
issues, she actually decided to do 
something about it in her home 
and village. She is different from 
the rest. She even intervenes if she 
hears of a proposal of getting girls 
married off before they complete 
their education. She is a real 
torchbearer.”

Credit must go to the teachers 
and mentors at Kanyashree Clubs, 
part of Kanyashree Prakalpa, 
who have been responsible for 
making Kiran aware. Kanyashree 
Prakalpa, a flagship project of 
West Bengal Government is 
focused on improving the status 
and well-being of girls, specifically 
those from socio-economically 
disadvantaged families, through 
conditional cash transfers and 
providing them an incentive to 
study for a longer period of time. 
Marriage is discouraged till a girl 
attains the legal age,18. 

The scheme also works to 
enhance the social power and self-
esteem of girls through a targeted 
behaviour change communication 
strategy. The strategy not 
only builds awareness about 
the scheme, but includes 
adolescent-friendly advices about 
issues such as the necessity for 
menstrual hygiene at Kanyashree 
Clubs.

Says Kiran: “Initially, my 
mother and my aunts were resistant 
to the idea of using sanitary pads. 
They were sceptical about their 
disposal too as the cloth they 
used were generally washed and 
reused. There is a kind of taboo 
on burning used cloth as it is not 
considered a good omen amongst 
our community. Also, sourcing 
the pads was another hassle. 
But I convinced them I would 
get sanitary pads for them from 
my school vending machine. I 

Diminutive and frail, 
Kiran Bauri doesn’t 
look like she could 

have changed the mindset of 
an entire village. Yet she has. 
All of 18, Kiran, with  steely 
determination, has been able to 
convince not only girls but also 
women in her village  Dhurohi 
that it is time to dump the 
traditional piece of clothing 
and switch to a more healthy 
alternative during their menstrual 
cycle.

Dhurohi, a small hamlet, with 
a population of around 300 
families, many of them from 
Scheduled Castes, falls under 
Raghopur Gram Panchayat, 
Purulia Block II in West Bengal. 
Purulia is one of the most 
backward districts of the state.

Kiran attends Hutmura 
Harimati Girls High School, 
some distance away from home. 
A student of Class XII, she first 
learnt about menstrual health and 
giving up traditional unhygienic 

Five decades of devoted 
work protecting health, 
promoting livelihoods    4
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How a railway junction 
has become a launch 
pad for job aspirants     2

Changing mindsets with sanitary 
pads, and restoring dignity
Menstruation is still a subject of gender disparity in India. Myths about menstruation are largely 
prevalent, forcing many girls to drop out of school early or be ‘ostracised’ during the five days 
every month. Even if they use sanitary napkins, their mobility is hampered due to absence of 
water and unclean bathrooms in schools. According to National Family Health Survey-4 in 2015, 
around 54 per cent of adolescent girls were unaware of menstruation before they had their 
first period. And only 57.6 per cent of women were using hygienic methods for menstrual protection. 
Trying to change practices and get rid of social stigmas is Kanyashree Prakalpa, a flagship project of the 
West Bengal Government, backed by Kanyashree Clubs

practices at the Kanyashree 
Club in her school about two 
years ago. Until then, she and 
most of the other women in the 
village had been using hand-
made cloth, or whatever was 
fibrous and adsorbent locally – 
cow dung, newspaper or even 
rice husk. There was a feeling 
amongst the girls and women 
that the menstrual cycle was a 
personal problem and a taboo 
subject for discussion. That is, 
till Kiran slowly tried to bring 
in the change, especially in the 
mindset.

Says Kiran: “We all know 
that the menstrual cycle is 
monthly and it kind of makes 
us uncomfortable during those 
five days. Earlier, with just a 
cloth for comfort and to arrest 
the flow, most girls skipped 
school. Sometimes, the heavy 
flow, cramps and the fear of 
staining our clothes – all of 
these together made us retreat 
into a shell. But we just thought 

Blue and green doors 
herald Bahraich’s 
izzat ghars                    5

A mission to make more 
farms organic                 6

Of harassment at the 
workplace and the need 
to sensitise women          3rakhee roytalukdar, Jaipur

Encouraging small, 
marginal farmers and 
showing them the way  7

it was our individual problem 
and we had to deal with it 
ourselves. But at our school’s 
Kanyashree Clubs, we were 
told that sanitation, menstrual 
hygiene and hygiene of women 
were all closely related and 
that menstrual hygiene could 
be perfectly managed and dealt 
with. And when Udaan, the 
eco-friendly, cheap yet healthy 
sanitary pad was introduced 
in our school and the pad-
vending machine was installed, 
I knew menstruation was 
within our control and perfectly 
manageable.”

Kiran not only adopted the 
hygienic sanitary pads herself, 
she took up the challenge 
of changing the traditional 
mindsets of her family, 
friends, neighbours and the 
entire village. Whatever she 
learnt in her school and at the 
club, she discussed at home 
and with her village friends. 
She first sensitised her mother 
and her aunts about the benefits 
of using sanitary pads instead 
of ordinary cloth and also the 
need to change it from time to 
time to keep oneself clean and 
infection-free.

Says Shilpa Rajwar, one of the 
mentors at Kiran’s Kanyashree 
Club: “We explain and make 
the schoolgirls understand the 
taboos and challenges that 
adolescent girls and women 
face during menstruation. 
And that menstrual hygiene 
should be a priority during 
the period, otherwise 
there are chances of infection 
and many other health problems. 
Most girls of her age did listen 
to us attentively but did not take 
it further. Kiran, we found, was 
not only responsive to health 

Of degraded water 
bodies and disregarded 
communities                  8

Continued on page 2
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Kiran (seated) with mentor Shilpa Rajwar who made her 
aware about the importance of menstrual hygiene and its 
management.
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How a railway junction has become a 
launching pad for job aspirants
For two hours, a railway junction in Rohtas District of Bihar transforms into a coaching centre for young aspirants preparing to crack 
various competitive and entrance exams. And this activity has been going on now for over one-and-a-half decades

Groups of young boys 
are busy poring over 
reading material 

or taking part in animated 
discussions on current affairs 
on platform 1 and 2 of the busy 
Sasaram Railway Junction. 

This is not a one-off scene, 
it greets the eye every morning 
and evening. It all began in 
2002-03 when a small group 
of students started coming to 
Sasaram Railway Station to 
study. It was the availability 
of electricity 24x7 at the 
station that drew them there. 
Today, on any morning or 
evening, you will find nearly 
1000 young aspirants for jobs 
in the railways, banks, Staff 
Selection Commission and 
other government and private 
institutions as part of the study 
group, called Quiz.

