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A lifelong commitment to 
ridding the world of hunger
Prof M.S. Swaminathan, a world scientist of rare distinction whose vision it has been to 
rid the world of hunger and poverty and whose work has touched the lives of millions 
at the grassroots in India, spoke about how “a combination of scientific skill, political 
will and farmer’s participation in pulses production could help achieve zero hunger”, 
at a programme focused on pulses for addressing food and nutrition security which 
was recently conducted at the MS Swaminathan Research Foundation. A few weeks 
earlier, Prof Swaminathan, despite a nagging cough, spoke to Sashi Nair about his life 
and times for the better part of an hour
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August 7 is the birthday of 
Prof M.S. Swaminathan and 
the Foundation Day of the 
MS Swaminathan Research 
Foundation in Taramani, Chennai. 
This year, a selection of important 
publications related to agriculture, 
food security and policy were 
released by the Foundation on the 
day. Its founder-chairman called 
for the setting up of ‘seed villages’ 
to ensure the availability of quality 
seed with farmers, as well as ‘pulse 
panchayats’ to ensure commitment 
of farmers and local bodies. At 
90, Prof Swaminathan, who in 
1999 featured in Time Magazine’s 
list of the ‘20 most influential 
people of the 20th Century’ 
(along with Mahatma Gandhi and 
Rabindranath Tagore), is as sharp 
as ever. 

Tell me about your early 
days in Kumbakonam. Your 
father was a Gandhian who 
influenced you, isn’t it? He 
ingrained a sense of service 
early in you?

My father came from a place 
called Monkombu in Kuttanad in 
Kerala. Once he got his MBBS 
from Madras Medical College, 
his professor Dr Pandalai 
said you go to Kumbakonam 

and practise, there are a lot 
of diseases such as filariasis, 
malaria, elephantiasis, etc. 
When I was young, I remember 
many individuals used to have 
big bloated legs there… my 
father was the only surgeon in 
Kumbakonam. He then went to 
Vienna to equip himself first – in 
those days Vienna was one of 
the top centres for surgeons. He 
returned and started a hospital 
with an x-ray institute where he 
trained his brother too. At the 
time it was the best hospital in 
Kumbakonam. 

In 1936, my father died very 
young. He was also at the time 
a very strong Congressman. He 
was also part of the Vedaranyam 
Salt Satyagraha, the temple 
entry movement, etc. Once, 
he burnt the clothes he had 
bought from Vienna in a bonfire 
outside our house, for the sake 
of khadi. He would  have been 
normally arrested… In a short 
duration of 20 years or so, he 
became very prominent. He 
adopted a two-pronged strategy 
to eradicate mosquitoes in 
Kumbakonam — education and 
social mobilisation. He educated 
people in every street where 

malarial/ filarial mosquitoes 
were breeding. He asked them to 
fill up breeding grounds if they 
didn’t want them or spray crude 
oil emulsion. Within a year, the 
mosquitoes disappeared. He 
achieved this purely by making 
people aware. 

For social mobilisation you 
should have some authority. 
So he stood for election as 
municipal chairman; he was 
unanimously elected. The 
municipality had 5000 or 1000 
rupees, so with that… In 1933-
34, Mahatma Gandhi came to 
our house and stayed; he used to 
stay in the hospital part of it. I 
remember Mirabehn driving us 
all out asking us not to trouble 
him. He used to collect the 
gold chains and ornaments and 
auction them. Those were early 
Gandhian days. 

I read here (showing me the 
day’s newspaper) our PM asking 
us to Make in India. Well, khadi 
was the first such initiative. It 
taught us self-reliance, self-
sufficiency and dependence on 
yourself. These are qualities 
which I might have inherited 
from my father, very difficult 
to say what I learnt and what I 

didn’t. Money is not important – 
my father would say be a trustee 
of your money, not the owner. 
He himself was very generous. 
His greatest achievement was in 
getting the Travancore temples 
opened for Harijans.

When he died, my father’s 
elder brother was chief secretary 
to the Government of Kerala 
(Travancore then). He was a 
trusted man of the Maharaja. 
He had somehow persuaded the 
Maharaja at the instance of my 
father to open all the temples 
to Harijans. The Maharaja of 
Travancore was thus the first 
to do so; in 1936 he announced 
all the temples in Travancore 
would be open to Harijans. 
Unfortunately, my father did 
not live to see it. It all went 
off smoothly considering that 
these days they are objecting 
to temples being opened for 
women and so on.

What about your move to 
Trivandrum and later Delhi 
after opting for agriculture?

After my father passed away, 
I went to Trivandrum for study. 
My uncle was there. I then 
had the idea of studying in 
Trivandrum Science College or 
the Maharaja’s College – first 
intermediate and then BSc in 
Zoology. At the end of my BSc, 
my mother wanted me to go to 
medical college because we had 
a hospital and there was nobody 
in the family who was a medical 
person. My younger brother 
became a pharmaceutical 
chemist; therefore, I applied to 
the medical college. But at the 
time, the famous Bengal Famine 
happened as did the Quit India 
Movement. It was an idealistic 
stage of life. I decided to go to 
agriculture. Kerala did not have 
an agricultural college. I applied 
to the Agriculture College in 
Coimbatore and joined in 1944. 
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So I did one more BSc — this 
time (1944-47) in Agricultural 
Science. In 1947, I went to Delhi 
to do postgraduate work at the 
Indian Agricultural Research 
Institute.

So what really inspired you 
to take up agriculture?

We had a collector in Kumba-
konam, S.V. Krishnaswamy, who 
was an ICS officer. He told me 
to sit for the competitive exam 
since there was not much scope 
in agriculture. Since he was a 
highly respected figure in the 
family, my mother told me you 
do what he says. So I sat for the 
competitive exam, the Federal 
Public Service Commission at 
the time. Anyway, I got an offer 
of appointment in the Indian 
Police Service. I have still 
preserved the order. I was asked 
to report to Mount Abu. In those 
days you gave two subjects 
for IPS and three for IAS and 
IFS. I gave three but I had not 
prepared for anything, did not 
have the remotest idea of going 
for the civil services. My rank 
must have been higher for the 
IPS, so they must have offered. 
At the same time in 1949, 
August or September, I also 
got an offer from UNESCO to 

all things Indian. The university 
(Wisconsin) was very keen that 
I work with them, the president 
even wrote me a letter saying a 
person of your ability should not 
waste time there (in India). But I 
returned (1954), went to Cuttack, 
to the Rice Research Institute. 
That is how my ties with Orissa 
began. We have a large project 
there, our Foundation. Then I 
went back to my old institution, 
the Indian Agricultural Research 
Institute (IARI), where I started 
work on high-yielding and semi-
dwarf varieties of wheat – all 
well documented.

Reducing hunger and poverty 
has been my objective. Hunger 
is really triggered by poverty. 
Today, the sex ratio has come 
down in Delhi – they are 
attributing it to the malnutrition 
of mothers. In 1968, the term 
Green Revolution was coined. 
At the time I said it should be 
sustainable. We use too much 
of fertiliser. Then you have 
the problem of environmental 
degradation, yields will go 
down, so sustainable agriculture 
is important. That is why 
when UNEP (United Nations 
Environment Programme) 
gave me an award, they called 
me the Father of Economic 
Equality in the citation. In other 
words, it’s all about sustainable 
development. And then I coined 
the term, Evergreen Revolution, 
and outlined the steps needed 
to move to sustainability. 
Conservation of biodiversity 
has always been one of my main 
thrust areas. 

Why did you, between 
1955 and 1972, conduct field 
research specially on Mexican 
dwarf wheat varieties?

During 1955-62, we were 
trying to identify varieties 
of wheat and rice which can 
respond to fertiliser application 
and irrigation. In the case 
of wheat, we found that the 
varieties from Japan having the 
Norin dwarfing genes would be 
able to do well under irrigated 
agriculture. Similarly, in the case 
of rice, the dwarf varieties from 
China could use fertiliser better. 
In other words, a change in plant 
architecture was needed and this 
was provided by the Mexican 
dwarf wheat and the subsequent 
wheat varieties developed by us 
by cross-breeding..

During 1972-79, you were 
director-general, Indian Coun-
cil of Agricultural Re-search 
(ICAR). This must have been 
something close to your heart 
– guiding and managing 
research and education in 
agriculture. And subsequently, 
as principal secretary, Ministry 
of Agriculture. 

During 1972-79, I was DG 
of ICAR, when I introduced 
several organisational changes. 
The most important was the 
organisation of an Agriculture 
Research Service (ARS), which 
could provide, like the IAS, a 
kind of stability of service, ability 

of movement and opportunity 
for financial and professional 
advancement. I also started 
several other initiatives such as 
the Krishi Vigyan Kendra, the 
National Academy of Agriculture 
Research Management, the 
National Bureau of Plant 
Genetic Resources, the National 
Bureau of Soil Survey and Land 
Use Planning, etc. Further, I 
established research centres in 
all areas where none existed 
before, like the Northeast Region 
and the Andaman and Nicobar 
Islands. As Agriculture secretary, 
I developed a detailed strategy 
for drought management during 
1978-79. It has become a model 
since then.

What was your focus as 
chairman of FAO in Rome 
between 1981 and 1986?

As Chairman FAO between 
1981-85, I established a 
commission on Plant Genetic 
Resources. I also developed 
methods by which South-
South collaboration could be 
strengthened in agriculture.

What was your reaction 
when you won the First World 
Food Prize in 1987? You were 
then cited as "a world scientist 
of rare distinction". 

