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Despite a health mission, 
women left in the lurch
Horotola-Patkijuli, a small hamlet, lies at the foothills of Bhutan to the north-west of 
Assam. It belongs to Baksa District, one of the 27 districts of Assam now under the 
Bodoland Territorial Council. The setting is picturesque, full of paddy fields and tea 
gardens. But beneath all the beauty there are problems aplenty. Adolescent girls are 
trafficked, women are anaemic, pregnant women do not have access to medicines or 
doctors, deliveries usually go the C-section way, and there is lack of awareness 

According to the 2011 
Census, Baksa District 
had a population of 

953773, of which male and 
female were 481330 and 468745, 
respectively. The sex ratio was a 
healthy 974 per 1000.  Distance-
wise Baksa is not that far from 
Guwahati, capital of Assam – less 
than three hours’ drive – but it is 
miles away in health facilities. 
The highway leading to the area 
is smooth but the road leading 
to Horotola-Patkijuli is bumpy, 
almost like a dirt road. On the 
way you cross a church and a 
high school. Christina Mardi 
teaches there. She is respected 
by the village women and hence 
helpful to the Assam Centre for 
Rural Development (ACRD), 
a Guwahati-based NGO, trying 
to create awareness among the 
women about trafficking and 
health issues in these remote 
areas.

Trafficking of adolescent 
girls is an emerging issue in 
the area hugged by the pristine 
green of the paddy fields and 
tea gardens. Among various 
problems, poverty is one of 
the main reasons, says Sunita 
Changkakati, director, ACRD. 
The girls want to go out to earn 
something for the family, or they 
themselves look for a better life 
in the cities and become victims 
of touts roaming the place.

The women who congregat-
ed in the field next to the 
village church for the meeting 
with members of ACRD were 
mostly from the indigenous 
adivasi (tribal) community 
working in tea plantations. Their 
forefathers were brought in 
from Central India as indented 
labour by the British tea 
planters. However, today, most 
of the men work at construction 
sites in neighbouring Bhutan as 
the pay is better than at the tea 
gardens nearby. 

Santi Tudu, a woman with a 
weather-beaten face works in a 
tea garden. Most of the women 
say they stay at home looking 
after the family. But when you 
enquire if they get some time to 
relax as a result, they dismiss 
it: “There’s too much work; 
even when we are pregnant 
we hardly get any rest.” Some 
women like Sushila Hembrom 
rear pigs; others take up work 
such as husking rice, etc.

While listening to awareness 
messages about preventing 
young girls from getting 
trafficked to other parts of 
India, mainly to Delhi (quite 
a number of girls have been 
rescued by local NGOs there), 
they share their personal 
problems that dog their daily 
life. “There is only one well 
from which the village women 

can draw water. We really have 
a tough time during the dry 
months,” complains Anima as 
she draws up the bucket from 
the well. They have a harrowing 
time commuting to collect water 
for drinking and washing during 
the summer months, especially 
with small children at home and 
their men folk away at work. Due 
to the rocky sub-soil, they have 
been told, digging tube-wells is 
not feasible. 

Anaemia is common among 
the women, health workers say. 
According to the recently released 
National Family Health Survey-4 
(NFHS-4), 53 per cent of all 
women (including 50 per cent 
of pregnant women) in India are 
anaemic, which means there has 
not been much improvement on 
the issue over the last survey done 
a decade ago, though the nutrition 
level has shown an improvement 
among children between six 
months and five years of age from 
nearly 70 per cent in 2005-06 to 
around 60 per cent now.

To combat anaemia, the NRHM 
(National Rural Health Mission) 
launched  the IFL (Iron and Folic 
Acid) Scheme in 2013 to provide 
weekly supplementation for 
women in the reproductive age, 
and pregnant and lactating women 
(one tablet daily for 100 days, 
starting after the first trimester, at 
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14–16 weeks of gestation and to 
be repeated for 100 days post-
partum). They are distributed by 
accredited local health workers. 

“But when we go to collect 
the tablets, we are often told the 
supply has been finished, so we 
get only a fortnight’s supply as 
against the full month at most 
times,” alleges Julie Hembrom. 
If you ask ‘why don’t you protest, 
or ask why so?’ the women keep 
quiet. Questioning authorities 
is an option that perhaps does 
not occur to them. Also, their 
children do not get mid-day 
meals regularly in school. 

ASHA (accredited social 
health Activist) workers drawn 
and trained from the local 
community are a part of the 
NHRM programme. They take 
the pregnant woman for delivery 
to the nearest state dispensary 
(SD), in this case at Kumarikata 
13 km away falling under the 
Tamulpur Community Health 
Centre. They do not get a fixed 
salary but an incentive of Rs 
800 for taking the women for 
institutional delivery, while the 
mother gets Rs 1400 under the 
scheme. 

ASHA workers also get 
incentives for ensuring post-
natal care of the child such as 

ranjita biswas, Baksa, Assam
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Women often get together and share their problems. (Continued on page 2) 

The only source of drinking water in the locality.
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Prabhatbabu has just 
about one bigha (traditi-
onal term used in mea-

surement of land; four bighas 
equal one acre) of land to 
farm on. “My family used to 
own 25 bighas in the past. But 
frequent divisions of the land 
among the various offspring 
has left me with very little,” 
he says. Often, he leases land 
from others to grow his crops. 
But that has not deterred him 
from experimenting with 
new varieties of fruit and 
vegetables. 

Awarded the Gene Savi-
our Award in 2013 by the 
Government of India’s 
Protection of Plant Varieties 
and Farmers Rights Authority 
for having produced the Sujata 
mango by cross-pollinating 
Langda  and Himsagar varie-
ties, Dey has also produced 
many new varieties of 
jackfruit, bael (Bengal quince 
or golden apple), and ladies’ 
fingers (okra/ bhindi).