Students are seen sitting 
in groups preparing for 
competitions, written and oral 
tests without anyone having to 
pay any fee. Santosh, who is in 
the final year of his graduation, 
says he pays a nominal Rs 3 for 
a set of 100 questions. Apart 
from questions on current 
affairs, math, reasoning and 
language, the students learn 
all that is required to sit for 
these exams, including how to 
face job interviews.

Santosh, who hails from 
Kochas in Rohtas District, 
has rented a room close to the 
junction and attends both the 
morning and evening sessions 
at the railway platform. 
“It helps to sharpen the 
competitive edge. I will sit for 
every exam that I am eligible 
for. I may not clear at the first 
instance, but at least I will get 
the exposure and do better 
next time,” he says. 
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Continued from page 1

sarita brara,  New Delhi

Changing mindsets with sanitary pads, restoring dignity

“Not only is the environment at 
these coaching classes conducive 
but the methodology adopted by 
the groups also ensures weeding 
out of non-serious students,” says 
Sandip Kumar Srivastava from 
Sila Village in Kochas, who was 
once part of Quiz. “If any student 

missed the sessions for even two 
days in a week, he is ousted from 
the group unless he has a credible 
reason to be absent. A list is put 
out on the students’ performance 
group-wise.”

Srivastava recalls how one 
had to complete answers to a 
set of questions within a time 
line at the sessions. The students 
thus get the required practice to 
answer as many questions, as 
fast as possible. “Sometimes, a 
student considered the weakest 
among the group would top after 
a week because of the sheer hard 
work put in by him and that gave 
us the confidence that we too can 
do something.”

Over the years, he says, Quiz 
has become a coaching centre 
where anyone who joins clears 
at least one exam or the other. 
“The results have been good, at 
least 150-odd participants are 
able to clear exams on an annual 
basis and many land good jobs,” 
says Kunal, who too was part of 

the Quiz group and now works 
with the railways.

Kunal says that the railways 
has always cooperated and the 
young aspirants also make sure 
they keep the place neat and 
clean and not disturb anyone. 
In fact, the young students are 
provided identity cards by the 
railways so that they are neither 
harassed nor bullied as they 
prepare for various competitive 
exams.

One of the most heartening 
aspects is that there are no paid 
teachers, only volunteers who 
help the young men acquire a 
competitive edge to pass the 
exams. Some of the teachers 
from nearby institutes coach 
them gratis. Young men who 
themselves were part of the 
‘Quiz fraternity’ at one time and 
are now employed, also come 
sometimes to give tips to the 
aspiring candidates.

Over the years, the coaching 
ethos has spread to other parts of 

the area. Now, even the premises 
of a temple complex and vacant 
space outside a political party’s 
office are used for coaching. 
Santosh says in addition to quiz 
sessions at the railway station, 
he goes to the Mahavir Quiz 
Centre at a temple complex, 
where a bhaiyaji (a term of 
endearment, denotes brother) 
teaches math from 3 pm to 4 pm. 
Students pay Rs 20 a month and 
the money goes towards buying 
mats to sit on or batteries for the 
mike.

It is no longer the lack of 
electricity that brings hundreds 
of aspirants here, but the high 
success rate. Kunal recalls how 
even passengers would become 
emotional seeing the young 
boys concentrating in the din 
and would make sure that the 
students were not disturbed.

(Courtesy: The Hindu 
BusinessLine)
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explained to them it is not just our 
own problem for which we have 
to find our own solutions. But 
there are serious health concerns 
like vaginal infections leading 
to cervical and uterine cancer if 
we are not aware enough. The 
colourful picture book given to 
us by the clubs also helped me 
to explain them easily. They did 
come around then.”

Kiran’s school offers Udaan, a 
low-cost, eco-friendly, sterilised 
sanitary napkin, produced by a 
centre run by self-help Group 
women in Purulia. It churns out 
3000 pads a day and distributes 
them mostly in schools through 
ASHAs (accredited social health 
activists). The cost is as low as 
Rs 5 for two napkins. The project 
is supported by UNICEF. The 
vending machines were installed 
as part of CSR projects of some 
companies.

Although Kiran’s work started 
from her home, a relatively 
middle-class family, changing the 
mindset of her entire village was 
not easy. It is a village where many 
families are poor, who earn just 
enough to keep their home fires 
burning. Buying sanitary pads for 
girl children was like a luxury. For 
parents who would go to Purulia 
daily for work, it was impossible 
to keep track of a growing girl’s 
health and hygiene. There were 

others who did not believe in the 
modern methods of managing 
the menstrual cycle.

“What I found the most 
difficult was to discuss the 
menstrual cycle issue freely 
with even girls of my age. 
Breaking the silence over the 
issue took me a long time. Girls 
were hesitant to openly talk 
about their experiences, their 
pain, their discomfort during 
the periods. There was a kind 
of shame and embarrassment 
attached to menses. I shared my 
own experiences with them, told 
them it was a safe space where 
we could talk freely. Then, 
after continuous meetings and 
cajoling, they came around. 
Their problem of sourcing 
sanitary pads was solved as I 
assured them of getting it from 
my school. Other girls of my 
school pitched in. We promised 
each other to make our mothers, 
aunts, sisters switch to clean 
hygiene during the menstrual 
cycle. This way we vowed to 
change the habits of another 
five to six women of our village, 
making a kind of chain,” 
explains Kiran.

Many families could not or 
did not want to spare the paltry 
Rs 5 for the sanitary pads. This 
is when Kiran’s mother Nirupa 
pitched in and helped to buy 

pads for those who could not 
but were interested to use them. 
Her father, a retired government 
support staff, did not stop Kiran 
from distributing napkins free 
initially.

Points out Shilpa: “In Kiran’s 
village, many women do not 
have basic toilet facilities or 
enough water or a space to 
wash their stained clothes. Yet 
they never spoke about their 
discomfort. Women’s health or 
menstrual issues were never a 
priority for any of the families 
here. For most, it is just a routine 
and one that happens to every 
girl. There is general feeling that 
girls should be careful  about it 
themselves rather than insist on 
safe space during this period.”

Kiran adds, “Once we initiated 
the discussion in the village and 
there was noticeable differences 
in health and a natural 
cheerfulness among the girls and 
women who took to sanitary pads 
and those who didn’t, it did 
help to change the mindset. 
They actually felt empowered 
during their menstrual cycle and 
it reflected in their behaviour. 
For some others it was about 
regaining their dignity during 
those five or six days.”

Only 20 per cent of women 
in India use sanitary napkins. 
The number of menstruating 

women in India is 355 million, 
accounting for nearly 30 
per cent of the country’s 
population. Kiran’s task was 
by no means easy. Creating an 
ecosystem in a remote village 
where women’s health issues, 
especially menstrual health, 
evoked apathy, is no mean 
achievement for an 18-year-old.

