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Left without a roof over 
their heads 
The right to housing is guaranteed by the Indian Constitution. Yet, socio-economically 
disadvantaged people are regularly evicted from their homes without being provided 
acceptable relocation facilities. They and their families face trauma and hardship. This 
story recounts the woes of some of the victims, and their needs of food, shelter and 
employment

Nearly three years ago, 
the lives of a group of 
soc io - economica l l y 

disadvantaged people were 
uprooted from Vinobha Nagar 
in Bangalore. Most of them are 
Dalits. They work as coolies 
(load bearers), construction 
workers, waste collectors, etc. 
“Displaced from our houses we 
are now living on the footpath,” 
says 39-year-old Vijaya, who has 
three young daughters. Vijaya 
works as a waste collector 
while her husband, Thomas, is 
a coolie.

“We were not informed 
about the impending eviction 
although we had heard that a 
large building was going to 
be constructed where we and 
others were living,” Vijaya says. 
Significantly, despite three years 
having elapsed since she and the 
others were evicted from their 
homes, no building has yet come 
up there. Nor is there any space 
for a big building in the area, 
unless many small shops are 
vacated. 

The 36 families who were 
unceremoniously deprived of 
their homes now live in tents 
made of plastic sheets which 
cannot keep out heavy rain or 
the cold. Further, local ruffians 
and police compel them to move 
regularly from place to place. 
This impacts the psychological 
well-being of the children as well 

as their academic performance. 
Most of the children are 
forced to discontinue their 
studies after middle or high 
school and begin working and 
contribute to their household 
income. They face the risk 
of injuries, death, trafficking 
and substance abuse when 
their elders are away. Also, 
as some families lack ration 
cards because of insufficient 
documents, they have to buy 
groceries at market rates and 
can barely access subsidised 
healthcare and medicines. 
Debt and malnourishment are 
common.

In contrast to the lack of 
building activity at the site 
from which Vijaya and her 
neighbours were evicted, 
construction work is on in full 
swing at the site of the erstwhile 
economically weaker section 
(EWS) quarters in Ejipura, a 
low-income area in Bengaluru. 
The houses of around 1200 
families in the area were 
bulldozed in January 2013 to 
make way for a mall built by 
Maverick Holdings, a private 
firm owned by an influential 
politician and son of a former 
director-general of Police in 
Karnataka. 

Shanti, who had a house 
in the EWS quarters, recalls: 
“I was among nearly 20 
women, including lactating 

mothers, whom policemen and 
goondas (ruffians) beat up and 
detained, as we tried to stop the 
destruction of our homes and 
meagre possessions. Shunted 
between police stations, we were 
not allowed to contact anyone. 
Although we were grievously 
injured, we were kept in custody 
for almost two days.”

As their houses were de-
molished in winter, many Ejipura 
residents shivered in the cold. 
Although some compassionate 
individuals and organisations 
donated food, clothes, medicines 
and essentials, the people who 
were summarily thrown out of 
their homes had to take shelter 
on a nearby footpath or inside 
abandoned water pipes. Fires lit to 
drive away the darkness and cold 
caused respiratory ailments and 
skin and eye irritations. Living 
amidst rubble and debris caused 
many to suffer cuts, bruises, 
scratches, sprains, etc. A few 
suffered fractures while others 
had to weakness, distress or age. 
Two elderly women died of fever 
and shock while three children 
below five years succumbed to 
diarrhoea.

The Bruhat Bengaluru 
Mahangara Palike (BBMP or 
Bangalore Municipality) offered 
the EWS residents makeshift 
accommodation over 15 
kilometres from Ejipura. As it 
was a far away from their places 
of work and study, some chose to 
move in with friends or relatives 
temporarily while others tried to 
fashion homes for themselves in 
the vicinity. Shanti, in her thirties, 
stays on at Ejipura, demanding 
compensation and housing that 
the government promised. She 
is supported by human rights 
activists.

Transpersons, and women and 
children who are street dwellers, 
face gender violence and sexual 
abuse regularly. Julie (name 
changed) is a minor from a semi-
nomadic community whose family 
landed in the Gandhiwada slum in 
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Hubbali Town after police and 
railway officials demolished 
their tent-houses on railway land 
where they had been living for 
13 years. 

“As there are no public 
washrooms, we urinate and 
defecate in open spaces,” Julie 
says. “Due to social taboos, 
minimal privacy and dignity, we 
visit these spaces only before 
dawn or after dusk. That is tough, 
especially during our menstrual 
periods and affects our health 
adversely. We also risk insect 
and snake bites and sexual 
assault. Also, we cannot sleep 
peacefully as men, including 
police personnel, grope us and 
even lie down beside us. We 
take turns to stay awake to watch 
over others.” 

Even if washrooms are 
available, they may be unclean, 
unlit, without water or doors. 
Further, they cost between two 
and ten rupees per head based 
on gender (women pay more; 
transpersons may not be allowed 
use) and purpose (bathing, 
defecating).

While street and slum dwellers 
in Bengaluru and its environs 
were evicted for commercial 
reasons, in Bijapur, the need to 
protect historical monuments 
and sites was the reason cited 
for eviction. Ironically, mining 
is allowed there, with no 
consideration of the damage it 
could cause heritage edifices 
and the environment. Zareena, 
a 55-year-old tailor who gave 
up her job to found a mahila 
sangh (women’s organisation) 
in 2008, says: “I built a small 
house with my 65-year-old 
husband, a freelance cook. He 
has an identity card but we have 
not managed to get ownership 
documents despite all our 
efforts.” 

The couple and their four 
children were living near Alvi 
Masjid, a four-decade old slum 

PushPa achanta, Bengaluru

Continued on page 2
A child looks in disbelief at the makeshift homes of 
Vinobha Nagar slum evictees.

A fight to save water, 
against the odds            9



December 20162

Ph
ot

o:
 A

P/
W

FS

It took around six hours 
and more than 20 trips but 
Palak Gaur managed the 

job single-handedly. Despite 
her fervent appeals to the 
elders in the vicinity, no one 
came to her assistance the 
day she began clearing out a 
large garbage dumping area 
just outside her home but for 
her younger sister, Neeraj, 
who eventually joined in after 
finishing her chores, and a 
neighbour whose boundary 
wall was adjacent to the 
dump. 

“When I told a few people 
what I had in mind they called 
me crazy,” says Palak recalling 
the incident, “I simply told 
them that while I may be mad 
I was not mad enough to be 
living in such unhygienic 
surroundings. I started 
working at 7am and was done 
by lunch time. With a wicker 
basket I took the garbage bit 
by bit to the dumpster 200 
metres away. After I cleaned 
the place up I warned everyone 
against throwing garbage there 
again.”

Palak is truly a committed 
young woman. Although her 
circumstances have not been 
the easiest she has never 
really shirked hard work. Her 
mother passed away when 
she was very young and ever 
since, her father, Mahaveer 
Gaur, a vegetable vendor, has 
been a single parent to her and 
her sisters. Naturally, making 
ends meet takes a lot of the 
time and energy but Palak and 
Neeraj take out time from the 
housework and their studies to 
take extra classes for children 
in the area. “I am doing my 
master's in Hindi Literature 
and take tuitions as well. My 
father earns around Rs 3500 
a month and my sister and 
I manage to make Rs 400 a 
month to help out,” she says. 

Despite a packed day, Palak 
has consciously taken on the 
cleanliness cause because “it 
is directly connected to our 
health and wellbeing”. She 
was motivated to do this after 
she linked up with Shramik 
Bharti, a Kanpur-based a non-
profit organisation, entirely 
by chance. “In May 2015, I 

An inspiring clean-up act by a 
‘true heroine’
There’s no challenge that Palak Gaur finds insurmountable today. After all, the 19-year-old has spearheaded 
the clean-up of her malin basti, a small neighbourhood of 45 homes tucked away in a larger slum located on 
Baba Ghat, flanking the Ganges in Kanpur, Uttar Pradesh. Last year in September, the youngster decided 
that she was no longer ‘okay’ with staying in a locality where rancid stench and heaps of rotting rubbish were 
such an intrinsic part of their everyday existence that it didn’t even bother the residents. So, one day she 
started off by taking charge of clearing out a large garbage dumping area just outside her home
alka Pande, Kanpur, Uttar Pradesh

happened to sit in on an awareness 
meeting organised in our basti. 
When I heard them out I realised 
that living in clean surroundings 
and ensuring proper sanitation 
is very important. I wanted to be 
part of their work and I attended 
another, more extensive, meeting 
at the organisation's office in 
June.”

