
 

In this remote area, 
evening classes are a 
blessing for children        3
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Kudos to these women
for empowering 
themselves                       2

Life has no shortcuts, only 
hard work can reap rewards
Reetesh, Ashutosh and Ajay are three boys from a remote village in Madhya Pradesh 
who had the courage to follow their dreams through unfamiliar territory. Today, they 
have jobs in reputed companies and have done their village proud. This is also a story 
about how learning life’s values and living by them can make a world of difference

Narasimha Village in 
Madhya Pradesh got 
a school in 2006. But 

Reetesh Kumar didn’t want 
to study there. Neither did his 
friends, Ashutosh Gupta and 
Ajay Kumar Dhemar. “The 
teacher would barely take 
classes,” they recollect. The boys 
felt constrained by the small 
village atmosphere, and wanted 
to move out into the exciting 
big world. But the problem was 
money. Their parents were poor. 

That was when they heard of 
the Krishna Rani Papneja AIM 
for Seva Free Student Hostel for 
Boys in Narsinghpur District, 
an initiative of the All India 
Movement (AIM) for Seva, 
an NGO working to provide 
value-based education to rural 
and tribal children across the 
country.  The hostel provides 
children education, nutritious 
meals and a clean place to stay. 
The boys convinced their parents 

to enrol them in the institution, 
and they left their village to 
try their wings. They joined 
the hostel when they were in 
Std VI and stayed on till they 
completed their schooling 
in Std XII. They made their 
families proud by passing out 
with flying colours. 

At the hostel, they made 
new friends, learnt values 
and understood that life has 
no shortcuts; only hard work 
will bring rewards. All three 
boys wanted to pursue higher 
education in their favourite 
subject – Mathematics.

An opportunity to join 
Swami Dayananda College of 
Arts & Science in Manjakkudi, 
Tamil Nadu, presented itself, 
and they took it. It was a 
challenge – the place was 1700 
km away from home, the food 
and language were nothing like 
home, but they overcame the 
hurdles, keeping their long-
term goal in mind. 

In their third year of 
college, organisations like 
Lucas TVS, Wipro, Tata 
Consultancy Services, 
Sundaram Finance, City 
Union Bank, CAMS and ICICI 
came for campus recruitment. 
There was an introductory 
round, followed by a group 
discussion round. The boys 
aced the procedure. “The topic 
of the group discussion was 
demonetisation and I spoke 
against it, says Reetesh. 

Ashutosh’s father is a 
shopkeeper in the village. 
When he was asked what 
changes he would like to bring 
in the education system, he 
promptly said education had to 
be judged more on presence of 
mind, general awareness and 
practical knowledge, rather 
than testing memory.

Talking about his interview, 
Ajay said “It was our grooming 
at the hostel that helped me to 
stay calm and confident. When 
asked how I would be an asset to 
the company, I replied that my 

mathematical expertise would 
help them in computations and 
calculations.”

“My parents are domestic 
workers. For someone else this 
might be just a small step, but 
for me it is a step to success, 
a pillar to sustain my family 
and a key to my dreams. I am 
afraid to think what would have 
happened if AIM for Seva had 
not been there,” says Reetesh.

Chairperson and managing 
trustee of AIM for Seva Sheela 
Balaji says proudly that the Yes, you can push 

for transparency in 
governance                    4

A women-led initiative 
ensures access to 
water, sanitation            5

Artificial glaciers aid 
agriculture here, thanks 
to enterprise                  7

Activists restore        
dignity, pride to rural 
communities                  6

boys are confident, not hesitant 
to ask questions and bold enough 
to think out-of-the-box. “What is 
more inspiring is that they were 
steadfast in their goal. It is not 
about educating children – it is 
about educating them the right 
way,” she adds. 

Reetesh, Ashutosh and Ajay 
stand testimony to the determi-
nation that lives in the hearts of 
rural India and are examples of 
the maxim that when one commits 
oneself, providence moves in the 
right direction, too.

jagyaseni chatterjee, Chennai
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Reetesh Kumar.

Ashutosh Gupta.

Ajay Kumar Dhemar

An first sight, Raimati Ghiuria who 
lives with her husband and three 
children in Odisha's Koraput District, 
seems like any other woman from the 
state. However, the resident of Nuaguda 
Village is a role model for many women 
in rural India. For, Raimati is a woman 
of many roles, a farmer, a community 
resource person and a trainer.

On International Women’s Day this 
year, Raimati was felicitated with an 

An idyllic setting where 
education suffers             8

A mission to grow 
bamboo finds echo in 
many villages                9

Organic farming - showing the way

Raimati Ghiuria.
award presented by S. N. Mohanty, vice-chancellor of the 
Central University of Odisha, for the lead role she has taken in 
promoting organic farming as a woman farmer. Her farm and 
kitchen gardens are a model field for others and farmers and 
visitors from different places come on exposure visits to learn 
more about her organic initiatives.

Raimati has been a member the past few years of the MS 
Swaminathan Research Foundation's Mahila Kisan Sashakti-
karan Pariyojana (MKSP), a programme for empowerment of 
women farmers. MKSP focuses on promotion of sustainable 
agriculture with reduced application of chemical fertilisers 
and pesticides. After Raimati attended a series of training 
programmes on non-pesticide management, integrated pest 
management, preparation of organic-fertilisers and organic-
pesticides, she started adopting the practices in her own field.

Like many other small and marginal farmers, Raimati's 
agricultural activity is carried on in just 3.8 acres of land. Most of 
this goes into paddy cultivation and a variety of vegetables are 
grown in 0.3 acres. Raimati herself prepares organic pesticides 
such as Handikhata, Neemastra, Agneyastra, Jeebamruta and 
organic fertilisers such as Hadri, vermi-compost and Amrutajal 
to ensure that her crops are completely organic. She has also 
developed a good mushroom cultivar and earns a substantial 
income. The Odisha Livelihood Mission has selected her as 
External Livelihood Supporting Person and is deputing her to 
other Blocks to act as a resource person. 

(Courtesy: MS Swaminathan Research Foundation newsletter)
<
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These women deserve kudos for 
empowering themselves, families
Women are stepping out of traditional boundaries to enter hitherto predominantly male areas. As cab drivers, 
bus conductors, cobblers and more, they are standing shoulder to shoulder with their men folk in contributing 
to the family kitty. They are also shedding the stereotypical ‘martyr’ role and see no reason why they 
shouldn’t keep some of their hard-earned money for their personal needs. Here are the stories of Hameeda, 
Puttalayamma, Janet and Venkatamma
PushPa achanta, Bengaluru

Focus
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“I need to work, as my 
family is economi-
cally disadvantaged. 

However, I ensure that I 
put some money aside for 
my personal expenses and 
also to help me to study for 
a bachelor’s degree,” says 
Hameeda, a member of the 
She Cab service launched by 
the Telangana Government 
about two years ago. 

“I believe that women can 
do any job and must stand 
up for themselves whenever 
required. While I agree that 
many girls are raised to be 
docile and submissive, they 
can choose not to remain 
that way, although it may be 
tough to go against the tide,” 
Hameeda says. 

I had long wanted to meet 
a She Cab member, and was 
delighted when I found that 
Hameeda was to be my driver. I 
found myself telling her about 

my recently deceased father and 
my mother’s consequent ill health 
as she drove me to the city from 
the Hyderabad airport. Hameeda 
comforted me. “Women can meet 
for the first time in their lives but 
they can converse as though they 
have known each other for a long 
time,” she noted with insight. 