However, Kiran thinks 
otherwise. “I want to make 
the menstrual cycle as normal 
as possible. The simplest 
thing is to talk about it, give 
one a sanitary pad, maker her 
understand its usage and let her 
share her experience of feeling 
cleaner and more hygienic with 
her friends and family. This way 
mindsets will change and our 
tribe will grow. Once menstrual 
management is under control, 
our basic dignity and respect is 
restored. This normal biological 
process should not be looked 
on as our weakness but as our 
strength. Once girls like us gain 
confidence to tackle menstrual 
cycle, we know we can micro-
manage many other difficult 
issues, come what may.” 

(This article was done 
in mid- November as part 

of the UNICEF-South Asian 
Women in Media initiative.)

The students are provided ID cards by the railways so that 
they are not harassed as they prepare for various competitive 
exams.
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Of harassment at the workplace and 
the dire need to sensitise women

Kabita (17), like other 
adolescent girls of her 
village, migrates every 

year from Odisha to brick kilns 
in Andhra Pradesh or Telangana 
along with her parents to 
contribute to the family finances. 
She goes through the same kind 
of harassment and exploitation 
as her fellow workers at 
the kilns. “The supervisor, 
whenever he talks to us, stares at 
our chests, not at our faces, and 
we feel very awkward. Then it 
progresses to slapping us on the 
back or pinching us. We cannot 
raise our voice against this; if we 
do, there is every possibility that 
we will be thrown out of work,” 
says Kabita, anger simmering in 
her eyes. 

Kabita’s friend Sumi seconds 
her views, saying, “They pose 
as being very powerful and 
feel they can do whatever they 
want to. We feel very unsafe 
and live in constant fear of 
consequences”. 

Kabita and Sumi are  
among the adolescents and 
young women who attended 
a pre-migration orientation 
programme for women migrant 
workers, where the kind of 
harassment and exploitation 

Women and young girls from marginalised sections in Odisha who migrate for work in brick kilns and construction sites are subjected 
to all kinds of sexual harassment and abuse. Unlike formal sectors, workplace harassment (verbal, physical and sexual) is rampant 
in informal sectors. Illiteracy, unawareness of rights, language problems, financial burdens and lack of support from government 
make things worse. Here are the details of a movement to make these women aware of their rights and empower them to counter 
such harassment

prevalent at brick kiln work 
sites was discussed. It was the 
first such initiative, and was 
conducted in six panchayats of 
the migration-prone districts of 
Balangir, Kalahandi, Nuapada, 
Sonepur, Boudh and Bargarh in 
western Odisha, to sensitise and 
empower women to cope with 
harassment at workplace. 

The programme was organised 
by Western Odisha Migration 
Network, a non-profit body 
working with the support of 
organisations such as Aide-et 
Action, Global Alliance Against 
Traffick of Women (GAATW), 
and Aainaare which is working 
on a database of women migrant 
worker leaders. A register 
is being introduced in these 
panchayats to track migration 
of all age groups. They have 
even created a list of women and 
adolescent girls who are likely 
to join the ranks of migrant 
labourers. 

Every year, after Nuakhai 
(the local harvest festival), 
lakhs of people from western 
Odisha, including children, 
migrate to work in brick kilns 
and construction worksites in 
the southern states. The women 
and young girls who accompany 
their husbands or fathers face all 
kinds of harassment, including 
sexual assault, which they suffer 
silently. They realise they have to 
go through the same experiences 
in the following years, too.  

“The objective of this 
orientation programme is to give 
these migrant women workers 
a space to share what they go 
through at brick kiln worksites 
and empower them to raise 
their voices against atrocities,” 
says Umi Daniel, an expert in 

migration issues and head of 
Migration Information Resource 
Centre, Aide-et Action, South 
Asia.

Daniel says adolescents and 
young women at brick kiln sites 
are the most vulnerable and face 
numerous kinds of harassment, 
including sexual remarks and 
abuse. Citing an instance of a 
legal battle  being fought by  Aide-
et Action, he says  “in 2014, we 
received a report that at a brick 
kiln site in Karim Nagar District 
in undivided Andhra Pradesh, 
the employer and his associates 
were making adolescent girls 
and young women serve drinks 
late at night, which led to 
harassment, including rape and 
sexual assault." 

The migrants were forced to 
work as bonded labourers in 
that brick kiln and the employer 
had allegedly forcibly taken 
away their mobile phones, 
breaking connectivity with 
their community and native 
village. However, a girl who 
had managed to hide her mobile 
phone informed her village about 
the situation, he says. “When we 
reached the brick kiln, two other 
adolescents narrated the same 
story,” he points out, adding that 
the case is before the court. 

Almost all the women and 
adolescents in the orientation 
programme expressed their 
vulnerability and recounted 
incidents of sexual assault they 
faced at brick kilns. Says a young 
woman from Junagarh Block 
in Kalahandi District, “There is 
no privacy at worksites and no 
space where women can sit and 
talk to each other about these 
incidents. This makes brick kilns 
unsafe for women.”      

“At the worksites where 
we have intervened, we have 
built child care and learning 
centres where young women 
and adolescents come and share 
experiences of harassment with 
our facilitator. We protect them 
and warn the wrongdoers,” 
says Sarojku Barik, programme 
manager, Aide-et Action. “The 
supervisor and employer think 
they can do whatever they want 
to us. They treat us as objects 
rather than as human beings”, 
said another young woman at 
the programme. 

“To sensitise adolescents and 
young women about workplace 
violence and about their 
rights we decided to conduct 
the programmes at source 
districts. More than 300 women 
attended the programmes before 
migrating to destination sites,” 
said Barik. “To empower these 
women, we are providing them 
cards with contact numbers 
of the concerned government 
institutions, the helpline number 
of the State Labour Department, 
as well as numbers of the 
panchayat and police stations 
of the source districts. When 
these women migrate to their 
worksites, they will talk to 
other women and circulate the 
numbers if needed.”

At the orientation programme, 
women are also sensitised to 
participate in negotiations with 
the agents. “Women are always 
invisible. They are treated as 
accompaniments of husbands, 
not as workers in their own right. 
At the programme we motivated 
them to participate during 
negotiations and keep detailed 
information about brick kiln 
sites and destination states,” says 

rakhi ghosh, Bhubaneswar

Barik. Unlike formal sectors, 
workplace harassment (verbal, 
physical and sexual) is rampant 
in informal sectors. Illiteracy, 
unawareness of rights, language 
problems, financial burdens and 
lack of support from government 
make things worse. 