I was happy when I received the 
First World Food Prize in 1987. 
I mentioned at the time that the 
recognition was not only to me 
personally, but to my colleagues 
as well as the institutions which 
gave me the needed support, like 
IARI and ICAR.

 In 1999, Time Magazine 
listed you as one of 20 most 
influential people of the 20th 
Century, alongside Mahatma 
Gandhi and Rabindranath 
Tagore. How did you feel 
then at achieving such a 
distinction? 

I always wondered how I was 
included along with Mahatma 
Gandhi and Rabindranath Tagore 
both of whom I worshipped. I 
was informed by Time that this 
was on the basis of a survey 
made all over Asia.

You have said your vision 
has been to rid the world of 
hunger and poverty. To what 
extent would you say you have 
been successful, as far as India 
is concerned. 

Unfortunately, a hunger-free 
world is still remaining a dream. 
I am particularly disappointed 

that we allowed in India the 
coexistence of mountains of 
grains and millions of hungry. 
Fortunately, we now have the 
National Food Security Act. 
The transition from the Bengal 
Famine to the ability to confer 
the legal right to food based 
on home-grown food is almost 
without parallel in the world.

You have been an advocate 
of sustainable development, of 
environmentally sustainable 
agriculture, and of pre-
servation of biodiversity. Do 
you see this actually happening 
in India? 

Sustainable development 
involves ecologically, eco-
nomically and socially sus-
tainable growth. This will 
require eco-technologies and 
bio-logical software for sustain-
able agriculture. Biodiversity 
conservation is exceedingly 
important, since biodiversity 
provides the feedstock for 
sustainability. This is why we 
formulated the mandate of 
MSSRF as “pro-nature, pro-poor 
and pro-woman” orientation to 
technology development and 
dissemination.

In the 21st Century, how 
can such battles against 
environmental degradation 
be won, do you think? What is 
the way forward? 

The conflict between environ-
ment and development can 
be ended only if we can stop 
economic greed. Scientific 
skill, political will and people’s 
action should come together 
if we are to have sustainable 
development. The National 
Environmental Policy which I 
helped to develop 25 years ago 
had laid considerable stress on 
do-ecology, that is, to learn how 
to do right and not just abstain 
from action. No development is 
not sustainable development.

* More about this in the next issue.

(Professor M.S. Swaminathan 
received the Padma Shri in 1967, 
the Padma Bhushan in 1972, and 
the Padma Vibhushan inj 1989. He 
received the Ramon Magsaysay Award 
in 1971.)

study in Holland – the UNESCO 
Government of Netherlands 
Fellowship. I had no idea to go 
to the police service or any other 
service, so I took advantage of 
the offer and went to Holland. 

The Bengal Famine and 
Mahatma Gandhi influenced me. 
Even when we got freedom in 
1947, although the front pages 
of newspapers had Jawaharlal 
Nehru’s famous tryst with 
destiny speech, other pages had 
stories about the impending 
famine in India, the food 
shortage. We had to start the PL 
480 (Public Law 480 signed by 
Dwight D. Eisenhower in July 
1954, which created the Office 
of Food for Peace) after waiting 
for a long time. Until the war 
(1971 war with Pakistan), we 
had to depend on American 
wheat; Nixon stopped all that. 
Anyway, I thought the best way 
of serving the nation would be 
to improve food production and 
that too through science and 
technology. My idea was not to 
become one more farmer or one 
more planter. I wanted to start 
my work in research, develop 
new varieties, new technologies. 

Why did you choose potato 
genetics?

Potato genetics, cyto-genetics 
or cell genetics, was the area I 
chose to specialise because it 
gave me the best opportunity to 
create new genetic combinations. 
The UNESCO Fellowship 
was for one year. I worked 
with another professor and we 
worked on developing a new 
variety of potatoes. Then I went 
to Cambridge (Plant Breeding 
Institute) for my PhD (1950-
52), also on potatoes. And then 
on to the United States, to the 
University of Wisconsin. I had 
left India in 1949 on a small 
ship called Jal Azad. It was not 
very comfortable but being a 
Gandhian we had to promote 

Taking time off to enjoy a game 
of cricket.

The First World Food Prize Award was presented to 
Prof M.S. Swaminathan by Ferguson of General Foods, on 
6th October 1987.

Researching to help develop new varieties and new technologies.
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An accountability campaign 
delivers results in a short time
Spurred by the disconnect between claims made by the government about schemes for the poor and their 
efficaciousness in reality, several grassroots organisations and coalitions in Rajasthan have come together 
to run an accountability campaign. The effort at mobilising diverse groups to hold government officials 
accountable and ensure that benefits promised under various schemes actually do reach the intended 
segments of people in Rajasthan is now changing things for the better

BHARAT DOGRA, Delhi 

Many grassroots organi-
sations and coalitions 
in Rajasthan have come 

together in a jwabdehi abhiyan 
or accountability campaign. 
While some organisations like 
the MKSS (Mazdoor Kisan 
Shakti Sangathan) and coalitions 
like the Rozgaar Evam Soochna 
Abhiyan play a leading role, 
a very large number of small 
organisations and individuals, 
many of them first-timers in a 
social initiative, are involved in 
the campaign. Like the earlier 
RTI campaign and the initiative 
for rural employment guarantee 
in the north-western State, the 
effort at mobilising diverse 
groups too is showing important 
results in a short time. 

The accountability campaign 
kicked off with a yatra (journey) 
of teams of enthusiastic 
volunteers, which went to all 
the 33 districts of Rajasthan, 
covering as many as 100 blocks. 
Well-attended public meetings 
were organised to discuss 
issues concerning the welfare 
of people, including food 
grain rations and food security 
laws, employment and wages, 
particularly those relating to the 
Rural Employment Guarantee 
Scheme, pensions, health, 
education and land rights. People 
spoke freely about their problems 
related to these and other issues. 
As many as 10000 specific 
complaints were recorded and 
sent electronically to various 
government departments.

Several possible solutions 
were discussed, including 
systemic changes in governance, 
which would involve preparation 
of citizens’ charters for various 
departments specifying their 
time-bound obligations towards 
citizens, and job charters for 
officials listing their work and 
responsibilities. A people’s 
information system, a well-
organised system of public 
hearings and social audits, was 
also discussed. In various district 
headquarters, campaign teams 
held meetings with the district 
magistrate and local officials 
regarding the grievances of 
people and possibilities for 
reforms.

The 100-day yatra, which 
started on 1st December 2015, 
ended on 10th March this year 
in Jaipur. People gathered at 
the rally there finalised a set of 

demands based on the extensive 
discussions and interactions 
that had taken place during the 
course of the yatra. 

The government was given 
some time to take suitable 
action on the demands. Since 
government’s response fell 
short of expectations, a dharna 
(protest) was held in Jaipur for 
22 days in the sweltering heat 
of June. The yatra and dharna 
highlighted serious issues – 
people being wrongly marked 
as ‘deceased’ in government 
records, which resulted in their 
pensions being stopped, for 
example.   

Public hearings were held 
on some of the main issues, 
such as ration and pensions. 
This was followed up by talks 
with officials of the concerned 
departments. Subsequently, 
those who had made specific 
complaints were contacted to find 
out if their grievances had been 
addressed satisfactorily. The 
government machinery finally 
started moving and several steps 
were taken to reduce the piling-
up complaints. For example, in 
cases where pensions of quite a 
few eligible elderly persons had 
been arbitrarily stopped, special 
camps were organised to ensure 
that the facility was restored

Naurati Bai, an elderly activist 
of MKSS, former sarpanch 
(head) of Harmara Panchayat 

(Ajmer District) says, “As a 
result of this issue being raised 
time and again, in the yatra and at 
the dharna, we have assurances 
that nomadic communities 
can hope to get land, and 
silicosis (an occupational lung 
disease) patients will get better 
compensation and treatment.”

Mukesh Goswami, closely 
associated with all stages of 
the campaign, says, “Problems 
of ration are rather complex 
as new ration cards were made 

in 2001, but new additions of 
members were generally not 
made till 2013.” Biometric-
based identification for supply of 
ration is also causing problems, 
as many villagers are not able to 
be identified by their fingerprints 
on machines installed in remote 
villages, Internet connectivity 
notwithstanding. 

Says Kamal Tak, one of the 
coordinators of the campaign: 
“Technology can be very useful if 
it is first tested carefully in small 

experiments and then gradually 
extended after correcting all the 
mistakes; but large-scale and 
arbitrary introduction of new 
technology all over the state 
without identifying possible 
problems has led to many 
avoidable complications.” 

While many such issues 
persist, the accountability 
campaign has made a significant 
contribution by highlighting 
hidden problems.  <
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The yatra and dharna held in Jaipur for 22 days highlighted serious issues such as people 
being wrongly marked as 'deceased' in government records which stopped their pensions. 

Fifty-year-old Bezwada Wilson, national convenor of the Safai Karmachari Andolan (SKA), was declared one of the six recipients 
of the 2016 Ramon Magsaysay Award by the Philippines-based award foundation, in Manila recently. Recognised for his efforts 
to eradicate manual scavenging, Wilson told The Hindu that India still has over two lakh manual scavengers who needed to be 
rescued, according to a nationwide survey by the SKA. The award citation recognises Wilson’s work in “asserting the inalienable 
right to a life of human dignity”. Of the estimated 600000 scavengers in India, SKA has liberated around 300000, the citation 
notes.