Hameeda, now 32, could not 
continue to study beyond Standard 
X due to the financial constraints 
faced by her parents. She learnt 
to drive a car some years ago. 
That came in handy when the 
government called for women 
with driving experience to apply 
for jobs as cab drivers. She was 
among the ten who were selected 
for training out of the 30 women 
who responded.

Hameeda and the others were 
given three months of training by 
the state Departments of Transport 
and Traffic Police in passenger 
etiquette, negotiating through 
heavy traffic while keeping the 
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rules, and dealing with other 
drivers and pedestrians. Ten 
women police officers were 
assigned the responsibility of 
overseeing the training of the 
She Cab candidates. Then each 
of them was provided a 30 per 
cent subsidy to buy herself a car. 

The She Cab drivers are 
allowed to take in only women 
passengers from the airport. 
“We accept the ‘ladies-only’ 
condition as male customers 
may misbehave with us. Also, 
we do not ply on other routes 
as it may involve waiting at 
locations where our safety is not 
guaranteed,” says Hameeda. 

Despite the precautions, there 
are challenges. “As women, we 
need a few additional facilities, 
such as paid time off during our 
menstrual periods. Unfortunately, 
the government has not provided 
these basic necessities in spite of 
many requests, although the She 
Cab initiative has earned kudos 
for it because of our enthusiasm 
and commitment,” Hameeda 
notes. The cab rates charged 
by the women are also very 
affordable. 

The She Cab drivers meet 
with officers of the Transport 
and Traffic Police departments at 
least once in a month in order to 
report about their ongoing work 
and also the problems they face. 
The officers do not seem to have 
done anything to address their 
concerns.

The  drivers, who number 
seven at present, regularly discuss 
their professional and personal 
challenges among themselves. 
Their primary issues include 
sexual harassment from male 
drivers, especially cab drivers 

who also pick up customers from 
the airport. Hameeda and her 
colleagues have learnt to counter 
these issues with courage, 
determination and pragmatism. 
But they do not seem to have 
been made aware of the Sexual 
Harassment at the Workplace 
Act, which is a violation of their 
human and gender rights. 

The women conductors 
on Bengaluru Metropolitan 
Transport Corporation buses are 
in an almost similar situation. 
It was only about a decade 
ago that women conductors 
became a fairly common sight 
on BMTC buses. Janet (name 
changed), in her twenties, has 
been a conductor for about two 
years and is satisfied with her 
job. “I did not study beyond my 
pre-university course as I was 
not interested in doing so. We 
hail from Chikballapur District 
which is close to Bengaluru and 
I relocated to the state capital as 
I was keen to work. I was called 
for an interview after I filed an 
application,” she recalls. 

While it is encouraging 
that the women conductors 
are expected to carry out the 
same activities as their male 
counterparts, including working 
on public holidays and Sundays, 
it is unacceptable that they 
face sexual harassment from 
passengers and a few of their co-
workers while they are at their 
workplace, that is, inside a bus 
or at a bus station. Further, it is 
not clear whether the women 
are paid as much as their male 
colleagues with the same 
academic qualifications and 
experience. They are unwilling 
to commit to demanding equal 

pay for equal work, probably 
because most of them are afraid 
of losing the job that they are so 
badly in need of. 

There are other women too, 
who have ventured into hitherto 
predominantly male bastions. 
There is Lalitha, a vegetable 
vendor in her thirties. Not many 
women can be seen pushing 
vegetable carts along the streets 
of Bengaluru. 

Puttalayamma is a cobbler 
who sits near one of the main 
bus stations in the city. In 
her late forties, she learnt the 
trade to help her husband, with 
whom she also does agricultural 
labour for some months a year 
in Cuddalore District of Tamil 
Nadu. 

Just about 100 metres from 
where Puttalayamma usually 
sits is Venkatamma, a woman 
in her sixties. She hails from a 
family of fortune tellers who 
are women. “I am the only one 
among my sisters and women 
cousins in this line of work 
now. None of my daughters or 
nieces was interested in taking 
up this profession and it was the 
same with my granddaughters, 
great granddaughters and grand 
nieces. All of them chose to study 
and pursue other careers. Hence, 
there is no one to continue this 
job after me,” Venkatamma 
says. 

Venkatamma migrated to 
Bengaluru from Theni District 
in Tamil Nadu after she got 
married at the age of 16. She 
now lives in the northern 
part of Bangalore with her 
daughters and grandchildren. 
Puttalayamma and Venkatamma 
are under the constant threat of 
being evicted without warning 
by the Bengaluru police from 
their work spots, apart from 
having to appease ruffians in the 
locality.

It is heartening to see women 
like Hameeda, Puttalayamma, 
Janet and Venkatamma doing 
what they can to empower their 
families and themselves, too.

Cobbler Puttalayamma (centre) with other footpath vendors.

Venkatamma, a fortune-teller, advises a customer.She Cab driver Hameeda, in Hyderabad.
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rakhee roytalukdar, Deosiri, Assam

In this remote area, evening classes 
are a blessing for children

The arithmetic sum on the 
blackboard seems difficult 
at first. But as a young 

teacher explains patiently, the 
children, around 12 years old, 
sitting in a thatched roofed class, 
listen attentively. Grasping the 
method, they are able to solve 
more such sums from their 
textbook. But this is common 
in an ordinary everyday class. 
Only this class is not so ordinary. 
Comprising tribal children, 
mostly from families below 
the poverty line inhabiting 
forest areas in Assam’s remote 
Deosiri Region, the class is an 
experimental alternative school. 

Says Sasanka Basumatary, a 
Class VII student, who studies 
in a government day school: “It 
has been almost a year that I am 
attending these classes after my 
regular school. I had nowhere 
to go to solve my difficulties. 
My parents, who are illiterates, 
cannot help me but they heard 
about this evening school and 
enrolled me here. It has helped 
me tremendously.” 

Children of forest encro-
achers, who have settled in 
forests in areas around Deosiri 
on the borders of Bhutan, 
have no way of getting quality 
education. Government or 
public school education may 
be apt for most other children 
but for tribal children, coping 
with mainstream education 
becomes difficult if not guided 
properly. Termed ‘illegal 
settlers’, the encroachers exist in 
the interiors and on the fringes 
of the forests, thanks mainly to 
the backing of political parties. 
The villages are neither mapped 

nor under district administration 
and, hence, there are no schools 
in these areas. 

Since long, encroachment in 
the forest areas of Assam has 
been a big problem. Of the 27673 
sq km forest area, 3555 sq km has 
been encroached. There is also 
a debate about the nationality 
of the settlers. Some say many 
of them are Bangladeshi 
infiltrators. However, many 
other forest dwellers are tribal 
and non-tribal people who have 
lost their land due to river-bank 
erosion and have encroached on 
reserved forest areas. Extremely 
poor, they have to work hard to 
earn a single square meal a day 
and are hardly literate.

Their children travel to schools 
in the nearby villages. The elders 
want their children to study and 
the students themselves are 
keen learners. Unfortunately, 
they have no tutors or mentors 
to guide them. But thanks to the 
villagers and the volunteers of 
an NGO, The ANT (Action for 
Northeast Trust), working in 
the region, there has been some 
change. 