Dey’s first experiment with 
mangoes goes back to 1989, 
when he cross-pollinated 
the blooms of Himsagar (a 
popular Bengal variety) and 
Langda. The seven saplings 
he so produced yielded fruit 
six years later. Prabhatbabu 
named his mango after the 
milkmaid, Sujata, who had 
offered a bowl of kheer (rice 
pudding) to Buddha, breaking 
his long fast as he gained 
enlightenment. Unlike the 
known varieties, Sujata yields 
well every year, and may often 
have two fruits per stalk. The 
mango has a greenish yellow 
skin, smells like a Langda 
and is reddish yellow inside, 
like Himsagar. The general 
weight ranges from 170 gm 
to 200 gm. Sujata mangoes 

A creative farmer beats the 
odds, shows others the way 
Innovation does not necessarily need fancy academic qualifications. It is an incisive mind that spurs a human 
being towards being creative. Farmer Prabhat Ranjan Dey of Umapur Village in Phulia, Nadia District, West 
Bengal, is an excellent example of how a streak of creativity can help face challenges. An authority on fruits 
and vegetables, he has worked hard to popularise them among farmers and the local people
rina mukherji, Kolkata

ripen around the first week of 
June; that is, ten days or so after 
the Himsagar variety. Generally, 
a 12-year-old mango tree yields 
around 60 kg worth of mango. Not 
only has Prabhatbabu developed 
this and other varieties, but he 
has worked hard to popularise 
them among farmers and the local 
populace. For instance, he has 
freely distributed Sujata saplings to 
several farmer friends, persuading 
them to cultivate it. 

Prabhatbabu, even otherwise, is 
an authority on fruit and vegetable 
varieties. However, he rues that 
many traditional types of fruit 
are getting sidelined and lost due 
to rampant commercialisation. 
“Unconventional taste or smells 
do not appeal. Take the case of 
Piyara khuli, a mango variety that 
has a guava-like peculiar taste. 
My family disliked the fruit; the 
markets do not accept the mango. 
Often, such trees get cut down 
and then, subsequently, get lost 
in favour of more acceptable 
varieties,” he tells me. An expert 
on mangoes, he has succeeded in 
grafting a single mango plant in 
ten different ways.

Prabhatbabu has also been 
working on black pepper, water 
chestnut (singhara), jackfruit, 
bael, and other crops. With 
the help of the Agricultural 
Training Centre, Phulia, he has 
been collecting and conserving 
traditional rice varieties such as 
Radhatilak and Khejurchhadi.  He 
has been trying to popularise the 
Assamese ladies’ fingers (bhindi) 
variety that grows on 15-foot 
trees and ripens in winter, unlike 
the local Bengal variety. He has 
been working on jackfruit, and 
his varieties are in great demand 
at the wholesale jackfruit market 
in Mahishadal Town. In fact, the 
Bidhan Chandra Krishi Vidyalaya 
had invited Prabhatbabu over, to 

Focus

<

work on jackfruit saplings, and 
he produced a hundred vari-
eties through various grafting 
methods. He has recently deve-
loped a special variety of ladies’ 
fingers called Lata Kasturi, 
which has a slender stalk and 
fragrant seeds, and is never 
attacked by pests. 

Prabhatbabu’s innovations do 
not merely centre on growing 
new varieties of fruit and 
vegetables. He has also devised 
ways and means of saving 
them from small and big pests. 
For instance, to save bananas 
from langurs (monkeys) who 
are major pests in the Bengal 
countryside, he has invented 
a method wherein a duck egg 
mixed with water and sprayed on 
banana leaves prevents langurs 

The Sujata mango variety developed by Prabhatbabu by 
crossing Langda with Himsagar varieties.

Prabhat Ranjan Dey after receiving the Gene Saviour Award.

taking the child for vaccination. 
NHRM has introduced a 
transportation system, meant 
for taking the patient to the 
health centre from home and, if 
necessary, to the referral centre 
and back home (Ambulance 
No. 102). Ambulance No. 
108 is basically an emergency 
response service for transporting 
patients in critical conditions to 
hospitals at a distance. But if the 
ambulance is somewhere else, 
the women have to wait. 

A visit to the Kumarikata 
SD is a revelation. It  does not 
have an MBBS doctor; in fact, 
there has not been one for more 
than four years now, informs 
the Ayush (Ayurvedic, Yoga, 
Unani, Siddha and Homeopathy) 
doctor here who specialises in 
Ayurvedic medicine. The other 
Ayush doctor is a homeopath, Dr 
D. Basumatary.  “We have been 
writing to the authorities, the 
local people demonstrated and 
there were even media reports 
but we are still waiting for an 
MBBS doctor,” he says. 

There are three nurses attached 
to the centre who can perform 
normal delivery but patients who 
must be operated upon or those 
in need of a C-section delivery 
are referred to the sub-divisional 
civil hospital in Rangia, 45 km 
away. If the case is critical, the 

woman is sent to the Nalbari 
Civil Hospital, 15 km away or 
to Guwahati. 

The women seem to be 
resigned to the situation. Some 
take recourse to other means. 
Among the group of women 
was a young mother who 
was lactating. She said this 
was her second child born by 
C-section; the first child was 
born a year-and-a-half ago, also 
by C-section. But wasn’t she 
advised to give a gap of three 
years after such a delivery? 
“Nobody told me,” she says. 
Both the deliveries were done 
in a local private nursing home 
for which she had to fork out 
Rs 37000 the first time and Rs 
35000 the second time, a sum 
obviously too much for her low-
income household. One could 

(Continued from page 1) 

Despite a health mission...

The Kumarikata dispensary centre.

surmise that the family had to 
take a loan but she did not want 
to talk about it. 

Aggravating the problem of 
poor health among the women is 
a lack of awareness. The health 
mission is still a somewhat 
nebulous idea for these women 
in the outback. There is a huge 
information gap, obviously.  But 
there is hope yet. Some college-
going girls like Mary Sunita 
Murmu recognise the health 
problems the women suffer 
from. Asked if she and other 
girls who are in high school now 
would create awareness about 
women’s health and demand 
better care, Murmu nods shyly 
and says, “We will try.” <

from feasting on the fruit. Since 
langurs fear snakes, a plastic 
snake kept in a pot with bananas, 

he has found, helps prevent the 
monkeys from venturing near 
the fruit.     
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Women in blue drive fear into 
hooligans, bond with people

It’s a quiet morning for Anita 
Kumari, 30, and her partner, 
Sushila Jiloya, 24, till Anita’s 

mobile phone device crackles to 
life informing her of a distress 
call from a teenage girl. As soon 
as they receive the complaint – a 
Class 12 girl is being harassed 
by a boy who wants to get 
‘friendly’ – the duo take down 
her contact particulars, hop on 
to their bike and set off to meet 
her in person. 

