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She transforms 
fish scales to beautiful 
pieces of art                  2

How united effort can pay
rich dividends
Even before the announcement of Swachh Bharat by Prime Minister Narendra Modi, 
Berigai Panchayat in Krishnagiri, Tamil Nadu, got the villages under its jurisdiction 
cleaned. Berigai recently won the ‘best panchayat award’ for being a ‘one hundred per 
cent healthy panchayat’     
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On the four-lane highway 
from Krishnagiri to 
Bengaluru, after you 

travel ten kilometres, and turn 
right from the main road, you 
will reach Berigai Panchayat a 
further five km away.   Although 
you turn from the national 
highway to the road leading 
to the panchayat, the ride will 
be smooth, because you do not 
find potholes on the road. The 
difference between the highway 
and the panchayat road is only 
one: while trucks and container-
lorries ply on the highway 
against the backdrop of blackish 
green mountains on both sides, 
here you will find lush green 
fields on either side of the road. 
Since it is a mountain path, there 
are sudden turns along the way 
and at times it is like enjoying a 
swing in a cradle.

Berigai Panchayat wakes you 
up even as you are immersed in 
the quiet journey amidst all the 
greenery.  The cleanliness of 
the village strikes you at once. 
Neither in the street nor in the 
public place did we find any trash 
or muck. We walked through the 
village to find out whether it was 
a one-street story or a panchyat 
story.  As we walked, we found 
to our surprise that the entire 
village was clean, like any of 
the progressive villages in Tamil 
Nadu. 

When we engaged the people 
of the village in conversation 

to find out how this became 
possible, we were surprised 
to hear the locals speaking in 
Telugu. We wondered whether 
we had crossed over to Andhra 
territory. But no. Some of them 
were speaking Kannada as well. 
Although the place was within 
the Tamil Nadu border, villagers 
in and around Krishnagiri 
speak Telugu or Kannada.   
People in these areas to where 
their forefathers had migrated 
generations ago, have not 
forgotten their mother tongues. 
There are also many Telugu-
medium schools here.

When we ask the panchayat 
president, Pushpa Chinna 
Appayya, how such cleanliness 
was made possible, she says, “I 
won the election without any 
party support, as an independent.  
Even before the prime minister 
launched the Swatch Bharath 
movement, we had implemented 
the scheme a few years ago.  We 
dispensed with the use of plastic 
in the first place.  You cannot find 
the usage of plastic in Berigai.”

Pushpa Appayya points 
out that her husband was the 
panchayat president from 
2001 to 2006 when he had 
implemented many welfare 
schemes without expecting 
anything from the government, 
but with support from the local 
people.  “For instance, the heavy 
trucks of Ultra-Tech Company 
pass through our panchayat to 

reach Hosur.  Not one or two 
lorries.  They were in hundreds. 
This was a big problem for us. 
To avoid this, we decided to lay a 
ring road from Sulagiri to Hosur, 
without touching our panchayat.  
When we spoke to the villagers, 
peasants came forward to donate 
their lands for this purpose.  For 
3.6 km, we had laid the road 
with 15-feet width.  Now no 
lorry need enter our village.  
Similarly, when we found muck 
in any public place, we began 
cleaning it up without expecting 
anyone to do that.   Seeing this, 
the villagers became disciplined 
and kept the muck outside.  We 
also consulted the villagers 

when we decided to recycle 
the waste and they contributed 
funds liberally.  We bought a 
tractor costing Rs four lakh.  We 
have fitted mike and speaker to 
it. Every street is covered in the 
morning, by turn.”

The panchayat head says 
announcements conveying 
the need to keep surroundings 
clean, followed by simple health 
advice, are made in Tamil and 
Telugu. “The moment they 
see the tractor, they bring the 
accumulated waste.  We  se-
gregate the waste into degradable 
and non-degradable and recycle 

How a health centre 
become a model
facility                            8

In God’s Own Country, 
tribal women have no 
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have reproductive 
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shackles of subjugation 
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Showing the way 
towards self-reliance 
and ownership               5

geetha gengaih, Krishnagiri, Tamil Nadu
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Regarding the aspect of providing total health care, 
Rajkumar Bhaskar and John Bosco of UNICEF explained 
the practical difficulties involved in its implementation by 
panchayats.   UNICEF, though, is creating awareness about 
health and education. "We have introduced change for good 
communication. However much the government implemented 
schemes for health and education, the public does not utilise 
them fully. Only when the people understand the basic need 
for observing rules of health and education, any scheme would 
succeed,” they are convinced.   

“There may be examples of panchayats like Berigai. However, 
there are many panchayats where even the construction work 
has not been completed 100 per cent. Even in the greenhouses 
which the government had constructed, there are toilets left 
unused or not maintained properly.  Some are using them as 
sheds for keeping the chickens, goats and cattle. These have 
been taken into account as toilets built in the houses.  There 
are 200-300 such houses in each panchayat. The government 
must, therefore, take into account these households and build 
the toilets.”

Bhaskar and Bosco say they have met people living in the 
houses where toilets are not built or not used telling them: “The 
government has built one for my neighbour, free.  Why should 
I spend my money to build one?” What is the condition of the 
toilets built by the government? Nearly 50 per cent of the people 
do not use the toilet at all. The toilet is hardly four feet by three 
feet. People complain that once they get inside, they suffocate. 
In any case, they (especially the men folk) are habituated to 
defecating in open areas and simply refuse to use a facility 
where there is lack of sufficient air. Fighting the odds, UNICEF 
teams continue to be in touch with the people in Krishnagiri, 
Dharmapuri and Salem to create awareness about the need for 
using toilets. 

Change in mindset needed

Continued on page 2

Cleanliness, but at what 
price?                            6

The entire village was clean, like any of the progressive 
villages in Tamil Nadu. 
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She transforms fish scales 
to beautiful pieces of art 
Art from scrap is an established form of art now, complementing many an urban landscape and several 
designer products. Far from the world of haute couture, in Burdwan District in West Bengal, a young, struggling 
artist visualises and establishes her own form of art, crafted from a waste product – fish scales – that is freely 
available. She allows her imagination to soar, experimenting with products and styles to convert diverse 
material to jewellery, lamps, wall hangings and decorative items

<

Continued from page 1
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Fish is synonymous with 
Bengal, its cuisine, 
its culture.  The fish 

markets in cities, towns and 
mohallas (country subdivision 
or neighbourhood) across the 
state reverberate with a kind 
of energy, a joie de vivre that 
reflects the pride of place it 
has in Bengali homes and 
establishments.  But what of the 
enormous waste material that 
fish markets produce, the piles 
and pieces that are inedible and 
thrown away, such as volumes 
of fish scales? 

To the gourmet, of course, it 
is only the fish that matters, but 
to Pushpa Bhakat, a diminutive 
figure, about 34 years old, 
gracefully flitting in and out 
of fish markets in Nutanganj, 
Burdwan District, it is fish scales 
that are a draw.  Coming from 
an impoverished family, the 
talented young woman secured 
a degree in Visual Art and Craft 
from the University of Burdwan 
in 2007. She looked forward 
to her life and career, full of 
hope and confidence. Her father 
having passed away at an early 
stage, she knew she had to take 
care of the family, including her 
mother and younger siblings – 
three sisters and two brothers.  

However, Pushpa soon 
discovered that life was not 
a bed of roses. Opportunities 
to pursue her talent and earn a 
living looked bleak. It was at the 
time that she became conscious 
of the immense potential of an 
unwanted, by-product of the 
Bengali’s favourite food – fish 
scales.  The variety corresponds 
to the variety available in fish 
itself – from rui to katla to koi 
to pabda.  The shopkeepers in 
her mohalla know her well and 
though some of them charge her 
a nominal amount for the stuff, 

most are happy to let her have 
it. And from this emerged her 
unique art form – fish scale art.

There has been no looking 
back for Pushpa.  Jumping into 
the fray with a passion, she has 
allowed her imagination to soar, 
experimenting with products 
and styles to convert the diverse 
material to an array of products 
including jewellery, lamps, wall 
hangings and decorative items. 
Combining an artistic eye with 
nimble fingers, she tenderly 
examines the characteristics 
of scales from a wide variety 
of fish.  The process is an 
excruciating one, including a 
thorough washing using acid 
to soften the scales, rubbing 
sandpaper to make them pliable, 
and moulding and shaping them 
by hand – giving rise to myriad 
designs she first draws on paper. 