It was the NGO that brought 
the scheme, Single Teacher 
Initiative, into existence. The 
incentive for the villagers 
was to let them choose their 
own teacher from amongst 
themselves, says Samar 
Basumatary, who is in charge 
of the project in Deosiri. “This 
meant involvement of the 
villagers in the education of their 
children, which piqued their 
interest and they felt a certain 
responsibility in choosing the 
right teachers from amongst 

Children of tribal people settled in forests in remote Deosiri in Assam close to the Bhutan border have no way 
of getting quality education. The villages are neither mapped nor come under the district administration and, 
hence, there are no schools in here. Many of the forest dwellers, after losing their land to river-bank erosion, 
chose to encroach on reserved forest areas. Extremely poor, they have to work hard to earn a single square 
meal a day and are hardly literate. But their children may be luckier

themselves. Although difficult to 
find teachers initially, there were 
certain youths in the encroached 
villages who were studying 
themselves and willing to devote 
time to the other children as 
well.”

The project initially started 
off as evening study centres in 
remote villages – actually, spaces 
for young children to gather and 
do an hour of guided group study. 
The centres have now grown into 
a form of education enrichment 
programme for students from 
age 5 to 15 years and are now 
held in government schools. 

The students assemble in 
government schools after their 
regular school gets over. Here, 
a single teacher, chosen by the 
villagers themselves and trained 
by the NGO, teach the students 
all subjects. The teachers takes 
two hours of class three times 
in a week and teach all subjects, 
focusing more on Maths and 
Science. They are paid around 
Rs 3500 a month and the money 
serves as an incentive for young 
teachers. 

Santosh, who is in college in 
Bongaigaon, pursuing his B Com 
degree, takes evening classes 
here. Says he: “Teaching these 
children is something which I 
can do for my community. When 
I was young and in school there 
were no such facilities. Now 
with this alternative, evening 
schools, students can brush up 
their difficulties. Slowly our 
children will be able to adjust to 
mainstream education.”

Two years ago, no student 
from the forest-encroached 
village could clear the pre-board 
exam, informs Samar. However, 
last year, nine students from the 
school cleared the exam and 
became eligible for the board 
exams. The drop-out rate from 
schools has also decreased to 
an extent, thanks to the evening 
classes. 

There are 16 such alternative 
primary schools for ages six to 
ten operating in Chirang District 
for children of forest encroachers 
and two evening schools for 
middle-level students and one 
residential coaching for girls 
appearing in Class X. 

Says Laxmi Cheri, a volunteer 
with The ANT: “These alternative 
schools provide natural learning 

experience by sourcing material 
from their local culture, songs, 
stories and learning techniques. 
Apart from teaching, there is 
outdoor exercise like a game 
of Frisbee every week, which 
encourages them to play together; 
it promotes self-discipline and 
honesty as there are no referees 
in the sport. The Ultimate 
Frisbee games introduced at the 
Deosiri evening centres have 
helped raise 10 teams of 150 
Frisbee players, that includes 
the teachers as well.”             

These alternative schools, 
or rather coaching, have no 
place in mainstream education. 
The Right of Children to Free 
and Compulsory Education 
Act 2009 advocates schooling 
only in one of four categories 
– government schools, aided 
schools, specified schools like 
the Kendriya Vidyalayas or 
Navodaya Vidyalayas, and 
unaided schools. 

But the alternative schools 
with limited time and space 
have been able to provide at 
least some form of education 
to marginalised tribal and non-
tribal children. Quality education 
customised to the needs of tribal 
children may still be a far cry, but 
these schools are a ray of hope 
for them who might otherwise 
remain illiterate.    

Just as young Santosh says 
he likes teaching his next 
generation and spending time 
with them, education experts 
say the enthusiasm of teachers is 
important and the interest of the 
students is necessary to sustain 
such projects. There are critics of 
the single-teacher initiative too, 
especially in the government-
run schools.

Education experts say the 
single-teacher initiative may not 
be conducive for all as it may 
be difficult for a single teacher 
to handle all classes, especially 
the lower classes. In addition – 
and this pertains to government 
schools –the lone teacher would 
be required to do administrative 
work as well, relegating teaching 
to a secondary activity.

Figures 2015-16 point out 
there were 97273 single-teacher 
schools in India at the primary, 
upper primary and secondary 
levels, which is about 8.8 per 
cent of the total of such schools 
in the country. Of these, the 
largest numbers were in primary 
schools – 81893 – accounting 
for 83.6 per cent of the total. 
Another 14851 or 15.2 per cent 
single-teacher schools were at 
the upper-primary level and 1179 
or 1.2 per cent at the secondary 
level. <Ph
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Tribal and non-tribal children of forest encroachers studying 
in the after-school classes, part of the single teacher 
initiative in Deosiri in Assam.

Students completing their homework and studies in the class. 



Pushpa, known better as 
Pushpa RTI, set up in 
2003 the Bhalaswa Lok 

Shakti Manch, a citizens’ group 
working on the outskirts of 
north-west Delhi to promote 
transparency and accountability 
in local governance. Bhalaswa 
mostly has slum dwellers 
working in the informal sector. 
They were forcibly evicted 
from Gautampuri in the Yamuna 
riverbank when it was being 
“cleaned up” and were relocated 
to the Bhalaswa resettlement 
colony. A swampy land, the 
colony was next to an urban 
dump where the groundwater 
gets poisoned from the toxic 
elements from the dump leaching 
into the ground. 

Pushpa was working with the 
slum dwellers in educating them 
and also in raising awareness 
on various subjects even before 
they moved to Bhalaswa. At 
Bhalaswa, she felt the need to 
move beyond her usual activities 
and inspire people to take action 
against corruption and complete 
government apathy against 
their situation. The initial 

Yes, you can push for transparency, 
accountability in governance
With the Right to Information (RTI) Act coming into force in the year 2005, India saw many RTI activists 
making the most of it to demand the rights and entitlements of the people from the government. Meet Pushpa, 
an enthusiastic RTI activist, who has been fighting for transparency in governance and motivating others to 
demand justice
amita bhaduri, Delhi

<
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response from the community, 
however, came as a surprise. 
They were new to the idea of 
taking up public action against 
corruption. 

“They were a bit annoyed with 
the corner meetings conducted 
by the manch. All my efforts to 
engage with them fell on deaf 
ears. In a little while, some of 
the women began opening up 
to me. They narrated their day-
to-day travails regarding the 
lack of basic services, such as 
running water and electricity. 
They also opened up about the 
problems they were facing in 
getting possession of the plots 
they had been allotted,” says 
Pushpa.

Pushpa was associated with 
bringing the RTI Act to force. 
Once the Act was passed, she 
taught the people of Bhalaswa 
to turn to RTI for transparency 
of the bureaucracy so that 
funds meant for citizens are not 
siphoned off by the officials. 
The manch also began a 
children’s library in Bhalaswa, 
a place where the community 
got together to discuss matters 

concerning them. 
“Soon this became a social 

movement. People began to use 
the RTI, asking for information 
and demanding their entitlement. 
First, they tried to improve 
the functioning of the ration 
shops that were corruption 
ridden,” says Pushpa. They 
conducted a study of the public 
distribution system in the area 
and demanded that shopkeepers 
disclose the records of the fair 
price shops, such as stock and 
sale registers. The shopkeepers 
were questioned as to why they 
were not getting their share 
of ration. “The manch started 
holding dialogues with the food 
and civil supplies department 
and put together information to 
let them know where we're being 
let down. RTI applications were 
also filed in the food supply 
department,” she says.

This was not easy. Looking 
for information, they were 
dismayed at the way officials 
intimidated and mocked at them. 
Yet, the manch encouraged 
the local women to persist. As 
a result, more than 300 RTI 
applications were filed. “The 
appellate process of the Central 
Information Commission was 
resorted to whenever the RTI 
response was inadequate. 
On one occasion, the Central 
Information Commission sent 
for top officials. This was related 
to the fund allocation for roads. 
The PWD had no option but to 
take up the work on a priority 
basis,” says Pushpa.

