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A state scheme aids poor 
girls in pursuing studies
In an effort to correct the skewed gender ratio and alarming dropout rate of girls 
from schools, the Rajasthan Government is introducing a Conditional Cash Transfer 
Scheme to incentivise parents to enrol their daughters in schools and allow them to 
complete their education. The challenge is to ensure that the scheme is sustained and 
that quality education is provided

Even as the success of P.V. 
Sindhu and Sakshi Mallik 
in the recently concluded 

Rio Olympics has underlined the 
fact that girls are fully capable 
of bringing laurels home to 
India, Rajasthan is one of the 
states grappling with the twin 
issues of a skewed gender ratio 
in school enrolment and a high 
school dropout rate for girls.  In 
an effort to find a solution, the 
state government has announced 
a scheme to provide cash benefits 
to girls who enrol in schools and 
continue their education. 

While the Conditional Cash 
Transfer Scheme (CCT) is 
expected to boost the education 
of girls and bridge the gender gap 
in the state, the challenge for the 
government will be to provide 
meaningful and gainful education 
to all and ensure that the scheme is 
not discontinued. 

Under the scheme, a girl who 
enrols in Class I at a government 
school in 2016-17 will receive 
Rs 51000 by the time she clears 
Class XII. While every girl joining 
Class I will receive Rs 4000, those 
enrolling in Class VI will get Rs 
5000. Girl students who clear 
Classes X and XII will receive Rs 
11000 and Rs 25000, respectively. 
The scheme, which is being rolled 
out by the Education Department, 
will transfer money directly into 
the accounts of beneficiaries, 
categorised at four levels.

The financial reward is expected 
to encourage girls, especially those 
hailing from poor rural families, 
to continue their studies till Class 
XII. It has been decided that to 
increase enrolment, other ongoing 
schemes such as distribution of 
bicycles and scholarships would 
continue along with the news 
scheme. It is estimated that about 
60000 girls have been enrolled in 
Class I this year. 

The Annual Status of Education 
Report (ASER) has pointed out 
the decline in the enrolment 
of girl students in government 
schools, and that Rajasthan leads 
the country in the dropout of girls. 
There is also a distressing gender 
divide, which has been a challenge 
for consecutive governments in 
the state. According to data, out of 
10.33 million enrolments reported 
in 2015-16, girls accounted for 
only 61 lakh, compared with 72 
lakh for boys. This means that for 
every 100 boys, 84 girls enrolled. 
This is much below the national 
average of 94 girls for 100 boys. 
The state is trying to narrow the 
gap to at least 90 girls per 100 
boys in a few years.

With persisting gender 
inequalities, the girl child is 
at a disadvantage and faces 
discrimination at every stage 
of her life – sex selection, 
infanticide, little or no access to 
education, lack of healthcare and 
nutrition, and child marriage. The 
conditions-linked cash transfer 
scheme attempts to correct such 
discriminations.

Various states have their own 
schemes to promote education 
of the girl child, such as the 
Ladli Scheme of Delhi, the 
Bhagyalakshmi Scheme of 
Karnataka, Balri Rakshak Yojana 
in Punjab, Girl Child Protection 
Scheme in Andhra Pradesh, 
Kunwarbainu Mameru Scheme in 
Gujarat,  Beti Hai Anmol Scheme 
in Himachal Pradesh and Mukhya 
Mantri Kanya Suraksha Yojana of 
Bihar. Though most of the schemes 
are steps in the right direction, 
very little is known about their 
implementation and effectiveness. 

Introduction of the CCT mecha-
nism is a marked departure from 
the traditional approaches in social 
programming. Through provision 
of financial incentives to poor 
families, CCTs seek to provide 
short-term income support and 
at the same time promote long-
term behavioural change. CCTs 
therefore have the potential to 
become an effective means of 
channelising resources to the 
poor and socially disadvantaged 
sections, specifically, girls and 
women.

This is not Rajasthan’s first 
attempt at CCT. Indeed, it may 
have been the first state in India 
to conceptualise and implement 
a CCT scheme. Launched in 
1992, the earlier plan was known 
as the Rajalakshmi Scheme for 
Enhancing the Status of the Girl 
Child. Any couple who had only 
one or two children and was 
ready to undergo sterilisation 
was eligible for the benefits of 
the scheme. Under it, a sum of 
Rs 1500 was deposited by the 
state government in the name of 
the daughters of such couples. 
After a 21-year-lock-in period, 
the amount would grow to Rs 
21000. However, the scheme was 
discontinued in 2000. The failure 
of the scheme has been attributed 
to the fact that the government and 
collaborating financial agencies 
failed to work out realistic 
financial commitments. The 
premature closure caused people 
to lose faith in the system. 

Similarly, state schemes like 
Haryana’s Apni Beti Apna Dhan 

(our daughters, our wealth) and 
Karnataka’s Namma Magalu, 
Namma  Shakti (our daughters, 
our strength), which generated  a 
lot of interest within and outside 
their respective boundaries, were 
terminated due to lack of financial 
resources. Thousands of parents 
who pinned their hopes on such 
schemes were badly let down. 

Since the new government took 
office in Rajasthan, it has been 
engaged in several educational 
reforms, including merger of 
schools, overhauling the staffing 
pattern, a teachers’ evaluation 
scheme and comprehensive 
and continuous evaluation and 
transfers of teachers. Many 
programmes sponsored by the 
Centre in partnership with the 
state government are being 
implemented in the education 
sector. 

These include Sarva Shiksha 
Abhiyan (SSA) from 2001 for 
universalisation of primary 
education, Kasturba Gandhi 
Balika Vidyalaya (KGVB), 
residential primary schools for 
girls from Schedule Castes/ 
Schedule Tribes and Muslim 
communities, the National 
Programme for Education of Girls 
at Elementary Level implemented 
in educationally backward blocks 
and the Mid-Day Meal Scheme to 
enhance enrolment, retention and 
attendance of children in schools 
apart from improving their 
nutrition levels. 

Showing women easy 
ways to track maternal 
health                            7

Cremating the dead 
to eke out a miserable 
existence                      4    

Moving on from a 
legacy of oppression to 
empowerment               5

Teenage girls generate 
wealth to secure health, 
education                      6

‘Now everybody knows 
we are not flowers, 
but fire...’                        8

Development can be 
delivered — here, 
women show the way  10

Making learning fun for 
children, using toons   11

Kalyan singh Kothari, Jaipur

For every hundred boys,      
84 girls are enrolled,
much below the national 
average.
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Community leaders 
team up to make child         
rights work              9

Zainab has been doing her 
best to convince families to 
send their children to class 
by talking to them about 
the benefits of education, 
particularly educating the 
girl child. 
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The conditional cash transfer 
scheme is expected to boost 
education of girls and bridge 
the gender gap in Rajasthan.
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Technology yes, but farmers 
want just prices and consistency
The Chennai Declaration on Pulses released recently by the MS Swaminathan Research Foundation at 
the end of a consultation exercise, which brought together Indian farmers, scientists and development 
practitioners from across the world to brainstorm on relevant issues and concerns in key areas, recommends 
the creation of ‘seed villages’ and ‘pulse panchayats’. Several farmers made pertinent points and raised 
grassroots issues

Historically the largest 
producer and consumer 
of pulses, India’s annual 

production has fluctuated 
widely between 13 million 
and 15 million tonnes, with no 
significant growth trends beyond 
1991. Annually, three million to 
five million tonnes are currently 
imported to meet the domestic 
requirement of about 18 million 
tonnes. 

Unfortunately, in spite of being 
ideal solutions for reclaiming 
fallow lands and improving soil 
fertility for marginal farmers, 
both the area under cultivation 
and production of pulses in India 
have been steadily declining. 
Primary constraints are lack of 
timely inputs, inefficient storage 
and market linkages, price 
volatility and lack of relevant 
crop insurance. As part of a 
three-day consultation in the UN-
designated International Year of 
Pulses, the MS Swaminathan 
Research Foundation (MSSRF) 
in Chennai brought together 
Indian farmers, scientists, and 
development practitioners from 
across the world to brainstorm 
on relevant issues and concerns 
in key areas. 

“Only a combination of 
scientific skill, political will and 
farmer’s participation in pulses 
production can help achieve 
zero hunger,” said Prof MS 
Swaminathan, founder, MSSRF. 
He emphasised the importance 
of pulses in removing protein 
hunger: “In a country where 

there are malnourished children, 
there is need for pricing to be 
reasonable so that people can 
consume it [pulses].”

Progressive farmer presenters 
made some pertinent points.             
M. Palanichamy, director of the 
Iluppur Company in Pudukkottai, 
spoke about how over 1000 
farmers in five panchayats had 
come together to expand and 
market their own pulses under 
the Patikaadu brand. Besides 
additional productivity (up 
from 100-120 kilos to 230–240 
kilos per acre), all farmers were 
shareholders in the company, 
he said. Farmers Sania from 
Odisha and Shivalingappa from 
Karnataka also shared their 
experiences on ‘collectivisation’ 
and use of scientific techniques. 

In an impassioned interaction, 
veteran farmer Vijay Jawandhia 
from Wardha, Maharashtra, 
spoke of grassroots level issues. 
He pointed out that as there was 
currently no import duty on 
pulses, imports were cheap, and 
when there was high production 
and, consequently, plentiful 
supply in the market, the Indian 
farmer got lower rates for his 
produce. He felt progress should 
be measured by how much the 
income of farmers was rising. 
What was the point in providing 
technology that helped increase 
the yield but did not ensure just 
prices and higher incomes for 
farmers, he asked. 