A frank talk with the 
youngster reveals that she has 
been receiving calls at all odd 
hours and obscene pictures on 
WhatsApp. 

Anita takes matters into her 
own hands and, masquerading 
as the girl, calls up the boy 
and tells him that she’s ready 
to meet him at a nearby park. 
When he arrives at the park, 
Anita confronts him. Then, 
calling her colleagues from 
the nearby police station, she 
reprimands the boy, who by then 
is down on his knees begging 
for forgiveness. Eventually, he 
is let off with a harsh warning. 
In minutes, the whole problem 
is efficiently resolved. 

Sushila, who rides pillion with 
Anita, identifies with the sense 
of fear and anxiety that women 
and girls go through when they 
have to not just bear violence but 
also muster the courage to report 
it, not the easiest of things to do. 
She clearly remembers how she 
had felt helpless when she had to 
face harassment day-in and day-
out as she made her way to her 
college in Sikar. Approaching 
the local constable didn’t even 
seem like a viable option at the 
time, something that she and her 

colleagues in the women’s squad 
are hoping will change. 

“Women don’t feel com-
fortable about approaching the 
police until things really go 
out of hand. There is a lot of 
inherent mistrust that has set 
in – and that is the widespread 
perception that people have 
nowadays. We, however, are 
trying to change that. Gradually, 
we are establishing the fact 
that the women’s patrol squad 
is different. We stop by elderly 
people’s homes when we are 
patrolling localities and catch 
up with them just like their 
daughters, we talk to girls 
standing alone on streets to find 
out if everything’s okay. We try 
to empathise with people; it’s 
crucial to make them trust us,” 
Sushila elaborates. In the first 
30 days that they were in action, 
the patrolwomen received 
maximum complaints about 
sexual harassment and drunken 
hooligans. 

The idea to raise an all-
women patrol team came to 
Thakur Chandrasheel, Udai-
pur’s additional superintendent 
of Police, in April this year. 
Having been part of two UN 
Peacekeeping Missions in the 
past and having closely observed 
the policing system in several 
European countries, he was 
convinced that change in the 
way things were being done on 
the ground was the need of the 
hour – and that women would, 
in fact, be perfect to spearhead 
it. “Patrolling in India is a male 
domain but in the West women 
are also part of community 
policing. After taking per-
mission from my senior, the 

<

Anita and Sushila are members of India’s first all-women patrol squad in Udaipur, Rajasthan, that  is 
conscientiously maintaining a vigil at places frequented by women and girls – schools, colleges, malls and 
other public spaces – to provide them with a sense of safety and confidence. A month into service and these 
smart cops are already making heads turn with their smart uniforms and even smarter police moves.  The 
patrolwomen of Udaipur are working towards transforming public opinion and they are doing it rather well
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superintendent of Police, I got 
down to planning an all-woman 
patrol team because women 
tend to be more sensitive to 
community members’ needs. 
We wanted to take policing to 
people’s doorstep,” he explains.

As the team was to be picked 
from within the force, the first 
step was to identify 24 young and 
physically fit women constables. 
The chosen candidates were 
then told about the concept and 
explained how they would do 
more meaningful things than just 
being there on raids and anti-
encroachment drives or escorting 
women prisoners to courts. 
After the selection process was 
completed, the policewomen 
began a gruelling four-month 
training. This included aerobics 
and weight training at the 
local gym, martial arts, riding 
and weapons training on the 
grounds of city police lines, and 
classroom sessions for polishing 
their soft skills. 

At the same time, they also 
received training to do first aid 
for road accident survivors and 
then rush them to the nearest 
hospital. For around six hours 
daily, the chosen women were on 
the job. “We wanted them to be 
ready for any kind of emergency 
situation,” says Rajendra Prasad 
Goyal, Udaipur’s superintendent 
of Police. In the meantime, the 
process for getting an approval 
for a new uniform for them from 
the state police headquarters 
was underway. Their khaki-clad 
colleagues wanted them to look 
different and distinct.

By August, the female-only 
patrol team was ready – down 
to all the last details, which 
included their motorcycles 
being fitted with red-and-blue 
beacon lights in the front and 
back, a public address system, 
a car battery and first-aid box. 
The women in blue have their 
very own wireless set that is 
to be strapped to the shoulder, 
an Austrian Glock pistol, fibre 
canes and black golf caps. 

Rajasthan Chief Minister 
Vasundhara Raje flagged the 
well turned out patrol squad off 
on October 6, 2016. Over the 
past few months that they have 
been in action, the women have 
established a rapport with their 
target group – women, children 

Rajasthan Chief Minister Vasundhara Raje was there to 
encourage the patrolwomen on their first day of duty. 

A few months into the service, and the smart cops are already 
making heads turn with their uniforms and policing skills.

and the elderly – and a reign of 
terror among the trouble-makers. 
“Crowds disperse when we ride 
by their areas – they are scared 
of us,” says Laxmi Choudhary, 
26, who joined Rajasthan Police 
in 2013.

The squad works in two 
shifts of eight hours each. The 
city is divided into five zones 
for patrolling. One motorcycle 
with two officers handles each 
zone from 7am to 11pm. There 
are five helpline numbers on 
which people can reach out to 
them either by calling in or text 
messaging. The numbers are 
also connected to the WhatsApp 
messaging app so that anyone 
can freely share pictures and 
videos as evidence of problems 
that they are facing. For the 
time being, local FM stations 
are informing people about the 
numbers during their broadcast 
and soon the police department 
will circulate postcards 
containing these numbers and 
information about women rights 
in schools and colleges.