The manch had also 
approached the Public 
Grievances Commission of 
Delhi regarding the situation 
of water in the area. Delhi Jal 
Board (DJB), the Delhi Urban 
Shelter Improvement Board 
(DUSIB) and the Municipal 
Corporation of Delhi (MCD) 
are the respondents in this case. 
“The manch resorts to these only 
after exhausting all department 
channels. We maintain proper 
records of all our applications 
and complaints. Also, we keep 
an eye on the utilisation of local 
area development funds,” she 
sa.ys.

The Bhalaswa landfill, one of 
the three main trash pile sites in 
the area, receives 2200 tonnes 
of waste a day and has grown 
to a height of 41 m. The landfill 

was to be covered and the area 
converted to a park before the 
Commonwealth Games of 2012. 
“The landfill is adjacent to 
the resettlement colony where 
the displaced were resettled 
in 2002 under the pretext of 
beautification of the city. As 
with most resettlement colonies, 
their living environment was 
anything but good. The people 
were told that the landfill will 
one day be a park but all the 
garbage with its foul smell stays 
put over there,” says Pushpa. 

The landfill, which was 
supposed to be shut down in 
2010, is contaminating the  
groundwater and the areas 
around it. Pushpa’s conviction 
that information lay at the 
root of bringing about real 
change led her to encourage 
the manch to follow up with 
the Municipal Corporation of 
Delhi which publicly owns and 
manages the dump. The manch 
also turned to the Delhi Urban 
Shelter Improvement Board, 
which turned a blind eye to the 
risks to human health from the 
landfill. The landfill, which was 
not designed as per standards, 
adjoins the Bhalaswa Lake that 
is getting contaminated. The 
manch keeps on highlighting the 
menace of landfill by approach-
ing the elected representatives 
from time to time through 
meetings or submitting 
petitions.

The vigilant citizenry built by 
the Lok Shakti Manch based on 
RTI broke new ground by using 
the Act for claiming the right 
of the urban poor to water and 
sanitation. Bhalaswa was faced 
with acute water problem even 
when it received water from 
the DJB’s piped water supply, 
hand pumps, bore wells (both 
DJB and private borewells), as 
well as tankers. Yet, there is no 
regular provisioning of clean 
drinking water in the colony. The 
number of public stand-posts for 
drinking water was inadequate 
and tankers were irregular. 
Due to the lack of piped water 
supply, people were often forced 
to drink groundwater which was 
unfit for human consumption. 

A signature campaign was 
initiated by the manch and a 
complaint lodged with DJB, 
which works with the Delhi 
Development Authority (DDA). 

Citizens succeeded after a lot of 
struggle in bringing tanker water 
supply to the area. The manch is 
now fighting on the issue of 
leachate in groundwater, which 
is a threat to human health.

Pushpa has also been 
questioning the installation 
of water ATMs in Delhi. She 
wonders if the water ATMs are 
able to provide safe and clean 
drinking water to the poor at 
a low cost. Recently in Delhi, 
several issues of accountability 
and violations of the DJB Act, 
1988, related to the selection 
of the companies responsible 
for installing water ATMs were 
raised. 

Pushpa had in 2014-15 sought 
information from DJB about 
the progress on the installation 
of water ATMs in Delhi. The 
response indicated that the people 
living in resettlement colonies 
were opposed to the concept of 
ATMs and wanted household 
water connections because they 
had both drinking and domestic 
water needs. Clearly, water 
ATMs were unable to cater to 
those needs.

Not just this, the manch is also 
fighting for the safe disposal of 
a large amount of waste from the 
households and the street that is 
being strewn around the colony 
which pose a threat to public 
health. The kabadiwala (waste 
collector) are compelled to sift 
through these urban dumps to 
earn their living in severely dirty, 
often dangerous conditions.

Intimidations and threats 
continue from influential people. 
Despite that, Pushpa continues 
with her work as usual. With 
information as the keystone, 
Pushpa, through the Bhalaswa 
Lok Shakti Manch, has been 
giving power to the community 
to demand what is rightfully 
theirs and to plug the gaps in 
transparency and accountability.

(Courtesy: indiawaterportal.org)
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Pushpa, happy with her 
success.

Scores of women at the jan jagriti sanvad (awareness meet) 
organised by Lok Shakti Manch. 

Women pour out their grievances at a jansabha (public 
meeting). 
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A women-led initiative ensures 
access to water, better sanitation
This story is of Punawli Kalan Village in Uttar Pradesh where a community with the support of a women-led 
federation solved its water woes by developing a community-owned water supply system. The collective effort 
made by the community backed by the federation has resulted in increased accessibility to safe water for 
households. In addition to the improved accessibility and quality, the endeavour has also reduced drudgery 
for women.

Punawli Kalan Village is 
situated in Jhansi District 
in the drought-prone 

Bundelkhand Region of Central 
India. The village is located 
17 kilometers away from the 
district headquarters and has a 
total population of nearly 3000 
people distributed across 608 
households. About 32 per cent 
of the population belongs to 
Scheduled Castes, 65 per cent 
to other backward class and the 
remaining 3 per cent belong to 
general caste. The settlement 
pattern of the village is divided 
into nine hamlets, each of which 
is distributed across community 
lines.

About two decades ago, the 
people of Punawli Kalan started 
to feel the impacts of increasing 
climatic vulnerability, much 
like other parts of Bundelkhand. 
Drought in 2002-2003 not only 
impacted the agrarian economy 
of the village badly but also 
adversely affected their lives, 
with inadequate access to 
basic needs such as water and 
sanitation facilities. The entire 
population had to depend on 
20-22 hand pumps and open 
wells for drinking water, most 
of which were seasonal. Dug 
wells and masonry wells ran dry 
during summer, and depleting 
groundwater tables left most of 
the hand pumps defunct.

The Uttar Pradesh Government 
launched a programme named 
Swajal under the State Water 
& Sanitation Mission with 
the objective to provide water 
supply to rural populations. 
A piped water supply system 
was established in Punawli 
Kalan. Water User Groups 
(WUGs) were formed for the 
management and maintenance 
of the infrastructure established. 
The system was operational till 

promises. Water woes often 
dominated discussions in self-
help group (SHG) meetings.

In the meanwhile, women 
SHGs from 25 villages 
(including Punawali Kalan) 
formed a women’s federation 
called Sahyogini Mahila 
Mandal. At one meeting, when 
the concerns of water and 
sanitation were being discussed 
by the federation members, 
Mamta Bundela, the president of 
the federation and a resident of 
Punawli Kalan village proposed 
that the federation take up the 
role of restoration of the defunct 
drinking water system and its 
subsequent management. With 
the agreement of the members, 
it was decided that an open 
meeting would be organised in 
the village and the federation 
would present its proposal.

Accordingly separate meetings 
were held in the village with 
specific target groups such as 
panchayat members, members of 
former water user group, social 
health workers and anganwadi 
(nursery) functionaries, WSHG 
members and other community 
people. During a focused group 
discussion in the village, the 
proposal was shared by the 

federation and the community 
unanimously adopted a re-
solution that the responsibility 
of restoration and management 
of the drinking water system 
would be handed over to the 
federation.