Jawandhia made a strong 
case for setting import duties 

Iluppur Agriculture Producer Company was established in 
2012 to address market issues for farmers in a collective 
manner. The company had 1000 shareholders belonging to 
five panchayat,s including Edayapatti in Pudukottai, one of 
the driest regions in Tamil Nadu. Altogether, 182 farmers 
from Edyapatti are with the company as institutionalised 
farmers. Four different value-chain based enterprises (pulses, 
organic vegetables, integrated dairy and poultry) promote 
sustainable production, value addition and marketing efforts. 
Promoted as a good business model, Iluppur Agriculture 
Producer Company helps farmers in the following areas:

Supply of quality seeds, bio fertilisers, customised hire of • 
farm equipment, etc
Procurement of produce, storage and marketing• 
Access to credit through linkage with banks• 
Access to knowledge empowerment through village • 
knowledge centres
Facilitation of processing of produce for value addition• 
Linkages with various stakeholders and MSSRF• 

A ‘pulse panchayat’ success story

Pulse statistics
- The pulses requirement 
in India is projected at 32 
million tonnes by 2030.
- India’s per capita/ day 
availability of pulses is         
33 g (2009-10), while WHO 
recommends 80 g/ capita/ 
day.
- India accounts for 33 per 
cent of the world’s cultivated 
area under pulses, 22 per 
cent of the world’s production 
and 27 per cent of the world’s 
consumption of pulses.
- Current shortage relates 
to pulses such as arhar, 
moong, urad and lentils, with 
the price going up by 60 
per cent during the last few 
years.

approach in establishing sus-
tainable production, value 
addition and an effective 
marketing system. MSSRF, 
through the India-Morocco Food 
Legume Initiative, has promoted 
pulse panchayats in Tamil 
Nadu and Odisha to foster self-
sufficiency in pulse production. 
MSSRF will facilitate sharing 
of the recommendations with the 
Centre and state governments.

at rates relevant to Indian 
farmers. Prices of produce in 
the open market were governed 
by prices in the global market. 
But globally, prices were kept 
low by the subsidies provided 
to farmers by Western countries 
whereas in India, farmers were 
at the mercy of the weather 
gods or an unstable market, he 
said, and stressed the need for 
consistent policies with respect 
to farm produce. To bridge the 
huge gap between support price 
and market prices, there needed 
to be a system that ensured 
at least 50 per cent profit on 
overall cultivation costs, he said. 
He also regretted that there were 
no farmer-friendly insurance 
policies. 

Said David Bergvinson, 
director-general, International 
Crops Research Institute for the 
Semi-Arid Tropics (ICRISAT), 
“It is really about the economics 
of pulses production. Pulses can 
be a very powerful vehicle in 
India’s aim to double the income 
of farmers by 2022.” 

The Consultation released 
a Chennai Declaration on 
Pulses, which recommended, 
among other things, creation 
of ‘seed villages’ to ensure the 
availability of quality seeds 
and ‘pulse panchayats’ to 
ensure commitment of farmers 
and local bodies. The pulse 
panchayat is an integrated 

Some of the key concerns
Good agricultural practices: Dissemination of low-cost 
technologies is a challenge; technological efforts need the 
right policy environment.
Deteriorating soil health: Appropriate measures – 
diversification, balanced fertilisation, use of bio fertilisers – 
are needed to maintain soil health.
Supplemental life-saving irrigation: Life-saving irrigation 
practices are needed to harvest and manage rainwater 
through bio-industrial watersheds, as against exploitation of 
ground water.
Critical inputs: Efforts are needed to ensure availability of 
inputs such as bio fertilisers, sulphur, zinc, bio pesticides, etc 
at the state level. Mechanisation should be made available at 
economical prices through cooperatives.
Village-level seed production systems: Low-cost innovative 
seed systems should be encouraged through public-private 
participation models.
Minimising post-harvest losses: Scientific storage practices 
should be imparted.
Marketing: Investment in market infrastructure and information 
systems need to be encouraged.
Strong policy support: This is required to facilitate innovative 
value chains for pulses and strategise best practices to improve 
market efficiency.

Quest for salt-water resistant paddy
The need for food security solutions gains importance against 

the backdrop of increasing pressure on natural resources. 
Plants resistant to salinity could be of significance. A research 
project jointly undertaken by the University of Tasmania and 
MSSRF to develop a strain of rice tolerant to salt water is of 
relevance. Scientists from India and Australia will collaborate 
in developing a strain of rice (identified from wild species 
using biotechnology approaches in India and Australia) that 
is tolerant to salt water. The project will explore the use of a 
halophytic, wild rice relative (Porteresia coarctata, also called 
Oryza coarctata) that occurs as a mangrove associate in the 
inter-tidal mangrove swamps along the coasts of India and 
Bangladesh.  

An agreement to the effect was signed between the MS 
Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF) and the University 
of Tasmania (UTAS) in Chennai. The three-year project titled 
‘Developing salt tolerance rice for food security in Australia 
and India’ is supported by the Australia-India Strategic 
Research Fund. 

Said Holger Meinke, director, School of Land and Food, 
University of Tasmania, Hobart, “We need to produce as much 
food in the next 50 years as we did in the entire 10000-year 
history of agriculture.” 

An eye-catching picture from 
an MSSRF booklet on pulses.
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A ceaseless struggle for rights 
over land that is rightfully theirs
Generations of Paharias in Odisha have been deprived in various ways. Making knick-knacks from bamboo, 
collecting minor forest produce and agriculture, in that order, make up the mainstay of their life. Yet, none of 
that brings in money enough even for sustainability. Such basic struggles for survival may sound unreal in 
21st Century India but even a casual visit to the region (Nuapada and Kalahandi) makes this evident. Once, 
the Paharias were included in the ST Category but things, however, changed in 1936 when Orissa was 
declared an independent state
sarada lahangir, Nuapada, Odisha

It was evening by the time 
Champabati Paharia, 40, 
a widow from Bhaisadani 

Village in Nuapada District of 
Odisha, got back home. “I have 
been walking for the last five 
days. I had gone to the forest to 
get bamboo and after spending 
so much time and effort I have 
managed to return with only six 
medium-sized sticks. I could not 
carry any more,” she rues. 

Champabati lost her husband 
a few years ago and since 
then she has been trying to 
provide for her five children by 
collecting bamboo and minor 
forest produce – tendu leaves, 
mahua and random roots and 
tubers. Every fortnight she 
hikes for around 15 kilometres 
to Koruapain Dongar (a hill) 
to collect precious bamboo. 
“As bamboo is not available 
in the forest area adjoining our 
hamlet, we are forced to make 
this trip that, on an average, 
lasts around eight days. When 
my husband was alive either he 
would go alone while I managed 
the home in his absence or we 
went together. At least we were 
able to share the load. Now I 
am alone and life seems really 
daunting,” she shares. 

Worry has engulfed 
Champabati’s entire existence 
simply because she has no land 
or alternative income sources 
to fall back on. “I have no land 
where I can cultivate vegetables 
or a little food grain for personal 
use or for sale. The land 
surrounding our village falls 
under the forest department and 
we do not have any access to 
it,” she elaborates. What she can 
do is fashion household articles 
such as baskets, boxes and 
handmade fans, from bamboo 
every 15 days and sell them in 
the weekly haat (market) to earn 

around Rs 500 to Rs 600. “This, 
however, is not sufficient money 
to feed all my children. So two 
have migrated to Bhubaneswar 
[state capital] to work in a brick 
kiln,” she adds. 

Although Champabati says she 
had heard that the government 
was providing pattas (title deeds 
for plots) to landless families 
living in the forest, all hopes 
of getting something from the 
administration have been dashed 
ever since she was told that it 
was only for communities that 
are officially on the Scheduled 
Tribe (ST) list. “Some of the 
forest-dwellers from other 
communities have got pattas but 
the forest officials have told us 
that we are not adivasi (tribal) 
so we are not eligible for this 
benefit. I don’t know what the 
government’s policy states, 
all I know is that I desperately 
need help to scrape together two 
square meals for my family,” she 
says, matter-of-fact. 

Subhadra Paharia, 55, another 
resident of Bhaisadani Village, 
home to 22 Paharia families, 
is facing similar challenges. 
She says, “There is no viable 
livelihood available for us 
here. Our sole income comes 
from sale of bamboo products. 
But we have to go as far as the 
Chhattisgarh border, crossing 
undulating hilly terrain, to get it. 
For older people the journey is 
risky. And after all the hardship, 
we get in hand a mere Rs 600 to 
Rs 800.”

According to Subhadra, 
generations of Paharias in 
Odisha have been living under 
severe deprivation. “I remember 
seeing my parents struggle 
to feed us and, today, we are 
suffering a similar fate. Nothing 
has changed for us. What really 
disappoints me is when political 

leaders come during election 
time to seek our vote and make 
tall promises that don’t seem 
to ever materialise into real 
action. We have been asking 
for ST status for years. We have 
been completely forgotten by 
the government,” she says, her 
voice heavy with frustration and 
sorrow. 

Such basic struggles for 
survival may sound unreal in 
21st Century India but even a 
casual visit to the region will 
confirm the truth in Subhadra and 
Champabati’s words. Whereas 
the Paharias have a legitimate 
ST status in neighbouring 
Chhattisgarh and Madhya 
Pradesh, which entitles them 
to several government welfare 
initiatives, particularly access to 
the forest, in Odisha, the 10000 
Paharias, spread over Nuapada 
and Kalahandi Districts, are yet 
to get such recognition. 

Historical accounts amply 
reveal that the Paharia 
lifestyle is firmly linked with 
the forest. British  historians 
Richard Temple in 1863 and 
V. Ball in 1867 have described 
the Paharias as people who 
belonged to the wild race and 
lived in caves. They have also 
written that “Paharias sustain 
their lives by hunting animals 
in the jungles and eating mainly 
forest products”. In the 1901 and 
1911 census, the Paharias were 
included in the ST Category and 
even the British had accorded 
Protected Status to them. 
Things, however, changed in 
1936 when Orissa was declared 
an independent state. Since then, 
it’s been a never-ending cycle of 
rough times for this community. 

Livelihood is their primary 
concern. Even now, making 
knick-knacks from bamboo, 
collecting minor forest produce 
and agriculture, in that order, 
make up the mainstay of their 
life. Yet, neither brings in money 
enough even for sustainability 
let alone prosperity. For starters, 
not only is bamboo difficult 
to source – as Champabati’s 
account reveals – the finished 
products fetch little money at 
the weekly markets. There are 
no larger marketing networks 
for them to tap for retailing 
these handcrafted creations at a 
competent price. 