One of the exhibits is the 
chariot of Arjuna with Krishna 
as the charioteer.  It is detailed, 
delicate in ivory white, and 
resplendent. Then there are long 
stalks of roses made from fish 
scales, elegant, each petal taut. 
Each stalk, she says, takes four 
days to make but rues that the 
market price just about covers 
costs. Despite the seeming 
delicacy of the products, she 
smiles, “You can bathe with it, 
sleep with it on and go about 
your day’s routine without a 
problem,” and adds, “And what 
is best is that it is made of natural 
material, not the plastic that you 
see around.”

Pushpa is a West Bengal State 
Award Winner (2012 and 2014). 
Her work has caught the notice of 
the development commissioner, 
Handicrafts, Burdwan, opening 
avenues to exhibit her work in 
the state and outside, such as in 
Goa and Bihar, and in the metros 
of Mumbai, Delhi and Kolkata. 

Yet, for all that, it has been a 
lonely climb. Despite her efforts 
to provide for her family, settle 
her siblings, while opting to 
remain single, Pushpa feels 
a lack of understanding and 
empathy. The family faced a 
tragedy recently when their 
mother diagnosed with cancer 
passed away. Pushpa who has 
spared no effort in getting her 
treated and caring for her mother 
in every way feels bereft today. 

She recalls, her voice quivering, 
“Even when I was travelling to 
participate in the prestigious 
Surajkund International Craft 
Mela in Delhi in February this 
year, no one from the family 
came to drop me at the railway 
station.” 

It was a particularly 
nightmarish experience because 
several of her products were 
damaged in transit. Although 
a setback, Pushpa quickly 
rallied round and on reaching 
Surajkund, piece by piece, scale 
by scale, she carefully recreated 
the works of art. 

What was heartening was that 
she did fairly brisk business at 
the fair. Along with a creative 
mind, Pushpa has honed a sound 

Hand-crafting each piece – a labour of love for Pushpa Bhakat.

Trendy jewellery fashioned 
from fish scales.
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them.” She 
b e m o a n s 
the fact that 
though there 
are cattle in the 
area there is 
no veterinary 
hospital.  “The 
government 
did not build 
one because 
there was no 

How united effort can pay rich dividends

Pushpa  
Appayya, the 
panchayat 
president.

business sense. Conscious of 
moving with technology, she first 
invested in a laptop and went on 
to develop her website (http://
fishscaleproducts.tradeindia.
com/). She is now keen to get a 
barcode for her products. “With 
a barcode, a product that now 
sells for Rs 250 can easily fetch 
Rs 700.”  

Pushpa is conscious that 
packaging is central to display, 
visibility and ultimately to better 
sales. In addition, packaging 
can act as a protective cover to 
her handcrafted products.  She 
is keen to enroll for a course 
conducted by the Indian Institute 
of Packaging, an autonomous 
body under the Ministry of 
Commerce and Industry. Further, 

she is keen to get insurance for 
her products – small, steady 
steps to ensure that she is able to 
pursue her creative work while 
securing her products. 

As Pushpa gently and yet 
persuasively caters to a customer 
– a young college lecturer 
choosing from a stunning array 
of long earrings – her eyes 
light up and she talks with an 
unmistakable passion for her 
work. This is the life that she has 
chosen and this is her journey 
towards creative fulfilment, 
personal commitment and 
professional achievement.

(Courtesy: Charkha Features.)

have constructed a building for 
the backward class students, too, 
in a similar way. We insisted 
on having toilet in each house 
and got it implemented 100 per 
cent.”

(This article is translated from 
Tamil by Charukesi. The Tamil version 
was produced with assistance from 
Building a Voice for Children, a PII-
UNICEF fellowship and appeared in 
Puthiye Thalaimurai weekly.) 

land. With the donation of 75 
cent land by the villagers, we 
built the hospital ourselves. We 
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Embroidering with passion, they 
turn masters of their destinies
This is the story of Tabassum and Sheena, and of Arshi, Mumtaz and Shabnam. Also, about Sangraha, an 
organisation that conducts training programmes in design for chikankari artisans and connects them with 
prospective buyers and encourages them to participate in design exhibitions across India. Dreaming big and 
having serious ambitions is never really an option for most women chikan karigars, but some have moved 
on from being exploited to being in charge of their lives
MehRu jaffeR, Lucknow

Once, Tabassum Khan, 25, 
and Sheeba Khan, 26, 
had wanted to apply for 

a bank loan. Under the cover of 
their full-length black burqa, the 
two had made their way to the 
branch of the nearest bank, criss-
crossing many narrow lanes in 
Lucknow's congested Madegunj 
Khadra neighbourhood. En-
couraged by the recent sale of 
their embroidered cloth, the 
two were excited about the 
possibility of expanding their 
work and perhaps even striking 
out on their own. 

“We wanted money to buy 
more cloth. We dreamt of 
having our own wooden frames, 
more needles and more thread,” 
recalls Tabassum. However, after 
spending a few minutes with 
the bank official, they promptly 
dropped the idea of applying for 
the Rs 50000 loan. “He wanted 
us to come home and told us 
that his wife was interested in 
learning embroidery. 

I felt he did not really mean 
what he was saying. I could 

see his actual intentions,” says 
Sheeba.

Of course, as they made their 
way back that day they would 
have never imagined that they’d 
eventually be able to realise 
their dream of becoming artisan-
entrepreneurs, selling clothes 
embellished with exquisite hand-
crafted chikankari (traditional 
style of embroidery from 
Lucknow). Today, Tabassum 
and Sheeba are part of a group 
of 11 women chikan karigars 
(artisans), who have broken 
free from the exploitation that 
is intrinsic to their line of work 
to establish their individual 
identities as artisans.

How did they manage to 
accomplish this seemingly 
unimaginable feat? Ask 
Tabassum and she immediately 
attributes this positive change 
to Jaspal Kalra, a professor 
of fashion design, who set 
up Sangraha, an organisation 
that not only conducts a ten-
month training programme in 
design for chikankari artisans 
but also connects them with 
prospective buyers through 
an online platform, apart from 
encouraging them to participate 
in design exhibitions across the 
country. 

Essentially, Kalra is a teacher 
and facilitator while the women 
take their own decisions 
regarding the kind of orders they 
want to take on. They even have 
a certain freedom to create their 
own designs, keeping in mind 
the clients’ needs. For women 
like Tabassum and Sheena, who 
would otherwise never get to 
experience this kind of autonomy 
in their personal or professional 

lives, this partnership has indeed 
been liberating. 

Married at 16, Tabassum was 
back at her parents’ home barely 
a year later. Disheartened with 
the way things had unfolded for 
her – she never went to school, 
was pushed into early marriage 
and then had to go through 
the heartbreak of a broken 
relationship, all in her teens – 
she took up chikankari with the 
intention of supporting herself. 
She learnt the craft under the 
guidance of Shilpguru Ayub 
Khan, who taught her everything 
she knows about the centuries-
old technique of embroidery 
on fine cloth. For years she 
worked magic with her nimble 
fingers without receiving any 
real recognition for her skills. 
Eventually, though she was 
conferred with a state award 
for craftsmanship in 2005, her 
struggle to earn a decent living 
continued. 

Indeed, awards or not, that’s 
the lived reality of chikan 
karigars. In and around Lucknow, 
chikan embroidery provides 
employment to about 250000 
artisans, mostly women, apart 
from close to a million people 
who are associated with the 
trade, as raw material suppliers, 
contractors, manufacturers and 
retailers. Despite being a thriving 
sector, it is largely informal, 
which means that the artisans 
earn wages from sub-contractors 
or traders, on a per piece rate. 
Consequently, their bargaining 
power is non-existent and the 
earnings poor. 

Both Tabassum and Sheeba 
have grown up watching the 
women of their household 
sit down to embroider after 
finishing their chores. This was 
the only way for Muslim women, 
in particular, to add to their 
usually unstable family income. 
Literacy amongst the families is 
low and poverty is high and they 
continue to live in conservative 
neighbourhoods where women 
are not encouraged to be seen 
or heard. So, for the want of 
any other way to make money 
without having to step out of 
their home, they readily take 
whatever amount is offered by 
the contractors. 

There was a time when 
Naima Arshi's illiterate mother 
did not know what lay beyond 
the boundary of her courtyard. 

“Ironically, poverty liberated 
me. When I began to earn 
some money by doing chikan 
embroidery, my husband did 
not object. How could he? We 
were so poor. He welcomed 
the earnings and I used them 
to educate both my son and 
daughter. We are still poor but 
at least Arshi is a university 
graduate and that gives me great 
satisfaction,” she says.