It was also decided that the users 
would pay the required repairing 
cost as well as a household level 
monthly fee to the federation for 
further maintenance. A one-time 
installation charge of Rs 500 per 
connection was contributed by 
the community, totaling about 
Rs 56500 from 113 connections. 
The users would also pay a 
service charge of Rs 100 a month 
per connection and a fine of 10 
per cent of the monthly charge 
would also be applicable for 
users who failed to pay within the 
month, as jointly decided by the 
federation and the community. 

With the funds thus collected, 
a new pump was purchase and 
installed. After four months of 
hard work, Independence Day 
2015 saw the inauguration of the 
restored and upgraded system.

Today, with the water tank of 
65000 litres storage capacity, 
about 2000 people of the 
village are accessing drinking 
water at their doorstep through 
113 tap connections to meet 
the per capita drinking water 
requirement of 43 lpcd (litres per 
capita per day). This is twice as 
much as before, and also meets 
the present norms laid out in 
the National Water Policy for 
rural areas. Under the leadership 
of the federation, nearly Rs 
2.25 lakhs have been collected 
in 18 months of operation, 
which is for maintenance of the 
infrastructure. 

One community member 
has been employed by the 

2010, but as operational costs 
continued to escalate and funds 
dried up, the WUGs dispersed 
and the system rapidly slid into 
disrepair.

The collapse of the piped 
water supply system left the 
community helpless. They had 
come to depend entirely on this 
as their source of water, ignoring 
any alternate water resources. 
Out of 22 hand pumps, seven 
were dried up and water from 
90 per cent of the rest was tested 
to have high values of iron and 
hardness and thus was not worth 
usable for domestic purpose 
too. Open wells had also not 
been maintained, with many 
turning into garbage dumps. As 
a result, by 2015, only two hand 
pumps and one well remained 
usable and these bore the onus 
of quenching the thirst of all the 
people of the village.

In summer, to ensure water 
availability to the family, women 
from the village had to travel 
about three kilometres, spending 
a minimum of two hours a day 
fetching water. The time wasted 
in collecting water could have 
been spent working and earning 
money for the adult women; it 
also led to more girls dropping 
out of school. Lack of water 
meant poor sanitation that further 
accentuated health problems. 
The monsoon amplified the 
crisis even more, with water 
quality deteriorating and water 
borne diseases increasing.

In such a situation, adequate 
supply of safe drinking water 
had become merely a dream for 
the village. The people wanted to 
revive the pipeline system. Part 
of their despair stemmed from 
the fact that numerous appeals 
over the years to the government 
requesting them to resolve the 
situation had yielded only empty 

federation to run the water 
motor, maintaining the pipeline 
system and collecting the 
service charges from households. 
Periodic water quality testing 
and disinfection of the main 
source has been undertaken 
by the federation to ensure 
safe accessibility of drinking 
water. An 11-member 
WASH monitoring committee 
comprising of the pradhan 
(chief) of the local panchayat, 
members of the federation and 
frontline functionaries and 
representatives from each ward 
of the village has been formed to 
streamline the pipeline operation 
as well as for decision making 
on issues related to WASH.

During the gram sabha in 
January last year, the women 
SHG members of the village, led 
by the federation put a proposal 
to the panchayat to expand the 
pipeline service to the rest of 
the households and the nearby 
schools so that all the house-
holds could have doorstep water 
accessibility. The panchayat 
primarily agreed to allocate 
some funds in this financial 
year’s plan for the expansion of 
the pipeline whereas the rest of 
the amount will be contributed 
by the community itself. 
Installation of a waste water 
treatment tank and water meters 
to reduce wastage of water and 
improve the efficiency of the 
system have also been endorsed 
by the gram sabha.

The one-year intervention has 
brought in certain changes in the 
water and sanitation scenario in 
the village. A key learning from 
it has been that collective action 
with participatory planning can 
yield better results. 

Another interesting observa-
tion was that one successful 
intervention translated into 
the desire for another – with 
ensured water availability in 
the households, the community 
started realising the need for 
better sanitation in their village, 
in terms of improved toilet 
facilities, household waste 
management systems and water 
conservation through wastewater 
treatment facility. 

(Courtesy: indiawaterportal.org.  
The author works for Development 
Alternatives, a social enterprise 
dedicated to sustainable 
development.)

July 2017 5

mahua triPathy, Jhansi, Uttar Pradesh 

<

The water tank in Punawli 
Kalan Village, the source 
of drinking water for 2000 
people.

A dried-up hand pump in Punawli Kalan Village.

Mamta Bundela exhorts gram sabha members to play an active 
role in restoring the drinking water system.



Naranga Pujari has Mission 
Sanitation on her mind. 
The self-help group 

leader in Bandaguda Village 
of Odisha’s Koraput District 
has, for the last few years, been 
working concertedly to spread 
awareness around hygiene and 
proper sanitation, motivating 
her Kondh Tribal Community 
to “construct a toilet at home 
instead of going out into the 
forest for daily ablutions and 
contaminating our streams”. 
Her determined approach and 
persuasive attitude have ensured 
that not just her hamlet but four 
others in Khudi Gram Panchayat 
are officially Open Defecation 
Free.

Like Naranga, Chandramani, 
the sarpanch (head) of 
Chakraliguda Village in 
Koraput, has led by example and 
ensured that “toilets are built in 
homes without any resistance”.  
“Kondhs are habituated to 
defecating in the open, mostly 
in the forest (donger) or by 
the river. So when I decided to 
work on sanitation issues it was 
important to speak to everyone 
to make sure they understood 
the need for building toilets. I 
had to hold several meetings to 
bring home the realisation that 
constructing toilets meant better 
health for everyone,” she says. 

However, just holding 
meetings wasn’t enough; the 
other big challenge was to 
convince the people that there 

How activists restored dignity and 
pride to rural communities
Across rural Koraput, women have led the movement against open defecation although it’s never easy to 
wipe out centuries of set behavioural practices. A few determined and persuasive women are trying to create 
awareness and ensure that hamlets eventually become ‘open defecation free’. The main challenge was to 
convince people that there was enough space to build a latrine at home but also to use it daily. Negative 
attitudes didn’t discourage the women; it only increased their resolve to bring in change

long distances or squat in the 
open. “I’ll share an example. In 
my village there is a disabled 
young man Dillip Behera for 
whom going to relieve himself in 
open was embarrassing and very 
difficult. Every morning, two or 
three people were needed to take 
him to the outskirts of the village 
and then bring him back. The 
situation was tougher at night 
and during the rainy season. 
Now that he has a toilet at home 
he is happy that he doesn’t need 
to depend on anyone.”

Whereas the benefits of giving 
up open defection are many and 
communities are well aware of 
them, for many old habits die 
hard. “It is not that people are 
not building toilets; the main 
problem is that they are not using 
them because they are so used to 
going out in the open. What we 
need to aggressively work on is 
to bring in a lasting change in 
attitudes and practices, which, 
of course, is easier said than 
done,” explains Naranga, who is 
in her late 40s. 

“In this process of creating 
change, awareness comes 
first followed by actual toilet 
construction. Then we need 
to keep an eye on people to 
ensure that the facility is being 
put to use,” elaborates Mitu 
Swain, a sanitation motivator 
from Khandi Village in Ganjam 
District, adding, “For a long time 
things can’t be left unsupervised 
because people tend to go back 
to doing what is more familiar 
though it may be detrimental to 
their wellbeing.”