Shramik Bharti works on 
issues of poverty and women’s 
empowerment and has so far 
reached out to nearly a million 
people living within the slums and 
lower-income neighbourhoods 
in and around Kanpur. Proper 
sanitation is critical to not 
just women’s health but also 
their safety, which is why the 
organisation has been focusing on 
motivating communities to take 
action. 

“We have been talking about 
concerns related to water, sani-
tation and hygiene with the 
support of WaterAid India, under 
the Central government’s Swachh 
Bharat Mission (SBM),” explains 
Rakesh Pandey, chief executive 
officer, Shramik Bharti, adding, 
“Through interactive meetings we 
encourage people to take owner-
ship of the cleanliness of their 
area. We have achieved remarkable 
results by developing leadership 
within the communities.”

One meeting transformed Palak 
from a quiet teenager to a young 
woman who was eager to bring 
change, whatever the cost. Even as 
she set the ball rolling by cleaning 
up the dumping ground outside 
her home – incidentally, her father 
was initially reluctant to allow 
his daughter to do this although 
eventually he was convinced that 
she was doing a “good work” – the 
youngster decided to rope in others 
to join in her mission. 

“I knew that changing the 
way we lived in malin basti was 
not going to be possible for me 
alone,” Palak remarks. So she 
formed a nigrani (vigilance) group 
of 25, comprising 10 youths (four 
girls and six boys in the 15 to 25 
age group), 10 children (in the 8 
to 14 years age group) and five 
adults (two men and three women) 
“for guidance and support”. The 
committee is diligently working 
towards “stopping people from 
defecating in the open, by 
shaming, threatening, or warning 

them, whatever works”. “We 
did try to convince people to 
use toilets, whether at home 
or a public facility, explaining 
to them how open defection 
pollutes the environment and 
the water. But when that didn’t 
work we decided to take some 
drastic measures. A bunch of us 
wake up at 4 am and hide behind 
trees in the locality and even 
patrol a nearly four-kilometre 
stretch of the river bank where 
many slum dwellers go to 
relieve themselves. Those who 
were reluctant to mend their 
ways have been photographed 
and warned of a penalty slapped 
by government authorities, 
which has helped in curtailing 
this menace,” reveals Palak.

As people no longer found it 
easy to go for ablutions in the 
open they were suddenly keen 
to find out how they could build 
a toilet at home. Palak jumped in 
to help them out by telling them 
about their entitlements under 
the government’s sanitation 
programme. Under SBM, a sum 
of Rs 8000 is sanctioned for poor 
families to construct a toilet. The 
grant comes in three instalments; 
the final payment is released 
only after the beneficiary can 
prove that they have a working 
toilet. 

It took her around three 
months but she visited each 
of the 45 families to egg them 
on to apply for constructing a 
toilet. “There were many who 
still slammed the door on my 
face. It was annoyed but I kept 
calm," says Palak, whose father 
had shown some great forward 
thinking by getting a toilet 
constructed for his daughters 
12 years back. Her patience 
did pay off as she has managed 
to get all the families to fill out 
the relevant forms, which she 
handed over to Shramik Bharti 
to be passed on to the municipal 
authorities. Consequently, there 
are working toilets in several 
homes while others are in the 
process of getting one built. 

Her proactive approach has 
caught the attention of the district 
officials as well as the municipal 
corporation, with which she 
interacts regularly. In fact, local 
corporator Namita Kanojia 
has nominated Palak to be on 

the ward committee, too. Two 
significant positive outcomes of 
this have been the sanctioning of 
the construction of a half built 
sewage line as well as a 10-seat 
community toilet. 

The sewage line, in particular, 
is a coup. Palak put a proposal 
for the same before MLA Salil 
Vishnoi in March this year, 
and later to District Magistrate 
Kaushal Raj Sharma in June. 
The project has been approved 
and construction is slated to 
begin after monsoon. Palak’s 
work doesn’t stop with her; her 
leadership has catalysed others 
to do their bit. For Divya, who 
studies in Class Two and is on 
the basti’s vigilance committee, 
Palak is a true heroine. “I 
understand that what she has 
asked us to do is beneficial for 

Focus

which the government demolished in 2013. “We got no compensation 
or alternate accommodation although we campaigned for that 
with assistance from a state-wide network of socio-economically 
marginalised women fighting for their basic rights. Neither the 
Karnataka Slum Board nor the Bijapur Municipality officers respond 
to us. Can’t they see how we poor people suffer?” asks Zareena. 

Zareena studied up to Class Seven in an Urdu-medium school 
and was married off even before she reached her teens. She and her 
colleagues at the Sangh, which has two groups of ten women each, 
resolve cases of domestic and gender violence. They are trying to 
tackle alcoholism. They save, lend and borrow money collectively 
and provide awareness about obtaining social entitlements such as 
voter identity and family ration cards. By monitoring the functioning 
of local public distribution system (PDS) outlets, they ensure that 
food grains and grocery items are supplied. However, the PDS 
shops charge higher than prescribed rates for sugar, salt and oil and 
supply inferior quality rice regardless of complaints to the district 
administration, they say.  

When politicians approach us for votes we ask them to resolve 
our issues. We will fight as much as required,” Zareena avers. In 
most such instances, the Municipality or Slum Development Board 
concerned has not rehabilitated the residents at suitable locations 
despite appeals and protests. Usually, the local women, a few 
men and youth and socio-political movements like the Housing 
and Land Rights Network (HLRN), struggle to secure alternate 
accommodation. 

As Shivani Chaudhry of HLRN points out at a public hearing on 
forced evictions, the right to housing is guaranteed under Article 
21 of the Indian Constitution, the UDHR (Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights) and various international conventions.” Situations 
such as those faced by people like Vijaya and Zareena can be avoided 
if schemes such as Indira Awaas Yojana, Rajeev Awaas Yojana, 
National Urban Livelihood Mission, MNREGA and Food Security 
Act are implemented with integrity, as they ensure that the needs of 
food, shelter and employment, particularly of socio-economically 
excluded people, are met right where they live, without having to 
relocate them. 

everyone and that’s why I follow 
her lead. We shoo those who 
want to defecate near the river 
bank. Nowadays no one defies 
us," she says proudly.

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

Continued from page 1 

Left without a roof ...

Palak Gaur has 
spearheaded the clean-up 
of her malin basti, a small 
neighbourhood tucked 
away in a slum in Kanpur. 
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Valour in the desert and a special 
bond with sheep

Arjun Ram, 55 lives 
in a small village 
called Nakodesar in 

Lunkaransar, Bikaner District in 
Rajasthan.  His family is a large 
one – nine daughters, of whom 
four are married, while five of 
them study in a government 
school nearby.  Ram lives in 
a joint family along with his 
younger brother.  Life is difficult, 
in this region of the Thar Desert. 
If the family has been able to 
survive here, it is solely because 
of the sheep they rear. 

“I don’t spare any effort in 
their care.  In Nakodesar, there 
are hardly any green fields. So I 
take them far for grazing where 
I then leave them for even up 
to two months, so that they can 
feed to their heart’s content,” 
says Ram, with an air of a 
concerned parent. But that is not 
all. Taking care of sheep in the 
arid region where water shortage 
is a perennial problem is no 
mean task. Ram has to arrange 
for water tankers to reach the 
fields where his sheep graze.  
Water is a precious resource in 
these parts. Each tanker-load 
is priced at Rs 700. Apart from 
quenching thirst, the animaals 
need to be bathed regularly.  
“For this I take them back to our 
village. It’s a massive effort but 

there is no getting away from 
it,” says Ram with a grin. “I gain 
so much from my sheep.  I know 
I have to do this.”  