Hailing from a Dalit family in Kolar, Karnataka, Wilson said his first brush with the local authorities over the abominable 
practice was in 1986-87, when he saw poor Dalit women cleaning human waste in the public latrines of Kolar Gold Fields. His 
own family members had been manual scavengers for generations. “It was a big town, and in those days KGF was known to be 
the most electrified town after Tokyo,” he said. Yet, the town lacked public toilets with running water. Moved by the plight of the 
women who had to clean them every day, Wilson decided to petition the local town municipality to improve facilities. In 1986, 
he sent a complaint about dry latrines to the authorities and, when it was ignored, he sent the complaint to the prime minister, 
threatening legal action, the award citation notes. As a result, the town’s dry latrines were converted into water-seal latrines and 
the scavengers transferred to non-scavenging jobs.

Despite his 32 years of activism, Wilson said challenges remained in putting an end to the practice. “No thorough survey has 
been conducted as yet to enumerate manual scavengers though state governments have been promising one since 2010,” he said. 
Expressing scepticism over the implementation of the government’s flagship Swachh Bharat Abhiyan, he said the scheme did little 
to address the plight of manual scavengers and only sought to build more and more toilets.

Wilson formed the SKA as a network of activists in 1993. A PIL he filed in the Supreme Court, naming all the states, union 
territories and relevant government departments as violators of the 1993 Manual Scavenging Prohibition Act, produced positive 
results. In 2014, the SC ruled in his favour demanding that all states ban manual scavenging and even fixed a compensation of 
Rs 10 lakh for families of scavengers who had died on the job.

(Courtesy: The Hindu)

A battle against manual scavenging wins recognition

<
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Display of fortitude in reaching 
out to those in trouble
This is the heartwarming story of a simple tribal woman who is a popular figure among the tribal people of 
Sundergarh District in Odisha. She helped about 2000 tribal people obtain their rights to land. She not only 
encourages them to stand up for their rights and entitlements but also gives them reasons to hope for a 
better tomorrow

sARADA lAHAnGIR, Sundergarh, Odisha
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Anna Kujur, 47, from Sunajor Village has spent nearly a 
decade spreading awareness among the forest-dwelling 
communities in the region, about their legitimate claims on 
forest resources. 

Anna is no stranger to tough 
times. As a child, she witnessed 
her landless parents work day and 
night to make ends meet. When 
she got married, her problems 
only seemed to multiply. 
Nursing a burning desire to 
change her own fate and that of 
others like her, she had always 
wanted to make a difference. 
Anna elaborates, “Even as a 
child I had wanted to serve my 
people and fight the injustice I 
saw around me. In 2000, I set up 
the Athkosia Adivasi Sangathan 
and have been agitating for their 
rights under this banner. In 2003, 
I connected with the Campaign 
for Survival and Dignity (CSD), 
a national platform of tribal and 
forest dwellers' organisations, 
and participated in a three-day 
training workshop on the rights 
of the forest dwellers. This gave 
my own activism a sharper focus. 
Then when the Forest Rights Act 
2006 came in place, it became 
slightly easy to achieve my goal. 
Being at the helm of organising 
awareness programmes among 
the forest dwellers of around 
148 villages, I mobilised them 
to join forces and demand their 
land rights.”

It was indeed a challenging 
task to pursue files in various 
offices for the land patta but 
with the help of CSD activists, 
she was able to move forward. 
“Today, it gives me immense 
pleasure when I see the people 
who got their land patta and are 
cultivating their land,” she adds. 

So far, Anna has helped about 
2000 tribal people obtain their 
rightful patta. Sugal Ekka, 44, 
from Gothbandha Village, is 
one of them. Says the mother 
of three, “We are small farmers 
who are dependent on the forest. 
Unless we cultivate land, we 
have nothing to eat. Earlier, it 
was routine for our landlords 
who are generally non-tribal 
to threaten us and even destroy 
our crops. However, with the 

support and guidance of Annadi, 
we applied for the patta and got 
it in 2008. After obtaining the 
right over our land our life took 
a turn for the better. Nowadays, 
we grow vegetables and seasonal 
crop.”

Malti Balka, 40, from 
Buda Jharana, too, openly 
acknowledges Anna’s con-
tribution in making her life 
better. She says, “Till we got 
our land patta in 2008, we 
used to toil away as daily wage 
labourers. Since work was not 
always available here, it was 
extremely difficult for us to 
feed our children. We used to go 
into the nearby forest to collect 
minor forest produce but time 
and again we were threatened by 
the forest officials. It’s a shame 
that even though our families 
have been residing here since 
generations, we are still branded 
as encroachers. Under Anna's 
leadership, we learnt to raise 
our voice for our rights over the 
land. After years of struggle, 
we have succeeded. Everything 
has been possible only because 
of Anna-di, who has braved all 
odds for our sake.”

Of course, while Anna was 
stepping out of her home, 
leaving her four children behind, 
for the betterment of others, she 
did not receive much support 
from her family, particularly her 
husband. Nicholas felt she was 
neglecting her household duties 
to do “social service”, which, 
incidentally, was not bringing 
any money home. Often, to 
dissuade her, he would beat her 
up. Yet, Anna never gave up; 
instead, she found a way to get 
through to him. 

One day, Anna convinced 
him to attend a public meeting 
she had organised. When the 
duo arrived, not only was Anna 
showered with high praise, but, 
much to his surprise, people 
walked up to him and thanked 
him for letting Anna do this 
good work for everyone. In 
that instant, Nicholas realised 
his mistake and made up his 
mind to not just stand by her but 
also actively campaign for his 
people. 

“I was giving her a lot of pain. 
I have understood that her work 
and her struggles are not limited 
to the family; it is for the larger 
community. I also know that 
what she does requires a lot 
of patience and guts that most 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

women do not possess. She is 
the strength of my family,” says 
Nicholas with a great sense of 
pride. 

Over the years, Anna has 
shown tremendous strength and 
fortitude in reaching out to those 
in trouble. She figured out early 
on that corruption by the forest 
officials was going to be one 
of the major obstacles in her 
way. In order to get a bribe, the 
petty officials did not hesitate 
to perpetrate atrocities upon the 
forest dwellers. Anna wanted 
to put a stop to all this. She 
got her chance in 2011, when 
she exposed the corruption and 
forced a ranger to be suspended 
for taking bribe. 

Banmali Bek, a tribal from 
Bhalubahal Village of Tangarpalli 
Block, had been asked by the 
ranger of Sanpatra Palli Forest 
Range to pay Rs 2000 to get an 
approval on the joint verification 
report for his land patta. It was 
a demand that Banmali couldn’t 
have fulfilled in any way. So he 
met with Anna to find a solution. 
She immediately asked him to 
inform the vigilance officials. 
Bek followed her advice, as a 

result of which the ranger was 
caught red-handed. 

Today, thousands of tribal 
forest dwellers in Sundergarh 
believe that the implementation 
of the Forest Rights Act 2006 
has become a great success 
only due to the selfless and 
dedicated work of Anna. They 
now produce different kinds of 
seasonal crops and live without 
fear. 

“There is no doubt that the 
Forest Rights Act 2006 gives 
us back our customary and 
democratic rights over the 
forests. But equally true is the 
fact that we would not have been 
able to speak up had Anna-di not 
guided us, pushed our cases and 
stood by us. We wish there were 
more people like Anna Kujur in 
every village,” says Lundu and 
Sadhu Tikka of Sunajor Village.

<

Initially, Anna received criticism from her family for stepping 
out of home for the betterment of others. But now her family 
takes pride in her work. 

Clad in a plain sari and 
ordinary rubber slippers 
with a cloth bag slung 

over her shoulder, Anna Kujur, 
47, from Sunajor Village has 
spent nearly a decade spreading 
awareness among the forest-
dwelling communities in 
Odisha’s Sundergarh District 
about their legitimate claims 
on forest resources. It’s routine 
for Anna-di, as she is known in 
these parts, to traverse around 
25 kilometres on her cycle 
everyday talking to people about 
land rights and facilitating them 
in securing their own patta (title 
deed) for cultivation. 

In Sundergarh, the scheduled 
tribes make up 50 per cent of the 
total population of the district. 
For sustenance and survival, 
the poor, largely illiterate folks 
either turn to the forest or resort 
to some minor agricultural 
activity. Since the verdant greens 
have always provided them with 
forest produce, water, grazing 
grounds and habitat for shifting 
cultivation for generations, they 
have not only been staying in 
and around forest lands but have 
also guarded and conserved them 
with a lot of love and care. 

However, the integral and 
close-knit relationship between 
the tribal people and the forests 
has rarely been recognised by 
the authorities. In fact, under the 
laws that govern forests in India 
– the Indian Forest Act, 1927 
and the Wild Life (Protection) 
Act, 1972 – the rights of 
people living in or depending 
on the area declared as a forest 
are to be “settled” by a forest 
settlement officer, which makes 
them vulnerable to exploitation 
as well as eviction. Although 
the Forest Rights Act (FRA) of 
2006 does restore the rights of 
the forest dwelling communities 
– and provisions for making 
conservation more effective and 
transparent – the reality on the 
ground has not changed much. 
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As forest fires rage, communities 
come together to quell the flames

The month of April this year 
saw raging forest fires 
in Uttarakhand that have 

taken a toll on the forest wealth 
and communities dependent 
on them.  Fires are a regular 
occurrence in the region, covered 
by forests of pine, deodhar and 
baaj.  Pine needles that fall on 
the forest floor become dry and 
pose a risk. These literally turn 
the region into a tinder box that 
bursts into flames at the slightest 
trigger; even a lighted match 
carelessly dropped. 

This year, the fire raged 
on with ferocity not seen in 
recent years. Television screens 
flashed satellite images of red 
dots as the fire spread within 
Uttarakhand and regions 
beyond. It took concerted effort 
by the authorities to bring the fire 
under control. The state govern-
ment ploughed its resources.  
The National Disaster Response 
Force was called in and Indian 
Air Force helicopters fitted 
with ‘bambi buckets’ pressed 
into service.  The last embers 
mercifully subsided with the 
coming of rain in early May. 