So far, the team’s work has 
impressed people and shown 
positive results – hooligans are 
largely keeping off roads and 
other busy public spaces; alcohol 
shops are closing by their 8 
pm deadline and unauthorised 
guides, who were earlier openly 
fleecing tourists, run for cover 
when they see flashing beacons 
of the patrol team. Besides 
working on controlling crime, 
the patrol team resolves traffic 
snarls, rushes to road accident 
sites and is the first response 
against hooliganism. 

The women are stars in the 
city and in their families as well. 
A smiling Anita shares how her 
11-year-old daughter, Muskaan, 
salutes her when she meets her 
and is always eager to know 
about her activities of the day. 
Adds Laxmi, that her mother-in-
law is only too happy to chip in 
and look after her six-year-old 
son while she’s on duty. 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
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Straddling the borders 
of the states of Andhra 
Pradesh and Tamil Nadu, 

the Pulicat Lake is essentially 
a brackish water lagoon, rich 
in floral and faunal diversity. 
Spread over 450 square 
kilometres, the lagoon is fed 
by three rivers – the Arani, the 
Swarnamukhi and the Kalangi. 
The lake’s biodiversity has been 
celebrated by zoologists and 
ecologists alike with researchers 
recording 168 species of fish 
and around 12 species of prawns 
in the lagoon’s brackish waters. 
The lake is also a designated bird 
sanctuary, flocked by flamingos, 
pelicans and painted storks 
during the winter months.

Pulicat Lake’s Tamil name, 
Pazhaverkadu, literally translates 
to “the forest of the rooted 
fruit”, signifying the presence 
of mangroves. While brackish 
mangrove forests were spotted 
along the lake’s mudflats until 
the 18th Century, only sporadic 
patches remain today. One of the 
more productive ecosystems on 
the east coast, the lagoon faces 
serious threats, from rampant 
pollution to indiscriminate re-
clamation along its fringes.

The lagoon is precariously 
perched on the east coast. While 
the Ennore Thermal Power Plant 
and the Kamarajar Port lie on 
the southern extensions of the 
lagoon on the Tamil Nadu side, 
the Krishnapatnam Port and the 

A lagoon cries out for restoration, 
but are the authorities hearing?
Along the east coast of India, five massive wetlands – starting from Point Calimere (Kodiakarai) and Pulicat 
in Tamil Nadu, the Krishna-Godavari basin in Andhra, Chilika in Odisha and Sundarbans in West Bengal – 
provide the necessary moisture for monsoon winds to precipitate. While it may be difficult to comprehend 
the intricacies of how monsoons work, one thing is clear – these wetlands need to remain wet for rain 
clouds to emerge and develop. And Pulicat is an integral part of this system. Keeping Pulicat Lake healthy is 
paramount, but what is happening instead is its slow degradation

proposed Durgarajapatnam Port 
lie perilously close to the lagoon 
in Andhra Pradesh. Indian Space 
Research Organisation’s (ISRO) 
Sriharikota High Altitude Range 
is located in one of the barrier 
islands between the Pulicat Lake 
and the Bay of Bengal.

Wetlands are enveloped by 
the Ministry of Environment, 
Forests and Climate Change 
(MoEFCC)-mandated ‘eco-sen-
sitive zones’ or ESZ, designed 
to act as absorbers of shocks 
induced by infrastructure de-
velopment around ecologically-
sensitive, protected areas. 
While the ESZ of the Pulicat 
Lake was originally set at 
ten kilometres by the Andhra 
Pradesh Forest Department, it 
has since been reduced to two. 
Conservationists argue that the 
reduction in the buffer zone 
is completely uncalled for and an 
open invitation to ecological 
disaster in the area.

The entire Pulicat system, 
along with the Buckingham 
Canal and the Ennore Creek, has 
been designated as ecologically-
sensitive areas and is placed under 
the CRZ-1 category of coastal 
land classification under the 
MoEFCC’s Coastal Regulation 
Zone notification. Setting up of 
new industries and expansion of 
existing ones are not allowed in 
the zone. Regardless of it, the 
Kamarajar Port has drawn up 
expansion plans, nearly tripling 
its cargo handling capacity from 
30 million tonnes to 100 million 
tonnes. 

The thermal power plants and 
the port in Ennore draw water 
from the Ennore Creek, a part of 
the Pulicat Lagoon, for regular 
operation and maintenance. The 
thermal plants also brazenly 
discard hot water into the creek, 
harming the fish and affecting 
the local livelihoods. Xavier 
Benedict, who has been working 
to restore the natural and built 
heritage of Pulicat to its original 
glory through the AARDE 
Foundation, estimates that over 
46000 acres of the lagoon have 
been reclaimed over the past few 
decades.

Another worrying deve-
lopment is the large number 
of aquaculture farms dotting 

the periphery  of  the lagoon. 
The farms release untreated 
wastewater right into the lagoon 
as well as the Buckingham 
Canal, altering the turbidity and 
composition of the water. “Aqua-
culture farms use antibiotics 
to produce shrimp which are 
indiscriminately released into the 
estuary,” adds marine biologist 
Rahul Muralidharan.

The Pulicat Lake is among the 
few places in south India where 
the padu system of fishing is 
still practised. The padu system 
is a unique system of estuarine 
resource management where the 
lagoon is divided into grids and 
fishermen are granted access to 
fish on a rotational basis. Only 
male members of the traditional 
Pattinaver fishing community 
from four traditional fishing 
hamlets in the area are allocated 
fishing grounds under the padu 
system. Though the practice is 
highly caste-specific, the system 
is an outstanding example 
of regulating the use of and 
managing the coastal commons, 
with regulations that ensure 
that members have equitable 
access to fishing grounds while 
nurturing a sense of collective 
social responsibility.

But Suman, a fisherman from 
Pazhaverkadu’s Lighthouse 
Kuppam, is a concerned man. 
Though members of his village 
don’t participate in the padu, the 
deterioration of the lagoon close 
by is hard to miss. Increasing 
bald spots across the lake have 
made many fishermen in Pulicat 
uneasy, especially in the 30-
odd fishing hamlets partially or 
entirely dependent on the lagoon 
for their daily bread. Despite 
motor boats making it possible 
for fishermen to access a greater 
area compared to before, 
dwindling breeding grounds and 
diminishing catch are making 
them nervous.