The returns are no doubt 
substantial. Well-fed and well 
taken care of, the sheep have 
become a single source of 
multiple earnings. The milk 
from the sheep is more than the 
family can consume and is sold, 
largely to known people. The 
sheep provide wool which again 
becomes a commodity to be 
sold in the market.  Sometimes 
calves of sheep are also sold. 
“This fetches us a good price 
and covers a large part of our 
expenses,” says Ram.

However, like any parent, 
Ram worries.  Sheep need to not 
just cared for in a routine way, 
but protected from anything that 
threatens their well-being. “I 
remember the three consecutive 
years of drought since 1989. 
I watched 200 out of my 300 
sheep dying in front of my eyes. 
How it pains me, after all these 
years… I just cannot forget that 
terrible time.”  With only 100 
sheep, the herd was a shadow of 
its former self, and even some 
among these were sick.  Faced 
with a grim scenario, Ram took 
concrete action. He set out with 
his remaining sheep towards 

<

The Thar Desert is undoubtedly beautiful; its ecosystem seems intriguing, complex.  For a visitor though, 
it is a wonder how people and their livestock survive in the harsh, dry climate. Here, the temperatures are 
high, especially the summer months and water shortage is the norm not the exception. The story of Arjun 
Ram, from a small village in Bikaner District – speaks volumes about the human-animal bond in the desert. 
Ram reared animals for a living and knew only too well that his life and indeed his family depended on his 
sheep.  He reared them with care and commitment, and went beyond that.  He showed valour in the way he 
protected his herd when during one summer the heat and water scarcity became unbearable

Shetkari Mitra (farmers’ friend), a WhatsApp group in Yavatmal, Maharashtra, is becoming 
a popular means for sharing information on agriculture. The MS Swaminathan Research 
Foundation’s Village Resource Centre created the group with more than 130 farmers from 
different villages who use WhatsApp – from Dabha, Nandura, Nanza, Balkheda, Gohagaon, 
Loni, Weni, Jasspur, Ralegaon, Papal, Waifad and Bodad Villages of the Vidarbha Region. 
The group shares information on agriculture, marketing, animal husbandry and government 
schemes.

To increase the number of farmers who can benefit from the instant messaging platform, 
farmers with Android phones were oriented to its applications for agriculture. The Village 
Resource Centre (VRC) had organised a one-day workshop for farmers on Android mobile-
based application for agriculture and oriented 20 farmers in June this year. The farmers 
were oriented about different applications such as weather forecasting, pest and disease 
management, weed management, irrigation management and agriculture commodity market 
prices, among others.

The members of the group thus get information directly. They share agri-based information 
on crop damage, new irrigation techniques, crop pattern, pesticide use, new cultivation 
methods, preventing crop diseases, increasing yield and taking care of domestic animals. 
Interestingly, the group also includes scientists, experts and consultants in agriculture who 
keep guiding the farmers on diseases related to animals.

The farmers regularly send post queries in the group and receive advice quickly. This service 
of the VRC clubbing technology as well as timely information has been greatly beneficial to 
the farming community in the region. Says Gajanan Mahajan, farmer from Ralegon, Yavatmal 
District, “I am using the WhatAspp service started by VRC regularly for the past eight months. 
It’s very helpful for me because earlier we need to physically go to the VRC with a sample 
of the infested crop for diagnosis but now I send crop images through WhatsApp and get 
recommendations using technology, saving time and money.”  

(Inputs from Vijay S Thokre, scientist, MSSRF.)

Here, farmers WhatsApp for agri-information

Occasional bits of green in the Thar Desert. 

Ph
ot

os
: S

/C
F

Haryana – literally in search of 
greener pastures.  It was a last-
ditch effort to save their lives 
and his own. 

Ram and his sheep have 
survived to tell the tale.  And 
it is not his tale alone, or only 
that of his generation.  From his 
father’s time, possibly before 
that, Ram’s family has survived 
in the harsh desert region only 
because of their sheep. In the 
earlier days, when society still 
reflected feudal aspects, it was 
even more difficult for those at 
the bottom end of the ladder. 
The land that Ram’s father had 
was snatched away by powerful 
zamindars (landowners), leaving 
him and his family bereft. 
There was no support from the 
government either. And then he 
turned towards sheep rearing 
and that has been the mainstay 
of the family since. 

Today, Ram’s daughters are 
ready to play their part.  Already, 
they have taken up so many 
tasks in the care of their family 
fortune – their sheep.  And 
this makes their father proud, 

Arjun Ram talking to writer.

to see his daughters shoulder 
the responsibility along with 
their studies. Despite the many 
hardships, the family has come 
through.  All of them know that 
the foundation of the life that 
they now lead is because of their 
sheep.  

 Ram is living his life in the 
way he knows best.  And he has 
a message for his community. 

“There is no doubt that our true 
friends are plants, animals  and 
trees. Through all those times 
of drought, it is our animals 
that saved us. We drank their 
milk and because of that we are 
alive.” 

(Courtesy: Charkha Features)

Life in the Thar - a shepherd herds his flock of sheep. 
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Where the rising seas have truly 
engulfed their existence
Ashmina, Alima Khatoon, Sheikh Firoz and Rabiya Khatoon may be in their early teens, but fear has been 
a part of their life ever since they can remember. It’s real and omnipresent – yet, they have been forced to 
normalise, reconcile and resolve those feelings of panic and loss. Living near the banks of Muri Ganga on 
Ghoramara Island, which is part of the Sunderbans Delta, the youngsters and their families are among the 
many climate refugees in the region who are never really sure whether they will have a roof over their heads 
for more than a couple of days
saadia azim, Sunderbans, Bengal

<

Rabiya Khatoon, 13, has 
not experienced a day 
of peace or stability. 

Whereas most children her age 
wake up and go to school every 
morning, this teenager rushes 
out of her makeshift mud home 
to check on the water level. The 
high tide has often washed off 
her home and hence the morning 
ritual. In fact, she never goes 
to the local government school 
without checking on the timing 
of the tide. 

Says her father, Rabiul Islam 
Saha, “Rabiya lives in fear. Each 
year, the river rises and engulfs 
the land a little more. It’s not 
uncommon for our huts to get 
washed away. What do we do 
when that happens? We salvage 
our belongings and build our 
home once again a little further 
away.”

Saha is a small-time rice 
farmer and has been shifting his 
home a few metres inland every 
year. “Till a couple of years back 
we were living on the banks 
near the mud embankment. But 
then it collapsed and we had to 
move. Currently, the villagers 
have built a bamboo fence along 
the island’s periphery. It can 
withstand the cyclonic winds 
buying us time to safely make 
it to the Hathkhola Pratham 
Prathamik Bidyalaya, the only 
primary school on the island 
where we take shelter,” he 
shares. 

As the family takes out time 
to talk about their struggles, one 
can’t help but notice that even 
their new house near Kheya 
Ghat is partially damaged. “This 
happened just a few weeks back 
when the waves damaged the 
bamboo embankment. We do 
not have any money for repairs 
right now,” says Rabiya shyly. 

The Saha family is cash-
strapped because unlike many 
men on the island Rabiul Islam 
has not migrated to the mainland 
– Bengal’s state capital Kolkata 
is around 150 kilometres away. 
“Most of our relatives have left 
the island. I have decided to stay 
on for the time being. I want to 
ensure that I can take care of 
the family before completely 
uprooting them,” he says.

An uncertain present and fu-
ture plague Rabiya. She doesn’t 
articulate her pain but it’s clearly 
reflected in her eyes. Whereas 
she and the other children on 
the island have the right to an 
education and a normal life, 
these unfortunately are just 
distant dreams. In fact, the lone 
school in Ghoramara is closed 
for most of the year as either the 
teachers cannot commute due to 
flooding or its premises become 
a temporary shelter when their 
homes get inundated. “Children 
like my Rabiya are used to 
running in the middle of the night 
to take refuge on the first floor of 
the school building. It’s a secure 
enough to accommodate us all,” 
remarks Rabiul Islam. 