Buried somewhere in the 
events, lie untold stories of 
courage of communities living 
in villages near forests.  Says 
Rajesh Karki, Burani Village, 
Berinag Tehsil, Pithoragarh 
District in Kumaon Region: 
“When we saw the fire raging 
in forests near our village we 
frantically dialed the Forest 
Department to send help.  But 
they didn’t show up. So we 
quickly made groups and fought 
the fire.” Kamlesh Pandey, 
Bujjan Village, Nainital District, 
narrates how villagers gathered 
together and rushed out at 3 am 
to douse the flames. 

Seeing the fire creeping up 
in nearby forested areas and 
realising there was no help 
coming from any quarter, Tulsi 
Devi, van sarpanch (forest 
chief), Nachni, Pithoragarh 
District, mobilised village 
women.  Her face remains taut 
as she recalls the ordeal, “After 
putting our children to sleep we 
stepped out of our homes as a 
group.  We then took turns to 
guard the forest.” The women 
kept a 24-hour vigil. The144 
acres of prime forest that are still 
standing bear testimony to the 
decisive action by the women. 

DInesH PAnT, Pithoragarh, Uttarakhand
Firefighting by the community 

is not a new phenomenon. 
In June last year, Gita Devi, 
Bhujan Tok, Movadi Village, 
Almora District, lost her life 
in the effort. Jai Singh Bora, 
Okhalkhanda Village, Nainital 
District, another braveheart, 
died saving the forests near 
his settlement. Such stories of 
valour abound.

The forest provides communi-
ties living nearby with firewood, 
herbs and plants that sustain 
their lives; they in turn manage 
the forest resources adroitly. 
The common practice is for the 
gram panchayat to allocate one 
dry tree to a family for fuel. 
During weddings or festivals, 
special permission is taken for 
another tree. On a routine basis, 
the gram panchayat allocates 
specific pine trees to a family.  
It then became their duty to 
safeguard it from timber mafia 
or any other threat.  This has 
worked like an in-built security 
mechanism that required no 
external resources.  The passion 
to save forests reflects the 
symbiotic relationship between 
communities and forests. It is 
unbearable for them to watch the 
forest being devoured.  They are 
willing to risk their life and limb 
to save this from happening.

Sadly, the essence of the 
mutually enriching relationship 
has eluded the planners and 
implementation authorities 
in Uttarakhand.  For the past 
nearly three decades, there has 
been a slow gnawing away at 
the community’s rights to forest 
produce. The locals who used 
to go freely into the forests to 
collect produce for daily use, 
now had to get permission.  The 
villages began to be denuded 
because of migration to towns 
and cities. The growing number 
of gas connections reduced the 
dependence of firewood. All this 
has borne down heavily on the 
delicate balance between the 
community and the forests. A 
sense of alienation has gradually 
crept in into a relationship that 
was mutually sustaining. 

The Forest Department has 
not been able to recognise let 
alone respond to the growing 
chasm between the forest and 
its community protectors. It has 
not made substantive efforts to 
draw on local experiences or 

perspectives from the ground.  
Says Geeta Pandey, Paatiya 
Village, Almora, “No-one from 
the department asked us how 
we took care of the forests or 
what we did when something 
threatened our forests.” 

The department conducts 
awareness campaigns but it has 
really not invested in building 

capacities of communities in 
the case of a crises.  The Agni 
Surakha Samitis (Fire Protection 
Committees) have been formed 
but have not been strengthened. 

Chandra Prakash, van 
sarpanch, who heads the Van 
Panchayat Sahyog (Forest 
Support Group) rues, “Samitis 
have no role during the outbreak 

<

In recent times, Uttarakhand has been beset by natural disasters, which have taken a heavy toll on land, 
forests, human life and cattle. The mountainous region is an ecologically sensitive zone where, traditionally, 
communities have played a role in maintaining the environment and protecting it from disaster.  Somewhere 
along the way, the symbiotic link has changed and community involvement in environmental protection has 
weakened. Perhaps, this is a good time to look at how the bond can be nurtured again

of a fire. Nor do they have any 
voice in making of a regional 
fire plan that is created by the 
Forest Department every year.’

(Courtesy: Charkha Features. This 
article received the Sanjoy Ghose 
Rural Reporting Award 2015-16.)
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A stunning picture of the forest fire from a distance.
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Bindiya Devi lives in 
Okri, a small hamlet 
in southern Bihar’s 

Jehanabad District. Like most 
of her counterparts in the area, 
she is industrious and adept at 
multi-tasking – a typical day 
starts off with a race to finish 
the household chores after 
which she rushes off to the fields 
where she works as a small-time 
agricultural worker. Bindiya’s 
life isn’t ideal but then her 
mother too had gone through the 
grind because it’s the demand 
of providing for a large family. 
In fact, this is the lived reality 
of several families in Bihar, a 
state where, on an average, a 
woman has around four children 

Planning families – do women 
in rural India have a choice?
Being aware of the merits of planning a family is one thing but being able to do something about it quite 
another. For women in rural India, it is essential to have the freedom to choose the method they feel would 
be most suitable and be able to gain access to it. Many women feel that family planning continues to solely 
be a woman’s responsibility. Women find it difficult to ask men to wear condoms. And then there is frustration 
at sterilisation still being the most readily proffered option
BIjAYAlAxMI nAnDA, Delhi

whether or not her health or 
financial position allows it. 

Ask Bindiya why, in times 
when making ends meet is 
becoming tougher than ever, 
does she not limit the size of 
their family, and she replies with 
a question of her own: “Do we 
have another option?” She goes 
on to describe the prevailing 
situation when it comes to acce-
ssing contraceptives, “Whereas 
doctors visiting the health centre 
emphasise spacing, the choices 
are limited. Apart from taking 
birth-control pills that I have to 
procure, sterilisation seems to 
be the next best option. In cities 
various methods are available 
to women but availability and 
affordability are major concerns 
in the rural areas.”

Bindiya belongs to a 
generation of rural women 
that is aware of the merits of 
planning their family but then, 
as she astutely points out, it’s not 
enough to know. What is even 
more essential is to have the 
freedom to choose the method 
they feel would be most suitable 
to their needs and be able to gain 
access to it. And this is not true 
just for the women in Bihar or 
Uttar Pradesh (UP), which are 
priority states because of their 
high total fertility rates (in UP 
its 3.4), but in the rest of the 
country as well. 

As such, India’s family 
planning agenda has traversed a 
long trajectory to arrive at a broad-
based strategy that transcends 
the simple goal of controlling 
population growth to one of 
ensuring better maternal and 
child health outcomes, reducing 
morbidity and mortality among 

mothers and young children, 
and promoting a choice-based 
approach to contraception. It 
was the National Population 
Policy of 2000, reflecting the 
spirit of the 1994 International 
Conference on Population and 
Development (ICPD) in Cairo, 
which first acknowledged the 
centrality of quality of care 
and gender equity as part of 
the overall reproductive health 
agenda. 

Later, at the 2012 London 
Summit of Family Planning, 
India, along with 60 other 
countries, pledged to increase 
women’s access to family 
planning (FP) services by 
2020. As part of the FP2020 
commitments, a gradual outlay 
of over two billion dollars has 
been earmarked to provide 
services to an additional 48 
million women in the country. 

More recently, the mandate 
for securing women’s re-
productive rights has been 
further consolidated by the 
Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). Family planning plays 
an important role in achieving 
multiple targets: Goal Three 
concerning ‘good health’ and 
Goal Five related to ‘gender 
equality’ call for reduced 
maternal mortality, reduced 
premature, neo-natal and child 
deaths and universal access to 
sexual and reproductive health 
care and rights, including 
family planning information and 
education. 

The need of the hour has 
been established: India needs 
to move on from a strategy that 
willy-nilly depends on female 
sterilisation to control the family 
size and consciously work 
towards scaling-up investment 
and service delivery across all 
states and especially in 246 
districts that have significantly 
poor public health indicators. 
However, here’s a reality check: 
a new study by the Population 
Foundation of India (PFI) that 
focuses on projections about 
India meeting the FP2020 
commitments cautions that at the 
current rate of increase of modern 
contraceptive prevalence, the 
country will have about 32.8 
million additional users by 2020, 
that is, about 15 million short of 
the committed goal. 

Although greater focus 
on strengthening the health 

system's capacity to reach the 
unreached and improve service 
quality are central to filling 
this gap, efforts to do so have, 
so far, been uneven. Despite 
the fact that the role of social 
franchise or private players has 
been highlighted previously, 
indicating the private sector as 
a major source of contraception 
and the government as a 
major provider of sterilisation 
services, as per the PFI study 
there is no scientific evidence 
to support the premise that the 
private providers would be able 
to generate additional users 
on their own resources. To 
better the outcomes it suggests 
encouraging public-private 
partnership models along with 
much higher health allocations 
by the government. The required 
resources in such a case have 
been worked out to Rs 276 
billion. 

More specifically, it makes 
the point that the resources 
need to be tightly ring-fenced 
with maximum central share 
to assure the fulfilment of the 
commitments. Consequently, 
besides increasing allocation to 
states through the National Rural 
Health Mission on a sustained 
basis additional money has to 
be made available to states like 
Bihar and UP that are in the red. 

