
If you respect women, 
construct a toilet 
for them, she says         4
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It’s high time sanitation 
went beyond shame          
and stigma                   3

Prohibited, yet manual 
scavenging continues
Skin irritations, respiratory distresses and sometimes even death, it is a life of suffering 
for the cleaners of human filth. Though people no longer carry excreta on their heads 
anywhere in Tamil Nadu, the practice of manually handling and disposing of human 
faeces is very much prevalent in many parts of the state, including the capital city

“My mother used to 
head out with a 
basket full of ash 

every day. She would visit dry 
latrines in the area one by one, 
sprinkle the ash on the night 
soil, scoop it up and carry the 
excreta-filled basket on her head 
to dump the contents into a small 
tanker. This was almost 40 years 
back in our Singara (beautiful) 
Chennai,” recounts Ravanaiah. 
Born into a Madhiga family, 
Ravanaiah accompanied his 
mother, occasionally. 

The Madhigas, a sub-caste 
of the Adi Andhras, are a 
Telugu-speaking community 
employed as scavengers by the 
administration for over a century 
now. “But scavenging was not 
our traditional occupation. Our 
ancestors were leather craftsmen. 
Considered as untouchables 
even among Dalits, we did not 
have an option but to comply 

with what was thrust upon us,” 
he rues. 

As in most other states, the 
occupation of scavenging is 
almost always reserved for 
Dalits. In Tamil Nadu, the most 
disadvantaged among Dalits 
– the Madharis, Chakkiliyans, 
Thoti, Madhiga and Adi 
Andhras, collectively known as 
Arunthathiyars in Tamil Nadu 
– were charged with such tasks. 
Ravanaiah, however, broke out 
of the degrading tradition and 
now works for the uplift of his 
people through the Tamil Nadu 
Adi Andhra Arunthathiya Maha 
Sabha.

Despite Tamil Nadu’s 
impressive toilet coverage 
statistics, the practice of 
manually disposing of human 
excreta persists; covertly 
endorsed by corporations and 
panchayats. Open defecation 
(OD) and manual scavenging 

are everyday realities even in 
metro cities, regardless of how 
vehemently the administration 
denies it to save face. The ever 
increasing migrant population 
and the resultant mushrooming 
of slums have left the city 
sanitation in shambles. 

Census 2011 indicates the 
presence of more than 54000 
‘service latrines’ – toilets where 
the faeces is removed manually 
by scavengers or left to be 
‘serviced’ by animals such as 
pigs – in Tamil Nadu. There are 
463 houses in Chennai where 
night soil is removed manually 
by scavengers. This is the official 
household count and does not 
account for the ‘servicing’ that 
is required in crowded public 
places, slums and prominent OD 
haunts. 

The Prohibition of Employment 
as Manual Scavengers and their 
Rehabilitation Act 2013, while 

defining ‘manual scavenger’ as 
someone who manually cleans, 
carries or disposes human 
excreta fails to include those 
who work with ‘protective gear’ 
within its ambit. The corporation 
swears by the measures it has 
taken to ensure safety. The 
reality, however, is different. 
“Take a look around and see if 
you can find any sanitary worker 
cleaning toilets wearing gloves 
or entering septic tanks with 
gumboots. Gumboots and gloves 
are almost ceremonial; workers 
are made to wear them when 
inspectors and officials come 
visiting,” explains Ravanaiah. 

More often than not, boots, 
gloves and reflective jackets are 
purchased in bulk, regardless of 
the users’ frames. “Officials say 
that we are supposed to work only 
with rubber gloves and not with 
bare hands. But it is impossible 
to grip anything with these over-
sized gloves; we toss them out,” 
says sanitary staff L. Sundaram. 
As the inconvenience of using 
such protection overrides 
visible benefits, workers feel it 
is better to get done with their 
tasks quickly sans protection, 
than fussing over inappropriate 
masks and over-sized boots. 

The 18th Century Miasma 
Theory, widely accepted in 
most of Europe during medieval 
times, proposed that the cause 
for all illness was exposure to 
‘miasma’ or bad air. Though 
miasma as sole cause of diseases 
has since been disproved by the 
theoretical evolution of medical 
sciences, it helped establish the 
immutable connection between 
poor sanitation and ill health. 

Human faeces turn into toxic 
cocktail of sulphide and volatile 
gases when left to be digested 
in the absence of air. Septic 
tanks and underground sewers 
are replete with gases such as 
hydrogen sulphide, methane and 
carbon monoxide, by-products 
of organic decomposition. 

They wonder why they 
should not get a fair 
share of the income      8

A panchayat head 
shows the way 
towards cleanliness       5    

The harsh realities of the 
lives of garment industry 
workers                         6

Their contribution to 
society goes 
unrecognised                7

A slum project goads 
a community into 
proactive action             9

Here, floods and drought 
leave farmers reeling   10

Bringing lasting 
prosperity to the 
community, her aim      11
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The government no longer employs scavengers as permanent employees. Contract staff take 
care of such operations. (Continued on page 2)



October 20162

<

Efforts towards achieving a malnutrition-free Tamil Nadu took centre-stage at a programme 
titled Approaches for a Hunger-Free India held at the MS Swaminathan Research Foundation 
(MSSRF) recently. The setting up of a platform of various stakeholders for convergent 
action across the state was one of the suggested ways forward. Representatives from the 
government, non-governmental agencies, academia, various private organisations and the 
general community participated in the programme, organised to take forward the agenda of 
the National Nutrition Week held by the Government of India. 

Speaking on the occasion, Prof M.S. Swaminathan, founder, MSSRF, called for a three-
pronged approach involving methods, material and monitoring, towards achieving Zero 
Hunger. “No other country has legislated the Right to Food. With Tamil Nadu’s track record 
of being the first state to start ICDS [Integrated Child Development Services] and the mid-day 
meal scheme, we hope there will be coordinated action towards facilitating a malnutrition-
free Tamil Nadu,” he said.

Job Zachariah, Chief of Office, UNICEF, Tamil Nadu and Kerala, noted that nutrition was 
being given a lot of importance. “The destiny of India is dependent on the first 1000 days of 
a child as there is enough and more research to prove that nutrition determines not only the 
health and mental ability but also economic development,” he pointed out. 

V. Selvam, executive director, MSSRF, called for a platform for convergent action in Tamil 
Nadu involving all stakeholders, a thought that was echoed by other speakers as well. He 
said the tone had been set for such collaboration and that MSSRF and UNICEF would be 
happy to partner with the Government of Tamil Nadu towards a malnutrition-free state. 

K.R. Jahan Mohan, member, Tamil Nadu State Planning Commission, shared details of the 
progress being made by Tamil Nadu in terms of nutrition indicators and in promoting nutritious 
foods within the State. R. Rukmani, MSSRF, dwelt on nutrition in relation to the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) and Tamil Nadu’s progress. Bhavani, project manager, LANSA-
MSSRF, elaborated on farming systems for nutrition while Rama Narayanan explained the 
concept of ‘community hunger fighters’. Farhat Saiyed, nutrition specialist, UNICEF, spoke 
of the need to bridge gaps and how every organisation could contribute towards the state’s 
progress.

Focus on a malnutrition-free Tamil Nadu

Hydrogen sulphide (H2S) 
being highly corrosive, the 
septage management rules, in no 
uncertain terms, has instructed 
the administration to ensure the 
use of sulphur-resistant cement 
to prevent physical damage to 
the structures owing to corrosion. 
“Hydrogen sulphide can corrode 
concrete. And still our men 
enter sewers with absolutely 
no protection,” rues director, 
Change India, A. Narayanan, 
who has been fighting for the 
rights of manual scavengers in 
court. 