Whereas her mother may 
consider them to be hand-to-
mouth even now, Arshi, 28, 
does not see herself as either 
poor or deprived. She’s happy to 
inform that, unlike many girls in 
her community, she has a bank 
account. Arshi has followed 
in her mother’s footsteps 
in so far as she has taken to 
doing chikankari for a living. 
However, her work experiences 
are very different. 

Like Tabassum and Sheeba, 
she is attached with Sangraha, 
an association she greatly 
cherishes. “Sir has taught us 
the finer nuances of design and 
shared the different ways in 
which we can sell our work. He 
encourages us to deal directly 
with customers. While other 
chikankars get around Rs 140, 
at Sangraha we earn Rs 180 for 
a day's work,” says Arshi.

Kalra set up Sangraha in 
2015 with an idea to preserve 
the craft and help artisans gain 
sustainability and independence. 
With a mission to empower 
them with education, market-
related services and finance, it 
started off by providing design 
education to 11 artisans and 
encouraging them to participate 
in various exhibitions in 
Lucknow and elsewhere, in 
Delhi, Pune and Jaipur. “I have 
been embroidering for as long 
as I can remember but it is only 
now that I embroider with a 
passion I did not know I had,” 
confesses Tabassum. 

Not long ago, Tabassum and 
her fellow karigars had travelled 
to Delhi where customers 
showered them with praises and 
orders. At the time, she says, she 
sold embroidered cloth worth 
more than Rs 20000. Mumtaz 
Jahan, 45, another artisan at 
Sangraha, happily talks about 
how she came back from Pune 
having sold goods worth Rs 
7000. “All of us came back from 
exhibitions with loads of orders. 

We have enough work for the 
moment and an assured income 
for several months,” smiles 
Tabassum, who is a guru of sorts 
to the women. 

Arshi, Mumtaz and Shabnam 
acknowledge that they have 
fine-tuned their stitches under 
her expert guidance. The women 
also share that Tabassum is never 
scared to take up a challenge 
or to experiment. Fearless and 
talented, she has a ready wish list, 
“It’s my dream to own a house, 
travel around the world with my 
girl-‘artisan’-friends and would 
love to see international models 
walk the runway in Paris clad in 
clothes designed by me.”

All this will be possible 
when the women continue to 
expand the scope of their work 
and Kalra’s direction will be 
valuable. “The government 
has introduced schemes for 
entrepreneurs but I have yet to 
explore how these can assist 
the artisans associated with 
Sangraha.  As I see it now, Make 
in India is more technology 
oriented and Stand up India is 
targeted at women and SC/ST 
communities. Essentially, the 
core problem with many such 
schemes usually is that they 
don’t have any provisions for 
creating market linkages and 
simply stress on giving loans. 
And the lack of education and 
an understanding of the market 
trends expose the artisan to 
exploitation at the hands of 
buyers and customers,” he says. 

<
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Chikankari artisans 
participate in various design 
exhibitions in Lucknow and 
also independently travel to 
other cities across India to 
showcase their craft. 

For women artisans like 
Tabassum, Arshi and Sheeba, 
Jaspal Kalra (centre), who set 
up Sangraha, is a teacher and 
facilitator. 

Chikan karigars at Sangraha enjoy camaraderie and kinship 
that enables them to do well. 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
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In a state that is often referred 
to as the ‘land of women’ – it 
has the highest sex ratio and 

literacy rate in India – Attapadi 
in Kerala’s Mannarghat Taluk 
is an unfortunate exception. A 
vicious nexus of ill health, socio-
economic backwardness and 
exclusion conspire to severely 
affect the hardworking tribal 
women: nearly 50 per cent are 
subjected to sexual exploitation 
while 53 per cent of unwed 
mothers are in the 20 to 25 age 
group. Moreover, as most men 
blow up their entire wages on 
country liquor called hooch, the 
women are doomed to shoulder 
the entire burden of the family.

According to K. Kali, a 
tribal activist from the Irula 
Community at the Naickerpady 
settlement, and member of 
Thayikula Sangham, a group of 
tribal women fighting alcoholism, 
“In a deeply patriarchal society, 
education teaches women only 
to be good wives and mothers. 
So imagine the fate of the 
poverty-ridden, largely illiterate 
tribal women. The twin curses 
of alcoholism and malnutrition 
make sure that the women in 
Attappadi spend their lifetime 
struggling for survival.”

Indeed, it’s a combination of 
livelihood and food insecurity 
driven by landlessness, loss 
of traditional agricultural 
techniques and knowledge of 
indigenous foods as well as 
a lack of access to adequate 
healthcare that has caused 
widespread malnutrition in the 
region. In fact, in the past two 
years, close to 100 child deaths 
have been reported. 

“Agriculture used to be the 
main source of livelihood for 
most of the adivasis (tribal 
people), which was supple-
mented by collecting forest 
produce and hunting. When I 
was a child, we used to cultivate 
ragi, chama (or bajra, a type of 
millet), thomara (horse gram), 
maize, pulses and vegetables. 
We also picked a variety of wild 
greens and tubers and had meat 
of small animals from forests. 
That’s how we managed to eat a 
well balanced diet consisting of 
iron, carbohydrates and proteins. 
However, with the influx of the 
settlers from outside that resulted 
land alienation, my people have 
had to give it all up,” elaborates 
Kali. 

In the eyes of Kali’s 92-year-
old mother, ‘development’ has 

In God’s Own Country, 
tribal women have no hope left 
Located at the north-eastern edge of Palakkad District, Attappadi is the largest and only tribal settlement in 
Kerala. Whereas the landscape, a lush symphony of forests, rivers and mountains, is indeed awe-inspiring, a 
closer look at the unfortunate lives of the tribal communities living here is indeed a rude wake-up call to harsh 
reality. Alcoholism and malnutrition ensure that the women here spend their lifetime struggling for survival
kaMayani bali, Mahabal, Palakkad
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not just put an end to their way 
of life - that she feels was more 
equitable and nature-friendly 
- but also to their happiness 
and prosperity. “She always 
tells me: ‘we were truly happy 
in those days. A kilo of ragi 
planted on an acre of land would 
yield a quintal of produce. We 
only used natural fertiliser like 
compost. No one was a labourer 
then; we cultivated together. 
We never stored rice, corn and 
millets in sacks. Six to seven 
quintals of grain was stocked 
for use in large bamboo baskets 
and the rest was buried into a 
pit, smoothened with clay, in 
front of the house. Nothing was 
sold. Whenever someone was in 
need, everyone would open their 
basket and give some. That was 
life. The haves shared with the 
have-nots’,” narrates Kali.

Today, the situation is quite 
the opposite and, consequently, 
very dire. This obviously has 
adversely impacted the women- 
folk the most. “These days, 
around 73 per cent of tribal 
women make a living as farm 
hands, earning wages as low as 
Rs 50. Then there are days when 
they have to go without even 
this meagre amount. It results 
in nearly half the population 
remaining neck-deep in debt, 
which makes them vulnerable to 
the devious designs of the non-
tribal men. There are hundreds 
of young unwed mothers in the 
tribal-dominated areas who share 
a similar plight of sexploitation 
and betrayal at the hands of men 
from outside their community. 

Raped and ravaged, even 

adivasi women in the Wayanad 
Region are paying a heavy 
price. As if abuse at the hands of 
outsiders is not enough, our own 
men are not too far behind when 
it comes to hurting and taking 
advantage. Alcoholism has done 
them in,” she says in anger.

Kali is one of the leaders 
fighting alcoholism and 
atrocities against women in 
Attappadi. “Men spend all their 
earnings on hooch (illicit liquor) 
and women work day and 
night to keep the family going. 
Pregnant women work till their 
child is born and then are back 
just a few days after delivery 
because it’s a matter of putting 
food on the table. Backbreaking 
labour, inadequate food and rest, 
repeated pregnancies, violence 
at home – all this leads to poor 
physical and mental health 
among women,” she states.  

Quite ironically, Attappadi is 
the only block in Kerala where 
there is complete prohibition on 
liquor. After an order from the 
district administration in 1995, 
all toddy shops in the block 
closed down and the tapping of 
toddy was banned. “It was one of 
the biggest blunders of the state 
government, as ever since the 
ban, every tribal settlement has 
turned into an illicit liquor centre. 
Local hooch distillers have been 
using hazardous substances like 
used battery fluid to increase 
the potency of their output. As 
a result, consumption of liquor 
has shot up exponentially,” Kali 
elaborates. 

The vociferous activist firmly 
believes “what ails Attappadi 
is the government’s lack of 
understanding of local life in 
a region where people still 
practice age-old customs”. 
While the tribals earlier hunted 
or foraged for food in the forests, 
modern laws prevent them from 
doing this now. Further, their 
conventional system of inter-
cropping pulses and vegetables 
has been abandoned for a water-
intensive mono-cropping of 
cereals. 