As such, grassroots 
women do feel the paucity 
of contraceptive choices. If 
Bindiya talks about the lack of 
availability of methods, Kusiya 
Devi, from Saharanpur in UP, 
expresses her disappointment 
on the fact that family planning 
continues to solely be a 
woman’s responsibility. She 
says, “Advertisements talk 
about condom use but it is very 
difficult for women to demand it 
of our men.” 

Then there are those who 
are beginning to voice their 
frustration at sterilisation still 
being the most readily proffered 
option. Rajni, another resident 
of Saharanpur, talks about her 
bitter experience, “I went in 
for sterilisation because I felt 
it would the easier thing to do. 
However, I fell sick after the 
procedure and had to be taken 
to the city for treatment.” Sujata 
Devi, a panchayat member 
from a village in Jharkhand’s 
Gumla District, feels, “Greater 
importance must be given to 

the health needs of women, 
including their family planning 
requirements. Women need to 
have a say because it directly 
concerns our bodies.”

Even in urban areas, where 
the presence of the private sector 
is visible in service delivery, 
women point to the absence 
of awareness and advocacy on 
reproductive health. Anisha 
Sharma, 35, who works in the 
education sector in Delhi, says 
pointedly, “Family planning is 
seen as a woman’s secret job. 
She has to ensure it by hook 
or by crook. And yet when 
it comes to information or 
counselling regarding picking a 
suitable method, there is really 
nothing readily available. Often, 
it is only by suffering through 
adverse consequences that one 
comes to know what to use 
and what to avoid. A basket of 
contraceptive choices as well as 
awareness about their quality 
and effects is essential. That’s 
where the government must step 
up allocation of resources.”

Ultimately, family planning 
has to be about a woman’s 
dignity, privacy and safety, 
promises that can be fulfilled 
by mobilising public funds for 
wider availability of modern 
contraceptive methods – in-
cluding intra-uterine device, 
condoms, male non-scalpel 
vasectomy, injectables, pills, and 
so on – and assuring reproductive 
rights. As the PFI study 
specifies, to deliver on these, 
three aspects need to be factored 
in: firstly, understanding the 
role of private sector in family 
planning; secondly, providing 
quality assurance mechanisms 
at the ground level; and thirdly, 
creating avenues for communi-
ty involvement in generating 
demand.  It comes down to this: 
yes, there is a greater need to 
spend on FP services, but it’s 
also about spending it the right 
way. As Tulsi Devi, a panchayat 
member from UP’s Sitapur 
District, summarises, “We want 
safe products, information on 
them and we want our men to 
participate as equal partners. 
Women must be involved 
at the planning stage of FP 
programmes; after all, how will 
our needs be taken care of if we 
don’t get to vocalise them?”
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An advertisement urging 
family planning. A basket 
of contraceptive choices as 
well as sustained awareness 
building around their quality 
and effect is essential for 
women to take an informed 
decision regarding family 
planning.

Family planning has to be about a woman’s dignity, privacy 
and safety, promises that can be fulfilled by mobilising public 
funds for wider availability of modern contraceptive methods.

<

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
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Here, tribal children beat the 
odds to get to school
In some villages in Rajasthan, children have to walk long distances 
every day to get to school. Long distances and wild animals are 
not their only challenges though. Come monsoon, and they have 
to cross several natural streams that spring up along the way. 
Parents do not wish to send their children to school; survival for 
them is more important and they end up pushing the children 
into doing paid work in mines or agricultural labour. Fortunately, 
panchayats and local civil society organisations have been trying 
to bring about change
DIlnAz BOGA, Udaipur, Rajasthan

Khushi Mena, a student 
of Rajkiya Unch 
Prathmik Vidyalaya, 

Kitoda, walks no less than five 
kilometres every day to get to 
school along with her siblings, 
Prakash and Mukesh. Whereas 
it’s not uncommon for children 
of Kitoda Village in Girwa 
Block of Rajasthan’s Udaipur 
District to drop out because of 
the long distances they have to 
traverse, Khushi is determined 
to stick on. 

Highlighting the kind of perils 
they endure during their daily 
trek, Khushi quietly mentions 
their run-in with a wild animal 
one afternoon. “It was around 4 
pm and we were returning home. 
We spotted the animal from far 
and were scared. Thankfully, it 
simply saw us and turned away. 
At times we have had to save 
ourselves from snakes, too,” 
she says, matter-of-fact. Long 
distances and wild animals are 
not their only challenges though. 
Come monsoon and they have 
to cross several natural streams 
that spring up along the way. 
“As the water levels rise, we 
have to patiently wade through 
them to get to class. Many a time 
we arrive late but we still make 
it a point to go,” she adds. 

Of course, not everyone is 
able to beat the tough odds. 
Surmal, a resident of Amarpura, 
40 kilometres from Udaipur, is 

a father of four and his greatest 
worry is the poor attendance of 
his children. “When the weather 
is rough they have to stay at 
home. We do not have affordable 
transportation facilities around 
here and I can’t take the chance 
of anything untoward happening 
to them. I want them to study 
well but I fear that one day they 
might lose their admission as 
they miss school frequently."

Fortunately, across the region, 
both the panchayats and the 
local civil society organisations 
have been trying to introduce 
different incentives, ranging 
from providing affordable 
transportation to singing 
motivational songs at night 
meetings for parents, to forming 
groups of all-women escorts to 
improve enrolment and keep the 
drop-out rates in check.

Take for instance, the 
Udaipur-based non government 
organisation, Unnati Sanstha, 
which is working towards 
ensuring quality education for 
students like Khushi, Prakash 
and Mukesh. According to a 
study conducted by Unnati 
Sanstha across eight panchayats 
of Girwa, Sarada and Kherwada 
Blocks, only 59 per cent children 
between 6 and14 years attend 
school and 46 per cent parents 
are discouraged from sending 
their children to school because 
of the unsafe terrain. 

Marjorie Aziz, secretary of 
Unnati Sanstha, shares the grim 
realities on the ground, “This is 
a tribal area and illiteracy and 
poverty are rampant. Parents are 
not inclined to send their kids to 
school. In fact, they prioritise 
survival over education and 
end up pushing them into 
doing paid work in mines or 
agricultural labour. Even if this 
hurdle is overcome successfully 
there is the question of safety. 
Schools are located several 
kilometres from settlements 
and wild animals roam freely in 
this mountainous region. This 
makes them apprehensive and 
it contributes to the drop-out 
rate.”

This is where the innovative 
measures jointly implemented 
by the School Management 
Committees (SMCs) and NGO 
volunteers, in coordination with 
the panchayats, have managed 
to steer parents towards not just 
sending their children to school 
but also going all out to make 
sure they stay there. Realising 
the need to constantly keep the 
elders motivated, Unnati Sanstha 
organises regular meetings. 

Elaborates Aziz, “We ask 
families not to use their children 
as assets and put them to work 
either at home or in the marble 
mines, at construction sites or in 
the cotton fields. Since 2008, by 
conducting one-on-one sessions 
with parents, creating bhajan 
mandalis (prayer groups) that 
sing about merits of education, 
and holding meetings with the 
nodal officer in the Education 
Department we have brought 
about a noticeable positive 
change in attitudes.” 

Essentially, tribal people here 
have small land holdings that 
cannot provide for their large 
families. Consequently, they 
have to migrate to find work. In 
the villages along the Gujarat 
border there is heavy migration, 
especially during the harvest 
season. Children are recruited 
to work in cotton fields, at 
highway restaurants and on 
construction sites. Panchayat   
coordinator Silwans Patel, who 

Ph
ot

os
: W

FS

The cheerful faces here say it all — children do like going to 
school.

has been working with village 
communities for over six years, 
sings inspirational songs to 
promote education. He has 
realised that this is an effective 
way to get his point across, “We 
work within the community and 
pass on our message through 
songs and poems. Parents, who 
are mostly labourers, don't mind 
listening to a song or two on the 
merits of education at the end 
of a crushing day’s work. They 
desperately want a different life 
for their children.”

As far as interventions go, 
government schools, too, have 
come up with some out-of-
the-box ideas. Government 
Secondary School, Kaya, located 
17 kilometres from Udaipur, has 
students from the sixth to the 
tenth grade. Of the 293 children 
enrolled, 200 come from distant 
villages. Anand Mehta, who 
teaches Mathematics, observes 
that children study up to Class 
Eight and then go to the city 
to earn a living. “During the 
summer vacations, even the 
younger children go to work 
with their parents,” he says. 

However, Principal Laxmi 
Joshi has found that offering 
incentives to children who 
show up on time works well. 
“Some of them cannot afford 
to buy pens so we give them 
out as prizes. During the prayer 
assembly, we felicitate them so 
that they remain motivated. We 
even talk to the parents whose 
children have missed a few 
days of school so that the gap 
remains minimal.” Additionally, 
the school ensures that students 
from the marginalised SC/ST 
community get the government 
scholarships they are entitled 
to. “Each teacher takes out the 
time to go to the bank to fill out 
scholarship forms for children 
as their parents are illiterate,” 
says Joshi.

Sohanlal, who hails from Lai 
Village, seven kilometres from 
Kaya, is a Class Eight student. 
He has benefitted tremendously 
from his school’s proactive 
approach. “The boy, who has 
six siblings, lost his father years 

back so their financial situation 
has always been poor. But he 
is bright. He takes care of the 
family and even arranged the 
marriage of his elder brother. He 
wanted to drop out to earn but 
we intervened and he's still with 
us,” says Mehta with a smile.

Like Mehta, Laxmilal Mena, 
who teaches 45 students at 
the Hamabal Primary School 
in remote Khajuri Village, 
“negotiates” with parents on a 
daily basis. “I have to constantly 
engage with them. When kids 
miss school for several weeks 
they are hesitant to return. 
When I inquire with the elders, 
they give excuses like that their 
uniforms were not washed, so 
I end up negotiating as per the 
demands of the situation,” he 
laughs.