Low concentrations of the 
gas irritate the eyes, nose and 
throat, causing respiratory 
distresses. Headaches, dizziness 
and nausea increase with 
increased exposure. H2S results 
in ‘olfactory fatigue’, where 
the brain loses its ability to 
distinguish the smell, and over 
time, the entire stimulus gets 
de-sensitised. Such fatigue is 
one of the main reasons behind 
men losing consciousness in 
septic tanks. The presence of 
the gas goes unnoticed by the 
olfactory sensors, and when 

the H2S accumulation in septic 
tanks or sewers exceed 300 parts 
per million (ppm), the gas gets 
absorbed by the lungs rapidly, 
causing unconsciousness and 
increased risk of death. 

A resident of Tiruvottiyur,             
L. Siddhayya has been a 
scavenger for the Corporation 
of Chennai for over 15 years. 
Until four years ago, he would 
enter sewers to unclog blocks 
and desilt them for a daily salary 
of Rs 140. “I still unclog sewers, 
but no longer enter them. I work 
from the outside now, using only 
long rods and sticks. Too many 
instances of people being hit by 
toxic fumes; you don’t want to 
get killed by toxic fumes now, 
do you?” he quips. 

The threat of contagious 
infections is something 
scavengers have learned to 
live with. In the absence of 
appropriate protective gear, a 
simple scrape or a needle poke 
could put workers at risk of 
acquiring bacterial and viral 
infections like leptospirosis 
and hepatitis. Skin diseases are 
commonplace. Sanitary worker 
Saravanan’s biggest complaint 
was relentless skin inflammation 
and itchiness during his sewer 
cleaning days. Yovaan from 
Tiruvottiyur, too, suffered from 
skin infections. Both claim to 
have left entering sewers and 
work only with iron rods and 
ropes to unclog drains.

Alcoholism and the use of 
tobacco are deeply rooted in 
the profession. No person, in 
his senses, would get into a 
closed, smelly pit filled to the 
brim with filth. Many claim that 
alcohol is almost a necessity, to 
dull their senses before entering 
muggy sewage-filled pits. Such 
behaviour, however, is hard to 
condone as it aggravates the 
risk of unconsciousness in gas-
filled chambers, not to mention 
the socio-economic aspects of 
alcohol addiction in general. 
“Most men spend close to a third 
of their earnings on alcohol, 
certainly wasteful, considering 
the fact that most families live 

(Continued from page 1) in penury. And alcoholism can 
never be considered in isolation; 
it is almost always accompanied 
by domestic violence, fostering 
dysfunctional family dynamics,” 
says Narayanan. 

For many, tuberculosis and 
asthma are lifelong companions. 
Muscle-aches, headaches and 
fever are so customary that they 
fail to raise alarm. Perumal, who 
has been working in the sewers 
for almost 16 years until a few 
years ago, recounts his frequent 
visits to the doctor. The only 
motivation for sticking with the 
job, he says, is the belief that one 
day he’d become a permanent 
employee of the corporation. 
That day is yet to dawn; might 
just never in his lifetime. 

Perumal is not alone. Since 
manual scavenging is prohibited 
by law, the Corporation no 
longer recruits scavengers on 
a permanent basis. Instead, the 
work of unclogging sewers 
and drains is contracted out. A 
contract employee receives a 
fixed sum of Rs 6000 per month 
where a permanent employee 
would be paid around Rs 
14000. In most cases, the trad-
ition of sanitary work is passed 
from parent to child. In the 
absence of alternate employment 
options, due to educational 
and social deficiencies, many 
continue to be stuck with what 
they have been bequeathed. 

No wonder then that not a 
single arrest was made under 
the Employment of Manual 
Scavenging and Construction 
of Dry Latrines (Prohibition) 
Act 1993, the precursor of 
the 2013 legislation. Passed 
two decades apart, both laws 
sought to eliminate the use 
of unsanitary toilets, thereby 

manual scavenging, though the 
2013 Act is much more stringent 
in terms of coverage. The Indian 
Railways and Cantonment 
Boards have been brought under 
the law’s ambit. However, no 
concrete measures have been laid 
down to ensure rehabilitation; 
monitoring and implementation 
mechanism lack clarity and 
continue to remain lax. 

The government washes 
its hands off workers’ deaths 
that occur on private property, 
individual household and 
apartment septic tanks. Many a 
time, death of scavengers working 
for the Corporation is slighted 
and the victims’ families are left 
waiting for any compensation. 
Narayanan has been filing public 
interest litigations (PILs) in the 
High Court of Madras to ensure 
the victims’ families receive the 
compensation (Rs 10 lakh for 
accidental death) promised by 
the law.  

Narayanan has been pushing 
for a National Institute for 
Sanitation Research and 
Technology to be set up to 
address the issue of sanitation 

in its entirety. “Research still 
revolves around civil engineering 
whereas the subject is much 
more than that. Basic sciences, 
social sciences and technology 
are integral aspects which 
often get overlooked. The need 
for manual scavenging can be 
greatly eliminated by employing 
appropriate technological sol-
utions depending on sewage 
volume, constituents and 
geology,” he adds. 

It would make more sense 
to bring all septic tank waste-
handlers into a single fold, 
holding the Corporations or 
the authority designated for the 
purpose responsible for any 
mishap. Manhole dimension and 
design need major reworking, 
according to Narayanan who 
points out that the opening is so 
small, that when a person dies in 
a sewer, it take the fire services 
staff hours to take the body out 
as it bloats up quickly from being 
exposed to the concentrated filth 
and gases.

(Courtesy: www.indiawaterportal.org)

This picture tells it all, makes for a very sad story.

Sewer workers use iron rods 
and ropes to clear blockages.
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It’s high time sanitation went 
beyond shame and stigma
India has come a long way since the days of its rigid top-down Central Rural Sanitation Programme, which 
had minimal community participation. First it was the Total Sanitation Campaign, which then became the 
Nirmal Bharat Abhiyan and, most recently, the Swachh Bharat Mission. While the language, signature and 
branding has differed over time, the basic idea remains the same – improving sanitation and ridding the 
country of open defecation. India needs to answer the important question of whether rural India can and will 
embrace toilet culture, and that must drive its colossal plan to rid the country of open defecation

Two words: Swachh Bharat. 
They rarely take listeners 
by surprise any more. 

While there is no denying that 
the concept of a swachh Bharat 
(clean India) has been drummed 
into the country’s collective 
psyche over the past year or 
so, how to go about achieving 
it eludes many practitioners 
and policy-makers alike. With 
the intent to iron out confusion 
relating to its implementation in 
India’s rural pockets, SM Sehgal 
Foundation’s Sushasan Abhi 
Team zeroed in on preparing 
communities and panchayats 
towards achieving a swachh 
gaon (clean village), and this 
became the theme of their 
annual Good Rural Governance 
Conference.

Achieving an open-defecation-
free India is easier said than done. 
Challenging hardened notions of 
purity and trying to change one’s 
most private behaviour requires 
thoughtful planning and devoted 
action. Constructing toilets for 
those who can’t afford it might 
make sense but of what use is 

a room with a hole to a society 
which shuns latrines or keeps 
them unused, thanks to a host of 
social and cultural impediments? 
Can the stigma ever be broken? 

Census 2011 indicates that 
nearly 70 per cent of all Indians 
live away from cities. While 
the government has chalked 
out several development 
strategies for rural India such 
as the Sansad Adarsh Gram 
Yojana and the Unnat Bharat 
Abhiyan, the Foundation’s CEO 
Jane Schukoske believes that it 
is very difficult to achieve other 
development targets if sanitation 
is left lacking. She seems quite 
certain that there can be no 
adarsh (ideal) without swachh, 
and quite rightly so.

Government and non-
government organisations have 
adopted a number of strategies 
from cajolery to coercion, and 
from rewarding to shaming 
to getting people to construct 
and use toilets. But, they have 
not always yielded the desired 
results. States like Jharkhand, 
Odisha, Chhattisgarh and 
Bihar still struggle with low 
toilet density – almost one in 
14 households do not have 
individual latrines.