“The recent #Me Too 
movement has made govern-
ments and other bodies take 
note of workplace harassment 
issues and initiate action to 
protect women. The State 
Labour Department and State 
Commission for Women should 
work actively in this process and 
see to it that employers set up 
internal complaint committees 
(ICCs) at worksites and tutor 
women workers on how to 
complain if they encounter any 
kind of harassment. It is high 
time these women workers 
are provided a safe workplace 
environment. Then they will 
be empowered while migrating 
to other States for work,” says 
Daniel. 

The woman sarpanch of 
Dedara Panchayat, who attended 
an orientation programme to 
extend support to the women 
migrant workers, says, “The 
card which they will carry from 
this year to the work sites will 
empower them to fight against 
any kind of harassment at the 
workplace. Also, it will help 
them to work with dignity”.

*Names have been changed to protect 
identity.

<

Ph
ot

os
: R

G

An adolescent drying bricks 
at a worksite.

A poster meant to create 
awareness among migrant 
women workers.

The leaders take an oath to raise their voice against harassment 
at the workplace.

Women migrant workers at a pre-migration orientation 
programme.
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facilitate treatment at low cost in 
NBJK's eye hospitals has helped 
the affected, including children. 
For cataract patients, NBJK 
arranges free transportation to 
the eye hospital and back.

According to Anand, a 
coordinator, NBJK, statistics 
available with the organisation 
showed that while before its 
intervention, surgery rate in the 
work area of NBJK was around 
1250 per one million population, 
now it had increased to 7000 
per one million, higher than the 
national average of around 5000. 
The lives of people (including 
children) with extremely poor 
eyesight changed dramatically 
when proper spectacles were 
provided, Anand says.

NBJK has promoted livelihood 
promotion initiatives as well. 
Its recent work in Khunti has 
been particularly significant. 
Efforts were made to ensure 
that staple food was available 
all year. Then, attempts were 
made to increase cash income 
by promoting vegetable 
cultivation, pig or goat rearing 
or poultry and, finally, making 
use of nearby forest areas; lac-
cultivation and other non-timber 
forest produce based initiatives 
were promoted. The net result: 
apart from the availability of 
food, cash income increased 
significantly. Innovative methods 
for  increasing productivity 
helped achieve the objective.

Various vocational training 
programs of NBJK have been 
useful for a significant number 
of rural youths to learn important 
skills which are much in demand, 
preparing them for employment 

Two social activists in 
Jharkhand and Bihar – 
Girija and Satish – are 

close friends who together started 
on the journey of social change 
about 50 years ago, inspired by 
none other than India's leader 
of social change, Jaya Prakash 
Narayan or JP. They, as well as 
another colleague, Prabhudas, 
have remained together through 
various hardships and triumphs 
of an eventful journey. 

Satish says, "When we 
started, we were so enthusiastic. 
We thought we will change our 
country, we even said we will 
change this world."

Five decades later, they may 
not have achieved what they set 
out to do. Yet, they have reason 
to be satisfied. Says Girija, 
"When we together started 
the Nav Bharat Jagriti Kendra 
(NBJK), we could not have 
imagined that one day its work 
will be so widespread, that it 
will be associated with so many 
successful initiatives."

The initial years were the 
most difficult. Although JP had 
blessed the effort from the outset 
and prevailed upon the Bhoodan 
Committee to donate 22 acres of 
land, there were severe resource 
constraints. The land was rocky 
and uneven and it took a long 
time to make it cultivable and 
habitable. 

Meanwhile, Girija and Satish 
had to donate a substantial part 
of their college scholarships 
and earnings from their first job 
as engineers in Bokaro Steel 
Plant to meet the minimum 
administrative costs of the new 
organisation. On weekends, they 
would travel by motorcycle or 
bus from Bokaro to Chouparan 

Five decades of hard work protecting 
health, promoting livelihoods
Idealist youths constitute a sizeable population of any nation. They dare to dream of big changes and they bring a rare passion to the 
task of social change. Do such dreams turn to reality? When practical and harsh realities of life come to the fore, even youngsters 
with idealism have to adjust. However, if they honestly wish to achieve their objectives and have the stamina to face the odds, then 
their dreams may become reality one day

bharat dogra, Delhi
(in Hazaribagh District), a 
distance of about 150 km, to 
attend to essential NBJK work. 
Then, early on Monday morning, 
they would leave for their jobs.

As the JP-led movement 
peaked and Emergency was 
imposed, Satish was arrested for 
his involvement in the movement. 
Both Satish and Girija lost their 
jobs, regaining them only once 
Emergency ended. After about 
five years, they left their jobs to 
devote their time fully to NBJK 
and Lok Samiti. 

JP had given a call to form 
people's organisations in the 
form of Lok Samitis across 
India, to take forward justice- 
and peace-based work and check 
irregularities and corruption. 
Girija and Satish were in the 
forefront then. Even today, 
Girija is the national president 
of Lok Samiti. 

NBJK has been associated 
with a wide range of activities, 
particularly in the area of health, 
livelihoods and organising 
weaker sections. Its important 
contribution has been in the 
area of mental health. Its efforts 
along with the efforts of its sister 
organisations during the past 
15 years or so have brought 
relief to thousands of mental 
health patients and their family 
members in parts of Jharkhand 
and Bihar. 

All such efforts have been part 
of a decade-long project. Even 
after the financial support for the 
project ended, keeping in view 
its social usefulness and with 
people appreciating its need, 
NBJK continued some aspects 
of its work whose importance 
increased all the more due to the 
neglect of mental health issues 

in rural areas. Efforts to link 
rehabilitation to strong self-help 
groups in the villages have also 
led to the sustainability of the 
exercise.

Despite the existence of a 
well-equipped mental health 
institute in Ranchi (Ranchi 
Institute of Neuro-Psychiatry 
and Allied Sciences), people 
in remote villages did not have 
access to essential information 
on the issue and felt helpless if 
somebody in the family suffered 
from mental illness.

With NBJK and associated 
organisations carrying pertinent 
messages relating to mental 
health to remote villages in 
Jharkhand and Bihar, more 
people started coming forward 
for treatment, with the good work 
being spread by word of mouth. 
Larger numbers meant their 
problems also got highlighted in 
the media, attracting the attention 
of policy-makers. As people 
became more aware of the right 
kind of treatment available, they 
were able to increasingly come 
out of the grip of superstitions. 

On the practical side, the 
difficulty of taking patients to 
hospitals far away remained. 
To overcome the problem, 
NBJK and other organisations 
organised special camps. The 
emphasis was on community-
based rehabilitation. Villagers 
felt a huge sense of relief when, 
instead of taking suffering 
family members to hospitals a 
long distance away, they could 
receive treatment at home and 
see significant improvement in 
their health conditions.