As far as living on minor 
forest produce is concerned, it 
is at best a seasonal solution. 
Gathering mahua is a common 
activity and during the summer 
each family can get at least 
two to three bags full that sell 
from anywhere between Rs 
2000 to Rs 2500. However, the 
challenge involved in gathering 
the flowers is greater than 
getting bamboo. Most families 
have to temporarily set up 
base deep in the jungles – at 
least 20 kilometres from their 
settlement – to pick the blooms. 
Agriculture, on the other hand, 
is also a distant dream as most of 
the land falls in the forest area. 
In what little is free, and that is 
mostly the upland reaches, there 
are serious issues of irrigation 
that make it impossible to 
cultivate. 

“If we had community rights 
under the Forest Regulations 
Act (FRA), then we could have 
planted bamboo in the nearby 
forest area instead of trudging 
15 kilometres. Though we are 
forest dwellers and have been so 
for generations the government 
does not recognise us as 
‘tribal’. Many of our relatives 
in Chhattisgarh are tribal and 
are getting all the benefits meant 
for them. We have demanded 
the ST status several times in 
the past but our voices have 
simply gone unheard,” laments 
Budhuram Paharia, a resident of 
Bhaisadani.

In 1980, the demand for 
inclusion of the Paharias in the 

ST category was formally put 
in the State Assembly. In 2000, 
the Paharia Vikash Manch 
was formed to fight for their 
rights. Then, on 27 July 2005, 
a proposal for their inclusion 
was sent to the Centre but 
things have not moved forward 
since. Ajit Panda, a Nuapada-
based activist, observes, “It is 
unfortunate that the Paharia 
Community has been converted 
to a landless clan due to the 
government’s apathetic attitude. 
Earlier, they were fighting to get 
the ST status and now they are 
struggling to get rights over the 
land they have been living on 
since their forefather’s time.”

On its part, the government 
is asking for more time. A.B. 
Ota, director, Tribal Research 
Institute, says, “The inclusion 
of any community in the ST list 
is a long process. As far as the 
Paharias are concerned, the file 
has already been processed and 
is with the Centre, in the last 
phase of clearance.” 

According to the Campaign 
For Survival and Dignity, 
the problem being faced by 
the Paharias is acute because 
the state is not being able to 
implement the FRA properly for 
the non-tribal forest-dwellers. 
So, for now at least, it seems like 
the ST status is the only thing 
that can give some much-needed 
relief and hope to the Paharias.Ph
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<Champabati Paharia, 40, a widow from the Paharia 
Community in Bhaisadani Village in Odisha has to take 
a hike of about 15 kilometres every fortnight in search of 
precious bamboo.

Other than making a few bamboo articles or picking seasonal 
minor forest produce that they sell for a pittance, people from 
the Paharia Community have no other viable income source to 
fall back on.

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
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Cremating the dead to eke out a 
miserable existence
Manikarnika and Harishchandra are the two burning ghats in Varanasi, India’s holy city on the western bank 
of the River Ganga. It is said that the corpses that are cremated here get moksha (salvation). Around 300 
bodies are burnt at the two ghats every day and the men who work there ensure that the pyres never die 
down. The business of death is the livelihood for the doms of Varanasi, but even as they seem destined to 
lead such miserable lives, some of their children dream of a different future 
manjari singh, Varanasi, Uttar Pradesh
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seven months ago. That’s how 
many lives are cut short at this 
mohalla (locality) at Meer Ghat 
where 35 dom families live.

“Excessive smoke, alco-
hol, gutkha (a preparation of 
crushed areca nuts, tobacco, 
slaked lime, etc), malnutrition 
and lack of awareness have 
taken away many lives in the 
past and continue to do so,” 
says Annapurna Singh, project 
coordinator with Shambhunath 
Singh Research Foundation, a 
Varanasi-based NGO. “They 
don’t even go for proper 
treatment after they fall ill, it 
could be because of lack of 
education or the ingrained belief 
that they belong to this place 
only, the world outside is not 
meant for them,” Singh adds. 

 Smoke doesn’t even spare the 
women who stay at home, except 
that it comes from the kitchen. 
Most of the houses, including 
that of Dom Raja, don’t have 
LPG facilities and still use the 
chulha (open wood stove) for 
cooking. The stoves are ignited 
with flame from the pyre which 
is used to burn the corpses. 

Ragini Devi (20) is the eldest 
child of Jagdish Chowdhry and 
Manorama Devi, and the only 
20-year-old unmarried woman 
in the community where girls 
are married off as soon as they 
hit puberty. She has never been 
to school and hardly steps out of 
her house. “In our community, 
girls are not supposed to go out 
of the houses unnecessarily. Her 
marriage has been fixed with 
her aunt’s son, who lives in 
Sultanpur. She can roam around 
with her husband if he allows 

her to,” says Manorama Devi as 
she spits out the betel juice from 
her mouth and immediately 
puts another wad of leaves in. 
“I chew twenty paans everyday, 
sometimes even more, and I am 
not the only one, you would 
not find a married woman who 
doesn’t chew paan,” she says.

Chandramukhi Devi who 
lives in the same locality 
couldn’t agree more. “Paan 
comes naturally to us; we do 
know it can give us cancer but 
then if I talk about my life, it’s 
anyway worse than death,” she 
says, referring to her troubled 
marriage. Devi cannot recall how 
old is she right now, but says she 
was married to a man living near 
the Nepal border. Soon after her 
marriage, her husband’s family 
started harassing her and he then 
left her for another girl. 

“I was six months pregnant 
and that man and his family 
aborted my child and sent me 
back home,” she recalls. Her 
younger sister is married to a man 
living at Harishchandra Ghat 
and her brother helps her father 
burn the corpses at Manikarnika 
Ghat. Both her siblings have 
never been to school but she 
is not complaining. “We don’t 
know what it is to work outside; 
moreover, my father earns at 
least Rs 150 everyday,” she says, 
adding how she thinks education 
in her community is a waste 
of time. “And we are dom, the 
untouchables, our children will 
be discriminated against every 
day if they go to school,” she 
explains.

 However, Aradhana, 16, begs 
to differ. She is the daughter of 
Jagdish’s brother Ranjit. Ranjit 
died years ago due to liver 
cirrhosis. Aradhana studied till 
Standard 8 and can read and 
write Hindi. “I used to go to a 
school at Lalita Ghat and my 
teachers were quite supportive, 
the principal was quite upset 
[when I left] and even offered 
to teach me at home,” she 
says, adding that she never felt 
‘discriminated against’.

“That could be because 
she belongs to Dom Raja’s 
family, the richest dom. Doms 
are ostracised and there is 
absolutely no denying the fact,” 
says Singh. The Pundits from 

nearby temples do not hesitate to 
ask for donations from the doms, 
she says, but they will not let the 
dom children enter the temple. 
“In winter, they even request 
wood to warm their houses,” she 
adds, pointing out the irony.

 Barely a kilometer away is 
Harishchandra Ghat. The keeper 
is Jamuna Devi, who legally 
adopted Jagdish when he was a 
child. Coughing and panting, the 
woman in her 70s tries to visit 
the ghat every day. When asked 
how she feels about being in a 
profession that is dreaded even 
by men, she says simply, “it’s 
my job”.

Masaan, a Bollywood movie, 
beautifully depicts the life and 
times of a college student from 
Harishchandra Ghat who ended 
up falling in love with an upper 
caste girl. But in reality there 
is not a single boy or girl here 
who goes to college, says Singh. 
There are two girls, Milan and 
Shraddha, who studied till 
Standard 10 and now waiting to 
get married. “Both are minors 
but their marriages have been 
fixed.”

“Girls who really want to 
study are not allowed to; some 
families do want their sons to 
go to school, but the boys don’t 
want to,” says Singh. Young 
boys mainly collect the coconuts 
and other edible stuff offered to 
the dead before the bodies are 

cremated. And when the ashes 
are finally immersed in the 
Ganga, they dive deep in the 
hope of finding the ornaments 
that the corpses were adorned 
with. “They swim for hours, no 
matter what the weather is like, 
and that explains the rashes and 
the skin allergies they suffer 
from,” she says.

However, there is a ray of 
hope. Rajesh S. Jala, a Delhi-
based filmmaker who made an 
award-winning documentary 
named ‘Children of the pyre’ 
based on seven children from 
Manikarnika Ghat, sponsored 
their education. A few of them 
are preparing for their board 
exams. Deepu, 20, is one of 
them. He started his education 
two years ago and he couldn’t 
be happier. “I don’t know what 
I want to do later in my life, but 
one thing is for sure, I won’t 
be doing this,” says Deepu, 
who lost his father to cancer at 
an early age and lives with his 
mother and brother who work at 
the ghat.

 Mithun, a swarthy man in his 
20s, listens to Deepu carefully. 
His minor wife died two months, 
ago leaving a baby girl behind. 
“I don’t want my daughter to 
live this kind of life; I don’t 
want her to grow up seeing 
bodies, ashes and smoke. But 
there is little I can do about it, I 
am sure education will help her 
move out,” he says. <

The air at Manikarnika Ghat 
is dense with the smell 
of incense and fumes 

rising from bodies being burnt. 
The smoke is strong enough 
to irritate the eyes and lungs 
of foreign tourists who throng 
the burning ghat (steps leading 
down to a river) for a glimpse 
of bodies adorned with marigold 
blossoms and placed in ornate 
coffins. For Jagdish Chowdhry, 
a man in his 50s, this is not a 
place to see strange sights, it is 
his bread and butter. He keeps 
track of every corpse that comes 
in for cremation, right from 
arranging the wood for the pyre 
to assigning work and collecting 
the fee.  

Chowdhry looks visibly drunk 
and it’s difficult to understand 
his words, spoken through a wad 
of betel leaves. “He is always 
drunk; but then how would he 
deal with bodies without alcohol? 
The business of death is not 
easy. Every dom (social group) 
consumes copious amount of 
alcohol before coming to work, 
and what can I say about him, he 
is Dom Raja,” says Raju Kumar, 
who owns a shop selling coffins 
at the ghat.

Jagdish Chowdhry is said 
to be the direct successor of 
Kallu Dom, who, legend has it, 
was cursed by Lord Shiva for 
stealing the earrings of Goddess 
Parvathi. Since then, Doms are 
known as ‘cursed ones’. They 
are essentially ‘untouchables’ 
and categorised as Dalits. 
Chowdhry was appointed to 
the job after his brother Sanjit 
Chowdhry, succumbed to oral 
cancer and liver cirrhosis some 

Children listening intently to a community worker.

This picture of a dom family 
shows a mother and her 
children.