Satyapal, who works with a 
community-based organisation 
called Sahyog in Haryana’s 
Rohtak District, quips that 
though personal hygiene may 
have improved over the years, 
community hygiene as a whole 
has considerably deteriorated. 
The most recent edition of the 
Swachhta Status report brought 

out by the National Sample 
Survey Office (NSSO) backs the 
claim. Though the construction 
of individual household latrines 
has shown a sharp increase of 
close to 70 per cent compared 
to 2014-15 figures, only 13 per 
cent of villages have community 
toilets.  

The major hitch is keeping the 
latrines clean call for modifying 
apathetic attitudes when it 
comes to caring for community 
assets. People must constantly 
be reminded that they need to 
maintain their sanitary assets for 
their health and hygiene’s sake, 
and not because the government 
asks them to.

Decades’ worth of work 
in creating awareness on the 
importance of good personal 
and communal hygiene, how-
ever, is not completely in vain. 
The presence of toilets has 
been found to influence social 
status apart from economic 
development, both at the micro 
and macro levels. Behaviour-
change strategies should make 
sure that they put everything in 
perspective and address them 
both. Speaking from experience, 
Chandra Shekar Gowda from 
Swades Foundation asserts that 
when evidence on implication 
of communities’ situation is 
presented, it evokes action. 

Take for example the 
sanitation-health-economics 
connect; it is easier for 
people to get their heads 
around using latrines when 
they are made to understand 
the inverse proportionality 

between improved sanitation 
and decreased instances of 
diarrhoea. And the fact that 
informal leaders hold more 
sway than elected ones, Swades 
Foundation has been successful 
in getting the message across 
through select individuals that 
the larger community holds in 
high regard.

While the organisation’s 
support is available to the 
community initially, external 
support cannot and should not 
be around all the time. For any 
programme to succeed, it is 
imperative that the communities 
take over the responsibility. 
Swades has been successful in 
getting the community together 
and in establishing empowered 
village development committees, 
made responsible for planning, 
executing and monitoring 
projects implemented within 
their jurisdictions. Trained 
community members ensure 
that operation and maintenance 
is taken care of with little or no 
external assistance.

Newspaper reports are replete 
with instances of villagers 
turning vigilante; groups of 
whistle-wielding women shoo-
ing away villagers squatting to 
relieve themselves at the break 
of dawn. But is it right to just 
focus singularly on the idea of 
shame, or is there something 
bigger which could act as a 
more potent driver of behaviour 
change? “It is important that 
we look beyond just shame and 
probe the phenomenon of human 
dignity as a whole,” suggests 
Professor Avinash Kumar from 
the Management Development 
Institute, Gurgaon. “Stunted 
notions on sanitation is not a 
peculiar feature of rural India; it 

With shrinking open spaces both in rural and urban centres and the safety of women-folk 
precariously poised, getting people to adopt sanitary toilets should not be too difficult. However, 
the system is far from perfect. Concerns of design, function and the associated pollution still 
remain. 

The first step in increasing the probability of a toilet being used is to ensure that its design is 
socially relevant and the construction is faultless. The programme could certainly gain more from 
an increased focus on gender and social sensitivity at the design and construction stage. Small, 
but extremely crucial details regarding pan angle and placement should be followed to a tee. 
And, with the preference for pour-flush toilets on the increase, concerns of water access and 
storage should not be taken lightly. 

Financial viability and need assessments should be made obligatory before the commencement 
of any community toilet complex construction. Transforming India into an open defecation free 
nation by 2019 may just become a teeny bit uncomplicated if these principles are applied; one 
task at a time, one behaviour at a time.  -SG       

Toilet coverage in every household is still a long way off.

Design must be socially relevant

<
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is more universal than we think 
it is. Take any house; the toilet is 
the smallest and also the dirtiest. 
There is an urgent need to attach 
positive symbolism and de-
stigmatise the toilet,” he adds. 

Kumar feels that the Swachh 
Bharat Abhiyan is on the right 
track. An excellent exercise in 
social engineering, the Abhiyan 
started off by de-stigmatising 
the 'lowly' broom and all the 
negativity associated with it. 
Not satisfied with just being an 
awareness-creation exercise, 
the programme metamorphosed 
into one that encouraged citizen 
engagement and promoted 
collective action. Citizens’ 
duties and responsibilities were 
no longer veiled from the public 
eye and toilets were widely 
advertised as agents of good 
sanitation. 

(Courtesy: www.indiawaterportal.
org. Discussions in a conference hosted 
by the SM Sehgal Foundation on 
Good Rural Governance and Citizen 
Participation focussing on Swachh 
Gaon – Preparing Communities and 
Panchayats form the basis of this 
article.)

A compact soak pit toilet.

Due to lack of water supply 
this community toilet in a 
Tamil Nadu village is left to 
rot.
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If you respect women, construct 
a toilet for them, she says 
Even today, there are thousands of girls and women in rural Odisha who do not have access to a toilet. 
Open defecation makes them vulnerable to not just several infections but they are also at risk of getting 
snake bites. Their troubles are compounded during the monsoon months when the rains fall incessantly. But 
making a difference is Kabita Nayak. She not only showed women how her life was better thanks to a toilet 
at home and linked the issue to health and security to make her point, but also worked hard on changing 
people’s perceptions towards their own hygiene and well-being
rakhi ghosh, Puri, Odisha

few weeks. “While my parents 
had no problem with my being 
there – my father was, in fact, 
quite taken aback when he came 
to know that there was no toilet 
in my husband’s home – my 
extended family did not take too 
kindly to my abrupt return. So I 
thought instead of running away 
from the situation I would go 
back and try to talk to everyone 
about the problems that arise 
from open defecation. I felt that 
once women knew how much 
simpler and healthier their life 
would become with a toilet in 
their home they would definitely 
support me,” Nayak narrates.

Initially, after she got back to 
Sagada, Nayak tried to reason 
with her in-laws and husband, 
who were simply unable to 
understand her seemingly 
“unnecessary demand” because 
“it was not our culture to make a 
toilet within the living quarters”. 
Her request was completely 
sidelined even as she faced 
numerous difficulties – “from 
insect bites that were a regular 
occurrence to once getting a 
severe snake bite” she has been 
through a lot. “I remember one 
night it was raining heavily and I 
had to go in emergency. I slipped 
and was badly injured. That’s 
when I felt enough was enough. 
I decided to start talking to the 
village women about the merits 
of having their own toilet. I 
thought let’s tackle the problem 
from the outside and then maybe 
it would have a positive impact 
in my household, too,” she 
elaborates.

This was in the early 1990s 
and there was a non-government 
organisation working in Sagada 
on securing agricultural rights 
of the locals. So Nayak decided 
to approach them for assistance 
in creating awareness on the 
importance of sanitation and 
hygiene. But that attempt did 
not work out. For the next few 
years, the determined woman 
brought up the matter at every 
public meeting in the village. 
Moreover, whenever she saw a 
group of women sitting together 
she would start off with her 
toilet talk. Yet, all her concerted 
efforts bore no fruit.

Then quite suddenly things 
changed for the better, and it all 
started with her father giving 
her some money to buy a small 
piece of agricultural land. “I told 
my husband and father-in-law 
that I wanted to use the cash to 
construct a toilet and much to my 
surprise they did not raise any 
objection. I still remember the 
year was 1996 and I had spent 
a decade trying to make them 
see merit in my arguments,” she 
says.

When Nayak started work on 
building the toilet, there was a 
lot of curiosity in the village. 
People would drop in to see 
what was being done. “Once 
the toilet was complete, other 
women came over as they had 
never seen one in their life. 
Then they asked me how it was 
used and I told them. I noticed 
that the younger generation was 
quite excited at the possibility 
of getting a toilet. They were 

school-going and understood the 
need for it in maintaining clean 
surroundings,” she says.