In places where the lack of 
transport poses a major problem, 
Unnati Sanstha had introduced a 
system under which children in 
far flung hamlets get a pick and 
drop. Four years ago, support 
was provided to five panchayats 
to improve the enrolment and 
retention rates. Approximately 
700 children, including little 
Khushi Mena, benefitted from 
this. As the retention levels 
rose to 90 per cent the state 
government also decided to 
come on board. 

Amarpura's Ward Panch 
Baalal recalls how there were 
no schools when he was young 
but things are very different 
now. Says Ramesh Chandra 
Mena, father of four and an 
SMC member in Amarpura, “We 
want our children to study well 
so that they don’t have to work 
as labourers like we do. At least 
they will have a better, more 
secure, future.”

To check the high drop-out rates in schools in rural areas, 
innovative measures such as providing affordable transportation 
and singing motivational songs are being implemented to 
encourage parents to send their children to school.

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
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Every morning, a young woman steps out of her small two-room home, which she shares with her grandmother, 
parents and three siblings, ready to take on another hectic day at work. As she briskly walks past a row of 
cramped tenements a gaggle of enthusiastic children follows her. She takes the opportunity to quickly find 
out whether they have done their homework and what they plan to do after returning from school. Every 
once in a while she stops to talk to some older women to enquire how their little ones are faring in studies 
and whether they need any guidance

There is something quite 
charismatic about this 
girl who has donned 

the traditional salwar kameez 
and hijab – everyone seems 
to love her and the respect she 
commands from the community 
belies her age. Meet Zaiba Taj, 
21, mentor to several hundred 
children in and around her 
Haleem Nagar slum in Mysore 
and a true agent of change, who 
has not only managed to bring 
about a positive transformation 
in her own life but has been able 
to motivate others like her to 
follow in her footsteps. 

As someone who has seen 
her parents struggle to make 
ends meet, Taj, who belongs to 
a conservative Muslim family, 
understands the importance of 
quality education and gainful 
employment, something she 
constantly talks to her young 
mentees about in her capacity as 
a youth mentor with Magic Bus, 
a non-government organisation 
that attempts to move children 
from poverty by making sure 
they have the basics they need 
to grow up well. Founded by 
Matthew Spacie, the organisation 
works in 22 states in India 
and runs a successful youth 
programme that uses sports and 
other “fun activities” to impart 
valuable life lessons.

Over the years, Taj has closely 
observed her grandmother and 
parents work day and night to 
keep the home fires burning, 
a harsh reality that has only 
started to improve since she 
began working with Magic 
Bus three years ago. While 
her grandmother is employed 
as a mid-day meal cook at a 
government school, her father 

is a daily wager who makes                    
Rs 3000 a month. Her mother 
is not just burdened with 
household chores but she tries 
to take out time to roll beedis 
(country cigarettes) to augment 
their meagre earnings. 

Of course, had it not been 
for Taj’s grandmother, who 
sat in on a recruitment drive 
organised by Magic Bus in their 
neighbourhood, she would never 
have got the chance to turn her 
life around. Recalls the 50-year-
old, who staunchly supports her 
granddaughter, “The NGO was 
looking for youngsters who they 
could train as mentors to talk to 
children about why they should 
go to school regularly or the 
need for maintaining cleanliness 
and hygiene. I felt Zaiba was 
capable of doing this job, so I 
suggested her name.”

What came next for the 
reticent young woman was an 
eight-day residential training 
programme under the guidance 
of Venkatesh N.T., programme 
manager, Magic Bus, Mysore. 
Says Venkatesh, “We have been 
working with children in this 
city since 2012 and have created 
a dynamic group of staff and 
volunteers. We pick potential 
team members with the help of 
community elders, parents and 
teachers. Thereafter, the selected 
candidates are put through an 
effective training module. I have 
watched Zaiba grow from being 
a shy teenager to a confident 
young woman, keen to make a 
real difference.”

Naturally, prospective mentors 
have to first change themselves 
in order to be able to do the 
same for those they reach out 
to. And that’s precisely what 
the programme equips them 
to do. Elaborates Mrinalini 
Sanyal, state head, Magic Bus-
Karnataka, “This intensive 
programme is designed to create 
change-makers. At the onset, 
most youth mentors are quiet. 
But since the programme is 
activity driven and focuses on 
team building, in the end a kind 
of emotional upheaval happens 
in them. In a sense, we allow 
them to explore and evaluate 
themselves as individuals.” 
Though it is an immensely 
empowering experience, Sanyal 

does admit that “families are 
not comfortable sending young 
women for a residential training. 
Magic Bus staff has to explain 
everything in great detail before 
they agree”. 

Taj is glad that her parents 
let her follow her dream of 
“doing something big with her 
life”. “That training was an 
eye-opener for me. I gained 
insights into a variety of issues 
like health, gender and child 
protection. I came to know the 
difference between what is right 
and just and what is unfair. But 
more importantly, I learnt how 
to express myself. There was 
a time when I couldn’t step 
outside the home on my own 
or speak freely with my peers. 
These days, I am not afraid of 
approaching the area municipal 
corporator (sic) if the need arises 
and can effortlessly address a 
large gathering,” she remarks 
with a smile. 

Among the several duties 
that fill her busy six-day work 
schedule, the time she spends at 
the HUDCO government school 
at Bannimantap is perhaps the 
most precious to Tej. She does 
not mind trudging for nearly 
four kilometres to interact with 
320 students four days in the 
week. Incidentally, Taj trades 
her hijab for a blue T-shirt, 

trainers and peaked cap while at 
school, where pilelo-didi, as she 
is known among her mentees, 
makes it a point to introduce 
interesting educational games 
and other sporting activities to 
make schooling enjoyable. “The 
curriculum developed by Magic 
Bus is fun and every week we do 
something different during our 
sessions so that the children are 
engaged enough to keep coming 
back to school,” explains Taj.  

So much so that besides 
students, teachers at the 
government school also 
look forward to overseeing 
her interactive sessions that 
are held in the playground. 
Stella Kumari, who teaches 
Classes One and Two, and her 
colleague, A.K. Gunavathi, who 
takes Class Three, acknowledge 
Taj’s contribution, “When we 
instruct them using textbooks 
the children learn concepts in 
theory. But Zaiba teaches them 
the same subject from a practical 
point of view, which reinforces 
their knowledge.” 

Adds Parvathi, who teaches 
Class five, “Every week there is 
some new activity and so there is 
a great deal of curiosity among 
my students regarding what 
they are going to learn when 
they go out of the classroom.” 
For Fatima, the Urdu teacher, 
it’s the expressions of her pupils 
that are priceless, “You should 
see the way our children’s 
expressions change when 
they see Zaiba; the sheer joy 
is rewarding. Her powers of 
persuasion are so incredible 
that no parent complains when 
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she gets the girls to join in the 
football matches she organises, 
despite it being a sport for 
boys.”

Apart from visiting the 
HUDCO school, Taj spends time 
in Haleem Nagar conducting 
after-school workshops and 
visiting homes of children who 
are absent from school. In fact, 
attendance at HUDCO school 
has gone up by 20 per cent in 
the past three years thanks to her 
relentless efforts. On Sundays, 
too, she holds meetings with the 
Community Youth Leaders in 
the area, exchanging notes and 
evaluating their work. Currently, 
through its three-tiered structure, 
which comprises six team 
monitoring officers, 30 youth 
mentors like Taj, and over 550 
honorary community youth 
leaders, Magic Bus is reaching 
out to 20263 children across 
Mysore. 

Taj’s ambitions do not end 
with her success as a youth 
mentor. She hopes to complete 
her Bachelor of Arts degree soon 
and has been religiously saving 
up from her Rs 7500 monthly 
salary to be able to buy things for 
the two most important women 
in her life – her grandmother and 
mother. 

“Zaiba is an ideal youth mentor 
and the kind of changes she has 
brought about in her locality 
are simply amazing. Leading 
by example, she continues to 
inspire many young people to 
improve their lives,” signs off 
Venkatesh. 
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Taj (with cap), or pilelo-didi as she is known among her 
mentees, makes it a point to introduce interesting educational 
games and other sporting activities to make schooling 
enjoyable for children.

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

Taj understands the 
importance of quality 
education and gainful 
employment. 

Her work as a youth mentor 
has not only helped Taj gain 
insights into issues such as 
health, gender and child 
protection, but also given 
her the confidence to express 
herself and effortlessly address 
a large gathering. 
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A charismatic woman makes 
learning a joyful experience 
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Unleashing political renaissance 
by rejecting patriarchy
Till five years ago, Boregaon in Maharashtra had been under 
the complete control of an influential local family, which had 
used coercion to ‘rule’ the panchayat for nearly 40 years. 
During the uninterrupted tenure, from 1970 to 2012, there had 
been no joint decision-making and no meetings were held to 
map out a development agenda. And yet, every few weeks, 
someone would show up at the door of the panches to get 
their signatures for the record books. It was as if democracy 
had been barred from Boregaon. But a few people, backed 
by the Samajhdar Jodidar programme, have brought about a 
remarkable transformation

Injustice is something that 
Ambika Umakant Gadve, 
25, simply can’t tolerate. As 

she looks at the water pumps 
piled up in one corner of the 
panchayat office in Boregaon, 
she says, “My colleague and I 
have confiscated these. Water is 
for everyone and in this village 
each family gets equitable 
access to it. Installing a jet pump 
to steal more than one’s share 
is wrong and we will not allow 
it.” Gadve, a mother of two 
daughters, was voted to power 
as sarpanch (panchayat chief) 
of Boregaon in Maharashtra’s 
Solapur District in 2012 and 
ever since then she has turned 
her once backward hamlet into 
a model village where everyone 
has equal rights and a stake in 
the progress. 