NBJK found that the number 
of persons with disabilities 
(PWDs) was not only high but 
also that their problems were 
more due to higher levels of 
social apathy and stigma. NBJK 
and its sister organisations have 
worked on the issues within a 
larger framework (apart from 
providing immediate relief to 
affected people), providing legal 
support for PWDs and aiding 
their empowerment.

Earlier, neglect of problems 
PWDs faced had led to denial of 
basic facilities and rights. PWDs 
must be certified as such and 
whereas earlier only 30 per cent 
of PWDs in Jharkhand and Bihar 
were certified, thanks to the 
work put in by NBJK and other 
organisations, 65 per cent of 

PWDs are now certified – more 
than double. The efforts have 
led to easier access to pension 
for thousands of PWDs (around 
Rs 600 per month) and also to 
appliances such as wheelchairs, 
tri-cycles and walking sticks.

Providing proper care at the 
appropriate time, especially at 
an early age, has helped in the 
recovery of several children with 
disability. Physiotherapy as well 
as oral therapy (for deaf children) 
have helped in significant 
ways. Education and livelihood 
support for PWDs linked to 
poverty-reduction projects were 
emphasised as part of the larger 
efforts of community-based 
rehabilitation. The capacity of 
several smaller organisations to 
take up disability-related issues 
was improved and they were 
encouraged in their work.

A State Learning Centre on 
Deaf-blindness and services for 
persons with deaf-blindness and 
MIS have been started to provide 
comprehensive home and centre-
based services, including early 
intervention, education and 
vocational training to children/
youths with deaf-blindness and 
MIS. Campaigns, including 
those having cultural groups and 
village yatras, helped improve 
the overall social attitude. There 
was a campaign also to improve 
the recognition of care-givers 
and to organise them.

The biggest focus of NBJK's 
health programme in recent 
times has been on eye care. 
Eye ailments and cataract cases 
remain unattended for long in 
remote villages in Jharkhand and 
Bihar. The organisation of camps 
in the villages to detect eye 
ailments and cataract and then 
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Picture shows skill development training for youth going on.

An exercise in supporting children with disability. Continued on page 5



Yes, the toilet facilities 
with bright blue and 
green doors have given 

Kamli Village, Gram Panchayat 
Alyabulbul in Bahraich District, 
a downtrodden village of 334 
people, and its women in 
particular, izzat or respect. The 
izzat ghar concept for toilets 
was started in Bijnore but today 
across most areas of UP which 
have toilets they are called izzat 
ghars.It was Vijay of the Aga 
Khan Foundation who brought 
the izzat ghar revolution to 
Kamli Village and the adjoining 
Samsatarhar Village which 
has 364 toilets for as many 
households.

A survey revealed there was 
not a single toilet in Kamli 
Village and there was high 
incidence of cholera, diarrohea 
and jaundice. Mosquitoes added 
to the woes of the village. In 
Samsatarhar, though there were 
118 toilets, 75 of them were 
used to store fodder.  Arun 
Singh Chavan and Nafis Ahmed 
Siddique, pradhan (chief) and 
member of the Village Water 
and Sanitation Committee 
respectively, maintain when you 
approach people as a group it is 
easier to change the public mind. 
It was this collective effort that 
made both villages ODF (open 
defecation free).  

The first to be won over was 
60-year-old Budra Ram of 
Risyajamal Village, who was 
doling out Rs 6000 to 7000 
every second month to doctors 
for ailments of his six member 
family.  He was the first to 
construct a toilet in his village 
and found that his medical 
expenses were substantially 
reduced. He was made a para 
(community) worker of AKF 
and got an incentive of Rs 10 
for each household that he 
motivated for an izzat ghar. For 
each toilet constructed and used, 
he received Rs 150. 

Budra Ram went from house 
to house talking about sanitation 
– protecting food from flies 

Blue and green doors 
herald Bahraich’s 
izzat ghars
Kamli Village, Gram Panchayat Alyabulbul of Bahraich District is home to those 
living on the margins – migrants, local labour and farmers – and with plenty of 
open space all around, going into the fields for defecation was the norm. No 
one questioned it or looked down on those who went into the fields. But there 
has been a complete transformation on the sanitation front in the span of a 
year or two. Each of the 67 households of the village has an izzat ghar or a 
twin leach pit toilet 
usha rai, Bahraich, Uttar Pradesh

and insects by covering it, 
keeping ditches dry and if 
possible covered, and of doing 
away with up the plastics. Each 
household took responsibility 
of keep clean the area around 
it.  The cherry on the cake was 
the toilet. The state government 
provided Rs 12000 per toilet and 
this was transferred to the gram 
panchayat for distribution to the 
households. Many people put in 
an additional Rs 10000, seeing it 
as asset.  

Each toilet has a tap inside as 
well as outside and a hand-pump 
that cranks water into a tank for 
the toilet. At Kamli Village, Kitab 
Ali was the first to construct an 
izzat ghar in September 2017. 
Both men and women maintain 
the toilets. While men just dunk 
water for cleaning, women clean 
it with Harpic. 

The toilets in the primary and 
an upper school have also been 
renovated and provided with 
improved water facilities so that 
they are in sync with the clean 
villages. Pradhan Chavan said 
even the youth groups of the 
village were involved in the total 
sanitation campaign. Coming 
from technical colleges, they 
tested water sources for purity. 
Two hand-pumps dispensing 
impure water had to be closed 
after their report came out.

With the toilets being clean 
and right next to the homes, 
people are happy to use them.  
The few who were reluctant 
to use the izzat ghars were 
cajoled and motivated to use 
them. For a whole month, a 
group of women and young men 
patrolled the village at night and 
early morning to ensure that no 
one defecated in the open. On 
an early morning vigil, a clerk 
in a government department 
was so enraged when disturbed 
defecating that he charged the 
vigilance group with an axe. 
A complaint was made to the 
district magistrate and the clerk 
reprimanded.

As a collective, the committee 

November 2018 5

in charge of sanitation at Kamli 
decided to fine those defecating 
in the open Rs 300 and reward 
those reporting a case Rs 
100.“We are determined to keep 
Kamli clean and there will be no 
slipping back to old ways,” is the 
assurance given. If people from 
adjoining villages are caught 
defecating in their village, the 
nigrani (watch) committee tells 

them to go back to their own 
villages and shames them. At 
Samsatarhar, the fine for open 
defecation is Rs 500 and the 
reward Rs 100 for reporting a 
case.

The last to construct a toilet 
at Kamli was Husna, who was 
extremely poor. The community 
helped her with construction and 
today it is as good as any in the 
village. The heavy iron doors 
of the izzat ghar are painted 
regularly to prevent them from 
rusting. 