“Of course, the one fallout 
that no one talks about but 
everyone fears and faces is 
the threat of sexual assault 
and violence. Young girls in 
particular complain of this but 
it was not discussed openly,” 
reveals Nayak. 

Going into Sagada’s Dalit 
basti (slum) to persuade them 
to change their ways proved 
difficult. “When I thought 
of speaking to the Dalit 
Community, the upper caste 
women became very upset. 
But I follow my instincts and 
never back down if I know I am 
doing the right thing. Though it 
took some time I established a 
connect with them. I am happy 
that they too have built toilets in 
their homes,” Nayak shares.

Today, every one of the 800 
households in Sagada has at 

least one toilet each for women 
and men. In addition, they are 
also recycling the waste water 
as advised by Nayak. “Every 
week, there is a meeting held 
in the kothaghara (hall) where 
all the women sit together to 
talk about health issues. I have 
told them about creating kitchen 
gardens and planting banana 
and papaya trees near the septic 
tanks in the home and they aid 
in extracting the water out of the 
waste,” she informs. Ultimately, 
for Nayak toilets signify dignity 
for women. “I tell everyone that 
if you respect women and want 
to show them you care then get 
a toilet constructed.” 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
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“Anytime I hear of a 
woman raising her 
voice, be it against 

domestic violence, dowry, 
livelihood or sanitation, it 
makes me really happy. But I am 
particularly close to the cause 
of sanitation because I have felt 
the shame of having to go out to 
relieve myself in the open fields. 
It is one of the most degrading 
realities of an Indian woman’s 
life,” says Kabita Nayak, 47, 
a homemaker who has fought 
against open defecation for the 
better part of her married life.

Around 30 years ago, when 
Nayak was 16, she was married 
off to Ganesh of Sagada Village 
in Nimpada Block of Puri 
District, Odisha. For the daughter 
of a government servant who 
had always lived in towns, the 
idea of starting her new life in a 
small rural hamlet was not quite 
appealing though she did make 
up her mind to give it her best 
shot. But when the morning after 
her wedding a few local women 
came to her doorstep to ask her 
to come with them for open 
defecation she was completely 
taken aback. She couldn’t 
believe that her in-laws did not 
have a toilet at home. 

“Even though I came from 
a traditional home and my 
marriage had been fixed after 
I finished my matriculation – 
being the eldest girl in the family 
my grandmother felt that it was 
the best course of action – at 
least I had never had to face the 
indignity of relieving myself in 
the open. Due to my father’s job 
my family had always stayed 
in government quarters where 
toilets are inbuilt. So imagine my 
shock and horror at being told 
that I was to answer nature’s call 
outside the house,” she recalls.

Bitterly disappointed with 
her fate, for the next four days 
Nayak refused to eat a morsel 
and decided to go back to her 
parents’ home if her husband 
did not agree to get a toilet 
constructed right away. But her 
new family didn’t understand 
her demand and her neighbours 
mocked her by calling her a 
“foreign daughter-in-law”. So, 
she left her marital home for a 
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Kabita Nayak (first from left) feels that while earlier it was difficult to convince people to 
allocate money to build a toilet at home, attitudes are rapidly changing as young women gain 
an education and realise the benefits of sanitation.
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A panchayat head shows the 
way towards cleanliness

leela menon, Ernakulam, Kerala
women to find feasible ways of 
poverty eradication under the 
leadership of local governments. 
And, once again, Alice sought 
the cooperation of the well-org-
anised Kudumbashree network 
– 123 groups spread across 13 
wards with a total 4650 female 
members – so that together they 
could successfully tackle the 
mess they had on their hands. 

The first decision the village 
council took after the outbreak 
was to launch a mosquito-
eradication drive. Led by 
Alice, the women started off by 
venturing into the streets and 
vacant plots shrouded in plastic 
and other waste. Simultaneously, 
they began spraying the entire 
panchayat with pesticides to get 
rid of the mosquitoes. They also 
purchased a vehicle and after 
learning to drive it themselves, 
started collecting garbage. 
The panchayat then decided 
to ban the use of plastic bags 
and substituted them with eco-
friendly carry bags. Apart from 
aiding in keeping the public 
spaces free from dirty poly 
bags, the move truly benefited 
the Kudumbashree housewives, 
who set up a manufacturing unit 
to produce carry bags, which 
they sold to every nearby shop 
and office.

To clear the area, the women 
were divided into groups of 
eight. The garbage was separated 
into biodegradable and plastic 
waste and the bio-waste got 
treated and converted into bio-
fuel used in every home in the 
area. The practice fortunately 
has not been discontinued 
till date. Observes Tresa, a 
Kudumbashree member, “The 
bio-fuel helps us cook rice and 
boil one pot of water enabling 
us to substantially save on gas 
money.” The plastic waste, 
however, was dumped into a 
huge hole dug in the ground and 
then covered with mud. 

“We knew that this is not an 
eco-friendly practice but at least 
it prevented mosquitoes from 
breeding. We wanted to set up 
a plastic treatment plant but 
the villagers were against the 
idea then because they feared 
it would add to the pollution,” 
Alice recalls.

The entire cleaning operation 
cost lakhs of rupees and the 
impoverished panchayat did 
not have the means to launch 
such a programme. So, the 
never-say-die Alice got in touch 
with the Cochin Oil Refinery, 
located a little distance away, 
and convinced the management 
of the necessity of cleaning 
up the region. The company 
saw merit in her argument and 
forked out the necessary funds. 
Additionally, they offered to 
buy 5000 carry bags from the 
Chottanikkara Kudumbashree 
every month.

Alice and the industrious 
women of the Chottanikkara 
rid the panchayat of the 
plastic rubbish that used to be 
strewn by roadsides, freed its 
waterways of ugly flotsam and 
jetsam and even cleaned up the 
Vijayaraghavakulam Canal, 
their chief source of drinking 
water. And all this was done 
within a matter of three years. 
As an extension of its sanitation 
campaign, the panchayat made 
available a loan to build latrines 
in every home. A lump sum of Rs 
2000 was provided at the outset, 
with the rest being managed 
through Kudumbashree loan 
schemes.

All this resulted in 
Chottanikkara being declared 
a ‘model panchayat', hailed 
across India for winning the 
Nirmal Gram Award. The 
community was understand-
ably ecstatic when the excellent 
news had come in. Indeed, even 
now, among the panchayat’s 
most prized possessions is a 
photograph of the proud moment 
their vibrant and inspiring 
former president had received 
the Nirmal Gram Award from  
former President of India A.P.J. 
Abdul Kalam. 

Of course, all the good 
cleanliness practices that Alice 
had initiated all those years ago 
continue. Visitors thronging 
Chottanikkara can see women 
with brooms sweeping the roads 
and pavements at the break 
of dawn. Garbage is divided 
into biodegradable and non-
biodegradable categories by 
the residents themselves and 
Kudumbashree women visit 
every home to collect it. They 
are paid a per head sum for 
garbage collection. Hotel waste 
is collected by them as well. 

Remarks Alice, whose tenure 

<

The scenic Chottanikkara Panchayat, 18 kilometres off Ernakulam, Kerala, was once a garbage-strewn, 
polluted and unsanitary temple town. Today, it is a model panchayat (village council) hailed across India for 
winning the Nirmal Gram Award for cleanliness and hygiene awarded by the Government of India in 2007. 
Credit for the transformation rests on the fragile shoulders of a group of women led by former Panchayat 
President Alice George, who, in a scenario dominated by vicious party politics, triumphed over divisiveness 
and the innate male distrust of female leaders to achieve the near impossible – making Chottanikkara a 
world-class village town

Garbage-free streets, pro-
per waste disposal and 
toilets in every home 

and school in the country is the 
declared national agenda of the 
present Central Government, 
which has promised to make 
India swachh (clean) and 
open-defecation free by 
2019. It’s certainly an uphill 
task considering the ample 
challenges at hand, especially 
a severe lack of awareness and 
infrastructure as well as adverse 
mindsets. However, if there is 
one woman and one panchayat 
that can provide pointers on 
how to fulfil the promise of total 
sanitation it’s Alice George and 
her Chottanikkara Panchayat.