The depth varies across the 
lagoon but there has been a 
noticeable reduction in the 
average depth of the system – 
from a metre and a half in the 
early 20th Century to less than 
a metre now in many parts. The 
Arani and the Kalangi Rivers also 
bring in a considerable amount of 
fertiliser residue as runoff from 

the fields upstream, polluting 
the lagoon further. And it is no 
surprise that resources tend to 
disappear with the water.

“Decreasing depth in many 
parts, especially near the mouth, 
has severely affected the water 
exchange between the sea 
and the lagoon. With the lake 
shallow in most places, fish and 
prawn are becoming hard to find, 
not to mention the difficulty of 
boatmen to manoeuvre their 
craft. The lagoon is so shallow 
that kattumarams (catamarans) 
graze the bottom in many parts,” 
Suman mentions.

When the catch drops, so does 
the income. The portion near 
the lagoon’s mouth is the most 
prized spot as prawns move 
from and towards the sea at 
regular intervals which makes it 
the maximum profit grid. Apart 
from the mouth, which is the 
richest in terms of resources, 
boats casting their nets in other 
parts return home half full. 

Fishermen around the lagoon 
earn somewhere around Rs 1000 
and Rs 1500 a day for those 
using fibre boats, while men 
on kattumarams earn as low as 

seetha gopalakrishnan, Chennai

Rs 300 and Rs 500. The integrity 
of the lagoon gets compromised 
if there is an excess of either 
fresh or seawater; the delicate 
ecosystem thrives on the perfect 
balance of brackishness where 
the life forms flourish. 

Retired professor of Geology 
R. Jagadiswara Rao blames it 
on the sandy sediments brought 
down by the rivers upstream. 
“Due to the vigorous movement 
of northerly long-shore currents 
carrying heavy sandy sediment 
load discharged by rivers, long 
sandy shoals are deposited under 
water with sandy pits above the 
water closing the mouths of 
rivers and lagoons along the 
coast of the Bay of Bengal. 
Evaporation of stagnant lake 
waters makes them hyper-saline 
with salinity becoming almost 
three times that of seawater. 
This is the single largest factor 
responsible for the substantial 
reduction in the lagoon's aquatic 
population,” he notes.

Rahul Muralidharan blames 
part of the disruption on the 
massive dredging carried out by 

Pulicat Lake is the second largest brackish water body in India 
after Odisha's Chilika Lake.

The Ennore Creek, which is part of the Pulicat Lagoon, is 
being smothered on all sides by thermal power plants.

Local fishermen allege 
that fish catch has reduced 
drastically over the years. (Continued on page 5) 
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They wish to lead a normal life 
but that doesn’t always happen
Tilawala is a small, nondescript village on the periphery of Jaipur, a popular tourist destination and the 
state capital of Rajasthan. However, there is something that sets it apart from the other hamlets that dot 
the countryside – it is home to 10 Rajnat families that survive on income from sex work. Although it’s their 
traditional trade – they were initially “entertainers” who enjoyed royal patronage. Post-Independence their 
women have had to take up prostitution full-time to keep things going – the threats and vulnerabilities that 
come inherent with the profession have only increased over the years. Particularly grave are the health risks, 
including sexually transmitted infections and diseases (STI/STDs) as well as HIV

Geeta, 55, a Rajnat, is HIV-
positive and has to go to 
Jaipur once every month 

to get her supply of medicines. 
She contracted the disease from 
her late husband who was a truck 
driver, but considers herself 
lucky enough to have access to 
treatment. Until a few years ago, 
HIV was an overwhelming health 
issue in quite a few families 
in Tilawala, as well as in other 
villages inhabited by Rajnats. 
Fortunately, better management 
of the disease and greater 
awareness among the people has 
made a big difference. 

Shannu, 35, Geeta’s niece, is a 
retired commercial sex worker; 
she’s given up the trade ever 
since she had a steady partner. 
She is not married – even though 
she adorns all the customary 
symbols like a mangalsutra (a 
necklace a Hindu groom ties 
around the bride’s neck, the  
'sacred thread') and bichiyas (toe 
rings worn as a symbol of the 
married state by Hindu women) 
– and is only too aware that the 
father of her four children will 
never formally commit to her. 
Conventional nuptials are not all 
that common in their lot. Before 
her, her mother was in this line 
of work as well. And while it’s a 
given that a Rajnat daughter will 
follow in her mother’s footsteps, 
Shannu is not sure whether her 
daughters will do this work. “If 
there is no job for them later on 
or if they don’t find someone to 
settle down with, they may end 
up working in this line only,” 
she says matter-of-fact. 

Despite the imminent un-
certainty on whether or not they 
will step into the trade, what 
Shannu is certain of, but still 
reluctant to articulate, is that 
unlike the previous generations 
that did not know about safety 
and protection or were not 
confident of demanding it from 
their clients, young Rajnat 
women today will certainly not 
put themselves at risk. That’s 
because they have decided that 
whereas they have no choice but 
to live with the social stigma 
that comes with their profession, 
they will certainly not live with 
life-threatening diseases.

who is associated with 
World Vision India, has been 
witness to a slow, albeit sure, 
transformation. “There is a 
greater consciousness around 
health concerns, especially HIV-
AIDS. There were initial hiccups 
because women’s participation 
was very low. But these days, 
both men and women are more 
alert – regular testing is common 
and those like Geeta know how 
crucial it is to take medicine 
regularly. A decade ago, when 
her husband tested positive, 
awareness levels were low and 
he didn’t go in for timely medical 
intervention. He couldn’t be 
saved but we ensured that Geeta 
remains okay. Fortunately, 
our work has ensured that the 
percentage of new HIV positive 
patients is drastically reduced. 
Everyone wants to live a healthy 
life. Improved literacy and 
ready access to information has 
made a marked difference,” he 
elaborates. 