While the state government, 
with support from the Centre 
as well as various development 
organisations, has put in place 
campaigns and programmes for 
spreading awareness against 
open defecation in a bid to meet 
the 2019 target, it’s the band of 
front-line activists like Pujari, 
Chandramani and others who 
are actively restoring dignity and 
pride to the rural communities. 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service) 

was enough space to build a 
latrine at home. “Many people 
simply declared that they didn’t 
have space to build latrines; 
it was up to us to be able to 
show them otherwise. Finally, 
after much cajoling, a few were 
agreeable to construct a toilet at 
home. Some were even ready 
to divide their kitchen space to 
build a latrine,” Chandramani 
adds with a smile.

Much like Naranga, sarpanch 
Chandramani took time to get 
through to her people. The 
popular village head decided to 
lead by example – her household 
became the first in Chakraliguda 
to not just make a toilet but also 
use it every day. “I understood 
the significance of having a 
toilet at home. Being a woman 
I used to feel humiliated going 

out into the open; there are far 
too many risks. But initially it 
wasn’t as if I had the complete 
support of my own family. When 
I decided to get a latrine built 
adjacent to our home, the first 
person to speak up against me 
was my own father. In fact, he 
was strictly against building it,” 
she recalls. 

The negative attitude didn’t 
discourage Chandramani. If at 
all, it increased her resolve to 
bring in change. A few months 
after her altercation with her 
father she decided to start an 
awareness campaign against 
open defecation. She went door-
to-door to talk to villagers about 
better hygiene practices and 
told them about the government 
schemes they could avail to 
make a toilet. 

Yet, when it looked like no 
intervention was likely to have 
the desired result she took a very 
hard decision. She blocked their 
access to government ration and 
pension. “Being the village head 
I first tried to persuade them to 
use government schemes to make 
toilets but when I found that they 
did not want to give it a chance, I 
blocked their ration and pension. 
I did that for my own father too. 
Now each home in the village 
uses a toilet,” she says.

According to Census 2011, 
in Odisha, 85.9 per cent rural 
households still practise open 
defecation while the percentage 
of urban households following 
suit is 35.2. Among them, toilet 
access for Scheduled Tribes 
is a mere 5.3 per cent and for 
Scheduled Caste rural house-
holds it’s only slightly better at 
8.9 per cent. Effectively, close to 

42 million people in rural Odisha 
defecate in the open every day. 
This unfortunate reality persists 
even though women largely 
do realise that a toilet at home 
safeguards them from indignity 
and ill health. 

It’s to give these otherwise 
powerless women a voice and, 
at the same time, achieve total 
sanitation that UNICEF has 
been supporting motivators 
like Pujari and Chandramani in 
their endeavours. In fact, there 
are 3800 sanitation motivators 
working in 15 districts across 
Odisha today. “These community 
leaders used what could be 
termed as shock treatment to 
get through to the villagers. In 
different meeting they told them: 
‘you cover yourselves with saris 
but then expose yourself to the 
whole world’. When they used 
such hard-hitting words people 
started paying attention,” 
shares Manas Biswal, regional 
programme coordinator and 
consultant, UNICEF.

To help locals give up open 
defecation, the sanitation 
motivators initially introduced 
them to the ‘clay method’ 
wherein they were told to 
cover the human excreta with 
soil and clay. Each panchayat 
constituted a nigrani (vigilance) 
committee whose members 
took to spreading awareness 
and enforcing the clay method. 
Gradually, families began 
building toilets, which they 
nowadays refer to as swabhiman 
ghara or the room of dignity.

For Nirupama Swain of 
Jagatsinghpur District, having 
a toilet at home has been a 
true blessing, especially since 
she is going to have her baby 
soon. “In the early months of 
my pregnancy we didn’t have 
a toilet and I used to find it 
difficult to keep going outside to 
relieve myself. In this condition 
things can get tricky particularly 
after sundown. I am so thankful 
that I don’t have to bother 
about this anymore.” Even 
those menstruating are happy to 
have this facility during those 
“difficult days of the month”. 

According to Nimai Sasmal, a 
male sanitation motivator from 
Jagatsinghpur District, besides 
women and girls, toilets are 
vital for the disabled as well as 
the elderly who can’t walk for 
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rakhi ghosh, Koraput, Odisha

Naranga Pujari, a self-help group leader from Bandaguda 
Village in Odisha has, for the last few years, been 
concertedly motivating her Kondh Community to give up 
open defection.

In Odisha, 85.9 per cent rural households still practise open 
defecation  and among them, toilet access for Scheduled Tribes is 
a mere 5.3 per cent. (Picture for representational purposes only).
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Artificial glaciers aid agriculture here, 
thanks to remarkable enterprise
Necessity is the mother of invention. For Ladakhi farmers, nothing is more necessary than water availability 
during the sowing season which falls between March and May.  However, glaciers at high attitudes melt 
only at the height of summer, in June. The glacial melt is of no use for farmers, coming as it does after the 
sowing season is over. This triggered off a chain of experiments in water conservation and artificial glaciers, 
pioneered by Chewang Norphel, better known as the Ice Man of India, and brought to fruition by Sonam 
Wangchuk  
dechen dolker, Leh, Ladakh

Efforts in water con-
servation in Ladakh 
eventually culminated 

in the construction of an ‘ice 
stupa’ in Phyang Village that 
stores and provides water for the 
crucial springtime sowing.  The 
man behind the stupa is Sonam 
Wangchuk, a leading innovator 
in the region who won the 2016 
Rolex Award for Enterprise for 
his work. 

Ice stupas are essentially 
artificial glaciers in conical 
shapes.  They provide water 
when it is most needed for 
agriculture. They could provide 
the answer to greening of the icy 
desert in the Himalayan zone.

“When I was young there 
was a lot of snow and rain. The 
mountains were white till the 
end of May. But now the snow 
is less and the mountains are 
mostly green. It also rains a lot 
more now. That’s also why they 
are green,” explains Tundup 
Wangail, 80, a farmer in Phyang 
Village, a vast windswept terrain 
surrounded by mountain peaks 
in Leh District, Ladakh. Rinchen 
Wangdus, 51, from the same 
village says: “Year after year, 
air pollution from vehicles and 
machines is melting our glaciers 
and ice caps at a very fast rate.” 

Climate change is a global 
phenomenon but in an 
ecologically fragile zone like 
Ladakh it is more discernable. 
The change is most evident 
when you consider easy access 
to water.  Traditionally, adjoining 
villages such as Phyang and 
Phey had a unique system of 
sharing water. The first village 
in the line of streams flowing 
down from the mountain heights 
is Phyang. The village would 
irrigate all its fields, then let the 
water flow down to Phey. Phey 
then faced water shortage and 
took to drip irrigation.

Increasingly, however, there 
are new challenges. Agriculture 
in the icy desert region is being 
fed almost exclusively by snow 
and glacial melts.  

The catch is that natural 
glaciers found at high altitudes 
(18000 feet and more) begin to 
melt only in the middle of June.  
Thus, during the crucial sowing 
season between March and May, 

there is water shortage from the 
glacier source.  

Chewang Norphel, a former 
engineer in the Jammu and 
Kashmir Department for Rural 
Development, observed that 
under the relentless sun at the 
height of summer, glaciers 
would melt fast. There was no 
way to store or harvest the water 
gushing down. He figured that 
if glaciers could be ‘created’ in 
shady areas, at lower altitudes, 
they would not melt so fast. And 
water from glaciers would be 
available to the communities for 
irrigation. 

This was the germ of an 
idea that led Norphel to divert 
waters to flatter, shadier areas 
and create a small wonder – 
the artificial glacier.  Unlike 
its natural counterpart at high 
altitudes, these glaciers would 
stay frozen till early spring and 
then provide water for irrigation 
during the sowing season.  