Chottanikkara attracts 
millions of devotees each 
year, who are keen to pay their 
respects at the local Bhagavathy 
Temple as well as head on 
to the sacred Sabrimala Sree 
Ayyappa Temple, one of the 
most ancient and prominent 
Sastha temples in the country. 
The crowd grows to a virtual 
influx during the Sabarimala 
season, when hundreds of 
thousands of pilgrims from 
across the world reach the hill 
shrine. Predictably, the tourists 
would turn the otherwise scenic 
panchayat into a virtual garbage 
dump, covered with plastic 
waste and reeking of faeces. 
Few homes in Chottanikkara 
had latrines back then and open-
air defecation only added to the 
filth and pollution.

What triggered the cleanliness 
movement in Chottanikkara was 
an attack of chikungunya, a 
deadly fever, which is largely a 
fall-out of the polluted environs 
that turn into breeding grounds 
for mosquitoes. When the 
outbreak took place, Alice was 
the Chottanikkara Panchayat 
president, responsible for 
expertly governing 22300 
people. Despite being an 
independent candidate who had 
no formal political backing, the 
dynamic woman was voted to 
power in August 2005 thanks to 
the staunch support of the local 
Kudumbasree women’s groups, 
formed under the aegis of the 
state government programme 
that engages with community 

The Population Foundation of India (PFI) and Women’s 
Feature Service (WFS) held a consultation titled Writing 
Family Planning and Reproductive Health into the Nation’s 
Priority: Tracking Media Coverage and Trends between media 
representatives and public health and family planning experts. 
The consultation marked the beginning of a crucial discussion 
on understanding trends and reportage on the issue of maternal 
health, family planning and reproductive health.

Global evidences have established that access to family 
planning and reproductive health services directly improves 
nutrition and wellness of women, apart from enabling them to 
enter the workforce. The consultation brought together media 
and family planning advocates and experts to explore the role 
each plays in bringing the issue to the forefront of policy and 
government attention. The country has only recently re-aligned 
its focus on reproductive health and family planning away 
from a target based or “population control” prism, towards a 
right-based approach to family planning.

In India, almost 20.5 per cent women’s demand for family 
planning methods remains unmet as they do not want to become 
pregnant but are not using any contraception, according to 
DLHS III data. Unmet need for family planning is an important 
indicator for assessing the potential demand for family 
planning services, which is found to be highest among couples 
from the lowest economic strata. The un-addressed unmet 
need for contraception increases vulnerability and morbidity 
for women from unsafe abortions. Data from the World Health 
Organization states that every eight minutes a woman in a 
developing nation will die of complications arising from an 
unsafe abortion.

According to the Indian government’s estimates, if the 
current unmet need for family planning could be fulfilled within 
the next five years, the country can avert 35000 maternal 
deaths and 12 lakh infant deaths. If safe abortion services are 
coupled with increase in family planning, the savings made to 
the country could be to the tune of Rs 6,500 crore.

The consultation had two principal sessions- one that traced 
the comprehensive narrative of family planning and another 
that discussed the reporting of family planning issues in the 
media. A book titled India’s Family Planning Programme: Policies, 
Practices and Challanges authored by Prof LeelaVisaria and 
Dr RajaniVed was introduced at the meeting.

Family planning, reproductive health
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Alice George.

ended in November 2008, "In 
those days, we had not even 
known of the existence of the 
Nirmal Gram Award. The women 
were only concerned about 
ensuring clean air, garbage-
free roads and public spaces 
and clean drinking water, apart 
from latrines in every home. 
With that aim in mind, we joined 
hands to achieve what to most 
had seemed almost impossible. 
Consequently, we have gained 
recognition nationally. This has 
only encouraged us to try and 
achieve more."

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service
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“The middle finger 
of my right hand is 
now permanently 

bent, after my hand got stuck in 
the spinning machine at a mill 
where I was working,” says 
17-year-old Kalaichelvi. “If I 
had not withdrawn my hand 
immediately, I may have injured 
myself more – lost my fingers or 
my whole hand,” she adds with 
a shudder.

Kaiaichelvi received first-aid 
but her employer provided no 
further medical assistance, and 
it was left to her parents to take 
her to a doctor for treatment. 
Although the treatment was very 
expensive, she got no healthcare 
support from her employer. 
The wound took around three 
months to heal, and she had to 
discontinue her job. “Even now, 
the pain recurs every once in a 
while,” says the young girl.

Kalaichelvi, who worked 
for a year at private spinning 
mills and later at a garment-
manufacturing factory in Tamil 
Nadu’s Tiruppur District, is the 
second daughter of a couple 
who ekes out a living in the 
unorganised sector. Her 35-year-
old mother is an agricultural 
worker while her father, three 
years older, assists sand miners. 
They earn Rs 120 and Rs 200 a 
day, respectively. The couple’s 
elder daughter, who is 20, works 
in a garment factory, while their 
youngest child is a school-going 
son. 

The harsh realities of the lives of 
garment industry workers
Lured by the promise of lump-sum payments, young girls from marginalised sections all over India submit to 
what is virtually bonded labour, working long hours in gruelling conditions. In Tiruppur, Tamil Nadu’s textile 
hub, and in Dindigul, Coimbatore and nearby districts of the state, girls and women from socio-economically 
marginalised families are lured into working in the mills All too often, the promises turn out to be false, leaving 
their lives and health shattered
pushpa achanta, Tiruppur, Tamil Nadu

Kalaichelvi studied up to Class 
IX before discontinuing her 
studies. The problem was that 
her native village lacks a high 
school and the nearest institution 
is not only 11 kilometres away 
from her house, but there is also 
no reliable transport available. 
Also, the financial challenges 
the family was facing caused 
her to decide to go to work. She 
chose the textile sector because 
a cousin advised her to do so, 
but she wasn’t told about the 
problems she would have to 
face. 

The work involved standing 
in a hot, dusty, overcrowded 
space for 12 consecutive hours 
from 8.30 am onwards, resulting 
in burning eyes, rashes, frequent 
bouts of fever, aching legs and 
stomach problems. There were 
no designated breaks for meals, 
relaxing or using the washroom, 
nor even paid leave, except 
a fortnightly day off. As her 
workplace was far away from her 
home, Kalaichelvi commuted by 
a bus that the employer operated. 
Her monthly wages averaged Rs 
8000 before contributions to the 
provident fund and Employees 
State Insurance Schemes were 
deducted. After a three-month 
break to recover from the injury 
at the spinning mill, she joined a 
knitwear manufacturing factory 
where the working conditions 
were slightly better, although the 
supervisors there, most of them 
men, were harsh too.

A few weeks ago, Kalaichelvi 
and friend Satya, age 15, who 
also worked in a garment 
factory, quit their jobs to learn 
the basics of computers with 
the backing of SAVE, a non-
governmental organisation 
based in Tiruppur that cham-
pions the rights of socio-
economically marginalised 
individuals and communities. 
Soon, the girls will be inducted 
into a technical diploma course 
at an ITI-affiliated institution. 
“We are equipping the girls 
with alternative skills so that 
they can become self-reliant 
and also overcome their bad 
experiences. Further, we make 
them understand their basic 
rights and entitlements and how 
to access them,” says Mary V., 
programme manager, SAVE. 

Nina (name changed) and 
Titu are cousins. The extended 

family had migrated from Nepal 
to Assam many years ago. Both 
have completed high school 
and speak Hindi, Nepali and 
Assamese. The girls left their 
homes to come to Tiruppur, 
heeding the advice of a friend, 
because of the inadequate jobs 
and minimal cultivable land 
available near their home town. 
For the past five months or so, 
they have been working in a 
garment manufacturing factory 
similar to the one Kalaichelvi is 
employed at. They each spend 
between Rs 700 and Rs 1000 a 
month on the small room they 
share with a few other garment 
unit workers. While Titu is 
around 21 years old, Nina seems 
below 18 although she does not 
reveal how old she is. 