Indeed, when Nehra was 
just beginning to stir up a 
conversation on this sensitive 
subject he had met with a lot of 
resistance. That hasn’t changed 
all that much even now but 
there are sure-shot ways to catch 
people’s attention. Besides 
one-on-one meetings with the 
family members to break the 
ice and convince the elders to 
send girls and women for group 
discussions, they have been 
routinely staging nukkad nataks 

(street plays) to spark an interest. 
As such the most vulnerable 
time for Rajnat women is when 
they are in their teens because 
they are dependent on their 
family and have no real voice or 
control over their future. “Many 
families are not convinced that 
sending girls to school is the 
right decision. What kind of 
career prospects would they 
have? And afterwards, where 
are the eligible grooms to settle 
down with? So, the likelihood 
of them getting pushed into sex 
work always remains very real. 
Sometimes families strike a 
deal with potential clients and 
start taking advance loans from 
them much before the girl attains 
puberty,” says Nehra. 

Nehra is not wrong in his 
observations. Sharmila, another 
former sex worker who, like 
Shannu, has a partner who 
supports her financially, is 
the mother of a college-going 
daughter. She has made sure the 
youngster gained an education 
and doesn’t want her to get into 
the trade but admits candidly that 
if there is no one to marry her 
daughter, then in all probability 
she would be heading to Mumbai 
to work in a dance bar. Ask her 
if she has talked to her daughter 
about safe sex, Sharmila is quick 
to reply, “These things don’t need 
to be taught nowadays. Everyone 
knows that unprotected sex is a 
no-no.” The fact that Sharmila is 
so sure her daughter will know 

abha sharma, Jaipur
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Of course, such a height-
ened sense of awareness about 
their health rights and how to 
safeguard themselves has only 
developed over a period of time 
and with the concerted efforts of 
activists of World Vision India, 
a humanitarian organisation that 
has been engaging with the Raj-
nats since the mid-1990s. “We 
have been focusing on reaching 
out to the community with 
information on health, safety 
and protection,” shares Alok 
Peter, Gender and Development 
coordinator, World Vision India. 
However, there is one major 
hurdle they find themselves up 
against, time and again. 

“The Rajnats are generally 
a floating population and 
oftentimes we have to begin 
afresh with a new group. For 
instance, if we conduct health 
awareness activities on a 
sustained basis with one set of 
Rajnat women and men we are 
not sure if we’d find the same 
set when we go back there for 
a follow-up intervention. Most 
of the time, the women go off to 
Mumbai or other places where 
they can find better paying work 
opportunities,” reveals Peter. 
Each time a group moves, the 
World Vision India team has to 
start from scratch with another 
group which is not an easy task. 
After all, building relationships 
and trust takes a long time. 

However, Rajendar Nehra, 
a social worker in Tilawala, 

how to take care of herself is 
the outcome of the meetings the 
duo has been attending where 
Nehra talks to them about these 
concerns. 

In fact, to facilitate a 
meaningful interaction, World 
Vision India has developed 
a special kit to educate the 
community as well as social 
workers. “It becomes easy 
to talk on subjects that are 
normally not freely discussed in 
society, like reproductive health 
and risk behaviour, with the help 
of games and plays. Facilitators 
pick up questions as per the age 
and education level of the group 
members to ensure that everyone 
understands the information and 
is on the same page,” points out 
Nehra. 

It’s every Rajnat woman’s 
dream to lead a happy, secure 
life. But for most, that usually is 
just a dream. Geeta, Shannu and 
Sharmila want their daughters 
to get everything they weren’t 
able to but there’s always that 
underlining apprehension 
that ultimately they too will 
be doing sex work. “We have 
ensured that they study so that 
they can build a different future 
if the opportunities arise; but in 
case that doesn’t happen at least 
we know that they have what it 
takes to protect themselves from 
diseases like HIV,” signs off 
Sharmila. 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

the port authorities. “Dredging 
disrupts water current movement 
and increases sedimentation. As 
for portions around the Ennore 
creek, the ash and hot water 
released from the thermal power 
plants massively deplete the 
oxygen in the estuary, resulting 
in the decline in fish catch. Sand 
mining upstream is also a huge 
cause for concern.”

One of the most plausible 
explanations for the relative 
dryness in the northern portions 
of the lagoon in Andhra Pradesh 
is the shifting course of the 

Swarnamukhi River. Earlier, 
the Swarnamukhi, which rises 
near the Chandragiri Hills in 
Andhra Pradesh, emptied into 
the Pulicat Lake, and from there 
into the Bay of Bengal. The 
river’s course has since shifted; 
it now joins the ocean directly, 
leaving the northern part of the 
Pulicat Lake dry. Only when the 
Arani and the Kalangi Rivers 
get flooded do the flood waters 
reach the north Pulicat Lake for 
want of an exit near the lagoon’s 
mouth. To keep the lagoon’s 
ecosystem from cracking, rivers 

should be allowed to flow freely 
without the menace of sand 
mining choking them at every 
turn. 

Professor Rao insists that the 
Coastal Aquaculture Authority 
must lay down strict guidelines 
to ensure that aquaculture 
farms release wastewater into 
the lagoon only after proper 
treatment to save the lagoon’s 
natural ecology from further 
degradation. Re-clamation and 
infrastructure expansion, public 
and private, should be strictly 
disallowed to preserve whatever 

is left of the lagoon. To ensure 
this, Xavier has mooted the 
creation of a strong Pulicat 
Conservation and Development 
Authority along the lines of 
Odisha’s Chilika Development 
Authority to keep the lagoon 
in shape. Despite the officials 
at the Nellore and Tiruvallur 
Collectorates having been 
briefed repeatedly in the past, 
the proposal continues to remain 
a mere idea with no concrete 
action taken till date.

(Courtesy: indiawaterportal.org)

A lagoon cries out for restoration...
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In Odisha, one of the seven 
states that still have the 
prohibitive norm (two-child 

regulaton) in place – as per the 
rule, women with more than 
two children can’t stand for 
local panchayat elections – this 
particularly keeps the tribal 
women away from the political 
space because it’s nearly 
impossible to find a family with 
fewer than three children. Be it 
the denial of their political rights 
or their reproductive rights, or 
giving rise to sex selection, the 
norm has done more damage 
than being the ‘model’ that it 
was envisioned to be. 