A girl cooking over a chulha.
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Moving on from a legacy of 
oppression to empowerment

swapna majumdar, Udipi, Karnataka
destinies, just as it has mine,” 
she remarks.

Books even enabled Nada to 
get past her inferiority complex. 
“In school I faced discrimination 
because of my caste. I had to 
pick up the teacher’s shoes. 
Many times I was made to 
stand outside the classroom. 
Many of us were not allowed 
to sit with other children; we 
sat on the floor. In fact, several 
schools have earmarked the last 
bench for Koraga students. But 
after I worked with the SGA 
and became more aware of 
my rights, I became confident 
enough to sit on the first bench 
when I returned to school,” she 
recounts.

This wasn’t the only tradition 
Nada overturned. With the help 
of the Koraga Federation, a 
community organisation, she 
has managed to put an end to the 
practice of ajalu in her village, 
Gundmi. Traditionally, this is the 
inhuman practice of consuming 
food leftover by the upper caste 
after it’s mixed with hair, nails 
and other inedible substances in 
it in the belief that their troubles 
would thus be passed on. “I 
still remember the humiliation 
as I accompanied my mother 
to collect leftover food. So I 
worked hard to persuade the 
community in my village to 
stop the practice. Unfortunately, 
it still exists in some villages, 
where there is low awareness 
around the Karnataka Koragas 
(Prohibition of Ajalu Practice) 
Act, 2000, under which such 

practices are a crime,” says the 
dedicated educator.

Apart from changing 
mindsets, Koraga women are 
actively involved in campaigns 
rooting for their customary right 
to land and forest entitlements. 
Moreover, realising that 
land ownership accelerates 
gender empowerment they 
are especially pushing for 
land allotments in their name. 
Nada, elected as the Koraga 
Federation president in 2011, 
had led a month-long march 
from Shimoga to state capital 
Bengaluru, with 1000 protestors 
demanding that their rights 
be restored when distribution 
of land to Koragas under the 
Scheduled Tribes and Other 
Traditional Forest Dwellers 
(Recognition of Forest Rights) 
Act, 2006, and Land Reforms 
Act had come to a standstill. 
More than 900 families received 
land with deeds in the woman’s 
name after this proactive action. 

Seeing the women’s astute 
handling of the land rights 
campaign, the Federation sought 
training from the SGA and its 
partner ActionAid India to gain 
a better understanding of the 
various government entitlements 
and then strategise to improve 
access. “The Federation 
recognised the vital role played 
by women,” says Ashok Shetty, 
coordinator, SGA.

One strategy was to form self-
help groups (SHGs) to enable 
women to gain more control 
over the resources and it proved 
successful when SHGs from 
four villages held a joint protest 
against their panchayat (local 
government body) for barring 
their participation in the planning 
of how the local budget allocated 
for tribal welfare could be used. 
Over 42 women came together 
and forced their panchayat 
leaders to develop a new action 
plan regarding education and 
drinking water for children in 
accordance with the suggestions 
of the women.

Inspired, another two SHGs 
in a neighbouring block, too, 
sat on a dharna to demand water 
supply for their cluster. Although 
a tap had been installed, there 
was no water connection. 

Around 32 women remained 
steadfast and only budged after 
they had secured active water 
connections. 

Nutrition has been a priority 
as well after an SGA study 
showed endemic anaemia 
among 80 per cent women. They 
engaged with the government to 
include wheat, eggs, edible oil 
and jaggery in the free nutrition 
package in addition to rice, sugar 
and pulses. Since 2010, Koraga 
families get 15 kilos rice, three 
kilos green gram, two kilos of 
Bengal gram and jaggery, one 
kilo each of ragi and edible oil 
and 30 eggs each month. “All 
this is distributed through the 
anganwadis for six months a 
year, from June to December,” 
informs Sabeer Ahmed Mullah, 
Mangalore Project coordinator, 
Integrated Tribal Development 
Project. 

Rights to land and nutrition 
has given women the confidence 
to stand up to domestic violence. 
“We questioned the personal 
laws of the community which 
were more favourable towards 
men. This collective spirit shown 
by us led the Federation to give 
the problem serious thought 
and introduce the concept of a 
community court,” elaborates 
Nada. 

In 2010, a year after working 
with the district legal aid 
authorities, the court began 
formal proceedings. Comprising 
five jury members, it is headed 
by one chief judge. It assembles 
once a month and does its own 

<

The Koragas, the most backward of all tribal groups in Karnataka, are considered untouchables and face a lot of 
social and economic deprivations. Ousted from the forest lands their ancestors had occupied for generations, 
the primitive tribal group eked out a living from weaving baskets out of bamboo and forest creepers and also 
manual scavenging. Although the government notified the Koragas as a Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Group 
in 1986, the community was unable to access their government entitlements arising out of this notification 
primarily because of ignorance and an overwhelming feeling of caste inferiority. However, things are now 
slowly changing for the better

fact-finding. According to chief 
judge, Balraj Koraga, over the 
past six years most cases have 
been related to violence against 
women and a disregard of the 
matrilineal system followed by 
the community. “More women 
are coming forward because 
they know they will get justice 
here,” he states.

Now, the women are pushing 
to revive the matrilineal system.  
“The Koragas have much to be 
proud of. Not only is the birth of 
a girl child celebrated, there is 
no system of dowry either. There 
is no word to describe a woman 
whose husband is no more, thus 
eliminating the stigma attached 
to widows in a patriarchal 
system,” says Shashikala, SHG 
leader in Karkal Taluk.

Such practices encourage 
women to take a stand. Like when 
Nada broke her engagement 
in favour of studying. She was 
only in Class Eight at the time. 
Consequently, she was the first 
girl in her village to complete 
her post-graduation. “I don’t 
consider marriage the ultimate 
goal. I am still single and happy. 
In our matrilineal society, women 
have the freedom of choice in 
all matters. But somehow this 
is being denied and that is why 
we need to bring our matrilineal 
values back,” she signs off.  
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For the Koragas, an otherwise marginalised and primitive 
tribal group, education has served as one way to look ahead. 
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The endangered aboriginal Koraga tribe has struggled hard 
to break free of the shackles of caste domination.

Everyone knows Sushila 
Koraga Nada. Not just 
in Nada, her village in 

Udupi District, Karnataka, but 
in all the four districts in the 
state where the endangered 
aboriginal Koraga Tribe lives. 
Known as a fearless advocate of 
the Koraga cause, the 35-year-
old anganwadi (nursery) worker 
has been at the forefront of the 
community’s struggle to uphold 
their right to a life of dignity. 
Naturally, supporting women 
has been foremost on her 
agenda and she has successfully 
broken several social barriers. 
“Today, Koraga women no 
longer have to wait until dark to 
surreptitiously draw water from 
the well. Further, in anganwadis, 
the community, which earlier 
would never dream of sending 
their children, has almost 
equal representation. Of the 25 
children registered, at least 10 
are Koraga, she says.

It is women like Nada who 
have helped the Koragas 
move on from their legacy of 
oppression. With the help of the 
Samagra Grameena Ashrama 
(SGA), the Udupi-based 
social organisation, they have 
empowered themselves and 
the community to become self-
reliant. Education has served as 
one way to look ahead. Sabitha 
Koraga, who created history by 
becoming the first Koraga to be 
appointed assistant professor in 
the Department of Sociology in 
Mangalore University, has been 
motivating community children 
to not give up schooling. 
“Education changed 
my life and I 
want others to 
understand its 
value. It is a 
power that 
can change 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
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Neetu Kumari, 15, of 
Jidu Pandra Toli Village 
in Ormanjhi Block of 

Ranchi District saw the thatched 
roof of her mud-house scatter 
in the wind last May. The storm 
abated but the worry lines on 
her parents’ forehead deepened. 
That’s when Neetu stepped in. 
“An asbestos or aluminium 
sheet roof had become necessary 
but my parents did not have the 
money. When I offered to pay, 
they could not believe that I 
could arrange for the money,” 
recalls Neetu, a member of 
the Jidu Pandra Toli Kishori 
Mandal. 

Comprising 13 members, all 
girls between 12 and 19 years, 
Jidu Pandra Toli Kishori Mandal 
runs a successful micro-credit 
venture. “All of us contribute 
Rs 10 every week. We have 
a corpus of over Rs 15000. I 
borrowed Rs 6000 for the roof 
sheet and paid it back over six 
months at five per cent interest,” 
reveals Neetu. 

The Kishori project for teenage 
girls was started in Jharkhand by 
Child in Need Institute (CINI), an 
NGO partner of the Department 
of International Development 
(DFID)-supported Global 
Poverty Action Fund (GPAF) 

Teenage girls generate wealth to 
secure health, education
Kal Baisakhi, or Nor’westers (a type of wind) originate in the Chhotanagpur Plateau in and around areas 
like Ranchi and Jamshedpur in Jharkhand, in April and May. The violent thunderstorms usually cause great 
destruction. Against such odds, this is a story about how teenagers team up to provide emergency economic 
support backed by a micro-credit venture. And it’s not just in the areas of health and sanitation, the groups 
proactively prevent child marriages as well 
ajitha menon, Ranchi

project, Improving Maternal 
Health Status in Six States in 
India, launched by Oxfam India 
in October 2012. Adolescent 
girls in 70 villages of Ranchi and 
Hazaribagh Districts have been 
mobilised under the intervention 
and groups comprising 13 to 15 
teenagers have been formed in 
the hamlets. 

“From adolescent and 
maternal health to sanitation 
and nutrition our volunteers 
have sensitised the youngsters 
on various issues. Heightened 
awareness has enabled them to 
take these empowering messages 
to women and other adolescents 
in their villages. Many of them 
have set up a micro-credit corpus 
to save money for a rainy day,” 
says Faiz Ahmed, programme 
coordinator, CINI, Jharkhand.

Says Manti Kumari, 18, who 
took a loan of Rs 2800 from 
the Jidu Pandra Toli Kishori 
Mandal for the treatment of her 
sick mother, “In the beginning, 
although we were discussing 
health and sanitation issues, 
finance was on everyone’s mind. 
So, with consensus, we started 
the micro-credit venture based 
on Mahila Samiti rules.”  