“Nobody asked us what 
we really want. Policies and 
projects are planned by others 
and imposed on us. Over the 
years, many of us have lost 
our fertile lands. The Forest 
Rights Act, 2006, too, has not 
been properly implemented. 
Do you know that Attappadi 
has the potential to produce 
vegetables for all of Kerala? The 

government could intervene to 
remove all middlemen and help 
the locals produce and market 
vegetables and fruits so that they 
can directly reap the benefits,” 
Kali suggests. 

Presently, the tribal people are 
forced to depend on the public 
distribution system (PDS) for 
their rations. “But we are yet 
to adjust to this system. We 
generally don’t like rice provided 
from the fair price shops,” points 
out Kali, adding, “Most families 
cook rice and one curry in a day 
and eat the same thing two or 
three times. There is no variety 
or nutrition in the diet.”

The need of the hour is a 
radical change – albeit one that 
is tailor-made to the needs of the 
people. “A culturally sensitive 

approach to the implementation 
of Mahatma Gandhi National 
Rural Employment Guarantee 
Act should be looked into. This 
essentially means that the chief, 
or mooppan, of each tribal 
hamlet should be granted powers 
to plan, execute, monitor and 
evaluate the rural employment 
scheme in the tribal areas belt. 
Formation of tribal village 
sabhas and self-help groups has 
to be encouraged. Engineering, 
medical and higher education 
institutions, with a special 
provision for tribal students, 
should be set up in the area,” 
recommends Kali. 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

<K. Kali is a tribal activist 
from the Irula Community at 
the Naickerpady settlement, 
and a member of Thayikula 
Sangham, a group of tribal 
women fighting alcoholism. 

Call for comprehensive policy 
to revitalise agriculture

Nearly ten years after submission of the recommendations 
of the historic National Commission on Farmers (NCF), its 
chairperson Prof M.S. Swaminathan recently presented an 
analysis and an encyclopaedic overview of recommendations 
made in five reports submitted by the NCF between 2004 and 
2006 and their relevance even today. He was speaking at an 
event organised by the Foundation for Agrarian Studies in 
Chennai on the subject, The Recommendations of the National 
Farmers Commission: A Ten-Year Balance Sheet. 

Calling for strong and comprehensive policy support to 
revitalise agriculture, Prof Swaminathan shared the vision of 
the NCF. “I had said at the very first meeting of this commission 
that it would represent the voice of the farmer. There have been 
many commissions for agriculture the world over, but this was 
really unique in its effort to represent the voices of the farming 
community.” 

Hannan Mollah, general secretary of the All-India Kisan 
Sabha, explained how and why the farming community and 
the mass organisations of farmers and agricultural workers 
supported the NCF’s recommendations and urged the 
government to implement them in the context of increasing 
agrarian distress. “We tell farmers to say ‘no’ to suicide, to 
identify the problem, unite and fight. If agriculture dies, the 
nation will die. We want all sections of the people, intellectuals, 
writers and journalists to come forward and support the farmer,” 
was his impassioned plea to the audience. 

Chairing the session, N. Ram, chairman, Kasturi and Sons, 
said “The NCF’s recommendations are the most important 
recommendations in several decades.” He lamented the 
decline in coverage of agriculture in a systematic manner by 
newspapers and other news media, in terms of focusing on 
the agrarian crisis and what was important in science and 
technology towards facilitating solutions and policy changes.

The website of the Foundation for Agrarian Studies www.
fas.org.in – designed and maintained pro bono by TNQ Books 
and Journals, to provide an agriculture-related repository of 
studies, research material and publications – was launched 
on the occasion. V.K. Ramachandran, honorary managing 
trustee of FAS and editor of the Review of Agrarian Studies, 
gave an overview of the studies conducted by FAS in ten states, 
providing deep insights into agricultural and developmental 
issues in rural India. <
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Showing the way towards 
self-reliance and ownership
Rural Maharashtra is going through extremely trying times, with 15 districts, almost a fifth of the state, 
declared drought-hit. Naturally, there are few good-news stories from this region these days, but here’s one 
from a small village in the otherwise violence-affected Gadchiroli District where local women have come 
together to ensure food security for their already struggling households. All thanks to an NGO called Ami 
Amchya Arogyasthi

Pandarigota is a quaint 
village with a population 
of 305, tucked away in 

the dense forests of Korchi 
Block in eastern Maharashtra’s 
Gadchiroli District. Seasonal 
agriculture is the mainstay of 
food as well as livelihood around 
here, so the local communities, 
predominantly Dalits and tribals 
– Madia-Gond and Bhil – rely 
heavily on their entitlements 
under the public distribution 
system (PDS), a government-
sponsored food security net 
for the poor and marginalised 
populations.

Till last year, when Bimlabai 
Adulwar, 40, used to head into 
Korchi town to pick up her quota 
of wheat, rice and sugar on the 
appointed day every month, she 
would never be sure if she would 
come back with the promised 
food grains. “Going to Korchi 
would take up nearly an entire 
day. But the most frustrating 
part was when after spending so 
much time and precious money 
on bus fare one would either 
find the shop closed or have the 
shopkeeper announce that he 
had run out of stock. However, 
the situation is quite different 
now. No family in Pandarigota 
sleeps hungry these days,” she 
states.

What has brought on this 
welcome change to the otherwise 
tough existence of Adulwar 
and her fellow villagers? The 
transformation began when 
Ami Amchya Arogyasthi 
(AAA), a local non-gover-
nment organisation rolled out 

dilnaz boga, Gadchiroli, Maharashtra
a comprehensive intervention 
aimed at improving the dismal 
maternal health indicators in 35 
villages of Kurkheda and Korchi 
Blocks of Gadchiroli with the 
support of UK Aid’s Global 
Poverty Action Fund. The idea 
was to work closely with the 
community on two aspects – 
monitoring the availability of 
quality healthcare services and 
access to food under the PDS and 
Integrated Child Development 
Services (ICDS). 

AAA began by engaging with 
the village health sanitation 
& nutrition committees 
(VHSNCs), constituted at the 
panchayat level, to assist them 
in securing people’s rights and 
entitlements and understand the 
value of community monitor-
ing. According to Dr Satish 
Gogulwar, chief functionary, 
AAA, “Empowering the 
community to claim their rights 
and actively monitor essential 
government services is key to 
bringing about lasting change. 
Work on strengthening the PDS 
services started in November 
2013 and by conducting 
regular meetings and social 
audits in the village, with the 
complete participation of locals, 
including the women, many 
loopholes in the system were 
identified. Thereafter, people 
were encouraged to turn things 
around.”

Bharti Sonagre of AAA, who 
has been overseeing the work 
in the villages and facilitating 
interactions with the local 
government officials, gives a 

low down of ground reality, “In 
the 10 project villages in Korchi, 
most families live below poverty 
line. Some have small farmlands 
although they barely manage to 
grow enough to meet their needs. 
To supplement their diet, they 
gather fruits and wild greens 
from the nearby forests. The 
PDS supply is, therefore, crucial 
to feeding the household. When 
we started talking to the VHSNC 
members and the community, 
a couple of problems emerged. 
Firstly, not everyone had a 
ration card in their name despite 
having applied for one and, 
secondly, merely having a ration 
card did not assure them of their 
monthly quota.”

One demand that was voiced 
loud and clear was the need for 
setting up a fair price shop in 
every village. “The women told 
us that they found it very difficult 
to go all the way to Korchi. 
The pregnant women and new 
mothers were particularly 
burdened by this expedition,” 
adds Sonagre.

Radhika Hundra, a rice 
farmer in Pandarigota, goes on, 
“We were desperately trying to 
find a solution to this problem 
when we met Bharti and other 
AAA activists who came to 
our village in early 2014. They 
informed us about our rights 
under the PDS and ICDS, which 
could help us boost our health as 
well as that of our children. It’s 
not uncommon to hear of young 
mothers dying during childbirth 
in our area and we now know 
that this is directly linked to our 
poor, inconsistent diet.”

Since it was the women 
who had voiced the demand 
for setting up a ration shop in 
their own village, it was not 
difficult to convince them to join 
the movement. Dr Gogulwar 
elaborates, “Women self-
help groups have been getting 
preference for fair price shop 
licences since 2012. When we 
told them about this order, they 
were keen to get on board. 
We taught them how to fill up 
the application form and held 
trainings to enable them to run 
the shop properly. However, 
an inordinate delay in getting 
approvals on these applications 
proved to be a major roadblock. 
So in August 2014, when we 
organised a jan sunwai (public 
meeting) to deal with issues 
related to PDS services at the 

block level, especially those 
concerning non-issuance of 
ration cards, the SHG women 
took this opportunity to complain 
to the tehsil (administrative 
division) officials about how 
their PDS shop applications 
were stuck.” 