In 2012, when Basanti Jala was 
elected the sarpanch (head) of 
Dhanachangada Gram Panchayat 
in Nayagarh District after a keen 
contest in which she defeated her 
opponent by 550 votes, she had 
no idea that ultimately being the 
mother of three would force her 
to step down. After serving her 
community for two years and 
nine months, Basanti, now 42, 
was directed by the Nayagarh 
District Court to leave her post. 
“That was one of  the most 
painful days for me. My husband 
and our lawyer had told me to 

Penalised for being a mother? 
Making a foray into the political arena is not the easiest thing to do for a woman, especially if she wants 
to make her mark at the grassroots. But of the many hurdles she has to encounter to ‘prove’ her mettle – 
whether it’s finding her voice in a community that is only too eager to dismiss her because she is a woman or 
taking out the time to step out of her home – it’s the two-child regulation that comes back to haunt her simply 
because there is just no way to challenge it
rakhi ghosh, Bhubaneswar

<

state that I had only two children 
but when the judge asked me the 
question that changed my life, I 
could not be untruthful. I am a 
proud people’s representative 
and dedicated mother. The 
people had chosen me to serve 
them honestly. So I decided to 
be truthful as well. In any case, 
can any mother pretend to forget 
her child for the sake of power 
and politics,” she says sadly.

Samita (name changed), 
another woman sarpanch, from 
Puintala Block of Bolangir 
District, has had a tough time 
holding on to her elected seat. 
In 2012, after  she won the 
panchayat election, a case 
was filed against her by her 
rival candidate on the grounds 
that she had more than the 
permissible two children. Not 
surprisingly her counterpart 
failed to prove that she was 
in violation of the rule which 
prompted the Additional District 
Magistrate Court in Bolangir to 
give the judgment in her favour. 
Of course, the rumours haven’t 
died down as several villagers 
still insinuate that she has sent 
one of her children to a relative’s 
house in another village. 

Samita is not happy with 
the harassment although she 
has decided to not back down 
under any kind of pressure. She 
says emphatically, “I have only 
two children and the case filed 
against me was baseless. In any 
case, if you ask me there should 
not be a rule like this because 
what has local governance got 
to do with the number of one’s 
offspring. It should be repealed 
immediately.”

Over the years, many 
elected grassroots members 
representatives have had to give 
up their dream of serving the 
community in the light of the 
two-child norm. 

According to The Hunger 
Project in Odisha, which works 
with local communities on 
a variety of social concerns: 
“The women who have been 
disqualified under the two-child 
norm criteria in panchayats 
have been exploited… harassed 
by officials and [have] had to 
give away the third child for 
adoption.” The two-child norm 
disqualifies those whose third 
child was born post 1993-94. 

A recent study by the state-
based research institute, 

Sansristi, on Reproductive 
Rights of Women: Evidence 
Building of the Impact on Two 
Child Norm - An Exploration in 
Odisha, also reveals that “this 
norm has particularly affected 
women – across caste and class. 
The two-child norm criteria in 
panchayats [has led to a rise in] 
forced abortions, sex-selective 
abortions, divorce, desertions 
and disowning of the third child. 
With families preferring a son 
they have no objection to women 
stepping down … in order to give 
birth. Besides, there are women 
candidates who are educated as 
well as motivated [but they have 
been forced to] remain out of the 
political process because they 
have more than two children”.

Nirakar Beura, state convener 
of Panchayat Research and 
Action Group, a non-profit 
organisation, who was also 
part of the Sansristi research 
team, elaborates, “There have 
been instances where elected 
members have abandoned their 
third child, and mostly the girl 
child. Information received 
through RTI has revealed that 
in the present tenure (2012-
till date) there have been 68 
disqualifications on the grounds 
of enforcing the two-child norm, 
out of which 25 are women.”

Frustrated and disappointed 
with the position this rule puts 
women aspirants into, and 
especially considering most 
really don’t have a control over 
their own fertility, Radharani 
(name changed), a sarpanch 
from Marshaghai Block in 
Jagatsinghpur District, who is 
all set to step down, laments, 
“This rule should be amended 
as it especially violates a 
woman’s citizen rights. In the 
Schedule areas there is a dearth 
of candidates who have two or 
less children. Even in the tribal 
families there are usually more 
than three children, so where 
will suitable candidates come 
from.” She adds, “In any case, if 
this condition is so effective in 
controlling population, why is it 
not applicable to the MLAs and 
MPs?”

It was in 1994 that the 
Government of Odisha decided 
to “create history” by enacting 
the two-child norm in a three-
tier panchayati raj system 
(panchayats are the basic units 
of administration). However, 
it has only ended up holding 
many potentially effective 
female leaders back. Lending 

his voice to the growing 
clamour for its amendment, 
K.K. Patnaik, former state 
director of the Panchayati Raj 
Department, says, “This rule 
directly infringes on a citizen’s 
democratic rights and needs to 
be amended. Already four states 
have withdrawn it and our state 
government should also relook 
into this matter.”

Litali Das, programme 
officer, The Hunger Project, 
Odisha, points out, “While a 
memorandum advocating the 
repeal of the two-child norm 
from panchayat system has 
been generated at the grassroots 
,so far it has not been pursued 
further. Moreover, though there 
is evidence that sex selective 
abortions are happening due 
to this rule we have not been 
able establish a clear linkage 
between the two-child norm and 
the declining child sex ratio just 
yet.”

Interestingly, in Nabarangpur 
District’s Umarkote Block, 
Sita Devi (name changed), an 
educated mother of four, has 
continued as a ward member 
with the support of the locals. 
There are no other candidates 
who can step in her place and 
so she hasn’t been removed. “I 
don’t think there is any need 
for me to resign or leave the 
post, as I have been diligently 
performing my duties as a ward 
member. Though I have four 
children it does not create any 
difficulty in serving my people. 
If one is dynamic and capable 
how does it matter whether one 
is a mother of two or more?” she 
remarks.     