Displacement brought on 
by global warming is not new 
for the people of Ghoramara, 
although that doesn’t make it 
any easier to bear. Ten thousand 
people were relocated from 
the now submerged Lohachara 
Island to Ghoramara in 1995. 
Lohachara went completely 
under in 2000; another nearby 
island, Suparbhanga, is 
gradually vanishing. In the past 
three decades Ghoramara Island 
has lost 7.6 square kilometres of 
land and its population of 40000 
people has shrunk to a mere 
4000.

“We are aware that our homes 
will be swallowed by the rising 
waters; that we will have to 
move from here just as we did 
from Lohachara two decades 
back,” points out Sushmita, wife 
of Khashimara Gram Panchayat 
member Arun Pramanik. On 
the tiny island, the Pramaniks 
are wealthy people – they have 
a pucca (solid and permanenet) 
home where people take cover 
during the flash floods that 
happen when it’s high tide. 
But they have seen their share 

of rough times – they were 
amongst the first refugees who 
left Lohachara and worked hard 
to make Ghoramara home. Their 
sons are presently studying in 
the city. Arun, who is committed 
to bettering people’s lives, 
holds regular public meetings to 
apprise everyone of the growing 
risk of living on the sinking 
land. 

According to Professor 
Sugata Hazra of the School of 
Oceanographic Studies, Jadav-
pur University, over 80 square 
kilometres of delta land, nearly 
half the size of Kolkata City, has 
already gone underwater in the 
past three decades. “The islands 
have been in danger ever since 
the global warming phenomenon 
intensified. With the frequent 
flooding of the Ganges riverbed 
the rate of erosion has been 
faster than ever. There is an 
urgent need to understand the 
complexities and challenges 
such a situation brings to the life 
of the local communities and 
address their concerns,” asserts 
the noted oceanographer, who 
has been studying the rising sea 
levels and disappearing islands 
of the Sunderbans. 

The problems, of course, are 
aplenty, particularly since their 
basics haven’t been met – be it 
the availability of healthcare, 
education or employment. In 
fact, for the harassed women and 
children, their whole existence 
today revolves around ensuring 
survival. 

At 70, Mohan Maji has spent 
the better part of her days 

trying to make ends meet – and 
things haven’t changed much. 
She can’t afford to take it easy 
because she is all alone. These 
days, she earns a living out of 
strengthening the mud houses 
with cow dung cakes. She gets 
a meagre Rs 5 for a three-hour 
job from the somewhat better 
off homes on the island. As she 
labouriously makes dung cakes, 
she comments, “The river was 
never like this before. It appears 
to be in rage. I think the Ganges 
is very angry with us because we 
have indiscriminately polluted 
her.”

Maji and others have to travel 
all the way to Sagar Island to 
purchase items of daily use, 
while they head to the Kakdwip 
Island Hospital, around nine 
kilometres away, to avail of 
medical assistance. “There is 
just one daily ferry service that 
goes to and from Sagar Island. 
However, during low or high 

tide, the ferry cannot sail and we 
are left stranded. Now imagine 
the difficulty for the elderly and 
those ailing or pregnant. There 
are no health centres or hospitals 
in Ghoramara and consequently 
the infirm and pregnant ladies 
have to be taken to Kakdwip or 
Sagar Island. There are a few 
locally-trained accredited social 
heath activists (ASHAs) who 
help to deliver at home in case 
of an emergency,” she reveals. 

Desperate attempts to keep 
the kitchen fires burning have 
especially eclipsed children’s 
lives. Ashmina, Alima and 
Sheikh Firoz are among the many 
who have given up schooling 
to lend their mothers a helping 
hand. Some work in the fields 
– women actively cultivate a 
few saline-resistant varieties of 
paddy – others are learning the 
technique of strengthening walls 
with cow dung cakes. Sheikh 
Firoz, 15, whose father works 
in Sagar Island as a daily wager, 
assists his mother in making 
coconut leaf mats that they use 
to reinforce their roof. He says, 
“Every night I dream of being 
washed away by the sea so am 
always ready to run. It’s scary 
but I have known no other way 
of life.” 

No electricity, healthcare, 
housing, schooling or employ-
ment, and to top it all the fear 
of survival – for the climate 
refugees of Ghoramara, the 
rising seas have truly engulfed 
their existence.

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
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Sheikh Firoz (left) with his brother. Firoz, a Class Eight 
dropout, helps his mother to make coconut leaf-mats that 
they need nearly on a daily basis to reinforce their roof.

Several families on 
Ghoramara Island do small-
time rice farming to feed 
themselves. 

Be it for basic supplies or medical assistance, people on 
Ghoramara Island have to take a two-hour ferry ride to reach 
the nearest Sagar Island or Kakdwip Island. 
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In his latest 60-minute 
documentary, Are They 
Better Off, screened at 

the National Centre for the 
Performing Arts (NCPA) in 
Mumbai, recently, multiple 
award-winning director, Aditya 
Seth has highlighted some 
amazing “Meghalayan values” 
even as he tries to explore 
the slowly diminishing Khasi 
culture and challenges the tribe 
faces today. Elaborating on what 
drew him to the subject Seth, 
50, says, “As we have grown 
up in an environment where sex 
selection is rampant, so it was 
intriguing to learn that there is 
actually a social order where 
women are dignified and not 
discriminated against. To me, 
this was very fascinating and I 
decided to go to Meghalaya and 
see how things work there.” 

In the matrilineal system, 
the family lineage is passed 
on through the mother’s clan 
line, or kur, and the youngest 
daughters are the Khatduhs, or 
the custodians of the ancestral 
property. "The reason being 
that they will logically live the 
longest," says Seth, who has 
portrayed the system and its 
social-political complexities 
through the lives and experiences 
of his three female protagonists 
– 52-year-old Hulda Kynta, 29-
year-old Selinda Kharbuki, and 
23-year-old Jubelee Kharmujai. 

"While Hulda, a political 
science lecturer in Sohra 
(Cherrapunji), and Selinda, who 
has shifted base to Bengaluru, 
have opted to leave their state 
for better opportunities, Jubelee, 
who comes from a low income 
family, is struggling, as she has 

Of a proud people, and where 
women call the shots
Imagine a wedding, when the groom follows the bride to her home to start a new life together. Imagine a room 
filled with laughter and joy when a baby girl is born. Imagine a market, where the cash counters are being 
managed by women. Imagine a household, where the youngest daughter of the family inherits the family 
property and is considered the custodian and preserver of her clan, family and lineage. In the North-eastern 
state of Meghalaya, these are scenarios that are not just the product of the imagination of an egalitarian 
mind. The matrilineal system has been in practice here for 2000 years

been denied her inheritance 
despite being a Khatduh. In 
fact, all three are Khatduhs 
although this no longer ensures 
that their lives and right are 
secure. Through their voices, I 
have attempted to understand 
the intricacies of this system, 
its traditions, and the gender 
dynamics,” he adds. 

Consequently, the film is 
nuanced and closely looks at 
what their lives are all about 
these days. It shows a proud 
people who don’t look down 
upon single mothers – “since 
children take their mother's 
name, no single woman will 
ever have an illegitimate child,” 
says Kynta. At the same time, it 
brings out the insecurities of the 
men – “they live in the fear of 
being thrown out of the mother’s 
or sister’s house”.

Today, the Khasi Community 
can take immense satisfaction 
from the fact that they don’t 
give or take dowry, their women 
have inheritance rights and they 
are also comparatively freer than 
their counterparts in the rest of 
the country. But that doesn't 
necessarily mean they are better 
off. Things are slowly taking a 
turn on account of education and 
economic compulsions, among 
other things, which are creating 
the conditions for change. 

Of the different factors that 
are influencing change in their 
traditional system, migration 
is perhaps the most significant. 
“That’s why I have dealt with 
this concern and explored 
the links between migration 
and culture. Since the youth 
is moving to the cities for 
education or in search of more 

lucrative work opportunities, 
Khasi grandparents and parents 
fear that their next generation 
will not take forward their 
traditions,” shares Sethi, who 
took two years to make the film. 
Explaining further, Hulda goes 
on, “So now the elders prefer that 
their children remain unmarried 
rather than marry a non-Khasi, 
as that often dilutes the Khasi 
customs and language.”