Incidentally, the men in the 
community have not had a 
significant role in this effort, 
as AAA worked closely with 
women to promote and empower 
women SHGs to apply for 
running fair price shops.

Recalls Sonagre, “Such 
enthusiastic participation from 
the tribal women came as a 
big surprise to the officials. 
The tehsildar (chief) decided 
to personally intervene in the 
matter and a couple of months 
down the line, SHGs like the 
Sant Krupa Mahila Bachatghat 
in Pandarigota were running 
their own outlet.”

Bimlabai Adulwar, Radhika 
Hundra, Khembai Miri and 13 
others who make up the Sant 
Krupa Mahila Bachatghat SHG 
are proud to run the PDS shop in 
their village. 

Adulwar stores the grains in 
her home and keeps the shop 
open in the evening so that 
women can finish their work 
and then come over to collect 
their ration. “All we had to do 
was to fill the form and apply 
for the licence. We don’t have 
to go to Korchi anymore or be 
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at the mercy of others,” says the 
mother-of-three, who works as a 
farmer and a daily wager during 
off-season. The SHG members 
take turns to work at the shop. 
Each month, two women take 
charge of distributing the ration 
– around 25 kilos of rice, 15 kilos 
of wheat and a kilo or two of 
sugar per family – and keeping a 
log of the sales. Remarks Niranta 
Jamkata, an SHG member, 
“There was a time when we had 
to stand in long lines the whole 
day to get what was due to us. 
We never make anyone wait.” 
Monitoring PDS disbursement 
and keeping an account of the 
money has also done wonders 
for their confidence.

Says Khembai Miri, “We know 
we won’t be cheated, harassed or 
disappointed anymore. And it’s 
certainly good to know that we 
can easily approach the tehsildar 
or the block development officer 
to talk about our problems, if the 
need arises.” “This is exactly 
the kind of self-reliance and 
community ownership we want 
to achieve across the region. 
Villagers keeping a check on 
public services will raise the 
accountability and quality of 
the programmes. This is a good 
beginning,” adds Dr Gogulwar.

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

Bimlabai Adulwar, a mother of three, from Pandarigota 
Village in Korchi Block of Maharashtra’s Gadchiroli District, 
runs her village’s fair price shop from her home with 13 other 
self-help group women.

Members of the Sant Krupa Mahila Bachatghat Self-help Group 
are proud that they are running the PDS outlet in their village 
ensuring that no family is denied their monthly share of basic 
food supplies.
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Cleanliness, but at what price? 
Without educational qualifications, ostracised by society and denied even their legal rights, thousands of 
underprivileged manual scavengers and sanitation workers discharge their duties in sub-human conditions. 
Often, the safai karmacharis are treated without dignity and prevented from entering homes. They are not 
even given water to drink and wash by those utilising their crucial services. When will their lives change for 
the better?
PushPa achanta, Bengaluru

Around 50 safai 
karmacharis (manual 
scavengers) have lost 

their lives in Karnataka since 
April 2008 in the course of 
doing their dangerous, repulsive 
and inhuman work. The latest 
tragedy was the deaths of 
Gounder and Jagannath who 
were asphyxiated while clearing 
a sewage drain, and Madhu 
and Muniraju, aged 21 and 
23, who drowned while trying 
to rescue them. The incident 
occurred at Dodballapura Taluk 
in Bengaluru Rural District in 
early April this year. Possibly, 
other such incidents have gone 
unreported or unrecorded. 

Obalesh B. of the Safai 
karmachari Kavalu Samiti, 
which campaigns for the rights of 
safai karmacharis, says very few 
families of safai karmacharis  
who died while on duty in 
Karnataka have received the 10 
lakh rupees compensation as per 
the Prohibition of Employment 
as Manual Scavengers and their 
Rehabilitation Act, 2013. In fact, 
the legislation bans employing 
anyone to clean human excreta 
on roads or in washrooms, or 
to clear storm-water drains or 
sewerage tanks, holes, pits, 
pipelines, etc. Yet, only minimal 
penalties or punishment are 
imposed on administrative, 
sewerage/drainage board or 
municipality officials who are 
accountable for deploying the 
safai karmacharis, according to 
Obalesh. 

“When machines are 
introduced to assist or replace 
humans in various professions, 
why isn’t that done for us too? 
Will the contractor, government 
officers or their families do 
our job even once? Usually, 
we do not receive fair or 
timely wages. Further, we do 

not easily get gloves, masks, 
eyeglasses, footwear, headgear 
or overcoats or any training to 
handle emergency situations”, 
says Fauzia (name changed), 
a pourakarmika (municipal 
sanitation worker in Kannada) 
in Bengaluru.  

Often, the safai karmacharis 
are treated without dignity and 
prevented from entering homes. 
They are not even given water 
to drink and wash by those 
utilising their crucial services. 
The UN says that according 
to the India Census 2011, the 
country has over 2.6 million dry 
latrines with 1314652 toilets 
where human excreta is flushed 
in open drains and 794390 dry 
latrines where human excreta 
is cleaned manually; 73 per 
cent of these are in rural areas 
and the rest in urban spaces. 
According to the International 
Dalit Solidarity Network, “an 
estimated 1.3 million people, 
mostly Dalits, remove human 
excrement from dry toilets and 
sewers with tools such as thin 
boards, scrapers, buckets and 
baskets lined with sacking and 
carried on the head”.

Among the three categories 
of safai karmacharis, those 
clearing sewage lines or septic 
tanks are at the greatest danger 
of dying during work. They 
are usually invisible to people 
outside the pits, can be easily 
choked to death from the toxic 
substances inside and may lack 
means to escape or alert rescue 
personnel or receive timely and 
necessary medical assistance. 
Although those cleaning excreta 
and other waste from roads, 
public spaces and dry latrines 
may face a slightly lower 
risk of death, they experience 
many social, financial and 
health challenges. Most safai 

karmacharis and pourakarmikas 
are socio-economically dis-
advantaged Dalits from the 
Bhangi or Balmiki Sub-castes. 
India Unheard’s video reports 
from Punjab and Bihar indicate 
that social conditioning and 
unemployment ensure that the 
occupation passes down the 
generations. 

“I have been sweeping roads 
and public places in Bengaluru 
between 6.30 and 10.30 am daily 
for around 18 years with minimal 
protective gear. Sometimes, we 
get an apron or coat and a small 
mask for the mouth and nostrils 
but never gloves or goggles. After 
that we collect garbage, which 
is sometimes un-segregated 
despite the mandate of the 
Bruhat Bengaluru Mahanagara 
Palike (BBMP or Bengaluru 
Municipality) and sort it. We 
are exposed not merely to dust 
but also to glass, metal, stone, 
leftover or rotten food, bone, 
alcohol, cloth, wax, plastic, 
rubber, hair, hazardous liquids, 
gases, etc. These cause eye, 
skin and respiratory ailments 
while regular and prolonged 
bending results in orthopaedic 
injuries”, says Penchilamma, 
a 45-year-old pourakarmika 
from Doddigunta in Bengaluru 
who regularly highlights labour 
rights violations. 

Being temporary or contract 
workers, pourakarmikas rarely 
receive healthcare support even 
for the illnesses or wounds 
sustained during work. They 
are entitled to ESI and PF 
but may not get either. Their 
paid medical or other leave is 
typically one day a month apart 
from a day off every week. The 
BBMP has over 18000 contract 
pourakarmikas who are unlikely 
to regularised. Over the last few 
years, pourakarmikas have not 
been employed on a permanent 
basis. Further, their low wages 
of around Rs 6500 per month 
are being irregularly paid over 
the last two years, despite 
umpteen protests and appeals to 
the BBMP. 

According to Penchilamma, 
some of their immediate 
supervisors (mestris) are also 
contract appointees who are not 
paid satisfactorily. Consequently, 
they cannot address the 
pourakarmikas’ grievances. 
Many others higher in the 
hierarchy are corrupt, indifferent 
and abuse the pourakarmikas.

Pourakarmikas often are 
barely literate and sometimes 
work on holidays with or 
without overtime payment. Also, 

they supplement their earnings 
through other part-time jobs, 
functioning as domestic workers 
or janitors, cleaning homes, 
private residential or commercial 
buildings or government offices. 