On the other hand, it’s been 
more than a year since Basanti 
Jala was ordered to relinquish 
the sarpanch’s post. Today, 
she devotes all her time to the 
family but there is regret as 
well. She says, “I have peace of 
mind but sometimes I feel if this 
norm hadn’t been imposed on 
grassroots representatives then 
I would have been able to fulfil 
my dream of doing something 
for the good of my village. The 
saddest part is that I wasn’t 
pushed out because of some 
wrongdoing; I was penalised for 
being a mother.”    

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

Mother of three, Basanti Jala had to choose between her children (two of them pictured here) 
and her dream of serving her community. 
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About the magic of the 
marrow, and a dying craft

Who would have im-
agined that the hum-
ble marrow would 

one day become the subject 
of a documentary film? The 
vegetable, in all its forms, but 
especially the rounded ones 
called lauki in Hindi and lau in 
Bengali, is the hero of B. Suresh 
Kumar’s film Gourd to Chord, 
produced by Films Division, 
Kolkata. The film shows how a 
variety of stringed instruments 
such as the sitar, tanpura, 
veena, vichitra veena, rudra 
veena, surbahar, ektara, esraaj, 
dilruba and santoor use the 
ubiquitous gourd as their ‘base’ 
and so cannot be made without 
it. The film maps the exciting 
journey of the marrow from the 
farms of West Bengal, through 
the workspaces of artisans who 
temper and treat it, and the 
stores that sell these musical 
instruments, to the hands of the 
performing artistes. 

“I feel blessed that I have 
been able to connect people 
like Birendra Chakraborty, who 
grows marrow at his farms at 
Poshpur in Hooghly District, 
specially for the making these 
stringed instruments, with 
instrument makers, tuning 
artistes and musicians and 
stage and film artistes like 
Sanat Haldar, Samaresh Haldar  
and Bishoke Sil,” says Suresh 
Kumar. 

The original links between the 
marrow and stringed instruments 
are lucidly explained by Sanjay 
Bandopadhyay, head of the 
Department of Instrumental 
Music, Rabindra Bharati 
University, and Mita Nag, a 
famous instrumentalist. The 
calabash or gourd is possibly the 
oldest resonator used to make 
Indian stringed instruments, 
says Bandopadhyay. It fulfils 
the structural requirements to 

sustain string pressure. The 
gourds are also used in African 
musical instruments.  

“The sitar is made up of two 
gourds, the lower gourd and 
the upper gourd, both called 
lau in Bengal,” says Nag, and 
goes on to talk of other types 
of gourd, such as the Miraj 
Lau originally grown in Miraj 
District of Maharashtra. This 
gourd is cultivated under special 
climatic conditions, rainfall and 
temperature. The gourds, which 
start ripening in the months of 
Falgun and Chaitra (February 
and March) have to be nurtured 
till they reach just the right size, 
otherwise the performing artistes 
will not be able to draw the right 
notes from them. 

The sitar-makers go to the 
villages to collect the gourds 
direct from the farmers. The 
insides of the vegetables are 
scooped out and they undergo 
a processing system to season 
and harden them. They are then 
varnished and decorated. The 
dandi or the stem that joins 
the two gourds is hollow too. 
“Before the electronic sound 
system made its entry, the 
upper gourd actually helped in 
magnifying the sound, modifying 
the volume,” sums up Nag. 

Cinematographically, the film 
moves through the winding, 
earthy roads of villages, 
capturing shots of men carrying 
big round gourds on bicycles. 
It flows through one village 
after another, travelling from 
cultivator to artisan who gives 
shape to the instrument and 
plays notes on the instrument he 
is shaping, the notes enriching 
the visual content of the film 
with music. The film also 
captures experts’ views on each 
instrument, including those of 
the lone surviving rudra veena 
artiste. 

One drawback of the film is its 
use of an anchor. The experts are 
articulate and expressive, making 
the role of the anchor redundant. 
The other is the impeccable 
English in which Mita Nag 
gives her explanations. It sounds 
discordant in the ethnic setting 
of the film. The third issue is 
35-minute-long detailing of the 
frets, holes and wires that create 
the musical notes – this section 

somehow does not quite belong 
to the main subject of the film.
Both Sanat and Samaresh are 
extremely knowledgeable and 
quite open about why they feel 
the future of this craft is dark. 

Says Samaresh, “Those who 
have money, buy it from us and 
sell it oversees. But we don’t 
get a thing. We spend around 
Rs 4000, put in hard labour, and 
sell it for Rs 4500; the buyers 
sell it for somewhere between 
Rs 40000 and Rs 50000. We are 
facing problems because there is 
no fixed rate and no MRP either. 

If the customer arrives in his car, 
the price is pegged at Rs 20000, 
if he walks down it is Rs 10000 
and if they fly in, it can go up to 
Re one lakh per piece. I do not 
think that after us, the younger 
generation would be willing to 
take up this line.”

The film closes with the lyrics 
of Shaadher lau banailo morey 
boiragi, an old folk song revived 
and made famous by Runa Laila, 
a gifted singer from Bangladesh. 
It tells how the magic of the 
marrow turned the wandering 
minstrel into a bairagi, a man 
who abandoned the mundane 
world and chose instead to sing 
his way through the countryside. 
The camera moves with the 
cyclist as he pedals his way 
through the muddy roads to his 
next halt.  Gourd to Chord lays 
emphasis on information and 
education than on the aesthetics 
of the art and craft that take the 
humble gourd on its long and 
arduous journey from the field 
to the stage. <

This is the story about an unusual documentary – one with a vegetable as its hero! 
Gourd to Chord maps the journey of the humble gourd, ripened to a golden orange in 
the fields of West Bengal, through the workspaces of artisans who temper and fashion 
it into musical instruments and the stores which sell these instruments, to the stage, 
where gifted artistes bring it back to life    
shoma a. Chatterji, Kolkata

Director B. Suresh Kumar.

The anchor talking to the instrument maker in his workshop and 
studio.

Hollowed-out marrows in a shed waiting to be polished.

Gourds being carted on a 
cycle.
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