Interestingly, greater financial 
control has given them the power 

to improve the health, sanitation 
and nutritional status of their 
families. Like when Khusboo 
Kumari, 13, borrowed Rs 5000 
from her group, Rahat Kishori 
Samooh Tape, also in Jidu Pandra 
Toli, to pay the instalment for 
her father’s auto-cab. “He was 
unable to raise the money for 
one month and I paid the EMI. 
In return, I got charge of the 
food management in the house. 
Earlier, they never paid attention 
when I talked about eating better. 
Nowadays, I buy the vegetables 
and whip up tri-colour meals 
that usually comprise white rice, 
green vegetables and saffron 
tomatoes or papaya. It was a 
smart bargain,” she says with a 
smile. 

More and more teenagers, 
who anyway are in-charge of 
cooking food in the household, 
have negotiated and got the 
right to decide on what is to 
be prepared on the basis of the 
emergency economic support 
they can provide through the 
micro-credit venture. “Some of 
us have convinced our parents to 
build toilets after offering to pay 
part of the costs through loans 
taken from the group,” elaborates 
Sarita Kumari, 18, another 
Kishori Mandal groupie.

Not just health and sanitation, 
these groups have been 
proactively preventing child 
marriages as well. According to 
Aarti Kumari, 15, president of 
the Chanchal Kishori Samiti of 
Palu Village, which falls under 
Chutupalu Gram Panchayat 
in Ranchi District, girls have 
started protesting vehemently 
against early marriage with the 
strong backing of these groups. 
“When you have 20 others 
standing by your side, courage 
builds up automatically. The 
group is prepared to go to the 
police if required and parents 
and other villagers know this. 
There are no child marriages 
in our village anymore,” says 
Sarita Kumari, 17, secretary of 
the Chanchal Kishori Samiti. 

Many of the older girls 
work part time and pay their 
contribution to the group from 
their earnings. Others save 
whatever little pocket money or 
household expense money they 
get to pay the weekly amount. 
“The micro-credit venture has 
not just helped us gain a voice 
within the family but also 

enabled us to take decisions 
related to matters that concern 
us,” says Parvati Bedia 19, 
who is doing her BA Part I at 
Ramgarh College. The resident 
of Jidu Pandra Village has put 
herself into college and even 
fought an early marriage while 
she was in high school thanks to 
her group.

When she was in Class Seven, 
Parvati got admission into 
the Kasturba Gandhi Balika 
Vidyalaya, a government 
residential school, where she 
received free boarding and 
tuition till Class Ten. “Things 
were difficult afterwards and 
I struggled to finish Classes 
Eleven and Twelve. In fact, I had 
no money for college admission 
when the Kishori Mandal 
provided me a loan of Rs 800,” 
she says.

With access to loans, several 
girls like Parvati are paying 
for their education. Manti had 
first taken a loan of Rs 1700 to 
gain admission at the RTC Inter 
College and another Rs 500 for 
books. “I could take the loan for 
my mother’s treatment early this 
year because I had paid back 
my earlier education loan,” she 
adds.

Apart from funding their 
studies, the girls often borrow 
to buy sanitary pads. “Parents 
don’t want to pay for sanitary 
pads. The sahiya (government 
health worker) gives us a packet 
for six rupees but sometimes 
we don’t have that money. The 
group buys and keeps packets for 
emergency use from its funds. 
At the same time, we talk to our 
mothers and bhabhis (sisters-in-
law) and peers about the benefits 
of using sanitary pads,” explains 
Babli Kumari, 15, of Rahat 
Kishori Samooh Tape. 

As micro-credit is central to 
their operation, when the groups 
meet once every week at a 
designated place like the gram 
panchayat office, the primary 
school or the ICDS centre, 
accounting is the first issue on 
the table. “We have strict rules. 
Loans carry a processing fee of 
Rs 2. Defaulters are fined as are 
the absentees at the meetings. 
The money box and the key are 
in the custody of two girls. If 
they are absent, they are fined 
Rs 5,” says Tara Kumari, 14, of 
Kishori Mandal.

Once the money matters are 
settled, the discussion opens out 
– usually to health matters. “In 
our village no one is anaemic. 
We ensure that pregnant 
women, including our relatives, 
go for their antenatal check-
ups, deliver in the hospital and 
avail postnatal care at the health 
centre. We also create awareness 
on immunisation. Older women, 
as well as our fathers, brothers 
and uncles have started listening 
to us because they consider us 
responsible as we handle our 
own money,” adds Tara.  

Girls who are part of the 
Kishori Project are aware of 
the need for education, they 
fight to stop early marriage, talk 
confidently about contraception, 
maternal and adolescent health 
and buy sanitary napkins 
publicly with aplomb. Most 
of this has become acceptable 
to their parents and the society 
at large because they astutely 
handle money. They earn, they 
save, they take loans, they 
provide financial help to the 
family during an emergency and 
most of all, they have good credit 
as a means for empowerment.
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(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

Members of the Kishori Mandal in Ranchi District get 
together once every week to review their micro-credit 
accounting and then discuss issues such as eating healthy 
meals or standing up against child marriage. 

Girls of the Jidu Pandra Toli Kishori Mandal take stock of their 
accounts as part of the micro-credit venture that allows them to 
take small loans as and when the need arises.

Members of a Kishori Mandal have to contribute Rs 10 each 
week and can borrow from the corpus at five per cent interest. 
Usually, girls take money to finance their education or pay for 
repairs at home. 
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Showing women easy ways to 
track maternal health
Everyone hopes to have a house. It is, after all, a symbol of 
security and stability. For the women of Jharkhand’s Bada 
Ulatu Village, too, a house signifies the same. But it also means 
something more – it is indicative of the well-being of a mother and 
her child. How, one may ask? Well, in Ranchi and Hazaribagh 
Districts, expectant women across 70 villages are now using a 
maternal services tracking tool, which entails drawing a house 
for every milestone they complete in their journey towards safe 
motherhood

From the foundation to the 
first beam to the windows 
and door, to the roof, and 

finally to the finished picture of 
the house with a happy family 
and a smiling infant, each phase 
is ‘constructed’ once the new 
mother completes various health 
check-ups, starting with the pre-
natal examination to the delivery 
and then the post-natal stage. 
The inoculations for the infant 
are included as well.

When Oxfam India launched 
the Department For International 
Development (DFID)-supported 
intervention, Improving 
Maternal Health Status in Six 
States of India in October 2012 
backed by the Global Poverty 
Action Fund, the aim was 
to involve local women and 
men by creating community-
based monitoring and planning 
tools that focused on the 
social determinants of health, 
especially taking cognisance of 
nutrition services and schemes 
of the government. 

Over the past three years, 
Oxfam and its NGO partners 
have worked closely with the 
people in 420 villages of Bihar, 
Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh, Odisha, 
Maharashtra and Rajasthan to 
increase their access to public 
services provided under the 
National Rural Health Mission 
(NRHM), Public Distribution 
System (PDS) and the Integrated 
Child Development Services 
(ICDS) Schemes.

“It was only befitting that we 
used community monitoring 
tools to enable the people to 
understand as well as keep 
an eye on the public services 
available in their areas. We 
mobilised them to demand their 
entitlements and equipped them 
with easy tools to keep track 
of the availability and quality 
of the services,” says Pallavi 
Gupta, programme coordinator - 
Health, Oxfam India.

Drawing the house is one such 
tool, which empowers pregnant 
women to access services in 
a timely manner, whether it is 
registering at the anganwadi 
centre or ensuring that they 
receive their two Tetanus Toxoid 
vaccine shots. “The foundation 
of a pregnant woman’s house is 
drawn when she registers at the 
AWC. The walls come up after 
her two TT vaccinations. Once 
she gets her three mandatory 
ante-natal check-ups, has 100 
iron-folic acid supplements 
and undergoes an institutional 
delivery we add a door and 
two windows, the roof and roof 
beam for her house,” elaborates 
Shanti Devi, 30, a field animator 
with Child in Need Institute 
(CINI), which is implementing 
the project in Jharkhand. As 
a field animator she monitors 
the implementation of health 
services.

The dream house is finally 
done when a smiling infant is 
drawn after the new mother 

starts breastfeeding within the 
first hour of delivery. “If she 
fails to do so then we draw an 
unhappy infant. Such pictorial 
representations are hugely 
motivating. All pregnant and 
lactating women strive to get 
that perfect house,” remarks 
Jhaman Devi, 58, anganwadi 
worker from Ulatu Village that 
falls in Ormanjhi Block.

Adds Faiz Ahmed, project 
coordinator, CINI, “We have 
barefoot auditors in every 
village – usually from within 
the community – who we train 
to use the monitoring tool. They, 
in turn, teach the village women. 
In all the project villages, these 
days mothers eagerly look 
forward to getting the house 
with a smiling infant. A healthy 
baby is depicted with an inverted 
pyramid for its stomach after 
the BCG (Bacillus Calmette-
Guerin) vaccine is administered 
within 28 days of delivery.” 

If the mother fails to do so, she 
gets an unhappy baby with an 
upright pyramid. Later, when the 
baby gets the DPT (Diphtheria, 
Pertussis and Tetanus Toxoid) 
vaccination, a flag is pencilled 
into its hands. There are a total 
of 12 stages like this. “This tool 
motivates women to demand and 
access maternal health services, 
including free vaccinations, ante-
natal check-ups and institutional 
delivery that entitles them to Rs 
1400 under the Janani Shishu 
Suraksha Yojana. They can 
monitor their own and their 
friends’ and neighbours’ progress 
through the drawings. As the 
houses are built gradually, the 
enthusiasm of the community 
only grows with passing time,” 
says Sabina Devi, 23, the field 
animator of Chetanbari Village 
in Ranchi District.

The NGO partners, with 
inputs from the community, have 
developed different community 
monitoring tools to track 
maternal health in the six states. 
“These tools, like observation 
checklists, interview guides, 
village health atlas and social 
mapping, have empowered 
the people to generate the 
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evidence they can use to engage 
in a dialogue with the service 
providers and highlight the gaps 
to help the administrators plan 
better,” explains Gupta.