Last year there was an 
epidemic of chicken pox in the 
village. But this year, because 
of the cleaner environment, 
there has not been a single case. 
Households have been asked 
to construct raised, cemented 
platforms round hand pumps 

so that the underground water 
is not polluted. Water channels 
are being constructed near hand 
pumps to drain out surplus water 
into fields.

On World Water Day,   March 
22 this year, Samsatarhar declared 
it was open defecation free and 
took out ‘a walk for pride’. 
Now Kamli and Samsatarhar 
want improved water supply for 
the villages. They want taps in 
their homes and proper drainage 
facilities. The government is 
planning solid and liquid waste 
management of ODF villages. 
Tricycle collection of garbage 
and segregation before disposal 
is also proposed. AKF is working 
on converting the ODF free 
villages into model villages.

(Courtesy: Asian Age.)
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A street play sensitises people against consuming liquor.

and /or starting small enterprises 
on their own. 

Self-help groups (SHGs) 
linked to wider micro-credit 
efforts have helped thousands of 
women to start small enterprises 
or expand their existing 
livelihoods. Some SHGs go back 
to about 25 years or so. There 
have been huge savings as SHG 
members did not have to borrow 
from sahukars or moneylenders 
who lend at high interest rates. 
The savings and increased 
earnings were reflected in 

Five decades of hard work...
Continued from page 4

significant improvement in living 
conditions in the families of 
many SHG members. Presently, 
there are 650 SHGs with around 
11500 members.

NBJK's micro-credit efforts 
have a return rate of around 98 per 
cent or so. Even when disruptive 
conditions were created by 
demonetisation and some 
micro-credit efforts suffered, 
the success and recovery in the 
case of NBJK's micro-credit 
effort was maintained to a large 
extent. The strength came from 

the strong community ties of 
NBJK and Lok Samitis. The Lok 
Samitis have played an important 
role in building community 
strength and also focused on 
social reforms and communal 
harmony. Special efforts have 
been made  to promote inter-
caste and inter-faith marriages. 
The anti-liquor movement has 
been a strong part of the social 
reforms movement. The demand 
for prohibition in Jharkhand is 
being pushed vigorously. 

A woman opens the toilet door to show it is kept clean. Such 
toilets or izzat ghars have changed the lives of people in 
Kamli Village for the better.
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Training farmers on sustainable 
practice, making more farms organic 

At the age of 70, Renupada 
Bagdi of Doniapur Village 
in Birbhum District of West 
Bengal is on a mission to 
convince his fellow farmers to 
take up organic farming just 
like he did a few years ago. He 
knows from his experience that 
chemical fertilisers do not yield 
crops as big companies make it 
out to be. While they ruin the 
soil and the produce, organic 
farming results in healthy and 
nutritious food and also saves 
the environment.  Advanced age 
has not dampened his enthusiasm 
to achieve his goal. He pedals 
more than 15 kilometres every 
day under the blazing sun from 
his house to remote pockets of 
the district to convince farmers 
to switch to organic farming. 
Renupada talks about his goal 
and his reasons for shifting to 
organic farming in an interview 
with India Water Portal.

how long have you been into 
farming? Were your ancestors 
also involved in the same 
profession?

I have been a farmer since my 
childhood. I was just 12 when I 

gurvinder singh, Birbhum, West Bengal

began to learn to sow the seeds 
and other processes involved in 
the farming from my father who 
was also a farmer. 

how long did you do farming 
with chemical fertilisers?

I did farming using chemical 
fertilisers for around 30-35 
years. 

What was the yield? Was it 
profitable?

Honestly, the yield was not 
very profitable as I could grow 
only a single crop. I earned 
around Rs 3000 per month which 
was barely enough to meet the 
expenses of my family. 

What really inspired you to 
switch to organic farming?

I was not convinced about 
organic farming when a team 
from the Development Research 
Communication and Services 
Centre (DRCSC), a non-
governmental development 
organisation, first approached 
me with the idea in 2012. I was 
worried that it could not only 
hamper my farming but could 
also destroy my land, making 

it unfit for further cultivation. I 
agreed to it when the team asked 
me to grow vegetables on a 
portion of eight cottah of land 
and agreed to compensate if I 
faced any losses. It still took 
me another four to five months 
to take it up because I was still 
apprehensive about it. 

how long did it take to make 
your farm organic? What were 
the steps you took for it?

It took three years for the land 
to become organic as long-time 
usage of chemicals had changed 
the texture of the soil and had 
also affected its productivity. 
As per the guidance of DRCSC, 
I reduced the use of chemicals 
by 25 per cent in the first year 
followed by the same percentage 
in the second year and 50 percent 
by the third year. 

During this period, homemade 
natural fertilisers like compost 
of cow dung, cow urine and also 
vermicompost were used. The 
use of pesticides was completely 
stopped during this period. An 
integrated pest management 
(IPM) was also carried out for 
switching to organic farming. 

Renupada Bagdi in front of his thatched house. 

Renupada guides other farmers on organic farming. 

Organic farming makes it possible to farm multiple crops  at the same time.

Leguminous cropping was done 
that increased the soil fertility 
and nitrogen in the soil. 

We didn’t apply for organic 
certification because it is 
normally required when 
products are packed and sold; 
our products are sold openly in 
the local market. 

how are these fertilisers 
made at home?

Vermicompost which can 
easily be made at home is used 
as the fertiliser. It basically 
comprises dry leaves, green 
leaves, biogas slurry, earthworms 
and straw along with mud from 
the agricultural field. At first, 
straw is laid on a plastic sheet 
and water is sprinkled on it after 
which green leaves are added to 
it. In the next step, biogas slurry 
and mud are also mixed into it. 
Then the mud which has worms 
and its eggs are also added to 
the mixture. Cow dung is then 
added and water is sprinkled. 
At last, the mixture of leaves 
and straw are placed on top. The 
entire mixture is kept under the 
sun and is constantly monitored. 
It takes nearly 45 days for the 
vermicompost to be ready.

How has it benefited you?
Contrary to my expectations, 

organic farming brought huge 
profits for me. My income 
soared from Rs 3000 to Rs 
12000 every month because 
I could do multiple cropping 
and grow potatoes, tomatoes, 
pumpkin and other vegetables.
The major advantage was that 
the fertilisers could be made at 
home which saved me a lot in 
terms of expenses. 

have you saved on water 
use when you switched to 
organic? how much water gets 
saved compared to chemical 
farming? 

Yes, water use is reduced. In 
organic farming, I need to give 
water to the fields once in 30 days 
during the six months farming 
while in chemical farming, water 
needs to be given every 18 days 
during the six months. So in 

total, in organic farming, water 
is given six times to the fields 
while in chemical farming, it is 
10 times.

tell us a bit about your daily 
route, your cycling to villages 
to inspire other farmers and 
how tough it is because of your 
advancing age.