In one of the scenes, amidst 
the earthy sounds of the beating 
drums, reminiscent of the 
Nongkrem Dance Festival, 
performed to appease the all-
powerful Goddess Ka Blei 
Synshar for a rich bumper 
harvest and prosperity of the 
people, the camera focuses 
on a Khasi woman who says, 
poignantly, “When they look at 
a matrilineal system, the country 
looks at it through one lens – that 
the women here are better off, 
powerful, decision-makers… 
but they are wrong.” From 
her, the frame shifts to a Khasi 
man who says, “We don’t want 
patriarchy but ‘patriliny’ just for 
the Khasi male to shoulder some 
responsibility.”

Clearly, there’s a struggle 
of mindsets at play now, one 
that is making the elders un-
comfortable. As Seth points 
out, “In our society, over the 
years, women have asserted 
themselves. Similarly slowly 
and steadily, the men are also 
asserting themselves in the matri-
lineal society of Meghalaya. The 
dissent is already there.”

The tussle between the sexes 
and the roles they play in 
society is visible on different 
platforms. Take, for instance, 
their indigenous governance 
structures, on the lines of the 
panchayat, where women have 
been consciously kept away 
from the decision-making 
positions. Indeed, even the 
nomenclature of the head of the 
Dorbar – or the village level 
traditional institution – the 
Rangbah Shnong, literally means 
‘headman’. Moreover, when it 
comes to the decisions taken in 
the family, again, it’s the men 
who get the upper-hand. 

Are They Better Off 
showcases all this and more as 
Sethi’s camera captures honest 
opinions amidst the picturesque 

locales of Shillong. Of course, 
had it not been for Kynta, the 
film wouldn’t have been possible 
because, although Shillong is 
“very cosmopolitan and there are 
people from Punjab, Tamil Nadu 
and Bihar living there, Khasis 
are generally quite suspicious 
of the outsiders”. Seth, whose 
previous documentary dealt 
with Nepalese labour migration 
to Mumbai, says, “With Kynta 
helping me as subject specialist, 
I didn’t face much hostility 
during the shooting. However, it 
wasn’t easy to get them to speak 
to an outsider like me, and in 
the villages, especially, it was a 
tough call.” 

So what was it that prompted 
Kynta, who has spent 15 years 
in Delhi, to collaborate with 
Seth? Given all the “wrong 
information” that has been 
circulated so far about the 
Khasi Tribe, through television, 
documentaries and social media, 
she wanted to facilitate the 
talented filmmaker in presenting 
the true picture, documenting 
real facts and highlighting the 
current status of her people. 

There are many takeaways 
from the narrative, but, in 
one way or another, they are 
connected to this transformative 
phase that the Khasis are living 
through. So, whereas on the one 
hand, women continue to enjoy 
greater social mobility and a 
protected inheritance, they find 
themselves denied their political 
rights. The men, too, see 

kamayani Bali-mahaBal, Mumbai

Hulda Kynta, a political science lecturer in Sohra, 
Cherrapunji, is the protagonist in the film and facilitated 
documentary-maker Aditya Seth in research and local 
interface as well.

Are They Better Off, a 
60-minute documentary, 
tries to explore the slowly 
diminishing Khasi culture 
and challenges the tribe faces 
today. A publicity poster from 
the Films Division of India 
(above).

In Meghalaya, the Khasis follow the matrilineal system, which 
gives their women the rights of inheritance and succession.

themselves as outsiders in the 
family and are prone to adultery, 
drug addiction to “deal with 
this situation”. Undoubtedly, 
complicated times for them.
(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
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It was an intervention that 
was aimed at ensuring clean 
energy lights are made 

available to boost children’s 
education in the area – just 
49.8 per cent households in 
Dungarpur are electrified – but 
it has also ended up empowering 
tribal women who are making a 
decent living assembling and 
retailing small, portable solar 
lamps.

A resident of Mandava 
Village, Rukmani, 30, could 
only study up to Class Eight 
because her parents felt that 
contributing to the family 
income was far more crucial to 
their survival than gaining an 
education. She, however, has 
put no such restrictions on her 
four children for whom she has 
planned a very different future, 
one that she feels she will be 
able to realise because of the 
solar lamp assembly work she 
has been involved in since May 
this year. 

“I have been able to make 
good money in these last couple 
of months, which I want to 
use to ensure that my children 
complete their education and get 
the kind of jobs that we couldn’t 
even dream of. My elder son is 
doing an engineering diploma, 
one daughter is in Class 10 while 
the younger two are in Classes 
Eight and Seven, respectively,” 
Rukmani declares proudly. 

IIT Bombay has launched the 
Solar Saheli venture, as part of 
its Solar Urja Lamp (SoUL) 
Project, in 281 villages spread 
over Dungarpur, Dovara and 
Jhonthri Blocks in the district. 
Initially, the Rajasthan State 
Rural Livelihood Mission, or 

Creating sustainable work 
opportunities for tribal women
Rukmani Devi Katara, Maya Roat and Babli Devi have many things in common. They live in remote villages 
in Rajasthan’s Dungarpur District, share a tribal heritage, and have lived with abject poverty for as long as 
they can remember. However, today, it’s not their deprivations or their culture that binds them; instead it’s 
the pride of becoming capable entrepreneurs. For, that is what the women have become thanks to the Solar 
Urja Lamp Project, the brainchild of Indian Institute of Technology Bombay underway in their district, with the 
support of the Rajasthan State Rural Livelihood Mission
renu rakesh, Dungarpur, Rajasthan

Rajeevika, stepped in to organise 
the women into four clusters of 
40 self-help groups (SHGs) each. 
Every cluster has five office-
bearers, all women. Before the 
project actually began, trainers 
from IIT-Bombay conducted 
a comprehensive training 
programme, divided into two 
stages, at the Krishi Vigyan 
Kendra in Dungarpur. 

Over 10 days, the women were 
familiarised with instruments 
such as the millimeter and 
solar panels, and then taught 
to put the solar lamps together. 
The second stage of training 
consisted of learning marketing 
techniques. Once the women 
successfully completed the 
module, presidents of the four 
clusters signed a memorandum 
of understanding (MoU) with 
Chetan Singh Solanki, professor 
of Solar Energy at IIT-Bombay 
and principal investigator of the 
SoUL Project, in the presence 
of Rajasthan’s Minister of Rural 
Development and Panchayati 
Raj Surendra Goyal.

According to Prof Solanki, 
the SoUL Project was initiated 
a couple of years ago to ensure 
energy-efficient lighting to 
school children in areas where 
kerosene lamps were the only 
source of power after sundown. 
So far, under the intervention, 
solar lamps have been distributed 
to one million children in 
Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh, 
Odisha and Rajasthan. The 
Dungarpur Project, however, 
has turned out to be different, 
as it empowers children as well 
as their households. Whereas 
13.5 per cent of Rajasthan’s total 
population is tribal, the majority 

of them, 77 per cent, live in small 
hamlets dotting hilly Dungarpur. 
As a first, each home in the 
project area can buy up to three 
lamps – two for children and one 
for the mother. 

“Communities in these 
parts live in widely dispersed 
settlements and the hilly terrain 
makes access to these areas 
difficult. This simple intervention 
has made a lot of difference to 
their everyday lives. Most of 
them are using the lamps for 
outdoor activities. They say they 
are no longer afraid of stepping 
out after hours, especially during 
the rainy season when snakes 
and scorpions abound this 
countryside,” says Prof Solanki. 
The lamp emits 150 lux (a unit 
of illumination) light and has a 
12-by-12 cm solar panel, which 
can be detached for charging. 