In 34 villages, spanning 
three blocks of Kandhamal 
District in Odisha, the bindi 
(decorative mark worn on 
the forehead by women) has 
become the monitoring tool. “A 
bindi is marked on a pregnant 
woman’s house sketched on the 
village health atlas once she has 
successfully completed all the 
health requisites. She gets half-
circles on completion of ante-
natal check-ups, vaccinations 
and institutional delivery. A full 
circle is given only after all the 
post-natal check-ups and the 
immunisation is over,” says 
Anil Rout, district coordinator, 
Centre for Youth and Social 
Development, which is working 
with Oxfam India in the state.

It is a matter of great pride 
for a woman to get the bindi 
“for it clearly indicates that the 
mother has been responsible 
about her own and her baby’s 
health needs”. Shares Kumari 
Behera, 29, of Dankeni Village 
in Kandhamal’s Khajuripada 
Block, “We draw our village 
health atlas demarcating the 
below poverty line and above 
poverty line households 
apart from roads, tubewells, 
anganwadi and health sub-
centres. Getting a bindi on the 
atlas is a big achievement.” 
Incidentally, the atlas in itself 
is a useful monitoring tool. “It 
helps locate services under the 
PDS, ICDS and NRHM. The 
bindis add colour and fill the 
women with a wonderful sense 
of accomplishment,” adds Rout.

In addition to having a direct 
bearing on the delivery of 
maternal health services, the 
impact of the tracking tools is 
slowly becoming visible in other 
crucial government schemes 

as well. For instance, a vigilant 
Kishori group, comprising 
adolescent girls from Muslim 
families of Nooniya Basti in 
Kishanganj, Bihar, has managed 
to stop the black-marketing of 
grains by their local PDS dealer. 
According to group leader, 
Sabiya Khatoon, the dealer 
was indiscriminately cheating 
the villagers. “He was taking 
away the food entitled to us. 
How could we let him go?” she 
says, adding, “We stopped the 
van with the help of the village 
elders and forced the dealer to 
put the rations back in the fair 
price shop and distribute it as per 
government regulation.”

Another time, the youngsters 
caught him recording inflated 
figures for the rations distributed 
– whereas he was giving four 
kilos of rice the books reflected 
disbursal of five kilos for every 
ration card holder. The girls took 
up the matter with the Village 
Health, Sanitation and Nutrition 
Committee that forced him to 
admit to the corruption. For 
their success, the girls credit 
the community monitoring 
lessons they had received under 
the Oxfam India intervention, 
which not only taught them their 
rights in relation to PDS services 
but also gave them the courage 
to demand those entitlements 
without fear.

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
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ajitha menon, Ranchi

Women in Dankeni Village in Kandhamal District, Odisha, 
enthusiastically count the red circles or bindis on their 
village health atlas. The bindis enable them to keep an eye 
on the progress of the expectant mothers in their area and 
ensure they receive their health entitlements.

Sabina Devi, field animator, Chetanbari Village, Jharkhand, 
explains the maternal services monitoring and tracking tool 
to the women. These days, each expectant mother strives to 
get a 'house' with a smiling infant.
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A quiet change, spearheaded by women, is transforming the lives of marginalised communities in the 
backward region of Bundelkhand. In Ghisoli Gram Panchayat of Jhansi District, Dalit women, once afraid to 
step out of their homes, have come together to achieve a rare feat: they have not only ensured that children 
from all the 452 families in the area go to school but also assisted every woman here to acquire a job card 
under the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act

Change was one of those 
impossible dreams for 
Ghisoli’s women when 

eight years ago activists of the 
Rajiv Gandhi Mahila Vikas 
Pariyojana (RGMVP), a not-
for-profit working to empower 
women and alleviate poverty in 
Madhya Pradesh, came into their 
area and encouraged them to 
form self-help groups (SHGs). 
“I didn’t even know about 
MGNREGA (Mahatma Gandhi 
National Rural Employment 
Guarantee Act) when I joined 
the group, let alone be aware 
that I could apply for a job 
card and seek work from the 
government,” says Saroj, a 
member of the Saraswati SHG 
in Ghisoli.

Saroj was not alone in her 
ignorance. In a village where 
overall female literacy is just 35 
per cent, education levels among 
women from the Schedule Caste 
(SC), Scheduled Tribe (ST) 
and Other Backwards Classes 
(OBCs) is even lower. The lack 
of knowledge only exacerbated 
the struggle to make ends 
meet. Fortunately for them, the 
SHG meetings gave them an 
opportunity to learn about the 
government’s welfare schemes 
and how to access them. They 
understood that asking for 
unskilled manual work was 
their right under MGNREGA. 
“All we needed to do was to 
register our family in the gram 
panchayat and obtain a job card, 
which would allow us to apply 
for work for at least 100 days in 
the panchayat. 

In fact, we learnt that it was 
the responsibility of the gram 
panchayat to give us work within 
15 days of our application,” 
elaborates Saroj.

Once they knew what needed 
to be done, the 32 SHGs of 10-15 
members each that had been set 
up in the panchayat, decided that 
merely getting job cards was not 
enough; they had to use them to 
get work. So when news came 
that the state government was 
initiating tassar silk plantation 
in their gram panchayat for 
which labour would be required 
in large numbers, they decided 
to apply. But before they could 
do the needful, they found out 
that labourers from the adjoining 
villages had already been given 
jobs.

At first, the women were too 
stunned to react. Then a joint 
meeting of all the SHGs was 
called to discuss the matter and 
a collective decision was taken: 
300 women members would go 
over to the office and question 
the plantation supervisor. “We 
were aware that we had the first 
right to that work so how could 
we allow anyone to take it away 
from us,” remarks Rati, an SHG 
member.

Interfacing with the supervisor 
proved to be useless. He told 
them that he could give work 
only if he received instructions 
from the pradhan (panchayat 
head). Determined to follow 
procedure, the women wrote 
out an application and received 
the pradhan’s approval. “When 
25 of us went back to him the 
supervisor was very rude. He 
shouted at us and told us to leave 
otherwise he would use other 
ways of getting rid of us,” recalls 
Saroj.

Of course, there was no way the 
feisty women were going to be 
intimidated by him. They sat on 
dharna at the block development 
office to demand their right to 
work. It took seven days for the 
officials to realise the women 
were not going to back down. 
“Finally, we were given work. 
This is the power of collective 
strength. “Ab sab ko maloom 
hai ki phool nahi chingari hain, 
hum Bharat ki nari hain (now 
everyone knows Indian women 
are fire, not flowers),’” asserts 
Jayanti, who works on the tassar 

silk plantation. The money 
that they have earned from the 
plantation work as well as other 
assignments under MGNREGA 
has not only boosted their family 
income but also enhanced their 
group savings – they have a 
collective credit fund of over Rs 
one lakh. The corpus is truly a 
lifeline, especially in a region 
wracked by annual droughts.  

Apart from the economic 
benefits, being a part of the group 
has given the women courage to 
aspire for a better life for their 
children. While the majority 
of them are uneducated, they 
are committed to sending their 
children to school. “My husband 
and I did not study. We didn’t get 
the opportunity. But I don’t want 
my daughter and two sons to live 
the same life. All three are going 
to school,” says Saroj proudly. 
Indeed, having realised the value 
of education, the 32 groups have 
managed to persuade all the 
families in Ghisoli to make sure 
that the children don’t miss even 
one day of class.

In Jhansi’s adjoining district, 
Jalaun, too, collective action by 
rural women’s group has created 
life-changing credit and work 
opportunities for many. They 
have tapped into the schemes 
of the State Rural Livelihood 
Mission (SRLM) to pull their 
families out of extreme poverty. 
According to Sandip Kaur, 
district magistrate, Jalaun, there 
has been a remarkable surge in 
the confidence and knowledge 
levels of the women in the 

area. “Once they become SHG 
members, there is a change in 
their outlook. In Bundelkhand, 
patriarchal attitudes are dominant 
and women do not have the 
freedom to make their own 
decisions. Under SRLM, they 
get opportunities to empower 
themselves and their families by 
taking their own decisions. I have 
seen the difference women have 
made. They have transformed 
their families,” points out Kaur.    

The Uttar Pradesh SRLM 
(UPSRLM), which imple-
ments the National Rural 
Livelihood Mission through 
social mobilisation of poor 
communities and promotion of 
sustainable livelihoods for them, 
encourages financial inclusion 
through the formation of SGHs. 
A tripartite agreement between 
RGMVP, UPSRLM and the 
federations of women’s SHGs 
formed by the RGMVP, has 
helped reach out to excluded 
communities, particularly their 
women.

In Koanch, one of the seven 
blocks chosen in Jalaun for the 
initiative, the partnership has 
facilitated the formation of 702 
SHGs. Under SRLM, the women, 
as collectives, are eligible to 
receive financial assistance to 
build their corpus as well as use 
it for lending within the groups 
for livelihood promotion. In 
Jalaun, the district magistrate 
had to initially intervene to 
enable them to overcome their 
rigid mindsets. “We held a 
sensitisation workshop with 

swapna majumdar, Jhansi, Madhya Pradesh
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‘Now everybody knows we are 
not flowers, but fire...’ 
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Guddi (seen presenting some material to a boy) and other women of Naree Gram Panchayat in Jalaun District. She has set up 
a business as the supplier of household goods after she joined the Jai Sherawali SHG in her area. 

the banks. The officials were 
reluctant to give loans to the 
women. The workshop helped 
break the barriers and we have 
told them to ensure that the 
women get the full benefit of 
government scheme,” states 
Kaur.

Just how important crossing 
the bureaucratic hurdle was can 
be seen in Koanch’s Naree Gram 
Panchayat. Here, it paved the 
way for SHGs federated under 
the Unnati Village organisation 
to receive money under SRLM 
and help its members become 
agents of change. While Shiela 
Devi of the Jai Ma Durga SHG 
used the Rs 10000 she received 
to set up a small shop to 
support her family, Guddi of Jai 
Sherawali SHG, who received 
the same amount, has become 
a supplier of household goods. 
Not only has this brought them 
much needed financial security, 
it has enhanced their status 
within their homes. 