“Along with Vasanthi and 
Nagamma (aged 65 and 40), I 
clean a BBMP function hall and 
its washrooms. When it is in 
use, we get free meals, tips and 
around Rs 300 per person. Due 
to my meagre income, minimal 
annual increments and poor job 
options, I could not educate 
my two children beyond high 
school. My son and husband 
also do daily wage labour,” says 
Lily, a temporary pourakarmika-
cum-domestic worker in her 
forties, who relocated from 
Vellore in Tamil Nadu. Living 
in east Bengaluru and spending 
around Rs 2500 monthly on 
rent, electricity and water, 
she walks to her workplaces. 
Unable to work much, Vasanthi 
survives on loans and an elders’ 
monthly pension of Rs 500. She 
is unaware of social entitlements 
like free housing.

While Lily and Penchilamma 
are Dalits living in Bengaluru 
for over two decades, young 
pourakarmikas like Ramakrishna 
migrate from nearby Anantapur 
District in Andhra Pradesh, 
permanently or temporarily. 
Many of them are semi-literate, 
marginalised, landless Dalit 
agricultural labourers with 
minimal job opportunities and 

low skills. Ramakrishna, aged 
23, says: “My family owns below 
two acres of land on which crops 
can hardly be cultivated. As our 
area has poor rainfall, we do not 
find farm work easily. I followed 
my friend to Bengaluru three 
summers ago and have been 
loading and unloading garbage 
for BBMP for about nine hours 
daily, starting around 7 am or 
earlier.  I try to return home for a 
few weeks every year if I find ad 
hoc jobs there”.

The Indian Railways also 
grossly violates laws by 
employing many contract safai 
karamcharis like Mercy (name 
changed), a migrant from Tamil 
Nadu who cleans platforms in 
a Mumbai suburban station. 
Although some railway coaches 
have bio-toilets, workers wash 
the restrooms and sweep the 
coaches when trains halt at large 
stations or are empty, apart from 
cleaning tracks, according to 
Irfan (name changed) a contract 
safai karmachari in Rajamundry 
Railway Station in Andhra 
Pradesh. The Safaikarmchari 
Andolan and other groups 
demanding the eradication 
of the shameful practice and 
highlighting the brutal realities 
of safai karmacharis’ lives have 
held protests and nationwide 
rallies like the Bhim Yatra. 
However, socio-cultural and 
political attitudes must change 
for the abhorrent tradition to 
end.

Karnataka's safai karmacharis and allies seen demanding their 
rights.

BBMP pourakarmikas at work. <
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“It is difficult to coax men 
to undergo sterilisation. 
Therefore, we try to 

convince the women. They 
come forward easily since it 
also gets them some money to 
run their households,” shares 
Kiran Devi, 35, a health worker 
in Jhunjhunu, Rajasthan. If 
the women get an incentive, 
Kiran, too, earns Rs 150 for 
every woman she is successful 
in bringing to the sterilisation 
camps that are organised in the 
area.

Kiran works with a local 
non-government organisation 
(NGO). She is well aware that 
health workers employed by 
the government, such as the 
accredited social health activists 
(ASHAs) and auxiliary nurse 
midwives (ANMs), chase targets 
on sterilisation dictated to them 
by the authorities. Though she 
is spared the pressure, she does 
try and encourage as many 
women to opt for the permanent 
method simply because it brings 
in a tidy sum for her. Yet, she 
is humane enough to realise 
that these procedures should be 
carried out in the hospital with 
proper facilities and not some 
makeshift camps where often 
the lack adequate infrastructure 
jeopardises the life of the 
women.

The recent tragic deaths of 15 
women in Chhattisgarh, after 
they underwent sterilisation in 
a mass camp, are a clear fallout 
of an uni-dimensional approach 
towards population ‘control’. 

Health experts and women 
rights activists firmly believe 
that the government’s silent 
endorsement of the targeted 
approach to female sterilisation 
is mainly responsible for the 
demise of the innocent women. 
Adding to their suffering are 
the deeply flawed incentive-
oriented policies, which seem to 
legitimise the camps that expose 
them to extraordinary risks in 
the name of providing effective 
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Don’t poor Indian women have 
reproductive rights?

Strangely, India’s population policy revolves round female 
sterilisation or tubectomy. Conveniently, other methods of 
contraception, such as pills or condoms, are not promoted quite 
so aggressively, especially in the backward and poor areas, 
despite the National Population Policy advocating a wider choice 
for eligible couples. Several questions are now being raised about 
India’s family planning programme. Does it have a gender and 
class bias? Why the great focus on sterilisation? Why are women 
herded in ‘camps’ for tubectomy instead of being informed of the 
different options available to them and then allowed to exercise 
their choice?
savita veRMa, Delhi

family planning.  While those 
in government may insist they 
are following a non-targeted 
approach, as stated in the 
National Population Policy, the 
evidence on the ground is to the 
contrary. 

A September 2007 letter from 
the Union Health Ministry to 
the state departments clearly 
expresses concern over falling 
number of sterilisations 
and suggests increasing 
“compensation” for those opting 
for this surgery. The monetary 
compensation is actually 
dangerous, as it acts as a strong 
inducement for the impoverished 
women to opt for sterilisation 
despite the unsanitary conditions 
that generally exist in the 
camps. 

“Women are treated like 
cattle in these camps. The 
doctors finish all their routine 
work before reporting to carry 
out the operations in large 
numbers. Would they ever 
subject their wives or sisters to 
similar a procedure under such 
conditions?” asks A.R. Nanda, 
former secretary, Ministry of 
Health and Family Welfare, 
and a well-known expert on 
population issues. According 
to him, it is only the poor and 
low middle-class women who 
end up in the mass sterlisation 
camps; their educated, well-
heeled counterparts usually 
go in for spacing methods of 
contraception. Even if they do 
opt for the permanent method, it 
is done under the supervision of 
expert medical professionals in 
an established hospital. 

Unfortunately, the Chhattis-
garh deaths are not standalone. If 
anything, such ‘mishaps’ occur 
with frightening regularity. 
Sterilisation-related deaths 
have been commonly reported 
from Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, 
Jharkhand, Odisha, Madhya 
Pradesh and Rajasthan. Just last 
year, according to news stories, 
over 100 women were sterilised 
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other methods of contraception. 
Only 17 per cent of women said 
they had been provided with 
information on other methods. 

It’s not surprising then that 
India has one of the world’s 
highest rates of female 
sterilisations, with about 37 
per cent of women having the 
operations, compared to the 
global average of 19 per cent. To 
consistently keep the numbers 
high, states either penalise the 
poor for having more children 
– they have been deprived of 
ration cards in Andhra Pradesh 
and denied the right to contest 
elections in Rajasthan, Odisha, 
Madhya Pradesh and Haryana 
– or they offer prizes like 
motorcycles, TV, car and even 
free cooking gas connection 
doled out on lottery basis. 

While we are witnessing the 
adverse consequences of such 
target-oriented family planning, 
when and why did it all begin? 
The practices took shape in 1966 
under the influence of the Cold 
War diplomacy. At the time, 
the rapidly growing Indian and 
Chinese populations had raised 
serious security concerns in the 
US. International aid agencies 
were lobbying for policies to 
stop the ‘threat’. A separate 
family welfare department 
was set up in India. Before the 
mid-1960s, India had followed 
the Gandhian notion of family 
planning through natural 
methods.

The present approach has made 
women an easy means to meet 
family planning targets as any 
damage to their health does not 
really evoke a response equal to 
that generated if something were 
to happen to men. Remember the 
uproar over the large number of 
vasectomies carried out during 
the Emergency period in the mid-
1970s. It had become one of the 
major reasons for the collapse of 
the Indira Gandhi Government 
then. “It is politically incorrect 
to target men. Before 1976, the 
government programme mainly 
focused on men, who were 

being coaxed or even forced 
to undergo vasectomy, a much 
simpler procedure than female 
sterilisation. However, the move 
faced such a backlash that the 
government of the day lost 
power,” Nanda recalls.

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
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in a single day in Malda, West 
Bengal, by two doctors, and then 
left outside a rural health centre 
in an unconscious state.

The distressing reality 
is that even after 68 years 
of Independence, poor and 
marginalised communities 
neither have access to decent 
healthcare nor have sufficient 
efforts been made to equip them 
with the relevant information 
so that they can decide what is 
right family planning method 
for them. So, even though India 
is a signatory to the 1994 Cairo 
Declaration on Population and 
Development, which viewed 
development as the best 
contraceptive and called for 
safeguarding of human rights 
and equal rights for women in 
population policies, we continue 
to rely on female sterilisation. 