Being secretive about age is 
common among the lakhs of 
young workers in the spinning 
mills and garment manufacturing 
factories in Tiruppur, Dindigul, 
Coimbatore and nearby districts 
of Tamil Nadu. Girls and 
women between 12 and 21 years 
old from socio-economically 
marginalised families are 
lured into working in the mills 
under what is known as the 
Sumangali Thittam – translating 
as ‘wedding plans’, these are 
employment schemes floated 
by textile companies to lure 
young girls into what is virtually 
bonded labour. 

Recruiting agents promise 
them a lump sum of Rs 30000-
50000 (towards their dowry) at 
the end of a three-year contract 
term. Apart from the abysmal 
working conditions, they are 
housed in dingy rooms in 
hostels. They have to respond 
to summons to work at any time 
with minimal or no overtime 
compensation. They cannot 
contact their families or friends 
easily and are not permitted 
to go out much, except for a 
four or six day biannual unpaid 
vacation. 

Hence, the girls fall ill or 
become depressed, needing 
treatment, and tend to leave 
before the three-year period, 
thereby losing the promised 
lump sum. Also, some girls try 
escaping from the factories or 
hostels, risking their lives or 
injuring themselves. And all 
too often even those who have 
the grit to stay the course find 

that the schemes that kindled 
their hopes are only empty 
promises. Many girls who are 
near completing the three-year 
tenure are branded as thieves or 
poor performers and denied the 
chunk payment. 

Also called the camp coolie 
system, Sumangali Thittam 
accounts for about 1.2 lakh of 
the estimated 4 lakh workers in 
the nearly 1900 spinning mills 
of Tamil Nadu. Interventions 
from trade unions, courts and 
the government on behalf 
of the workers have been 
unsuccessful, as the mill owners 
are rarely penalised or punished. 
Also, most workers and their 
families are silent despite sexual 
harassment and abuse of the 
girls, and sometimes even their 
death, fearing backlash. 

Workers from Andhra Pradesh, 
Odisha and West Bengal have 
minimal social networks in their 
work locations. Consequently, 
they lack confidence and 
courage to demand their rights, 
individually or collectively. 
Workers like Sylvia Rani (name 
changed) from Vijayawada, 
experience cultural alienation. 
About 20 years old, she says 
hesitantly in a mixture of 
Tamil and Telugu, “I have been 
working in a garment production 
factory in Tiruppur for the last 
two years. I came here after my 
pre-university course. Around 
six of us share a room, earning 
around Rs 2000 per week.” Her 
building houses workers from 
different places. They share 
washrooms. 

Then there is unlettered 49-
year-old Arulmani from Theni 
District in Tamil Nadu who 
developed orthopedic ailments 
after toiling in exploitative 
conditions at a spinning mill for 

seven years in the 1990s. Her 
case is similar to Kalaichelvi’s. 
Arulmani says, “I discontinued 
my job and underwent treatment 
at a private medical centre as my 
employer did not compensate 
me for my work-related health 
problems, and there was no ESI 
or government hospital nearby. 
However, my husband, son 
and daughter-in-law are textile 
workers too, owing to which our 
family can meet its economic 
needs”.

The toil and travails of women 
like Kalaichelvi, Arulmani, 
Titu and Sylvia Rani have 
been recorded on celluloid in 
Dollar City, a documentary by 
acclaimed filmmaker Amudhan 
R.P. The film portrays the 
realities of the lives of various 
garment industry workers in and 
around Tiruppur. It contrasts 
the contented life of the elderly 
Vyjayantimala and her husband, 
who are home-based weavers, 
with that of their tailor son who is 
trying to migrate to a metro.  And 
then there is a young boy who 
was forced to work in inhuman 
conditions in a spinning mill to 
support his family, before being 
rehabilitated. The contamination 
of the Noyyal River and the 
atmosphere by the micro-dust 
and waste from the garment 
factories are also brought out 
in the film – real life issues that 
must be urgently addressed. 
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Kalaiselvi, Bharati, Satya 
- former textile workers, 
Pongalur Block, Tiruppur 
District.

The contaminated Noyal River flows through Tiruppur.
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You walk into the narrow by-lanes of any of the overcrowded slums 
or low-income neighbourhoods that dot the urban landscape of 
cities across the country and you will meet several women who 
are experts at multi-tasking. Apart from completing household 
chores, minding children and caring for the elderly, they spend 
every waking hour doing work, often simultaneously with their 
other care duties that brings in some much-needed cash, which 
they use to pay bills or fund their children’s education. Here’s a 
sample of the harsh-lived realities of millions of women home-
based workers in India

Fatima is a whiz with the 
needle and thread. She 
has been doing intricate 

embroideries since she was very 
young, having learnt the skill 
from her mother and aunts in 
her hometown in eastern India. 
When she came to Delhi after 
marriage, she decided to take up 
the work to lend support to her 
plumber-husband whose income 
was irregular and insufficient 
to sustain their family of six. 
Today, Fatima is a skilful zardozi 
worker, whose nimble fingers 
expertly affix sparkling sequins 
onto garments that eventually 
make their way to retailers 
outside India. Yet, her earnings 
per piece are minimal, not even 
half of the final product's selling 
price, just enough for her to 
keep her two younger children 
in school and save up a meagre 
amount for a rainy day.

From stitching garments, 
making craft items and processing 
and preparing food stuff, to 
the assembly or packaging of 
electronics, automobile parts 
and pharmaceutical products, 
there are a number of activities 
millions of women home-based 

workers in India undertake. 
But despite the fact that these 
women represent about one-
third – 30 per cent – of female 
urban non-agricultural informal 
employment in India, home-

based workers' contributions 
to households, society and 
the economy go entirely 
unrecognised. 

Poor wages, bad working 
conditions and negligible social 
protection collectively make life 
difficult for home-based workers. 
On average, women like Fatima, 
particularly those who are paid 
by the piece and mainly depend 
on contractors or middlemen 
for orders and payments, earn 
little. Those producing goods 
for global value chains receive a 
marginal percentage of the final 
profits. In India, for every Rs 
100 paid by a customer, zardozi 
(gold thread) embroiderers earn 
a mere Rs 15, beedi (homemade 
cigarettes) rollers are paid Rs 
17, and agarbatti (incense stick) 
makers get as little as Rs 2.30. 

Compounding their low 
earnings is the fact that home-
workers end up having to pay 
for many of the non-wage 
costs of production: notably, 
the overhead costs of space, 
utilities, and equipment. And 
contrary to the widespread 
belief that this is just a ‘part-
time’ activity, the reality is that 
the women end up working very 
long hours, especially during 
peak production season. 

Their dismal living conditions 
also exacerbate their troubles. 
Like Fatima, who lives in a 
shanty in east Delhi, most 
home-based workers reside in 
unauthorised settlements that 
have limited infrastructure 
facilities and urban services. 
Given that the home is their 
workplace, even the absence of 
basic amenities, like water and 
electricity, severely affects their 
productivity and quality of life.  

However, it is the lack 
of access to employment 
benefits, social security, credit 
facility and skill up-gradation 
opportunities that is the biggest 

blow of all. It renders them 
invisible in national and global 
data collection systems, one of 
the key reasons for them being 
overlooked in development 
agendas and programmes.

Most of the policy discussions 
on home-based workers in India 
have tended to focus more 
on social protection than on 
development. The Unorganised 
Workers Social Security Act does 
include home-based workers as 
a section of the informal sector 
but, unfortunately, the Act itself 
remains poorly implemented. 
One of the ways in which home-
based workers have been reached 
is through sector-based and 
tripartite welfare funds of which 
the Beedi Workers Welfare Fund 
is the oldest example.