The market price of the solar 
lamp is Rs 500 but villagers 
can buy it at a subsidised rate 
of Rs 200. The remaining Rs 
300 is being contributed by Idea 
Cellular. Out of the Rs 200, Rs 
80 goes into the cluster’s corpus, 
Rs 55 to IIT-Bombay and Rs 65 
is absorbed as the operational 
cost –  rent of the assembly room, 
and honorarium and transport 
for the women. There is a six-
month warranty on the lamps. 
Five women from each cluster 
have been trained to conduct 
repairs, if the need arises. 

The clusters have set up 
assembly units in Jhonthri, 
Punali, Biladi and Antri, where, 
until July 15, 86 women had 
assembled 19450 lamps; of these, 
14700 had been distributed in 90 
villages. Each woman makes Rs 
10 for assembly and Rs 15 for 
distribution of a lamp. Until 
July, each one, on an average, 
had made Rs 5000. Of course, 
there have been remarkable 
exceptions, too. 

Maya Roat, 30, has been 
religiously going over to her 
cluster office at Antri – it’s a 
seven-kilometre-long walk – to 
assemble solar lamps. She used 
to toil all day as an exploited 
farm labourer but the vocation 
has restored her dignity and 
confidence. In three months, 
she has earned Rs 13000. She 
remarks with a beaming smile, 
“I have never seen so much 

money in my life. I don’t know 
what to do with it!” Maya has 
four children and her mother-in-
law lives with her. Her husband, 
Ramesh, seldom works and is 
dependent on her earnings. 

Rukmani and her friend, Babli 
Devi, 47, of Padli Gujreshwar 
Village, have managed to make 
even more. Babli made a tidy Rs 
20000 over two months – June 
and July. “It all depends on how 
much you can work. There’s 
more income in distribution so 
I focus on sales,” she reveals. 
For distribution, the women are 
required to visit a village two 
days prior to the start of sale. They 
have to distribute pamphlets and 
use audio messages to inform 
people about the advantages of 
using a solar lamp.  

Like Babli, Rukmani is a star 
saleswoman. She sold 1300 
lamps in the very first month 
and made Rs 19500. Previously, 
she used to work as a labourer 
and made a maximum of 6000 
a year. Her husband, Kamlesh, 
had a tea-stall where he made Rs 
500 daily but ended up spending 
Rs 200 on kerosene. With her 
enhanced income Rukmani has 
rented a small shop for Rs 2000 
where she wants to retail solar 
lamps. 

Before the first phase of the 
Solar Saheli venture comes to a 
close in September, the women 
hope to sell 40000 lamps. In the 
second phase, they are gearing 
up for training which will enable 
them to set up small-scale solar 
power plants and solar repairing 
centres. Moreover, each cluster 
hopes to build a corpus of Rs 12 
lakhs, from which women can 
take loans to start up their own 
solar enterprises. 

On his part, Prof Solanki has 
an eye on the bigger picture. 
“With this model, the entire 
country can be electrified in two 
to three years. We want to make 
sure that no child in India has 
to give up studies because his/
her home is without electricity. 
During my stay in Dungarpur, 
I learnt that most rural families 
spend an average of Rs 200-
250 on electricity for a single-
phase domestic connection. I 
am working on a model where 
I can completely take them off 
the grid by providing them with 

<

Prof Chetan Singh Solanki of IIT-Bombay with women who 
have been trained to assemble solar lamps.

three LED lights, one flashlight 
and a mobile phone charger for 
Rs 250 a month,” he elaborates. 
These expansion plans obviously 
indicate sustained work 
opportunities for Dungarpur’s 
team of solar sahelis (sisters) 
and they are indeed ready for the 
challenge.  
(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

Women come in everyday to 
the assembly unit to work. 

They are now familiar with all 
the parts of the portable solar 
lamp that they assemble. 

The tribal women have also 
learnt to market and distribute 
their locally manufactured 
solar lamps. 

Yet another woman hard at 
work. 
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A resident of Chak Jamal 
in Baramulla District’s 
Palhallan-Pattan, around 

35 kilometres from Srinagar, 
Masrat Bano, the eldest of five 
siblings, has been shouldering 
the responsibility of keeping the 
household going ever since she 
lost her father, Habibullah Dar, 
who used to work as a labourer. 
She had just appeared for her 
Class Five exams at the nearby 
government primary school 
where she was enrolled and it 
was during the long winter break 
that followed that he passed 
away, leaving her with no option 
but to quit her studies. 

Recalling that difficult phase 
in her life, when she had to take a 
tough decision for the sake of her 
family, Masrat says, “My father 
had been very keen to send me 
to school; he wanted to ensure 
that I excelled in studies. Had he 
not died I would have finished 
my education by now and taken 
up a very different career. But 
destiny had something else in 
store for me.” 

As she couldn’t step outside 
home to earn a living, Masrat 
decided to learn carpet-weaving 
from her maternal uncle. 
Incidentally, in Kashmir, the 
craft is traditional and passed on 
from one generation to another. 
The designs are indigenous and 
most artisans still do the knots 
that make the carpet by hand. 
Masrat, too, had to work really 

She wanted to teach, now she’s 
weaving carpets instead
Reading aloud the talim (the script for weaving a carpet) while sitting at a loom, Masrat Bano, 21, and her 
sister expertly weave beautiful carpets. Their loom has been set up in the attic of their small home in a small 
village in north Kashmir, although the girls find it tedious to work there because of the extreme weather 
conditions. The roof heats up during the summers, making the room very stuffy and uncomfortable while the 
harsh winter brings in the creeping cold and a continuous draft. However, keeping their discomfort aside, the 
duo works hard every day because they need to step up to make ends meet
afsana rashid, Baramulla, Jammu and Kashmir

hard to pick up this skill, which 
requires patience and diligence, 
but today she has established her 
proficiency at it.  

The young woman’s day starts 
at six. She first gets around to 
finishing the household chores 
with her mother and sister 
after which the two sit down 
to make carpets. Masrat, who 
is initiating her sister into this 
work now, reads out the talim 
while the youngster follows the 
instructions to the T. There was a 
time when their mother did this 
work but due to her advancing 
age and failing health she has 
given it up altogether. Instead, 
she spends time cultivating a 
vegetable garden on the small 
piece of land they own. 

On most days, Masrat is stuck 
at the loom from morning to 
evening while her sister goes 
to school in the morning and 
joins her later on. Festivals and 
Fridays are the only off days 
for them. They take a few short 
breaks but only to help their 
mother. “Sometimes we take 
a break from the monotonous 
work and go to our mother who 
keeps busy with cultivating 
vegetables,” she shares. 

Masrat is not really happy 
with the way her life is going. 
“Throughout the day one has 
to sit in one place, head bent 
over the loom and fingers 
delicately knotting the wool. It 
is very tedious. After hours of 

continuous toil my limbs start 
aching and I end up feeling very 
unhappy and dissatisfied. I would 
have quit this but I am not good 
at anything else; I don’t have any 
others skills. So, whatever my 
feelings, whatever the money, I 
keep my frustrations aside and 
get on with the job at hand. It is 
our bread and butter,” she says 
candidly. 

Depending on the size and 
the intricacy of the design, on 
average, it takes three months 
for Masrat and her sister to make 
one carpet. They make Rs 10000 
for every finished carpet but that 
money is not even enough to take 
care of everyone’s basic needs; 
there are a number of times 
when they have to purchase 
household essentials on credit. 
One of Masrat’s brothers works 
as a labourer to contribute to 
the family earnings. “I hand 
over the entire money to my 
mother because bills have to be 
paid, food has to be bought, my 
younger siblings need clothes 
and school things. There is never 
any left for me. Though I wish 
I could get some to spend on 
myself I never have the heart to 
ask my mother for it,” she says. 

These days, Masrat works on 
a loom that has been rented out 
to her by a wosta (middleman), 
who also provides her with work 
contracts and the raw material 
she needs. However, earlier, she 
had tried to strike out on her 
own. 

“Whereas there have been 
times when I have wanted to 
quit weaving and opt for some 
other livelihood that would 
at least ensure regular, decent 
earnings, there was a brief 
period when I had thought why 
not try and do this work on our 
own. Kashmiri carpets are well-
known and popular nationally 
and internationally, so I thought 
if my sister and I can save 
some money and buy our own 
raw material and link up with 
buyers we may be able to build 
a business. But that plan didn’t 
work out and we had to go back 
to the wosta,” she reveals.