A study undertaken across 
Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan, 
Odisha and Jharkhand by the 
Centre for Health and Social 
Justice (CHSJ) in 2008 has some 
telling revelations on female 
sterilisation. These are based 
on interviews of 160 women 
who got the operation and 
observations from 17 camps. 
Of the total number of women 
surveyed, 54 per cent talked 
of suffering adverse effects of 
the surgery while a quarter had 
to seek medical help for their 
complications. 

The researchers concluded that 
periodic camps are not a desirable 
way of providing sterilisation 
services and that these should be 
available on routine basis in the 
right healthcare settings.

The study also exposed the 
fact that targets are indeed being 
set for women’s sterilisation. 
For example, one health worker 
mentioned that they needed to 
perform 325 sterilisations per 
year at their community health 
centre. Moreover, to egg the 
women on, an incentive of Rs 
600 was being provided. The 
pressure of targets led health 
workers to compromise with a 
woman’s right to know about 

Sufficient efforts have not been made to equip poor and 
marginalised communities with relevant information so that 
they can decide what family planning method is right for 
them.

With the Indian 
Meteorological Department 
predicting that there would be 
an above normal monsoon this 
year, there is a sense of relief 
especially for the agriculture 
sector. This is what Prof                                              
M.S. Swaminathan, founder-
chairman, MS Swaminathan 
Research Foundation, had to 
say:

“According to available 
reports, the Southwest 
monsoon this year is likely to 
be normal. Severe drought 
is however persisting in 
parts of Maharashtra where 
in a city like Latur, drinking 
water has become a luxury. 
Since the prediction for 
the forthcoming monsoon 
is good, we should initiate 
immediate action to prepare 
a Good Weather Code which 
will help us to optimise the 
benefits of good rainfall.  The 
good weather code involves 
action on mobilising the 
necessary good quality seed 
resources and the needed 
soil nutrients. 

Pulses and millets which 
require less water and which 
are nutritious can be the crops 
of choice both from the point 
of view of nutritional needs 
and climate resilience. The 
good weather code can be 
prepared at the Panchayat 
level and can be popularised 
through trained climate risk 
managers". 

Time now for good 
weather codes 

<



8

Today, Marwatoli, a village in Bihar, has better access to patient care and registers improved health indices. 
It has emerged as a perfect example of how a determined community can fight and gain its entitlements to 
make quality of life better for everyone. In rural India, a smoothly functioning health centre is often a pipe 
dream. But here, the message from the people was so strong that the panchayat decided to put its weight 
behind them and get the centre running. A people’s committee keeps a close watch on pre- and post-natal 
check-ups and distribution of iron tablets to expectant women. The result is a marked improvement in their 
overall health status

The health sub-centre 
(HSC) at Marwatoli 
Village, which falls under 

Mahingaon Gram Panchayat in 
Kishanganj District of Bihar, 
is spacious, neat and well-
equipped with a separate labour 
room. Stationed on duty are 
two auxillary nurse midwives 
(ANMs), who take turns to carry 
out immunisation as well as 
monitor and counsel pregnant 
women and adolescents. Normal 
deliveries are also carried out 
with great success at the model 
government-run facility. 

“For most people living 
in rural areas, a smoothly 
functioning health centre is 
nothing less than a dream come 
true. But this has been possible 
only due to our community’s 
persistence and determination 
to make the once-defunct 
HSC fully operational,” says 
Mahendra Prasad Harijan, 50, 
proudly. He is a ward member as 
well as a part of the local village 
health sanitation and nutrition 
committee (VHSNC). 

Under the National Rural 
Health Mission, VHSNCs are 
mandated to implement health 
initiatives in individual villages, 
although in Bihar the committees 
work at the panchayat level. 
In Marwatoli, however, a 15-
member VHSNC has been 
formed to deal with local health 
issues, with the assistance of 
the Bihar Voluntary Health 
Association (BVHA), an NGO 
partnering Oxfam India in the 
DFID-supported Global Poverty 
Action Fund’s (GPAF) project, 
Improving Maternal Health 
Status in Six States in India.

The HSC in Marwatoli was 
set up in 2003 but for various 
reasons remained redundant 
for nearly a decade. “The only 
activity that used to happen 
was the monthly tika divas or 
immunisation day – and that too 
intermittently. Everyone had to 
go to the crowded Kishanganj 
Sadar Hospital, ten kilometres 
away, whether it was for 
treatment or for delivery. Locals 
were using the HSC compound 
to dry clothes and graze cattle,” 
recalls Anjari Begum, 26.

When BVHA started advocacy 
in Marwatoli, one of the 10 

villages in Mahingaon Gram 
Panchayat covered under the 
intervention, the first step was 
to identify active and concerned 
people who could become 
members of the VHSNC. Once 
that was done, field animators 
from the NGO conducted a series 
of personal interactions, talking 
to each of them about health 
issues and rights. Later, VHSNC 
members from all the 10 villages 
held meetings in each hamlet to 
discuss the common problems 
being faced in the area. 

In Marwatoli, the main issue 
that came forth from the process 
that took place in 2013 was 
that of the defunct HSC and 
the difficulty the 1842-strong 
population was facing while 
accessing medical care at the 
Kishanganj Sadar Hospital or 
the primary health centre (PHC) 
at Belwa, 35 kilometres away. 
“We decided that our priority 
was to get the HSC functional. 
For this, we started interacting 
with the ANM regularly and 
mounted a strong advocacy 
campaign,” shares Shimoli 
Devi, 30, adding, “we wrote 
letters to the panchayat and the 
district magistrate and urged the 
ANM and the panchayat to use 
the untied funds given by the 
government to each village to 
repaint and refurnish the HSC, 
which was in a dilapidated 
state.”

According to Jawahar Yadav, 
45, Mahingaon Panchayat 
pradhan (chief), the message 
from the people was so strong 
that the panchayat decided to put 
its weight behind them. This had 
the desired effect as finally the 
PHC, too, ordered Marwatoli’s 
ANM to open the HSC daily. 
“The VHSNC has supported the 
service provider in maintaining 
cleanliness at the HSC and its 
surroundings while the untied 
funds have been employed to 
get the required equipment and 
handle the logistics. I see this 
as a major success story for the 
health initiative started in this 
panchayat by the BVHA,” he 
states. 

Apart from ensuring the re-
opening of the HSC, the VHSNC 
asked for and got two ANMs 
for the centre. Considering that 

there is usually a problem of 
availability of even one ANM at 
the HSC level, this was another 
significant victory for the people. 
Although ANMs are recruited 
locally, owing to the lack of 
proper transportation as well as 
poor remuneration, most find 
it difficult to visit the interior 
villages regularly. Moreover, 
during the routine immunsation, 
too, the HSCs are shut down 
because the lone ANM is out 
on aganwadi (day-care centre) 
visits. 

Says Chandni Devi, 22, 
“Initially, there was one ANM at 
our HSC. When she used to go 
to the anganwadi centres twice 
a week to give immunisation, 
the centre used to be closed. 
So we asked that another ANM 
be stationed. Now the HSC 
works on all days.” With an 
idea to improve the overall 
health parameters in the village, 
she adds that, “the VHSNC 
has been able to effectively 
use the information education 
communication (IEC) materials 
provided by the BVHA to create 
greater awareness on our right 
to food, such as cereals, lentils 
and oil through the public 
distribution system, besides 
motivating everyone to go in for 
the cheaper generic medicines 
and avoid jhola-chhap doctors 
(quacks).”

With the people’s committee 
keeping a close watch on the 
pre- and post-natal check-ups 
as well as distribution of iron 
tablets to expectant women and 
adolescent girls, there has been 
a marked improvement in their 
health status. “None of the 16 
pregnant women in the village 
miss out on the counselling 
sessions held at the HSC thrice 
a week. They ask for and have 
the iron pills given to them and 
they don’t forget a single blood 
pressure or weight check-up,” 
informs Rama Biswas, 48, 
ANM, Marwatoli HSC.

“The expectant and lactating 
women properly follow the 
advice given during counselling 
and take extra care to eat green 
and leafy vegetables, eggs and 
meat and milk. They don’t miss 
any of the booster shots, too,” 
says Adori Devi, 22.

According to Pradhan Yadav, 
thanks to the intervention, 
infant mortality has come down 
tremendously in their panchayat. 
“Previously, two infants out of 
every 10 born didn’t survive. 
Now infant mortality is almost 
non-existent and most deliveries 
are institutional,” he says. 
Bindu Kumari, 32, the other 
ANM at Marwatoli HSC, states 
that ever since it became fully 
functional from February 2014, 
36 deliveries have taken place 
at the centre, despite the fact 
that it had remained closed for 
a few days in between when the 
previous ANM was transferred.