I am an early riser who wakes 
up at 5 am every day. After 
breakfast, I take my cycle and 
leave my home to travel to 
nearby villages. I meet new 
farmers every day and explain 
to them about the benefits of 
natural farming—that it not 
only maintains the texture of the 
soil but also gives healthy food 
which is good for their family 
and their buyers. 

I also pay routine visits to 
farmers who agree to do organic 
farming to check on the progress. 
I travel around 15 km every day 
on my bicycle and it is normally 
evening when I return home. I 
don’t feel exhausted because 
it is my mission to bring more 
and more farmers into organic 
farming. I have managed to 
convert around 250 farmers to 
organic farming since 2014. 

What are the roadblocks in 
your mission?

It is indeed very tough 
to convince farmers on the 
importance of organic farming 
because they have been 
following  the age-old practice 
of chemical farming for a long 
time and are reluctant to switch 
to a new method. They agree 
when I tell them that their 
losses during organic farming, 
if any, would be compensated 
by DRCSC. This gives them 
the confidence to shift to natural 
farming. Spreading stories 
of success plays a big role in 
bringing more farmers to the 
fold. 

(Courtesy: indiawaterportal.
org)
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Pitidri is a nondescript 
village that dots the 
rainshadow area of 

Purulia District in West Bengal. 
Droughts are common here even 
when the area is endowed with 
above average rainfall of over 
1300 mm a year. Until some time 
ago, Urmila Mahato, a 42-year-
old farmer from Pitidri, had been 
struggling to ensure her family’s 
food security. Her family could 
barely sustain on the 18 quintals 
of paddy her small farm of two 
acres could produce in a year. 
Only one acre of her farm could 
be used for seasonal farming 
of vegetables due to lack of 
irrigation facilities. Urmila also 
had a few livestock of local 
breed.

Urmila’s family of four, 
for the most part, had been 
dependent on their earnings 
from daily wage labour in nearby 
cities. The Mahatos belong to 
the backward Kurmi Caste, 
a community that lies at the 
lowest rung of the socio-
economic hierarchy in the area. 
Even after back-breaking work, 
Urmila’s family was able to earn 
only Rs 40000 annually. Of this, 
only a fifth came from the farm. 
Urmila’s dependence on rainfed 
agriculture in the absence of 
irrigation facilities and her 
continuance with conventional 
and often poor agricultural 
practices led to poor farm 
productivity.

“I was looking for a way to 
turn around my farming and 
use the resources on my farm 
well, but I had no clue on how 
to go about it,” says Urmila. The 
failure to conserve water and the 
rise of input costs in farming 
prevent farmers like her from 
achieving food security around 
the year. Fortunately for Urmila, 
those dark days are over. In spite 
of the general crisis in the farm 
sector, Urmila’s farm has had a 
good yield. She got a net return 
of over a lakh of rupees which 
amounts to a nine-fold increase 
from her farm income last year.

Urmila’s family of four could 
manage to earn around Rs 32000 
a year from daily wages and Rs 
8000 from seasonal cultivation 
last year. An economic impact 
analysis was conducted case 
for the past one year and the net 
income came to over one lakh.

How did she make this 

Encouraging small farmers 
and showing them the way

anuPaM ekka, Purulia, West Bengal

possible? She got in touch with the 
Green College run by the Society 
for Promotion of Wastelands 
Development (SPWD), an 
NGO working on reversing 
natural resources degradation. 
Supported by Welthungerhilfe, a 
German non-profit organisation, 
the programme at Green 
College encourages small and 
marginal farmers to adopt 
sustainable agro-ecological 
farming practices. They also 
help develop the farmers as 
social and environmental service 
providers in agriculture. Apart 
from these, the college supports 
those who possess the potential 
to grow and become agricultural 
entrepreneurs.

Before joining the Green 
College, Urmila was an active 
member of a women’s social 
group engaged in promoting 
savings and thrift. She joined as 
a ‘bio-input trainee’ at the Green 
College early last year (2017) 
and was trained to prepare bio-
inputs using farm and animal 
waste like crop residue, cow 
urine and cow dung. 

Urmila was provided skills 
in farming practices like drip 
irrigation in the cropping 
system, intercropping, manure 
mixed cropping, integration of 
subsystems and the maximum 
use of bio-input fertilisers. After 
switching from the conventional 
method of farming, a substantial 
change in her farm productivity 
was noticed which reflected on 
her family’s well-being as well.

Now Urmila cultivates a range 
of crops in her ‘nutrition garden’ 
(as the college names it) such 
as radish, tomato, cauliflower, 

brinjal, ladies finger, beans, 
onion, bottle gourd and pumpkin 
for self-consumption as well as 
for sale. She utilises the waste 
from these crops in the vermi bed 
and practises azolla cultivation 
to improve the health of the farm 
and also to feed her livestock and 
ducklings. A free-floating water 
fern, azolla is a green fodder 
grown on the water surface. Her 
family produces meat and eggs 
from their poultry, which is sold 
in the local market.

“The limitations of conven-
tional agriculture are being over-
come by adopting sustainable 
agro-ecological farming systems 
like interlinking the agricultural 
subsystems. In Purulia, trainee 
farmers like Urmila are working 
towards ensuring better outcomes 
from their farming systems,” 
says Sanjay Gorai, principal, 
Green College, SPWD.

“Green College’s mission is 
to reduce poverty by improving 
livelihood with the help of 
its skill enhancement training 
courses in agriculture and 
allied sector. The SPWD, in 
adherence to this mission, has 
put its persistent effort to fulfill 
the objectives of Green College 
and we are glad that trainees like 
Urmila are doing better farming 
in their own right,” says Sharat 
Singh, programme director, 
SPWD.

“The training has helped me 
reduce my cultivation costs 
as I use organic fertilisers like 
bio-compost, vermicompost 
and liquid manure. Now I have 
sufficient food for my household 
as well as livestock, which also 
contributes to my source of 

livelihood around the year,” says 
Urmila.

“Urmila’s nutrition garden 
now provides a solution to the 
food and nutrition problem 
by increasing household food 
availability,” says Nakul Mahato 
of PRAVAH, a Purulia-based 
NGO.

Urmila is a far more confident 
woman today. She is connected 
with the block agriculture 
department to expand these 
innovative practices to a wider 
scale within her farm as well 
as among other farmers of 
her village. Her household’s 
economic condition has improved 
considerably. She believes 
that this is largely because she 
adopted new techniques in her 
farming system.