Masrat’s home circumstances 
may have not allowed her to 
study, which is her true passion, 
but since the past three years 

she has found a way to stay in 
touch with her books. For two 
hours every evening, she makes 
her way to the child activity 
centre set up in her village 
by the Jammu and Kashmir 
Association of Social Work, a 
non-government organisation. 

Initially, having left her 
education in primary school 
itself she could barely even read; 
nowadays, apart from confidently 
reading she can sign her initials 
as well. “The class begins at four 
and we are provided with the 
reading materials as well,” she 
says. Of course, once she’s done 
there its back to the loom. 

According to Masrat, 
widespread poverty in the area 
has pushed scores of families 
and especially young people 
like her into poorly-paying 
informal work. “Instead of 
focusing on education which 
can actually help us get better 
paying jobs, we are stuck in 
home-based work like carpet 
weaving that is exploitative 
and detrimental to our health in 
the long run. Moreover, those 
like me who are keen to study 
despite our schedule have to 
deal with several problems. For 
instance, one has to traverse a 
long distance on foot to get to 

the nearest school and there is 
no way we can spare that kind 
of time. For dropouts like me 
there is no hope because we 
can’t afford the private tuitions 
one would need to catch up,” 
she elaborates. 

In her village of 120 
households, the story of struggle 
is echoed in nearly every 
home. With few economic 
opportunities coming their way, 
families do what they have to 
in order to survive. Women and 
girls, consequently, are bearing 
a double burden – of managing 
the home and bringing in 
money, too. In the winters, they 
are solely engaged in carpet 
weaving; in summers, there is 
the added work of agriculture. 
But this comes at a cruel cost; 
the cost of deeply cherished 
dreams. In Masrat’s case, the 
hands that once wanted to hold 
a pen and become a teacher are 
today callused from carefully 
threading wool to make 
wondrous carpet patterns come 
to life.

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

<

In Kashmir, carpet-weaving is a traditional craft passed on 
from one generation to another. 

Carpet-weaving is an extremely laborious vocation as 
women have to sit for hours and days on end before one is 
ready for sale. 
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Feeling empowered, thanks to 
the humble broom
For generations, men in the adivasi (tribal) families living in and around Kashipur Block in Odisha’s Rayagada 
District have worked as labourers while the womenfolk have trudged into the dense forests to collect grass 
which they use to make brooms. Whereas till a decade ago, they quietly did all the back-breaking work and 
then simply handed over the finished product to the exploitative middlemen and traders who offered them a 
pittance whilst making good money themselves, today, riding on the inspired activism of women like Salpai 
Majhi, Sukri Majhi, Lakai Majhi, Gunjli Naik and others, not only have they organised themselves into an 
informed and active federation – and they call it Ama Sangathan, meaning “our organisation” – they have 
also learnt to assert their social, political and forest rights

“Since ages, we have 
depended on the forest 
to run our homes. We 

have been collecting grass from 
the forest and making brooms 
that have been a valuable source 
of income particularly when 
our men cannot find work as 
labourers on the nearby farms. 
But, until some years back, 
we were compelled to sell the 
brooms at a meagre price to the 
middlemen and petty traders who 
came to us. Then we decided to 
take things into our own hands 
and we fought hard to get our 
due recognition and secure our 
rights. This became possible 
only through Ama Sangathan,” 
sasys Salpai Majhi, a proud and 
confident tribal woman leader.

Since agriculture around these 
parts is mostly rain-fed keeping 
the home fires burning during 
the off-season has always been a 
tough call for women. Whereas 
gathering and selling non-timber 
forest produce (NTFP) is what 
keeps them going, it comes with 
its share of hard work and heart 
aches. It takes days of walking 
and climbing steep hillocks 
before they have enough grass 
to make brooms with and this 
is followed by hours spent 
on cleaning, stacking and 
fashioning the actual brooms. 

Earlier, after all this rigmarole 
they went through, they would 
have no choice but to sell the 
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entire stock to the traders who 
had the backing of the Tri-
bal Development Cooperative 
Corporation (TDCC). TDCC, 
which is mandated to protect the 
tribal people, would invariably 
strike deals with traders and 
middlemen allowing them to 
conduct business on its behalf.

Adding to their difficulties we-
re the forest officials whose high-
handed attitude was not easy 
to handle. A disgruntled Sukri 
Majhi, another vocal member, 
shares, “We have legitimate 
rights over the forest produce as 
we have been living here since 
generations. However, there was 
a time when the officials would 
demand their share out of our 
collections. I remember once, 
about a decade back, a few of us 
had collected grass and kept it in 
our huts. The ranger came to us 
with some middlemen and they 
threatened to take everything 
away. They forcibly took our 
entire collection for just 50 paisa 
to two rupees for a bundle.” 

Incidents such as these 
were not uncommon, but, 
eventually, they paved the way 
for the women to stand up for 
themselves. The realisation that 
they were being indiscriminately 
exploited dawned gradually and 
with some welcome support 
from Agragamee, a local non-
government organisation that 
has been working to empower 

tribal communities for nearly 
thirty years now. The change 
started with the formation of 
mahila mandals (groupsmade 
up of women) at the panchayat 
level. The groups became a 
platform for the women to spend 
time, discuss their problems and 
mutual concerns, and, at the 
same time, learn about rights 
and entitlements. 

With new-found knowledge 
they found a voice and decided 
to challenge the authorities. And 
as they were together, no one 
was scared of the consequences 
of the confrontations. Ultimately, 
to leverage their strengths the 
mahila mandals joined hands to 
form a block-level organisation, 
the Ama Sangathan, with the aim 
of breaking the traders-TDCC 
nexus and claiming their right to 
collect, process, and market the 
grass brooms. 

It took three long years of 
persistent campaigning, which 
involved endless rounds of 
writing petitions, courting 
arrest for false cases regarding 
stocking of brooms declared 
illegal by the Forest Department, 
having their entire stock seized, 
and even a meeting the then 
state chief minister to share their 
point of view, before there were 
any tangible results. Then on 
April 1, 2000, there was a major 
breakthrough achieved when the 
chief minister announced the de-
nationalisation of 60 items on the 
NTFP list, including the brooms, 
and handed their ownership 
to the gram panchayats in the 
Scheduled Areas.

Satisfied with the way their 
movement shaped up and became 
a means for tribal women to gain 
agency Gunjli Naik of Mandibisi 
Panchayat says, “Our struggle 
was not futile. We fought very 
hard. Many of us faced court 
cases and were threatened with 
dire consequences if we didn’t 
leave Ama Sangathan. But we 
never gave up on our dream. We 
are a 1200-member strong group 
and from the very beginning we 
have stood firmly by each other. 
We knew it may take long but 
we would get due recognition 

for our rights. Nowadays, no 
one can stop us from either 
collecting grass or selling the 
brooms made from it. There is 
no need to be fearful of anyone 
– be it the forest officials or the 
petty traders who used to usually 
rebuke and humiliate us. Being 
in Ama Sangathan has given 
us the confidence we need to 
face moneylenders, middlemen, 
officials and the government.”

The NTFP policy change has 
had a real impact on the lives 
of the tribal people as it hasn’t 
just ended the domination of 
the middlemen over trade in the 
area but has increased people’s 
bargaining power. In fact, 
after they were free to sell the 
brooms, Agragamee stepped in 
once again to show them how 
they could improve the quality 
of their product to increase 
its marketability. Whereas 
previously they would take the 
grass and roughly bind it together, 
with simple training they learnt 
how to clean the stalks properly 
and bind it with a fine finish. 
Consequently, prices of the 
brooms sold by Ama Sangathan 
went up by 300 per cent making 
broom-making a viable income 
generating alternative to slaving 
for landlords and contractors. 
Today, the group is doing well 
and retailing its product in the 
neighbouring states of Andhra 
Pradesh, Chhattisgarh and Tamil 
Nadu as well. It’s turned the 
operation into an enterprise with 
profits being divided among the 
members. 