Of course, now that the 
villagers are aware of the power 
of collective action, they have 
shifted focus onto getting the 
panchayat hospital up and 
running. “The hospital building 
near Panchayat Bhavan, just 
two kilometres from Marwatoli, 
is ready but there are problems 
related to electricity and water 
supply. The villagers have 
decided to push for its opening,” 
says Victor Kumar Singh, field 
animator, BVHA.

Says Noorjabi Khatun, 18, “It 
will give us access to medical 
care 24 hours a day all seven 
days a week, and it is easily 
reachable by rickshaw. We are 
closely interacting with the 
panchayat and the office of the 
district magistrate to ensure 

ajitha Menon, Kishanganj, Bihar

that issues related to electricity 
and water supply get sorted out 
soon. The concerned officials 
know we have our eagle eye on 
the matter.”

The VHSNC members, who 
have begun to look at the big 
picture, are committed towards 
hundred per cent sanitation as 
well. “There are few toilets in 
the village. The government 
has a sanitation programme that 
gives subsidy to set up toilets. 
Every family has been sensitised 
to build a toilet in their home. 
We have already informed the 
panchayat that we are ready to 
avail of the subsidy benefits. I 
am sure we will have complete 
sanitation within a couple of 
months of the initiation of the 
work,” says Mahendra Prasad 
Harijan.

Gulabo Devi, 40, a village 
volunteer with the BVHA, sums 
up, “All of us in Marwatoli 
have not only understood what 
our rights and entitlements are 
but, with the right guidance 
and encouragement, we have 
been able to take the necessary 
steps to secure them as well. 
It’s heartening to see the 
transformation taking place right 
before our eyes.”

Ph
ot

o:
 A

M
/W

FS

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

<

May 2016

How a defunct rural health centre 
transformed into a model facility

Women in Marwatoli Village in Bihar’s Kishanganj District 
get their weight checked at the health sub-centre under the 
supervision of an auxillary nurse midwife.
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Breaking free from the 
shackles of subjugation
Sitting in a wheelchair Sita, 20, is a picture 
of courage and determination. Looking 
at her bright, smiling face, one can 
never imagine that this simple girl from 
Fatehpura Village in Chittorgarh District 
of Rajasthan has been to hell and back. 
Kidnapping, gang rape, physical disability 
and abandonment – the youngster has 
faced each of these horrific situations with 
fortitude and emerged a stronger person. 
Not one to be cowed down, she not only 
fought for justice and sent her violators to 
prison but today she is trying to rebuild 
her life from scratch, backed by all the 
support provided by Adharshila Awasiya 
Vidyalaya, a residential school being run 
for poor tribal girls
annaPuRna jha, Chittorgarh, Rajasthan

Before her life went into 
a downward spiral, 
Sita used to work as a 

labourer at a construction site 
near her home in Fatehpura 
Village in Chittorgarh District of 
Rajasthan, to help her widowed 
mother make ends meet. Once, 
she had a huge fight with a co-
worker who threatened to teach 
the youngster a lesson. She 
wasn’t afraid of anything in 
those days too and, so, she dared 
him to trouble her. Enraged by 
her defiant attitude, the man 
got together with a few of his 
cronies, one of whom was the 
sarpanch (village head) of 
Fatehpura, and abducted her 
one evening as she was heading 
back home from work. For Sita, 
this was just the beginning of her 
ordeals. The men didn’t stop at 
just kidnapping her; they raped 
her for a few hours in a moving 
vehicle. Then apprehensive 
that she would complain to the 
police, the culprits threw the 
unconscious girl on the railway 
tracks. 

Sita would have died that 
night had it not been for an alert 
train driver, who saw her just 
in time, although not before 
her legs came under the engine 
wheels. The good samaritan 
even arranged for her be rushed 
to a hospital in neighbouring 
Udaipur right away where she 
received medical treatment for 
three months. Unfortunately, 
while her life was saved she 
lost her legs, as they had to be 
amputated. At the same time, a 
case was filed and the criminals 
were put behind bars. During 
this trying time, Sita’s mother 

looked after her and then took 
her back home once she was 
discharged. 

Sadly, her mother’s love 
and good intentions couldn’t 
transcend the reality that Sita 
was now disabled and not just 
needed constant care but was of 
no real ‘use’ to her. She could 
no longer work to support her. 
“It was difficult for me to come 
to terms with the fact that my 
mother’s concern for me was 
not unconditional. I had become 
a burden for her and all she was 
interested in was the money. 
She wanted to keep the entire 
compensation amount of two 
lakh rupees I had got from the 
authorities under her control. 
And because she felt that this 
was not enough money for her to 
sustain a physically challenged 
girl life-long, she was trying 
to strike a deal with those who 
had destroyed me in exchange 
for their release from jail. I 
refused to comply and take back 
my complaint so she decided to 
leave me,” shares Sita, her voice 
not once letting in on the pain 
she felt on being abandoned by 
her own mother.

Adversity teaches a person a 
lot and Sita decided to boldly 
face any challenge that came 
her way. Aware of her rights 
and not afraid to speak out, she 
filed a police complaint against 
her mother, too. However, there 
was one basic problem before 
her – she had nowhere to go. 
Since there was no shelter home 
available for a girl like her in 
Chittorgarh, the police brought 
her to Prayas, a non-government 
organisation working in the 

region to help disadvantaged 
communities secure their health 
rights. And that is how she 
landed up at the Adharshila 
Awasiya Vidyalaya, a residential 
school being run for poor tribal 
girls. 

Being at Adharshila was 
the best thing to happen to 
her, as it introduced her to 
books, which are her constant 
companions today. Having 
cleared her bridge course, Sita 
has secured admission in Class 
Eight at the nearby government-
run Kasturba Gandhi Balika 
Vidyalaya (KGBV). “I am very 
happy when I am in school. I 
have many friends there. Every 
day, I am learning something 
new from my books. Besides 
this, I am also learning how 
to stitch clothes so that I can 
become independent later on. 
Yet, whenever there is holiday 
and the other girls excitedly 
go home I come to the hostel 
at Adharshila School… I do 
admit that there are times 
when I do miss my home but I 
have no regrets as I enjoy my 
time here as well,” she says. 
Incidentally, inspired by her 
courage, a German journalist 
visiting the school has helped 
her in getting artificial limbs 
that have improved her mobility 
considerably.

Of course, Sita is not the 
only girl at Adharshila whose 
struggle is awe-inspiring. The 
school, which was set up in 
2008 to improve the level of 
education among the scheduled 
tribe girls in the area – their 
literary rate at the time was just 
three per cent – has many who 
can easily give valuable life 
lessons to their counterparts in 
the city. Being at Adharshila has 
given each of them the hope for 
a better future.  

“Prayas has started this 
school with hostel facilities 
to help young girls get used to 
studying in a formal classroom 
environment before they are sent 
to regular government school 
three years later to complete 
their schooling till Class Five. 
Thereafter, they get admission 
into the Kasturba Vidyalaya from 
where they pass out after Class 
12,” informs Suman, warden 
at Adharshila Hostel, which 
houses 56 girls. Apart from 
learning fundamental subjects 
such as Hindi, English and 
maths, the school also regularly 
conducts recreation activities 
to ensure their pupils’ all round 
development. But even greater 
than imparting knowledge is the 
fact that the school allows these 
girls to dream.

Arti Banbari, 10, whose father 
is in jail for murdering two 

persons after a drunken brawl, is 
working hard at school because 
she wants to join the police 
force when she grows up. Her 
two elder sisters, who were also 
at Adharshila, are studying at 
Kasturba Vidyalaya these days. 
Kesar, whose father died and 
mother left her to restart her 
life with another man, wants to 
become a teacher, as do Sheela, 
Mamta and Reena. Vijaylakshmi, 
10, who has seen her mother 
blatantly choose between her 
brother and she, excels in sports 
and wants to become a nurse in 
order to be able to serve others.

Adharshila, too, has its share 
of child brides though they are 
obviously more fortunate than 
most. Pushpa, 9, was married 
when she was just a baby. She 
has been studying at Adharshila 
for last three years. While her 
husband, who is 15, is working 
in Ahmedabad, she hopes to be 
a game changer for everyone in 
her community by becoming a 
doctor. Then there’s Neeru, 11, 
who has managed to hold off 
going to her marital home with 
the support of her teachers, who 
have convinced her parents to 
wait till she can become “lady 
police”. This is a school where 
hopes soar, dreams come true 
– and little girls learn to break 
free of their social shackles to 
become confident women. 

Sita overcame her 
disability and a dreadful 
past to turn to education 
and give a new lease to her 
life.
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