Norphel’s pioneering work 
in the mid-1990s won him 
acclaim as the Ice Man of 
India.  Significantly, it triggered 
an interest amongst other 
innovators. Sonam Wangchuk, 
apromoter of alternative 
technologies and pedagogy, the 
founder of Students Educational 
and Cultural Movement of 
Ladakh (SECMOL), took up the 
gauntlet. 

Norphel’s glaciers being flat, 
with a large surface area, melted 
too fast. Wangchuk hit upon the 
idea of constructing vertical 
cones of ice to reduce surface 
area, slow down the melting and 
make the water last longer. In 
2014, Wangchuk, with a team of 
SECMOL students, constructed 
a prototype on the banks of 
Indus River at an altitude of 
10400 feet, the warmest possible 
location and the lowest possible 
altitude.  If it could work here, it 
could work anywhere.

Says Dadul, a member of the 
construction team,” We faced 
many problems – the pipes 
would freeze and their quality 
was sub-standard.  The situation 
was salvaged when Jain 
Irrigation stepped in to quickly 
supply good quality pipes. 
Dadul’s face, however, lights 
up as he says “No electricity 

has been used to pump the water 
to a higher level. The structure 
relies on the principles of water 
finding its own level.  

Long pipes dug six feet deep 
brought water from an upstream 
river during the winter months to 
the site. The water gushing out 
from the ground through a pipe 
to reach the tip was powered 
by gravitational pressure.  The 
water would freeze instantly 
on contact with the sub-zero 
temperature of Ladakh. 

A conical scaffolding gave the 
glacier its shape that gradually 
reached a height of 64 feet.  It 
broke the Guinness Book of 
World Records for the biggest 
manmade ice structure. The first 
vertical artificial glacier became 
famous as the ‘ice stupa’. Stupa, 
because its shape was like the 
mounds used to house relics and 
for meditation in the Buddhist 
tradition.

Word spread quickly drawing 
curiosity, interest and support.  
His Holiness Drikung Kyabgon 
Chetsang Rinpochey, head of 
the Phyang monastery with 
an abiding concern for the 
environment, saw its great 
promise.  With his support, a 
large tract of land was made 
available in Phyang to upscale 
the prototype. 

The ice stupa would move from 
its ‘nursery’ to the world beyond. 
The project was crowdfunded, 

and $125000 raised through 
Indiegogo, an international 
crowdfunding website. The 
construction was completed in 
2015. It was truly a spectacular 
sight, the glacier towering 
over fields and homesteads in 
Phyang. It lived up to its promise 
and made water available during 
the crucial sowing months from 
March to May when glacial melt 
from natural glaciers was not 
flowing down.

The gigantic ice structure 
that does not use concrete, 
electricity or dams neither 
during construction nor for water 
harvesting changed the face of 
Phyang, The area would have 
been an arid zone otherwise. The 
funds from Sonam Wangchuk’s 
Rolex Award for Enterprise were 
used to promote the structures as 

a climate-change adaptation and 
desert-greening technique. 

The problem of melting 
glaciers and water shortages is 
an endemic one and globally 
there is a search for solutions that 
are organic, ecologically sound 
and thus scalable. The project 
at Phyang is a winner on these 
crucial counts and promises to 
be the one to show the way. 

(Courtesy: Charkha Features.)

The vast rocky desert terrain of Phyang Village. 

Underground water spurts out to become ice.

The ice stupa holds promise of 
water in spring
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Sumaira Bano is interested 
in studies. But today, the 
18-year-old’s days are 

spent weaving shawls in her 
native village of Chak Jamal 
Mir in North Kashmir. Chak 
Jamal Mir lies just a couple of 
kilometres from Pattan Railway 
Station, around 30 km from 
Srinagar. It nestles in scenic 
surroundings – vast paddy 
fields, shallow lakes filled with 
ducks, shady orchards, lofty 
trees. It is home to about a 
hundred households, comprising 
mainly skilled labourers. But it 
lacks basic amenities, starting 
with adequate water supply, 
public transport and healthcare 
services. 

The village has only a 
primary school, and Sumaira 
completed her studies there. But 
to continue her education she 
had to go to the Government 
Secondary School at Palhallan, 
one of the nearest towns, almost 
two kilometres away. The young 
girl had to cover the distance 
on foot as there is no public 
transport available. She had 
to complete her share of the 
household chores before leaving 
and, invariably, she turned up 
late for school as she couldn’t 
manage to leave before 9 am. It 
would take her about an hour to 
walk to school and by the time 
she reached, she was usually 
too tired to concentrate on her 
studies. So, Sumaira dropped 
out after a year. 

An idyllic setting where education 
suffers without transport
The hundred-odd households in a Kashmir village have no access to basic amenities such as water supply, 
public transport and healthcare services. Children are forced to discontinue studies because it’s just too hard 
to reach a school and for girls to travel alone. Girls complete domestic chores instead. Just six girls from the 
village have so far completed their matriculation, and ten boys are graduates
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afsana rashid, Baramulla, Kashmir
Not wanting to remain idle, 

Sumaira learnt shawl-weaving. 
Her work day now starts at 8 am 
and goes on till 5 pm, but she 
can take some time out each day 
to work alongside the rest of her 
family in the fields. It takes her 
10 to 20 days to complete one 
shawl. The work fetches her an 
income and she has managed to 
save up some money for herself. 
She enjoys the work, but she 
still dreams of continuing her 
studies. “I will re-join school 
if the transportation facilities 
improve,” the young girl says, 
adding a caveat – “providing my 
parents allow me to.” Just six 
girls from the village have so far 
completed their matriculation, 
and ten boys are graduates. 

According to Mohammad 
Iqbal, who taught at the Child 
Activity Centre (CAC) in the 
village, both boys and girls drop 
out due to four major reasons 
– disinterest in studies, the fact 
that schools are far away, being 
overburdened with household 
work, and poverty, which makes 
coaching unaffordable. The 
Centre is being run the past 
three years by the Jammu and 
Kashmir Association of Social 
Work (JKASW), a local non-
government organisation.

The lack of transportation also 
affects the health of the villagers. 
Often, Chak Jamal Mir residents 
opt out of seeking proper medical 
attention for their ailments 
because it’s simply too difficult 

recalls Masrat Bano, one of the 
villagers had to carry his ailing 
wife on his shoulders to reach a 
doctor. 

Masrat Bano makes carpets 
for a living. She says the main 
reason why girls drop out from 
school is because they have 
to walk a long way on mainly 
deserted roads to one of the 
nearest towns to avail of middle 
and high school education. 
“Travelling alone is not safe, 
especially for young girls,” she 
points out. 

The need to complete 
domestic chores is another 
reason why girls find it difficult 
to go out of Chak Jamal Mir 
to study. Most of the houses in 
the village don’t have running 
water. They have taps at a point 
inside their compounds, from 
where water has to be collected 
and taken into the house. And 
during summers, there is water 
shortage. So the girls have to 
walk all the way to Palhallan or 
to the nearest railway station to 
fetch water. 

By the time they collect 
sufficient water for the household 
needs, half the day is over, and 
there’s no point in going to 
school, points out Masrat, who, 
like most of the other villagers, 
has to collect water from a tap 
outside her house. She says that 
her family cannot afford the 
Rs 10000 needed to get a tap 
installed inside their home. 