Of course, in spite of 
acknowledging how far they 
have come, Sushila Majhi, 
secretary, Ama Sangathan, 
injects a note of caution. She 
says, “Our group has still a long 
way to go. We may have secured 
our forest rights and better our 
economic status but much work 
must be done to secure the future 
generations. We have demanded 
that a government school with 
full-time teachers be set up in 
our area to ensure our children 
get a fair opportunity to study.” 

Additionally, the Sangathan 
has been backing women to 
claim their rightful space in the 
panchayat. Says Ghasen Jhodia, 
“The Sangathan women openly 
talk about women playing a 
greater role in the running of 
the panchayat and exercising 
their political rights. We work to 
run our households and we are 
bringing in good money. So why 
can’t we extend our presence in 
public life?”

Thanks to Ama Sangathan, 
the tribal women of Kashipur 
are feeling empowered and 
optimistic. And, at least work-
wise, things are only set to get 
better from here on. With the 
initiation of ambitious Clean 
India Mission countrywide, 
their group stands to gain big 
time. After all, isn’t the humble 
broom, their flagship product, 
key to maintaining even the 
most basic hygiene?

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
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Collecting grass and making brooms is hard work but the 
women are willing to do all it takes to ensure the survival of 
their families. 

Women members of Ama Sangathan get together to make the 
brooms. 
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A fight to save water, 
against odds
While the villagers fight to save Puducherry’s cascading tank systems, corrupt 
authorities come in the way of their efforts

The union territory of 
Puducherry is, for the 
most part, enveloped on 

three sides by the state of Tamil 
Nadu with the Bay of Bengal 
framing its eastern face. A total 
of 84 irrigation tanks – part of 
the Gingee and Pennaiyar river 
systems – dot the territory’s 
landscape. Recently, the 
Puducherry Department of 
Science, Technology and 
Environment (DSTE) secured 
a grant of Rs 17 crore from 
NABARD for renewing water 
bodies – 52 in all (20 tanks and 
32 ponds). 

Villages were selected and 
tanks were finalised without 
consulting any of the tank user 
associations. In contrast, the 
Government of Puducherry-
funded Tank Rehabilitation 
Project-Pondicherry (TRPP) 
functioned efficiently for five 
years between 2004 and 2008 
with a budget of under three 
crores a year for the upkeep of 
all 84 tanks in Puducherry. 

Approval of the steering 
committee, the apex body 
responsible for deciding  matt-
ers relating to irrigation tanks 
in Puducherry, was bypassed 
altogether. The committee was 
set up a couple of years ago to 
ensure stakeholder participation 
– command area farmers, tank 
users and agricultural labourers 
– before deciding upon any 
matter relating to irrigation 
tanks. Politicians,  along with 
corrupt officials and department 
chiefs, are to be blamed for such 
brazen circumvention, villagers 
say.

“The village selection was 
almost comical. The village of 
Seliamedu, where large-scale 
conversion of farmland into real 
estate plots is increasing by the 
day, was among the chosen few. 
What’s more, 17 crore for just 
20 tanks. If left to us, we could 
revamp all 84 tanks for half the 
cost,” rues V. Chandrasekhar, 

president of the Bangaaru Vaickal 
Neeraadhara Koottamaippu, a 
cluster association representing 
six sluice associations of the 
massive Bahour tank. The cluster 
association is responsible for 
the upkeep of the Bahour tank 
as well as the Bangaru feeder 
channel which routes water 
into the main tank from river 
Pennaiyar. 

Due to the non-perennial 
nature of most rivers, tank 
irrigation is common in South 
India. In order to maximise the 
efficiency of water utilisation, an 
intricate system of inter-linked 
tanks were designed where 
water from the nearby rivers 
would proceed to fill tanks one 
by one in a cascading manner. 
Once a tank in the system got 
filled up to the appropriate level, 
the excess water would flow out 
into the next one in the system 
along the earthen channels. 
Topography and land gradient 
were studied to ensure the flow 
of water.

The states of Andhra Pradesh, 
Karnataka and Tamil Nadu, 
along with the small union 
territory of Puducherry, boast of 
such an elaborate system of man-
made tanks that have managed 
to irrigate around 92 percent 
of all agricultural fields till the 
1970s. The large-scale shift to 
groundwater for irrigation is a 
recent phenomenon. Tubewells 
were practically absent in the 
1950s, entering the irrigation 
scene only a decade later. The 
ease with which groundwater 
can be accessed along with 
scant regulation has made 
tank irrigation seem rather 
dispensable. This could not be 
further from the truth. 

Back in 1999, with financial 
support from the European Uni-
on, the Puducherry Government 
undertook a massive exercise to 
rehabilitate all existing tanks. 
The TRPP focused on de-silting 
water bodies as well as irrigation 
and feeder channels with the 
active participation of the 
community. The Public Works 
Department (PWD) along with 
the agriculture, revenue and 
local administration departments 
ran the project. The advice of 
non-governmental organisations 
(NGO) was sought, and 
Auroville’s Water Harvest, along 
with the  Centre for Ecology & 
Rural Development (CERD), 
were tasked with mobilising 

the community and ensuring 
their active participation at the 
start of the project with a few 
more organisations roped in 
at later phases . It put in place 
a robust participatory tank 
management system with tank 
users' association (TUA) at its 
core. Many of these associations 
continue to remain active even 
today.

The PWD, initially was to 
have a free hand in choosing 
contractors. But the tank 
associations argued that such 
a system only bred corruption, 
and requested the lieutenant 
governor to entrust them with 
all renovation works. Paying 
heed to the associations’ plea 
regarding their involvement, 
the lieutenant governor ordered 
all rehabilitation works to be 
taken up by the tank associations 
themselves. It was also agreed 
that apart from the 20 tanks as 
per the original NABARD plan, 
all 84 tanks will now be taken up 
for rejuvenation with the PWD’s 
own funds for irrigation. 

While work orders 
were issued to most of the 
associations, officials withheld 
the order for the Bangaru cluster 
association and the six sluice 
associations of the Bahour tank. 
“The programme is centrally 
sponsored. It has the sanction 
of the lieutenant governor. Yet, 
work orders were withheld at the 
behest of the political leaders. 
The PWD minister and the 
MLA from Bahour wanted the 
contracts to be handed over to 
private parties of their choice,” 
says Chandrasekhar. The 
Bahour tank is dependent on the 
Bangaru channel for its runoff 
and river water supply. Hence, 
it is imperative that the Bangaru 

channel is renovated before any 
of the other structures in the 
Bahour cascade system. 

The association has been 
active in keeping the Puducherry 
lieutenant governor informed of 
all the afflictions the Pennaiyar 
has had to endure. Despite 
the National Green Tribunal’s 
(NGT) ban on sand mining in the 
area, it carries on without much 
difficulty. The NGT had ordered 
bunds to be strengthened along 
the river banks to prevent trucks 
and carts from entering. Bunds 
have since been broken and the 
accused function with impunity. 

According to the association’s 
figures, nearly 1000-1500 sand-
laden bullock carts ply in the area 
on weekends alone, all through 
fully-staffed check posts. 
Villagers claim that neither the 
police nor the village officers 
are ready to take action on the 
offenders. But, Chandrasekhar 
and his partners are in no mood 
to yield. Emails and phone calls 
to the LG’s office continue and 
the associations have vowed to 
not rest until justice is served. 

“With bountiful arrangements 
for tank irrigation, our ancestors 
ensured that Bahour was 
crowned the undisputed rice 
bowl of Puducherry. But my 
generation bled the ground 
dry. Water bodies and public 
spaces were taken for granted 
and encroached upon. Now we 
fight for our future generations’ 
welfare and we do not have a 
choice; we just cannot give up,” 
laments Pavadai, a concerned 
farmer from Bahour.

(Courtesy: www.indiawaterportal.org)
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Water exits through the Manapet tank’s surplus weir, part of 
the Bahour cascading system.

Villagers offer prayers to the 
guardian of the Bahour tank, 
Ayyanar.
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