So then what was it that 
brought about the remarkable 
transformation? How did Gadve 
decide to fight elections, defying 
years of status quo? What made 
the locals repose their trust in 
a female leader? It all began in 
2010 when the Centre for Health 
and Social Justice (CHSJ) and 
United Nations Population Fund 

suCHIsMITA PAI, Solapur, Maharashtra
(UNFPA) initiated the Samajhdar 
Jodidar (Responsible Partner) 
intervention in the village. 
Implemented through five non-
government organisations across 
100 villages in Maharashtra, the 
specially-designed programme 
engages with married men 
and unmarried youth to fight 
patriarchal mindsets and 
change the inequitable gender 
construct.

“Patriarchy perpetuates pre-
judice, inequality and violence 
and we cannot do away with 
it without involving men. 
Therefore, we decided to enlist a 
few men from within the project 
villages as animators who could 
lead by example. However, 
initially our approach was met 
with scepticism not just from 
the menfolk but from women, 
too,” reveals Shakti Jamdade of 
CHSJ.

As a facilitator with Halo 
Medical Foundation, the non-
government organisation imple-
menting Samajhdar Jodidar in 
Akkalkot Block of Solapur, 
Basavraj Nare had his work 
cut out. He was on the lookout 
for conscientious animators 
who were not just open to 
overhauling their own belief 
system but could stand up to 
the negative backlash of the 
villagers. “I chose men who were 
not perceived as leaders, as they 
thrive on upholding traditional 
images of masculinity. I selected 
men who were unaware of their 
sensitivity but felt trapped in 
the morass of patriarchy and 
yearned to do something for 
their community,” he shares.

Nare’s search for the ideal 
change-maker for Boregaon 
ended when he met Manikchand 
Dhanashetty. Soft spoken and 
unassuming, Dhanashetty is 
not your average crusader and, 
yet, in his own quiet way he has 
been able to lead the charge of a 
change so significant that it has 
altered the way families bring 
up their children, how women 

are treated by the community 
at large and even the manner in 
which people participate in local 
governance. 

Having been to cities where 
his older brothers were working, 
Dhanashetty knew his people 
were being deprived of their 
basic rights and entitlements, 
especially access to clean drinking 
water, affordable health care 
and education. He also realised 
that the funds the panchayat 
was receiving for development 
activity were being grossly 
misused by a few powerful 
individuals. Keen to make a 
difference he was searching for 
like-minded partners but that 
was not possible in a community 
totally fractured by caste, wealth 
and power politics.

His meeting with Nare, 
however, paved the way for him 
to become the catalyst of change 
he always wanted to be. The 
sensitisation training he received 
under the Samajhdar Jodidar 
programme not only enabled him 
to evaluate his own actions as a 
husband, father and citizen but 
also empowered him to talk to 
other men and women about the 
simple ways in which they could 
improve their own lives and their 
collective destiny. A victim of 
patriarchal conditioning himself, 
it had never occurred to him till 
then that the injustices being 
committed in his village on a 
daily basis were, in fact, only 
a scaled-up version of his own 
indifferent attitude towards his 
daughter. “Men are in power 
at every level and they use it to 
subjugate others – be it women 
at home or someone weaker in 
stature in the outside world,” he 
points out. 

Needless to say, people in 
Boregaon were not ready to 
accept Dhanashetty’s ideas of 
gender equality and put up a fierce 
resistance. No one understood 
the logic behind men helping 
out their mothers and wives in 
household chores or taking care 

of children or reprimanding 
someone for domestic violence, 
all of which were vociferously 
advocated by Dhanashetty. 
Moreover, when he started 
broaching the subjects like 
ensuring institutional deliveries, 
monitoring mid day meals and 
allowing girls to complete their 
schooling, this father of two had 
to constantly defend his motives 
– even to his wife and mother. 

Dhanashetty vividly remem-
bers how his mother went on an 
eight day fast when he tried to 
expose the misdeeds of the local 
quack and push for availability 
of essential health services in the 
village. Then when the trusted 
‘medicine man’ fled Boregaon, 
people started sending their 
ailing relatives to his home 
asking him to take them to the 
health centre.  

“Nonetheless, Dhanashetty 
staunchly stood his ground. 
While Halo Medical Foundation 
stood by him, he was the man 
on the ground facing a new 
threat each day,” says Nare. 
Dhanashetty’s patience did pay 
off and, gradually, things started 
to take a turn for the better. First 
in his own home – “whereas my 
brothers persuaded my mother 
that I was doing the right thing 
my wife relented as she saw 
how happy our children were 
when I helped them with their 
homework or took them out” – 
and later in the village, too. 

Once Dhanashetty realised 
that the apathy in the system 
had finally broken down, he 
suggested the idea of putting up 
a candidate of their own during 
the sarpanch election. “Although 
we had no money or experience 
the opposition had done nothing 
for years and everyone was 
beginning to see that things 
could change,” he says. Their 
search for a suitable candidate 
ended when Ambika Gavde 
came forward, ably supported 
by her husband Umakant, 
and ended up with a landslide 

victory. “Both Umakant and I 
feel Dhanashetty’s approach is 
right. If everyone in the village 
has the freedom to express 
themselves, women included, 
and we work together as equals 
we can achieve anything,” she 
says. 

Boregaon is a very different 
place today. Unlike the previous 
panchayat, the present group 
believes in action. One of its 
first initiatives was to institute 
a monthly mahila gram sabha 
(village women's council) where 
women can raise issues close 
to their heart. Water shortage, 
a perennial problem, has been 
solved after a new four kilometre 
pipeline was laid and linked to a 
40000-litre tank.

“Our work is not just about 
providing facilities but ensuring 
an equitable distribution of 
the benefits,” says Gadve. 
Additionally, the panchayat 
has set its sights on becoming 
a nirmal gram (model village) 
and already begun constructing 
toilets, which they know is 
“necessary for the health and 
safety of girls and women”. 
In its four-year-long attempt 
to inculcate gender equity and 
loosen the stranglehold of 
patriarchy the Samajhdar Jodidar 
programme has managed to 
broaden mindsets for good. 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

Ambika Umkant Gadve (right), a mother of two, enjoys the 
support of her husband who in turn has made an effort to 
break the shackles of patriarchy and become a samajhdaar 
jodidaar (responsible partner).

Soft-spoken and unassuming, 
Manikchand Dhanashetty of 
Boregaon has led the change 
that altered men’s treatment of 
women of the community. 
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“I want to become a social 
worker and reach out 
to girls like my friend 

Sunita, who lives in a village 
called Choodahalli, which lacks 
proper roads and transport, 
making it difficult for people 
to travel to other places,” says 
Nandini, a student of Class IX.  
“I want to be a police officer, 
so that I can capture and punish 
criminals,” said Sandeep, also 
studying in Class IX. Fauzia 
Bai (name changed), says they 
really need basic facilities in 
their school, such as a shed, 
or a roof over the open ground 
where they study, so that they 
can be protected from sun and 
rain. Divya wants to become a 
district commissioner so that she 
can use her authority to provide 
satisfactory administration and 
services to people in her area. 

These young boys and girls 
are students of the High School 
at Indalwadi in Karnataka. They 
were sharing their concerns, 
dreams and hopes with activists 
from Vimochana, a forum which 
assists distressed women and 
girls and campaigns for their 
rights, and sitting and former 
members of the Anekal Taluk 
Panchayat, the Indalwadi 
Gram Panchayat, the School 
Development and Monitoring 
Committee and Block Education 
Resource Council, and teachers. 

Choodahalli is nearly six 
kilometres away from Indalwadi. 
“Choodahalli resembles a forest. 
Due to poor connectivity, 
families of teenage girls are 
scared to send them to the high 
school in Indalwadi. We must 
appreciate the commitment and 
courage of the few girls studying 

Beating the odds to gain an 
education and build a future
Schoolchildren, who battle practical difficulties to attend the high school at Indalwadi (Karnataka) have hopes 
for a future in which they are empowered to provide better facilities and improve the living conditions of the 
underprivileged. It is also heartening to see that a few children and adults are proving that awareness of 
basic rights and entitlements, the determination to avail of them and the courage to question and resist denial 
of services do indeed pay off

in the Indalwadi Government 
High School who commute 
daily from Choodahalli,” says 
Mamta, a Vimochana activist. 
A resident of Anekal Taluk for 
many years, she has inspired 
many local residents to demand 
their rights and entitlements 
relentlessly, apart from assisting 
girls and women to fight gender 
discrimination, harassment and 
violence at home and outside. 

Says Rupa, a Class VIII 
student, “I hail from a hamlet 
named Karkatta and studied in a 
government-run primary school 
which is around 2 kilometres 
away from my house. As there 
is no high school there, I am 
forced to commute to Indalwadi 
every day which is far away 
from my home and poorly 
accessible owing to unreliable 
public transport.” Timings of the 
Government School at Indalwadi 
are from 8 am 4 pm but the 
students have to leave home by 
7 am every day and return after 
6 pm because of the infrequent 
transport and bad roads. 