Indian agriculture is seeing record crop production on one hand and increased farmer protests on the other. Pricing and policy are central to these protests. In 
several states, farmers fear that a bumper crop combined with an erratic monsoon will bring down prices and affect livelihood.  India faces a pulses deficit of about 
six million tonnes. There is low per capita consumption – below the 40 grams per day recommended by the Indian Council of Medical Research. Recent analysis by 
the multi-country LANSA consortium project led by the MS Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF), showed that as per the National Sample Survey 61and 68 
rounds, only Himachal Pradesh met the daily requirement of pulses. States like Jharkhand, Rajasthan and West Bengal did not even meet 50 per cent of the norm 
set for daily protein intake. In a country where 37 per cent of children under five years of age are stunted and 34 per cent are underweight (NFHS-4), pulses are 
an important tool to address malnutrition.

The study further recommends ensuring availability through the public distribution system and increasing consumption of less popular but more nutritious pulses. 
Currently, India has a policy for five pulses only – tur, moong, urad, lentil and gram. State governments could explore creating special schemes for pulses.

India produced over 106 million tonnes of rice and over 95 million tonnes of wheat in 2013-14. This is about 10 million tonnes higher than the demand for each 
of these crops. In the same period, just about 19 million tonnes of pulses were produced and this fell to 17.5 million tonnes in 2014-15, as against the annual 
demand for about 24 million tonnes, the release said. There is a much more efficient system for procurement and lucrative minimum support prices (MSP) for rice 
and wheat than for pulses. Announcement of MSP for pulses prior to the sowing season is of great importance. If the MSP is announced in June-July it can have a 
significant impact on farmers’ choice of crops. Steps are also needed to ensure that the MSP actually reaches the farmer and is not exploited by middlemen. 

Ongoing work by MSSRF in Tamil Nadu’s Pudukkottai District shows that the farmer-producer-company system ensures a 10 per cent premium for farmers above 
the prevailing local market price for pulses. This is an incentive to farmers in that region to cultivate pulses, since they are assured of procurement by their company 
in an ethical manner with no hidden costs. 

Since pulses need less than one-fifth of the water rice requires, they are also water-smart. Getting farmers to grow pulses is important to increase income, reduce 
water requirement for farming and improve the nutritional status of the people. In the current year, India may face a deficit monsoon. Announcing a remunerative 
MSP for pulses could be one way to meet a tough situation, and the time to make such an announcement is now.  

Young girls in Chak Jamal Mir, a village in Pattan in North 
Kashmir’s Baramulla District, heading to the nearest water tap 
to clean utensils. 

A train arriving at the railway station in Pattan.
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Call for timely announcement for support prices for pulses 
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to get to a hospital. A horse cart 
has to be arranged from another 
village to take the really ill to the 
nearest hospital at Pattan, two 

kilometres away, says Masrat 
Bano, a local. There’s not even 
a dispensary in Chak Jamal 
Mir. Not many months ago, 
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Her mission to grow bamboo 
finds echo in many villages 

Adversity is  known to 
bring out the best in 
humans. Nothing can 

be truer than the case of Neera 
Sarmah, India’s very own 
Bamboo Lady. Married off 
immediately after completing 
her higher secondary education 
to a tea planter husband, she 
would have enjoyed the comforts 
of a cushy plantation manager’s 
life in the most beautiful parts 
of Assam and India’s Northeast. 
However, an alcoholic husband 
and a disturbed marital life got 
her to pick up the threads and 
put her life together for the sake 
of her three children whom 
she was determined to raise 
well. Even as she tried to wean 
her husband from alcohol and 
manage the depleting family 
finances, she worked hard to 
educate herself and qualify for a 
profession. 

Meanwhile, Sarmah’s walks 
in and around the tea plantations 
her husband managed got her to 
notice how locals were depleting 
the forests of foliage and 
destroying the soil. Conversing 
with forest-dwellers made her 
realise that it was the lack of 
livelihood that was at the bottom 
of such wanton destruction. 
The forests needed to be saved, 
but growing trees was not an 
easy task. “As I got thinking 
of reversing the damage that 

successfully help supplement 
incomes. She next taught locals 
on how best to design their 
homes using bamboo and build 
foundations that combined the 
best of modern and traditional 
architecture. As her work 
received recognition, Sarmah 
resolved to fight the menace of 
depleting forests on a nationwide 
scale. Working in Gujarat, 
Kerala, Orissa, Tripura and 
Arunachal Pradesh, she taught 
locals how to make the best from 
bamboo.

Using her designing skills, 
Sarmah embarked on training 
the local craftsperson to make 
beautiful bags, earrings, bangles 
and the like for the national 
and international markets. 
She currently designs in cane, 
bamboo and wood for Shankar 
Dev Kalakshetra, Assam, and 

is a consultant for low-cost 
eco-friendly housing with the 
Arunachal Plywood Industries. 

Sarmah conducts workshops 
across India, teaching crafts 
persons skills to make utility 
handicrafts to supplement their 
incomes. Her workshops have 
been held in Kerala, Tamil Nadu, 
Gujarat, the various Northeastern 
states. She runs a handicraft 
unit, Neera’s Collection, backed 
by the Government of Assam’s 
Department of Industries. Her 
work has earned her accolades 
in India and abroad, even as 
she represented India’s National 
Bamboo Mission  at the World 
Bamboo Congress in 2009.

Sarmah has also worked as a 
designer and facilitator for the 
socio-economic development of 
rural populations for the Gujarat 
State Rural Development 
Corporation and the Fibre 
and Bamboo Development 
Board of the Government of 
Uttarakhand. She has been a part 
of the Government of Tripura’s 
JICA (Japan International 
Cooperation Agency) Project 
conducted under the aegis of 
the Forest Department’s Forest 
Development Agency as a part 
of its Joint Forest Management 
programme.

Today, Sarmah’s children are 
all well settled abroad and she 
is a fond grandmother. Yet, not 
one to rest on her laurels, she 
intends to set up a production 
unit for bamboo artefacts at  her 
hometown, Tejpur (in Assam), 
to train the underprivileged and 
help supplement their income. 
“I am in the process of finalising 
details for the same,” she says, 
a warm smile lighting up her 
beautiful face. <

Circumstances drew her attention to how locals were depleting the forests of foliage 
and destroying the soil. Conversing with forest-dwellers made her realise that it was 
the lack of livelihood that was at the bottom of such wanton destruction. And so, she 
set out to advise villagers to grow bamboo and restore the quality of their soil
rina mukherji, Kolkata
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had been done, I realised that 
growing bamboo was the only 
solution,” she tells me.

A tree needs 30 years to grow, 
but bamboo thickets can be 
grown in just three months’ time.  
So Sarmah set out to advise 
villagers to grow bamboo, and 
restore the quality of their soil. 
Since bamboo is a cash crop 
that can be used to supplement 
meals by being combined with 
the staple diet, the idea readily 
appealed to the people. 

Falling back on her artistic 
skills nurtured since childhood, 
Sarmah embarked on training 
local women to make jewellery, 
bags and utility products from 
bamboo, forest produce and 
other paraphernalia. Her father, 
a university professor himself, 
and her well-placed brothers 
encouraged her to complete 
her education, and qualify as 
a lawyer. Unfortunately, it did 
not help get back her husband’s 
share of the family property that 
rapacious relatives had taken 
control of. “I felt so helpless 
with the law that I resolved 
never to practise. Instead, I 
found joy in helping empower 
the underprivileged.” 

One of Sarmah’s ventures was 
to help rural folk pack dry cow-
dung cakes for being sold in 
cities as manure for gardening. 
The idea worked and she could 
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Neera Sarmah talks to a tribal girl about the benefits of growing 
bamboo.

Sarmah in south Tripura surrounded by tribal women keen to learn from her.
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