“An advantage of the training 
is that higher productivity of 
food is possible even in small 
patches of farm holdings with 
the right kind of inputs. Now 
my household’s economic 
condition has improved and we 
do not need to go out for wage 
labour. My children can focus 
on their studies at high school 
and college,” says Urmila.

Most agricultural practices 
reflect the various social and 
traditional aspects of different 
societies. “Urmila’s kitchen 
garden practice serves as 
a valuable storehouse for 
preserving and transferring 
crops, knowledge and the skills 
from one generation to another,” 
says Gorai.

(Courtesy: indiawaterportal.
org)

Sustainable agro-ecological farming is one way to overcome the limitations of conventional farming. 
The programme at Green College encourages small and marginal farmers to adopt sustainable agro-
ecological farming practices. The college helps develop the farmers as social and environmental service 
providers in agriculture and supports those who have the potential to become agricultural entrepreneurs

Urmila Mahato on her farm.
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As dawn breaks, two 
fishermen row their 
boats out to the middle 

of the once famous Anchar Lake 
in Soura, on the outskirts of 
Srinagar City. Braving all odds 
and extreme weather conditions, 
Abdul Rehman, 68, and Abdul 
Rehman Makhloo, 65, go out 
hoping for a good catch every 
morning. Unfortunately, their 
hopes aren’t usually fulfilled.

The duo has been fishing for 
decades. Rehman recollects that 
the water body was a rich source 
of livelihood for many families. 

Of degraded water bodies and 
disregarded communities
The Anchar Lake in Srinagar, once the mainstay of the people living along its shores, has now shrunk due to encroachments and 
other reasons. The water has depleted, and what is left is contaminated. The abundant fish stocks have reduced. Wetlands are in 
similar dire states. Is anyone listening? 
afsana rashid, Srinagar
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While in the middle of Anchar Lake in Soura, on the outskirts of the Srinagar City, Abdul 
Rehman Makhloo, 65, narrates the ordeal fishermen in Kashmir Valley are confronted with. 
Makhloo has been engaged with fishing since three decades.

It has declined drastically in the 
past few years. He is able to earn 
only a meagre amount for his 
family. “Sitting here throughout 
the day, I have been able to 
catch just one-and-a-half kg of 
fish. It won’t fetch me more than 
300 rupees. It is so tiring and 
unrewarding. I want to quit but 
I am too old to learn any other 
trade,” he laments.

Earlier, middlemen would 
come to buy fish directly from 
fishermen but now no one 
comes, as the fish population in 
the water body has dropped over 

the years. Makhloo remembers 
a time when the local people 
got both fish and fodder from 
the lake. It also had tourism 
potential. “Now these activities 
have considerably declined, 
which, in turn, has had an adverse 
impact on our sustenance. The 
water that was used for drinking 
and other household purposes is 
now contaminated,” he says. 

Most people, Rehman points 
out, have opted for other 
alternatives – farming, labour, 
etc, as the water body has been 
polluted and encroached upon 

and they can no longer depend 
on it for sustenance. 

Neither Rehman nor Makhloo 
could afford to educate any of 
their children. Some of their 
children had to go to work as 
child labourers in the handicrafts 
sector to supplement family 
income.The two men say it was 
only because their children are 
earning some money that they 
are able to sustain their families. 
Rehman himself had dropped 
out of primary school after his 
father, who was a shopkeeper, 
fell ill and he had to shoulder the 
financial responsibility for his 
family, comprising his parents 
and three siblings. That’s how 
he took to fishing.

They stress the need for 
government-run social security 
schemes for the marginalised 
sector. Fisherfolk, known as 
mahageer in local parlance, are 
poor, and deserve government 
support, they said, adding 
that though there are many 
schemes related to housing and 
other social security for the 
community, these remain on 
paper and no benefits reach them 
as they are not implemented in 
the true spirit.

Three decades ago, 90 per cent 
of the people living near the lake 
were engaged in fishing, says 
Rehman, adding that they also 
earned a little from the tourists 
who came to the area in the past. 
He alleges that the government 
is not taking care of the water 
body or the communities who 
are dependent on the lake for 
their livelihood. “It was once a 
beautiful lake but now all drains 
from the adjoining areas find their 
way into the water body which 
has led to its deterioration.”

The lake can be restored to its 
former glory only if it is cleaned, 
the water level maintained, and 
all drains that discharge waste 
into it closed. 

Wetlands are in a similar 
situation. The world-famous 
wetland, Hokersar, home to 
lakhs of migratory birds in 
winter, encompassed an area 
of 13.75 sq km. once, but this 
has now reduced to a mere 5-6 
sq km, according to a hoarding 
on the office campus of the 
Wildlife Warden, Wetlands, 
Kashmir Division (Department 
of Wildlife Protection). It states 
that satellite wetlands –Bemina 
Numble, Narkara, Rath Arth, 
Mirgundand Gaerdobh / Budh 

Numble adequately buffer the 
site. 

The springs within it and the 
Sukhnag nallah in the south-
west were perennial natural 
water sources. The water level 
was 3-10 feet, but it is now just 
1.5-3 feet. The ground water 
and surface water naturally 
irrigated the surrounding 
agricultural fields, but water 
harvesting for agricultural 
purposes is now limited. The 
wetland had rich diversity of 
resources and human-wildlife 
compatibility, but things have 
changed. While fish, fuel (peat), 
fodder (Nymphoidespettatum), 
Trapanatans (water nut) and 
vegetables were exploited in a 
sustainable manner in the past, 
now only fish and a grass like 
Nymphoidescommunis and 
Trapanatansare being harvested.

The rich biodiversity of 
wetlands ought to be conserved 
and properly monitored, says 
Rashid Naqash, regional wildlife 
warden, Kashmir. Various 
stakeholders need to coordinate 
their efforts and initiatives; 
community participation, 
particularly among lakeshore 
communities, ought to be 
strengthened; marginal bunds 
/ embankments and third line 
bunds need to be secured; 
age-old alignments need to be 
restored and drainage systems 
have to be regulated.

Earlier, wetlands were 
considered wastelands but, later, 
their importance was realised. 
People living on the peripheries 
of lakes / wetlands have direct 
linkage with these water bodies 
as they derive wicker, nadru 
(root vegetable) fish, fodder 
and other livelihood enhancing 
facilities from them.

Naqash is in favour of 
bringing all wetlands under a 
comprehensive management 
action plan that would look into 
intake of water, addition and 
regulation. He feels locking 
away of resources is not the 
solution. Instead,  their carrying 
capacity needs to be enhanced 
and their overall health improved 
to make them more viable. A 
healthy ecosystem is key to 
conservation, he says.

A view of world-famous Hokersar Wetland, about 14 kilometres north of Srinagar. 