Indalwadi itself is no Utopia. 
Nandini alleges that sewage 

accumulation in Indalwadi is a 
breeding ground for mosquitoes 
and six persons had lost their 
lives to vector-borne diseases. 
The situation persists despite 
complaints to the relevant 
government agencies. Some 
time ago, a snake had fallen 
into an open water tank and 
was not removed for a while, 
thereby contaminating water 
supply. The washrooms at the 
school lack running water. Food 
is cooked and brought from 
outside by an elderly anganwadi 
(nursery) worker who is not paid 
sufficiently. It also does not have 
even one computer – something 
the children have been asking for 
a long time. 

Many parents who are barely 
literate and employed as daily 
wage labourers are determined 
to educate their children. They 
spend nearly Rs 3000 annually 
on notebooks, stationery, 
uniform material and stitching 
charges, socks, shoes and 
ribbons, bus passes, admission 
and examination fees. Text 
books and a sports uniform 
are provided free of cost but 
bicycles which  made life easier 
for many students who stay far 
away from school are not given 
now. Despite all this, children 
enjoy coming to the school as 
their teachers are caring and 
committed. Additionally, they 
are encouraged to read Kannada 
newspapers daily and have folk 
music classes apart from sports 
on weekends. 

On the flip side, corporal 
punishment is used in the 
school. One teacher justified the 
use of the stick, saying that it 

PusHPA ACHAnTA, Bengaluru

was practically impossible not 
to strike students, as a beating 
helped instill a fear of the teachers 
and hence helped maintain 
discipline among the students. 
Private English-medium schools 
are available nearby, but are 
expensive. “Although we 
study in Kannada medium, we 
have learnt that language is a 
secondary consideration to those 
who are determined to succeed 
in life,” the students say. 

Another problem is that 
private schools sometimes reject 
economically challenged students 
as some privileged families 
object to their wards mingling 
with children from financially 
disadvantaged backgrounds. 
For instance, last year, 31 
children from economically 
poor backgrounds were denied 
admission in a private school 
in Lucknow, Uttar Pradesh. 
The reason given was lack of 
space, but children from wealthy 
families were admitted and were 
even given fee concessions. The 
marginalised children finally got 
justice from the court thanks to 

intervention by the Basic Siksha 
Adhikari (BSA). 

“We found that our children 
were denied admission in the 
CMS School although the 
quota under the RTE was not 
filled. We decided to protest 
against this injustice. Human 
rights groups helped us in 
petitioning government officials 
who agreed to pressure the 
school management to admit 
our children,” say parents who 
live in a socio-economically 
challenged neighbourhood 
largely comprising Dalits and 
Muslims.

Incidentally, in August 2015, 
the Allahabad High Court had 
instructed the Uttar Pradesh 
Government to mandate 
all government employees, 
people's representatives and 
judges to send their children 
to government schools. Not 
surprisingly, this has not been 
implemented despite appeals and 
protests. However, it has created 
awareness at least in some 
circles and people have started 
demanding implementation of 
the RTE Act while others help 
the less privileged to avail of 
educational scholarships and 
similar benefits for their children. 
While critiquing government 
schools is important, it does 
not imply that they must be 
closed, merged, their support 
and infrastructure reduced or 
replaced with private schools. 

Students of Class IX, Indalwadi Govt High School, listen to 
Nandini speak.

Reading the newspaper daily has become a habit for students of 
the Indalwadi Govt High School.

Parents and activists demand admission of disadvantaged 
students. A scene outside a school in Lucknow.

Yet another protest in 
Lucknow —  this time against 
RTE non-implementation.
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Learning centres make 
leaders of students here
A 13-year-old has taken up the mantle of ‘teacher’ to help her peers overcome their 
phobia of Mathematics; Class IX students being aware of the perils of early marriage 
are getting their parents to help them pursue higher education; and  students are 
joining the Swachh Bharat Mission for elimination of open defecation in the village. A 
UNICEF-supported project seeks to make learning fun and equip adolescents with life 
skills in a backward block of Tamil Nadu’s Krishnagiri District, backed by adolescent 
clubs in 60 habitations
suGATA ROY, Krishnagiri, Tamil Nadu

headed by a club mentor, who 
is responsible for mobilising the 
adolescents to regularly attend 
the activities conducted by the 
club,” says Keshavraj, executive 
director of ARCOD. “The club 
mentors actively engage the club 
members in peer discussions on 
issues affecting them, get them to 
perform to make everyone in the 
village watch and listen to them, 
give them the opportunity to 
develop a sense of individuality 
and set up realistic challenges 
to make them to believe in 
success.”   

The adolescent clubs now 
have close to 2000 members and 
60 club mentors. They meet six 
days a week after school hours. 
On the first three days, the 
activities focus on academics, to 
improve the learning capacities 
of the members, and on the next 
three days the emphasis is on 
strengthening their life skills 
so as to enable them to deal 
effectively with the demands 
and challenges of everyday life. 
Members of different clubs get 
to meet each other during annual 
camps where they demonstrate 
their skills and talents in the 
process of peer learning.           

Vidyashree’s untiring support 
to her peers and younger 
members of the club has already 
shown results. There has been 
an improvement in academic 
performance in Mathematics, 
and members have improved by 
15 percentage points, moving 
from a baseline of 43 per cent to 
58 per cent. 

“My friends were scared of 
Mathematics and believed they 
could never score good marks in 
the subject. We set a challenge to 
prove we can succeed in scoring 
more than 50 per cent. Through 

<

“Don’t be afraid of 
Maths, it is very 
easy. I will help you 

to master it. Just remember you 
have to practise over and over 
again to beat your fear.” The 
optimistic, chirpy voice boosts 
the hope and confidence of 30 
children in Vannathipatti Village 
in the backward Thally Block 
of Krishnagiri District, Tamil 
Nadu. One would imagine that 
the classroom consists of a 
competent, senior teacher and 
her students, but the reality 
is absolutely different – quite 
fantastic indeed. The ‘teacher’ 
is 13-year-old Vidyashree, an 
adolescent with a difference. 
She has taken up the mantle 
of teacher, to help her peers 
overcome their Mathematics-
phobia. She is one of the ‘first 
among equals’ of the adolescent 
clubs in the region. 

Thally is one of the backward 
blocks in Krishnagiri District 
due to its hilly nature, poor 
infrastructure and socio-
economic background of the 
people. The community has 
limited access to health and 
nutritional services, children drop 
out of school for employment 
and household chores, and early 
marriage of girls is a normal 
social practice. To address 
such issues, UNICEF has been 
supporting since 2014 one of its 
partner organisations, ARCOD, 
to initiate an intervention with 
the adolescents.

“To reduce the school dropout 
rate and improve the learning 
capacities of the children 
studying in Classes VI to VIII, 
adolescent clubs were set up 
in 60 habitations. Each club is 

group learning and with a sense 
of determination we have been 
able to achieve our target. The 
next target for our group is to 
score at least 70 per cent,” says 
Vidyashree with a confident 
smile.       

The life-skill based orientation 
in the clubs serves as an indirect 
tool for empowerment and 
developing a perspective of 
gender equality. “Child marriage 
is not acceptable. It is a violation 
of our rights,” asserts S. Sathya, 
a student of Class IX. She and 
her friends are aware of the 
perils of early marriage. “We 
know child marriage can lead 
to serious violence and abuse. It 
can also lead to health hazards as 
the girl can become pregnant at a 
very young age. My friends and 
I have been able to convince our 
parents to allow us to complete 
higher secondary education,” 
she says. 

The incidence of child marri-
age in the area has witnessed 
a sharp drop, which has 
contributed to overall decline in 
its rate in the district. Krishnagiri 
District, which accounted for 
44.6 per cent of marriages before 
the age of 18 years according to 
the District Level Household 
Survey (DLHS 3), now has only 
20.8 per cent of child marriages 
(DLHS 4). 

The dual engagement in 
academic support and life skill 
orientation has improved school 
attendance. The dropout rate 
in the Vannathipatti has come 
down drastically by 90 per cent. 
The members of the club have 
taken up the task to ensure every 
child is in school. “We have been 
able to convince and bring back 
most of the children to school. 
We told them if they join school 
they can be part of our club and 
enjoy learning,” said Class IX 
student T. Ranghanathan, with 
enthusiasm. 

The club members have joined 
the Swachh Bharat Mission for 
elimination of open defecation 
in the village. Young members 
like M. Somya, S. Mallarkodi, 
R.Kumar, and others took a 
pledge to mobilise their parents 
and community members to 

construct toilets and use them. 
“In a short span of six months 
we have been able to convince 
50 families to construct and 
use toilets. Now I have a toilet 
at home,” beamed Somya. “We 
still have a long way to go. But 
we are determined to get the 
status of ‘open defecation free’ 
soon.”  Indeed their efforts have 
brought down open defection 
from 80 per cent to 69 per cent 
in Karandapalli village.    

The club mentors have 
mobilised the key stakeholders 
– panchayat leaders, ward 
members, self-help group 
members – in the villages. They 
are invited to come and observe 
the activities of the clubs. 
During the quarterly Adolescent 
Club mela (fair), parents and 
the key stakeholders get to see 
the members perform role play, 
dance and songs on stage. 

“Watching their children 
act on the stage has increased 
the faith and confidence of the 
parents. They see value in the 
learning process. They have 
come forward to be part of the 
adolescent clubs. Every parent 
has started contributing Rs 
20 per month, which is being 
accumulated in the bank. This 
amount will help the clubs 
continue their activities after 
withdrawal of the project,” 
explained Keshavraj. “The 
adolescent clubs are now being 
perceived as adolescent learning 
centres in the community. Such 
platforms can provide a fair and 
equal start in life to every child,” 
he concluded.

Vidyashree helping her peers 
learn Maths.

S. Sathya, smiling on her way 
to school.

Active members of the 
Vannathipatti Adolescent Club.
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