“My son used to eat gutka 
and gamble. Now that I have 
given him the responsibility of 
delivering goods, he has given up 
these bad habits. This is indeed a 
big achievement, one that would 
have never been possible had I 
not been a part of my women’s 
group,” signs off Guddi.
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Community leaders 
team up to make 
child rights work
There are several systemic flaws that need to be addressed to 
protect the rights of children. In particular, significant effort has to 
be made to improve the socio-economic indicators that feed into 
the injustices. However, in Maharashtra, village child protection 
committees are now providing passionate and responsible 
residents an opportunity to catalyse some degree of change. 
And managing complaints related to the lack of facilities and 
serious problems such as child labour and child marriage

Unfolding one of the 
many letters dropped 
off in the samwaad peti 

(dialogue box) set up to address 
students’ grievances, she stared 
at the paper; the handwriting 
seemed oddly familiar but 
Gopika Gadekar, 40, couldn’t 
remember whose it was. The 
note was anonymous. It narrated 
a young girl’s horror and agony 
at the thought of her imminent 
marriage planned by her family. 
Gadekar knew the task at hand 
wasn’t going to be simple. 
She studied the handwriting, 
narrowed down a few possible 
names and called a meeting 
with these girls. After some 
discussions and probing, she 
managed to identify the author 
of the note. 

Anita Sawant would have 
ended up a teenage bride, 
like many others in the area, 
had it not been for Gadekar’s 
intervention. “I don’t want to 
marry now. I want to study and 
become independent, only then 
can I educate my own children,” 
Sawant told Gadekar. It took a 
while but Gadekar managed to 
convince Sawant’s family to call 
off the wedding. The incident 
took place in 2014. Today, 
Sawant, 17, is a nursing student 
in Hedgewar, Aurangabad, and 
finally under no pressure to get 
married anytime soon.  

Gadekar is the anganwadi 
worker of Deulgaon Tad Village 
in Jalna’s Bhokardan Taluka. 
Situated 60 kilometres from 
Jalna Town, the hamlet falls 
in Maharashtra’s distressed 
Marathwada Region. Ridden by 
economic crisis and unforgiving 
weather conditions, the 
residents here face a number of 
challenges. Children, however, 
are among the worst affected. 
A quick conversation with the 
locals paints a macabre picture 
– of little children tirelessly 
working in cotton fields and 
then being married off as they 
step into their teens. 

sruthi Kutty, Jalna, Maharashtra
Of course, if active community 

leaders like Gadekar can help 
it, such blatant violations are 
only becoming tougher to pull 
off. As part of the village child 
protection committee (VCPC), 
she, along with a group of 
concerned villagers, is raising 
her voice to uphold the basic 
rights of children. The VCPC is 
constituted under the Integrated 
Child Protection Scheme (ICPS) 
introduced in 2009-2010 by 
the Government of India to 
help create an environment 
that ensures the welfare and 
protection of all children. 

The committee is participatory 
in nature and comprises 
the sarpanch (chairman), 
anganwadi worker (secretary), 
accredited social health activist 
(ASHA), police patil, principal 
or teacher of a primary/ 
secondary (government-aided) 
school, chairperson of the 
school management committee, 
community representatives like 
parents, two members from 
volunteer organisations, self-
help groups, mahila mandals 
(women groups) – and a boy and 
girl each as representatives of 
children in the 12-18 years age 
group. Each member has a five-
year term. 

The VCPC calls a meeting 
twice every month; the agenda 
is set by the secretary. As they 
sit together, members try to 
resolve various concerns raised 
by children and adolescents 
conveyed through the samwaad 
peti, which is opened during 
the meeting. It’s an open 
discussion where everyone’s 
views and suggestions are 
taken into consideration; even 
the youngsters do not hesitate 
to state their viewpoint. So 
what are some of the common 
concerns Gadekar and others 
have to deal with? 

Complaints are usually related 
to the lack of facilities like 
drinking water or poor mid-day 
meal quality in school, apart 

from serious problems like child 
marriage. For a week every 
year, during Child Rights Week 
from November 14 to 20, VCPC 
members spread awareness 
and actively connect with 
the community by putting up 
posters, performing street plays 
and relaying audio messages. 

As secretary of her VCPC, 
Gadekar is glad that she has 
been able to expand the scope of 
her work and activism – whereas 
as the anganwadi worker she 
was equipped to address the 
problems that affect the healthy 
development of children, being 
part of VCPCs has empowered 
her to take a stand on various 
other issues that mar their 
lives. And since the committee 
members are from within the 
village, they are aware of the 
typical problems that plague their 
hamlet and are well-informed of 
the day-to-day happenings. 

For instance, VCPC members 
are definitely aware of the 
impending child marriages in 
their area. Ananda Kautikrao 
Gadekar, 37, who has been part 
of the VCPC along with Gadekar 
for two years now, shares, 
“When we hear that a child 
marriage is about to take place, 
we first counsel both the bride 
and groom’s family. We tell 
them about the negative impacts 
that a union like this can have 
on the children. If that approach 
fails, then we inform the police 
so that necessary action can be 
taken.” Going up against age-old 
customs isn’t easy, especially 
for VPCP women and it is not 
uncommon for them to receive 
flak from their own family for 
meddling with ‘tradition’. But, 
considering the pitfalls for the 
children, Gadekar feels it’s worth 
sticking to one’s stand. 

Interactions with villagers 
reveal that though there are 
systems in place now to deal with 
violations such as child marriages, 
these can’t be curbed completely 
until the severe economic 

crisis prevalent in these parts 
is resolved. Ravi Kelgaonkar, 
secretary of SACRED, an NGO 
that partners with UNICEF in 
the area, elaborates, “One of 
the main reasons girls here are 
married off at a young age is the 
lack of resources and finances 
at home. Once she is married, 
there is one less member to feed. 
It’s essentially the same story in 
other parts of the country, too.” 
He adds that in case of families 
that migrate yearly for work, 
a spurt in child marriages has 
been observed just before the 
sugarcane harvesting season 
begins because this work is 
always done in pairs; so if 
both cutters belong to the same 
family their collective income 
increases. 

Apart from stalling child 
marriages and affecting an 
attitudinal change, the VCPC at 
Deulgaon Tad is concerned with 
the drop-out rate among girls. 
Incidentally, the female literacy 
rate in the village is a dismal 
50.9 per cent. According to 
them, poor connectivity largely 
contributes to this. Located four 
kilometres away from the road on 
which the public transport buses 
ply, it becomes difficult for girls 
to study beyond Class Seven, 
the level to which most village 
schools cater to. Thereafter, 
it’s curtains on their education 
because who can ensure that they 
make it to and from a faraway 
institution safely. 

Mobility in Bhokardan is 
limited as there are only five 
buses doing the rounds of 
the 165 villages in the taluka 
(administrative division). While 
boys manage to cycle over to the 
high schools girls don’t have the 

same liberty. Taking this into 
account, these days Gadekar and 
others are working on setting up 
an auto-rickshaw service for 
girls.  

With a bright sparkle in his 
eyes Ananda remarks, “We have 
certain responsibilities towards 
the society and our children so 
working for their welfare gives 
me immense pleasure. Before I 
joined the committee, I used to 
do my own work, but now the 
whole village feels like a family 
and I am valued by the children 
too.” 

*Names of children have been     
changed to protect their identity.
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In and around Jalna, economic crisis and unforgiving 
weather conditions affect all residents but especially children 
who are compelled to work in fields to help their parents or 
are married off as soon as they hit their teens. 

Gopika Gadekar,  
anganwadi worker of 
Deulgaon Tad Village in 
Jalna’s Bhokardan Taluka 
is part of the village child 
protection committee that 
ensures the welfare and 
protection of all children in 
the area. 
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Later, she would hear how 
lovely the weather had 
been, how brightly the 

sun had shone, and how the 
temperature had been just right 
that day. But when she had 
entered her husband's village as 
a young bride in 2007, all she 
saw was a sea of faces. All she 
could think of was her new life 
that lay ahead: the relatives she 
had to make her own, the man 
who was now her husband, the 
children that would come soon... 
Not even in her wildest dreams 
would she have imagined that in 
a few years she would become 
a much-loved and respected 
village leader 

Meet Priyanka Devi of 
Katkamdag Panchayat in 
Jharkhand. The turning point 
came with an announcement in 
2010 – that Jharkhand would 
conduct panchayat polls for 
the very first time that year. 
“By then I had completed my 
graduation. Both my husband’s 
family and my parents greatly 
believe in the value of education 
and that enabled me to complete 
my studies. When elections 
were announced, a few male 
candidates were finalised from 
the village. However, as they 
made door-to-door visits asking 
for support I was filled with 
dismay. I wondered what sort 
of change could men, who were 
often found drunk, got into 
brawls, gambled away their 

Development can be delivered — 
here, women show the way 
A lot is left to be accomplished even now, but local self-governance in India has certainly come a long 
way. This is a heart-warming story of two women who have made a difference – Priyanka Devi and Firoza 
Bibi. One in Jharkhand, the other in Bengal. Both empowered. Both determined to do the best they can for 
the people. If reservation has given women a voice, it has also created a competitive environment at the 
grassroots, which is needed

wife’s jewellery, bring to our 
village?” shares Priyanka. 

She often discussed this with 
her husband and her in-laws, 
much to the chagrin of her 
sisters-in-law, who understood 
little of how politics could 
impact women, and fumed when 
Priyanka displayed interest. 
Nonetheless, what followed just 
seemed to be fait accompli. The 
family came to know that their 
panchayat seat was reserved for 
women, in accordance with the 
73rd Constitutional Amendment. 
Since they were perhaps the 
only educated family in the 
village, including Priyanka, the 
community urged her to jump 
into the fray. 

With the wholehearted back-
ing of her husband and father-in-
law, who helped her campaign 
and told her the rules and 
workings of the system, Priyanka 
won hands down. “Garnering 
votes,” she says, “was not the 
most difficult task even though I 
was expecting my second child 
at the time. The real test came 
afterwards.” 

The initial days were not 
easy. Whereas she wanted to 
immediately get to the task of 
wiping out alcoholism from the 
village – it was her primary poll 
promise – she had no idea how to 
go about doing it. Interestingly, 
what did work in her favour was 
the fact that in her panchayat 
six of the 10 wards had chosen 

women panches (panchayat 
member) to represent them. 
With a majority of women in 
the decision-making position, 
Priyanka was chosen as the 
mukhiya, or head, and it was 
impossible for the men to 
dominate the proceedings. 

