Charkha Features. This 
article was written thanks to the 

Sanjoy Ghose Rural Reporting Award 
2015-16.)

Despite losing battles, their fight 
for rights continues unabated

A training centre focused on farmers
A Trainers’ Training Centre of international standards was inaugurated in the tribal region of 

Kalpetta, in Kerala’s Wayanad District at the Community Agro-biodiversity Centre of the MS 
Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF) recently. The centre will focus initially on local bod-
ies in Kerala and will look at capacity development of other government and non-government 
institutions at a later stage. Located in a biodiversity hotspot, it will provide facilities and exper-
tise for training, along with hands-on training in the forests of Wayanad.

In a statement issued on the occasion, Professor MS Swaminathan said, “Wayanad District 
was classifi ed as one of the agrarian distress districts by the Government of India.  However, the 
work of MSSRF, with the help of Farm School (farmer-to-farmer learning) has shown enormous 
potential for increasing the income of Wayanad farmers. Therefore this training centre will be 
a timely one and will help the Wayanad farmers to derive maximum benefi t from the agricul-
tural and ecological wealth of Wayanad. I hope the centre will become a transformation centre 
replacing despair with hope.” 

A young mother holding her sick baby outside the district hos-
pital in Kargil. 
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