Firoza Mehrotra, director 
of Programmes at HomeNet 
South Asia, a regional network 
of organisations of home-based 
workers that has a presence in 
eight countries of South Asia, 
laments the complete invisibility 
of home-based workers in the 
policy arena. According to her, 
“Poverty reduction and women’s 
empowerment initiatives should 
specially target home-based 
workers, recognising the fact 
that the majority of home-based 
workers are women and their 
economic activities contribute 
significantly to their family 
income security.” 

Nonetheless, home-based 
women workers remain largely 
invisible and unprotected as 
most planners and policymakers 
do not accept their existence.

shalini sinha, Delhi
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(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

Their contribution 
to society goes 
unrecognised
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Fortunately though, things 
are slowly changing, with 
home-based workers forming 
organisations to collectively 
bargain for better rights and 
protection. Earlier this year, 
more than 110 home-based 
workers, their organisations 
and supporters from across 24 
countries had come together to 
adopt a first-of-its-kind Global 
Declaration to ensure greater 
visibility and voice for them.

The Declaration calls for 
national governments to 
acknowledge the contribution 
of home-based workers and 
to prioritise them within 
poverty reduction and wom-
en’s empowerment initiatives, 
to formulate and ensure 
implementation of national 
laws and policies for home-
based workers, include them in 
the national statistics, facilitate 
more inclusive markets and, 
importantly, recognise home-
based worker organisations and 
networks. At the same time, the 
Declaration urges international 
development agencies and 
regional inter-governmental 
bodies to recognise the 
importance of home-based 
workers as contributors to 
national economies and to 
address their concerns and 
give an impetus for their 
empowerment, which would 
substantially reduce poverty.

Despite the fact that home-based workers, largely women, 
account for a whopping 32 per cent of female urban 
employment in India, they are largely invisible with no legal 
or social protection and minimal workers' benefits.

From stitching garments, making craft items to processing food 
items, there are a number of activities that home-based workers 
undertake.

Most women who opt for 
home-based work spend every 
waking hour doing work that 
brings in some much-needed 
cash, which they use to pay 
bills or fund their children's 
education.

In India, for every Rs 100 paid by a customer, beedi (homemade 
cigarettes) rollers are paid a mere Rs 17.
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They wonder why they should 
not get a fair share of the income
Across India, women are central to the process of dairy farming. But whereas the backbreaking work 
traditionally comes under their domain, it’s the men who continue to call the shots because they control 
the money. Critical decisions such as what cattle to buy, where to sell the milk and what price to fix, are 
taken without so much as consulting the women. Consequently, when they are forced to handle finances, 
insufficient experience and understanding only increases their vulnerability

Bora Bai lives on the 
outskirts of Guwahati in 
Assam on a small hillock 

set against the picturesque 
backdrop of lush hills of the 
Shillong plateau. What looks 
like an idyllic setting is actually 
quite the opposite. Life is really 
tough for Bora, a single woman 
who runs a small dairy on the 
outskirts of the city to make 
ends meet. Moreover, as the 
sole caregiver for two elderly 
relatives and a grandson, Bora 
truly has her hands full. From 
doing the household chores to 
cleaning the cattle shed adjoining 
her little hutment to bathing the 
two cows and buffaloes, lugging 
loads of fodder from the nearby 
forest, milking the cattle twice a 
day, and then managing the sale 
of milk, her packed schedule 
doesn’t leave the 55-year-old 
any time for herself. While Bora 
is not averse to working hard it’s 
the demands of her livelihood 
that keep her on the edge. 

Bora moved to Assam after 
marriage. Her husband was 
a daily wage labourer who 
made a living by working 
on government construction 
projects. To supplement their 
income they saved up to 
gradually buy a couple of cows, 
buffalos and hens. Since their 
monthly income was meagre, 
the couple couldn’t afford to 
live in the city and constructed 
a small hut with a cattle shed 
in what is called a ‘peri urban’ 
zone. Usually, the areas neither 
fall under the jurisdiction of the 
city municipality nor are they 
rural, which means the people 
living in these parts rarely figure 
on the agenda of policy-makers. 
According to Bora, no one from 
the government visits them, 
whether it’s health workers or 
livestock extension officers 

taru Bahl, Delhi
or for that matter even census 
officials. They have no ration 
cards or any other identity cards. 
Yet, it is women like Bora, living 
on the invisible fringes, who are 
responsible for supplying nearly 
80 per cent of the milk that 
comes into the city. And this is 
true not just for Assam but other 
states as well.

Once her husband passed 
away – she was only in her 20s 
at the time – the challenge of 
keeping the dairy work going, 
her only source of income, fell 
entirely on Bora. 

While earlier too she was 
tending to the animals, what 
was completely new to her was 
negotiating for the sale of milk. 
The transaction is handled by the 
men because it’s the middlemen, 
who come into the community 
to collect milk from each 
household. Thereafter, they take 
it to the state-run cooperatives 
or retail directly to homes and 
shops in the city. The payment, 
informs Bora, is a fixed amount, 
usually Rs 20-22 a litre. 

While there are some 
households in her neighbourhood 
that are directly dropping off 
milk at the cooperative, Bora 
shares that she doesn’t have the 
means to travel daily and, in any 
case, she feels quite hesitant to 
deal with complete strangers. 
She manages to collect around 
20 litres of milk that fetch her 
around Rs 400 a day. Thus far, 
she has worked tirelessly to pull 
through. But Bora’s biggest 
challenge is caring for her 
animals. 

“I am not intimidated by 
the physical hardships of 
running a dairy in a hilly area 
but managing the operations 
alone and being largely home-
bound come with its shares of 
problems. It especially curtails 
me from upgrading my cattle 
and treating them when they 
become sick is quite expensive. 
I am aware that my animals are 
not premium quality. They are 
not the exotic, high yielding 
breeds like a Jersey or Holstein. 
But then it’s the men who go to 
the cattle market and so sellers 
are not willing to engage with a 
woman,” Bora elaborates. 

In the initial days, as she was 
battling the grief of losing her 
husband and grappling with 
her new responsibilities, how 
she yearned for some nuanced 
training that would have helped 
her figure out the tougher, 
technical facets of dairy farming. 
She says, “Whatever I have 
learnt has been on the job. In the 
beginning, it was my husband 
who had showed me the ropes 
but later I had to rely on my own 
judgment; do things intuitively. 
If the government can provide 
women like me with specific 
training that will enable us to 
identify common cattle diseases, 
select good milk-yielding breeds 
and even deal with the financial 
aspects, especially matters 
related to loans and insurance, it 
would make a huge difference. 

Women do eventually figure 
out ways to do things but it 
would be good to go into this 
line of work with some sound 
information base so that men 
cannot take advantage of our 
ignorance. ” 

Unlike Bora, Partavi Bai, who 
lives in Village Nawania on the 
outskirts of Rajasthan’s Udaipur 
city, has been married into a 
family that has an established 
dairy business. Every day, since 
she got married, Partavi along 
with her mother-in-law and 
sister-in-law, gets dropped off at 
their dairy farm located nearby 
after they are done with their 
housework. There, the women 
are expected to toil till sundown, 
cleaning the sheds, feeding and 
milking the 50 cows and buffalos, 
in short doing everything except 
selling milk and interacting with 
the vet, which are “important 
tasks” handled by the men. 

Partavi, who has studied till 
Class Eight, deeply resents 
the discrimination and uneven 
distribution of work, obviously 
brought on by patriarchal 
mindsets. She questions boldly, 
“Why do we not know how much 
money comes in from the milk? 
After all, we do everything from 
ensuring the upkeep of the sheds 
and animals to the milking and 
even putting the milk in the steel 
containers, ready to be sent off. 
Why should we not be aware of 
the finances and get a share of the 
income? The men do absolutely 
nothing; we, on the other hand, 
ensure the smooth running of the 
farm and the home.” 