Nevertheless, the reality 
was that the women did lack 
training to fulfil their duties. 
After all, this had been the first 
panchayat elections in the state 
after a gap of 32 years. It was 
her education and understanding 
that helped Priyanka navigate 
in the beginning, apart from a 
few necessary capacity building 
meetings organised off-and-on. 
“It was tough to take control 
of things. The information 
and training provided was 
not adequate,” she states, 
“The language was often 
incomprehensible and many 
of the other women, who were 
illiterate or semi-literate, were 
simply unable to comprehend 
the literature. In addition, we 
had to face the bitter resentment 
of the male panches, who felt 
they were being deprived of the 
absolute power they felt they 
were entitled to just because they 
were men.” 

Despite the odds, Priyanka 
persisted along with her team of 
women. Thanks to her single-
minded focus, she has been 
able to rid her panchayat of 
alcoholism, conscious of how 
negatively it affects women and 
children. “If men spend their 
earnings on drinks it leaves 
women scrounging to make ends 
meet. And when there are drunks 
roaming the streets, it prevents 
girls and women from stepping 
out of home to go to school 
or work. Further, alcoholism 
boosts corruption, which is 
unacceptable,” she explains. 

Aside from this, Priyanka 
has made concerted efforts to 
secure basic healthcare, ensure 
financial stability by organising 
vocational trainings for women 
on mushroom cultivation and 
pottery, among other income-
generating activities, as well as 
improve the quality of drinking 
water – all of which she has done 
by holding special gram sabhas 
(village council meetings). 
“Boosting development and 
eliminating corruption are my 

aditi bhaduri, Ranchi
priorities. It infuriates me to 
see poor villagers being forced 
to pay bribes just to get access 
to state schemes that they are 
rightfully entitled to,” she adds. 

“Priyanka got an opportunity 
to do all this good work because 
of the 73rd Constitutional 
Amendment, which mandated 
33 per cent reservation for 
women in local governance. 
In most states it is now up to 
50 per cent,” remarks George 
Mathew, chairman, Institute of 
Social Sciences. While there are 
critics of the reservations policy, 
Mathew feels that in an under-
developed and unequal society, it 
is the only way to bring women 
into public life. “Sustainable 
development is only possible if 
women are involved,” he says, 
“They think of building paved 
roads so that children can go 
to school, they think of ways 
to source drinking water with 
ease and proper sanitation and 
sewage to prevent diseases – all 
that requires local development. 
So, in a sense, reservation 
has played a critical role in 
eliminating backwardness.”

Now, here is the second 
story. One look at how Firoza 
Bibi of Hatkhola Village in 
Bengal’s Nadia District has 
metamorphosed from a token 
sarpanch to someone who can 
truly assert her powers is enough 
to present a clear picture. She 
recalls with a smile how she, a 
two-time panchayat member 
and one-time sarpanch, had 
started out as a mere proxy for 
her husband. “I was made to 
contest because my husband 
had held the seat previously 
and did not want to lose it,” 
she says, “He asked me to put 
in my nomination papers and 
I complied. Later, too, I didn't 
do anything – the campaigning 
was done by my husband and 
the relatives and once I was 
elected I did not participate in 
any decision-making. I was only 
called when my signatures were 
needed.”

What changed Firoza’s 
outlook? “When women 
approached me for work under 
MGNREGA, to take care of 
their health issues, or, most of 
all, to deal with marital discord 
and family problems, I would 
ask them to speak to the men 

and they would refuse outright. 
‘You are our representative, 
you understand our problems, 
so solve them’, they would say. 
The responsibilities of an elected 
representative dawned on me 
slowly and I realised that I had 
the authority to take decisions 
on development work,” she 
reveals. 

Since power is usually 
addictive, very soon Firoza 
started enjoying counselling, 
delegating work, and planning 
and disbursing finances. Not 
only has she taken to public 
service but, in the process, an 
entire generation of younger 
girls has been inspired by her. 
“It’s like killing two birds with 
one stone,” she says. 

If reservation has given women 
a voice, it has also created a 
competitive environment at the 
grassroots. Performance has 
become a deciding factor during 
panchayat elections. “Women's 
mandatory participation has 
certainly transformed the 
governance paradigm and led to 
a more productive panchayati raj 
system. All areas of social life, 
including human development, 
women’s empowerment, gender 
budgeting, and inclusion of the 
excluded, have been impacted 
positively,” observes Mathew. 

As for the elected women, 
although they can’t stand for 
re-election as per existing rules, 
once empowered they can never 
go back. Firoza concludes, 
“I understand my rights as a 
citizen, I vote for those who are 
competent and then hold them 
accountable.” <
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Priyanka has made concerted efforts to wipe out alcoholism, 
secure healthcare and ensure financial stability by 
implementing state schemes. Here, she is seen motivating a 
group of women.

Boosting development and 
eliminating corruption in 
her village, Katkamdag in 
Jharkhand, are Priyanka 
Devi’s top priorities.
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Making learning fun for 
children, using cartoons
Technology has taken over increasing areas of our lives, transforming many of us. 
It is transforming the lives of poor children as well. Here is an initiative that uses 
cartoon figures to make learning interesting, especially for children who hail from low-
income families and study in non-urban schools where facilities are poor, the teaching 
indifferent and labs non-existent
saKuntala narasimhan, Bengaluru

Children’s Love Castles 
Trust (CLT), as she named her 
initiative, commemorating the 
sand castles that she saw the 
poor children build, has gone 
on to win prestigious awards for 
innovative educational ideas. 
CLT was also named one of 
seven global ‘change makers’ for 
using digital educational content 
in making a difference to the way 
girls learn in secondary schools. 
Beginning with a staff of just 
five in 1997, the organisation 
now has 65 full-time and 35 part-
time staff (teachers, voice-over 
artistes, translators) and covered 
more than 2500 classrooms last 
year. 

Beginning with voice-overs in 
Kannada and Hindi, the initiative 
to produce visuals using cute, 
colourful cartoons and animation 
to explain science, technology 
and mathematical concepts 
(STEM subjects) is now set 
to spread to Madhya Pradesh, 
Bihar and Uttar Pradesh. A pilot 
project with Hindi content has 
already been tested in Rajasthan, 
while translation of content into 
Marathi is also on the cards.

Explaining blood groups 
(Biology), fractions (Maths) 
or concepts of air pressure 
(Physics) to school children 
in the conventional way could 
be boring, especially for 
children from illiterate or neo-
literate rural backgrounds – but 
an animated cartoon figure 
turning it into a colourful 
game, catches the attention of 
children instantaneously and 
makes learning fun. A balloon 
comes up, a boy grabs it with 

<

Dressed and ready, Gopi 
frets and keeps glancing 
at the clock. His parents 

are nonplussed – this is the boy 
who had to be dragged, kicking 
and screaming, to school till 
the new academic term started 
this year. The secret of the 
transformation lies in an initiative 
that uses cartoon figures to make 
learning interesting, especially 
for children like Gopi, who 
hail from low-income families 
and study in non-urban schools 
where facilities are poor, the 
teaching indifferent and labs 
non-existent. 

When Bhagya Rangachar 
visited Bengaluru two decades 
ago after working in the USA for 
15 years as a software developer, 
she had planned to stay only for a 
month. A group of dust-covered 
urchins at a construction site next 
to her apartment changed her 
plans. And how! The homeless 
urchins were the children of 
construction labourers, and were 
amusing themselves by building 
castles with sand and rubble. 
Her exposure to, and training 
in, America set her thinking: 
shouldn’t someone help these 
kids access a better life? 

Bhagya began to teach the 
children – and the initiative went 
on to become an ‘e-learning’ 
patashale (school) that has 
impacted more than 350000 
children and 5500 teachers 
in schools, by upgrading the 
quality of teaching with the use 
of simple but fascinating audio-
visuals on DVDs to explain 
basic science and mathematical 
concepts. 

another balloon of a different 
colour, and blood grouping gets 
explained. The teacher becomes 
a facilitator, someone Gopi and 
his mates look upon now as a 
‘friend’ rather than an autocrat 
who deals out punishment. 

The DVDs that CLT prepares 
do not require sophisticated 
or costly equipment; just a TV 
set, laptop or tablet (or even 
hand-held devices) will serve 
admirably. “We do not even 
depend on electricity,” says 
Bhagya. Which means the 
innovative learning module can 
reach the remotest corners of 
rural India. The government’s 
Sarva Siksha Abhiyan is now 
seeking CLT’s help in improving 
the quality of pedagogy in 
conventional teaching modules. 
Following the FICCI Award 
(which brought money as well as 
a citation, for encouraging low-
cost innovations in education), 
CLT has developed course 
material to cover CBSE, NCERT 
and other course modules. 

Ask Gopi’s parents, and they 
will vouch for the incredible 
transformation that using 
DVDs and cartoons can 
effect in conventional schools 
with insufficient facilities. If 
education is all about making 
learning fun, what such 
initiatives do is target the basic 
approach to education. Unlike 
in earlier days, rote learning or 
conventional classroom teaching 
methods need not be relied on. 
Harnessing technology is what 
progress and development are 
all about.

“We are not trying to supplant 
teachers,” explains Bhagya. 

“Our sound-and-visual inputs 
supplement existing textbooks, 
but in an imaginative way to 
enthuse the children.” In the 
process of developing the 
multimedia modules, Bhagya 
went to Bijapur and met national 
award-winner Baluragi, known 
for his work on popularising 
Science education, and garnered 
ideas; her own training in 
computer science in the US 
also helped concretise her ideas 
for bringing STEM subjects 
to children from low income 
families. 

CLT’s Club House is another 
innovative project. In Jakkur 
outside Bengaluru, children 
from government schools in 
surrounding villages hurry 
to CLT’s office as soon as 
school hours are over, to sit at 
computers and learn to handle 
technology. The excitement 
and joy on the faces of these 
economically disadvantaged 
rural children, when a whole 
new world opens up through 
this free ‘club house’, has to be 
seen to be believed.  

There are over 250 million 
kids in 1.5 million schools 
across India who are not learning 
anything, because they find the 
matter boring or beyond their 
comprehension. Science and 
English are typically proble-
matic subjects in rural schools, 
CLTs’ staff point out. 
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Children engrossed in watching an audio-visual.

E-patashale’s rich pedagogy makes the teachers central to the 
programme, providing rich resources to enable mainstream 
learning.
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