Not just women like Bora and 
Partavi, who inhabit the peri-
urban spaces and virtually have 
no formal rights or identity, 
but even in rural areas that are 
covered by specific schemes and 
programmes, women involved 
in dairy farming are mostly 

unaware and often excluded 
from services and incentives. 
Moreover, owing to prevailing 
social rules, they lack the agency 
to move forward on their own. 

Of course, there are some 
exceptional examples, such 
as the Ichhamati Cooperative 
Milk Union in West Bengal, 
and Mulukanoor Women’s 
Mutually Aided Milk Producers 
Cooperative Union in Andhra 
Pradesh, through which women 
have successfully availed of 
benefits under relevant animal 
husbandry programmes and 
extension services. However, 
significantly, things have only 
worked when women have come 
together to further their own 
cause, whether through the SHG 
route or thrift groups set up under 
the Women Dairy Cooperative 
Leadership Programme. 

As a gender expert, who 
has analysed policies and 
programmes for inclusive 
development, Sarita Anand, 
associate professor, Lady Irwin 
College, Delhi University, 
believes awareness and access 
will be the starting points for 
easing the livelihood difficulties 
of Bora and others. She sums 
up, “Women do understand 
the dairy business but have 
limited exposure to the market 
dynamics. Simplifying linkages 
to government schemes, 
regular visits to cattle fairs 
and grounding in the basics of 
animal health will definitely 
build capacity and give them 
confidence.” <
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(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

Life is really hard for Bora, 
a single woman who runs 
a small dairy to make ends 
meet.

It's the middlemen who come 
into the community living 
on the fringes of the city 
to collect milk from each 
household.

Partavi Bai resents the 
discrimination and uneven 
distribution of work - while 
women tend the cattle, the 
men control the money.

Maintaining the cattle shed and ensuring that the animals are 
fed and watered is the sole responsibility of women.
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“What more could 
one ask for. We 
have a reliable 

source of drinking water, 
which is clean, safe and, most 
importantly, adequate,” remarks 
Rinki Shaw, 20, of No. 3, 
Kallikapur Slum, located on the 
Eastern Metropolitan Bypass in 
Kolkata, capital of Bengal. Shaw 
is among the many women in the 
area who have been using a smart 
card for around two years now to 
collect 10 litres of potable water 
every morning for the entire 
family from an automatic water 
dispensing machine.

The slum dwellers of Ward 
Numbers 108 and 109 in Kolkata 
have gone high-tech. They all 
expertly use their smart cards to 
pick up their quota of free water 
from the various compact water 
dispensing machines, popularly 
known as water ATMs (automatic 
teller machines), installed in 
their neighbourhoods.

Despite living beside a huge 
pond, access to potable water 
was the biggest problem faced 
by the women of Kallikapur. 
Most would wake up at the crack 
of dawn and rush to the nearest 
hand pump to queue up for their 
turn to fill up drums and buckets 
with water that they would then 
carry back home. They used 
to face immense mental and 
physical strain but they bore 
it all because there was simply 
no way out. Of course, even 

A slum project goads a 
community into proactive action
Access to potable water was the biggest problem faced by the women of Kallikapur, a slum in Kolkata. Most 
would wake up at the crack of dawn and rush to the nearest hand pump to queue up for their turn to fill up 
drums and buckets with water that they would then carry back home. They used to face immense mental and 
physical strain but they bore it all because there was simply no way out. However, the slum dwellers of two 
wards have now gone high-tech. They use smart cards to pick up their quota of free water from the various 
compact water dispensing machines installed in their neighbourhoods

though they stepped out in time 
there was no guarantee that they 
would return with water. In fact, 
most times either the hand pump 
would simply run dry or the 
municipal public taps, affixed 
few and far between, would get 
no supply. At the same time, there 
was every chance that the stored 
water would get contaminated. 

But then their fortunes turned 
and, today, getting water is no 
longer the torturous chore it 
used to be. Whether it’s Rinki 
Shaw, Kavita Pal or Rina Jana, 
they simply walk over to a water 
ATM at their convenience to 
take home their share without 
worrying whether there’d be any 
left.

The obvious questions that 
come to mind is where and 
how is the community being 
supplied this water? The answer 
to this comes from another local 
woman, Kavita Pal. “We are 
getting the water from a filtering 
plant that has been set up with the 
technical support of SAFE (South 
Asian Forum for Environment), 
a non-governmental science and 
environment organisation. It is a 
revolutionising measure. There 
was a time when the women here 
used to spend three to four hours 
daily collecting water. We could 
not take care of our children or 
do household chores with a free 
mind because collecting water 
was always the first priority. At 
least with the water machines 
and smart cards, we do not have 
to constantly be bothered about 
securing our most basic right 
anymore. I am assured of safe 
water and my children do not 
fall ill frequently, which is such 
a big relief,” elaborates Pal, who 
heads the joint liability group 
(JLG) that is in-charge of the 
monitoring and upkeep of the 
filtering plant.

The plant, which has been built 
by SAFE in partnership with the 
people, is supported by HSBC’s 
Water Program that provided 
the initial funding and technical 
support for the sustainable 
model project. “Indeed, this is 
an ambitious, comprehensive 
model on water and sanitation 
that utilises carbon smart energy 
and climate adaptive usage of 
water resources effectively. The 

success of this project has been 
manifolds and quite visible in the 
lower income localities,” points 
out Amrita Chatterjee, director, 
Communications and Research, 
SAFE. 

“This started off as a pilot 
project. The water is primarily 
taken from the nearby pond and 
filtered in the plant that has been 
built on community land. The 
water that cannot be purified is 
directed to the community toilets, 
which are, in turn, connected to a 
biogas plant that produces fuel for 
use in the community kitchens. 
Moreover, the filter plant runs on 
solar energy produced from the 
panels fitted on its roof,” Amrita 
adds.

Over the past two years, the 
project has gradually attained 
self-sustainability. The room 
that houses the filtering plant 
has huge solar grid that produces 
more than 10 KW of energy to run 
the facility. The water is supplied 
through underground channels 
from the nearby pond. Surface 
water from the pond is not used 
as people have inhibitions in 
drinking the dirty water that they 
use for cleaning and washing 
purposes. The plant purifies 
about 10000 litres of water on 
a daily basis that the residents 
collect from the three dispensers 
affixed in the slum. Though 10 
litres comes free if someone 
needs more they have the option 
of buying it by topping up their 
smart cards with money. For the 
additional water the charge is a 
nominal fifty paise per litre. 

“The money helps in the 
upkeep and maintenance of 
the plant. The community 
members have learnt to operate 
and monitor the machines after 
receiving training from Eureka 
Forbes engineers who have 
installed the filters,” says Rabi 
Kumar Jana, who manages the 
filtering plant, the 24 community 
toilets, the biogas unit and the 
community kitchens.

It was a World Bank study 
which revealed that poor quality 
drinking water was causing 21 
per cent of diseases in India and 
creating a burden of around Rs 
300 crore for the government 
that motivated SAFE to plan the 
project. India has been spending 

saadia azim, Kolkata

around about Rs 148000 crore 
every year since the 1990s 
on various Water Sanitation 
Hygiene projects but even 
then the country ranks 120 in 
a UNDP survey of 123 nations 
on 'safe water index'. According 
to the UNDP Report, it’s the 
urban slums dwellers that end 

<

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

up becoming worst victims 
of environmental pollution, 
poor sanitary services and 
contaminated drinking water.

The Kallikapur slum project 
has successfully demonstrated an 
effective system to address basic 
healthcare and sanitation issues 
by suitably utilising renewable 
sources of energy, such as 
solar power and bio-gas, and 
catalysing the community into 
proactive action. The project is 
currently being replicated in two 
other urban slums in Kolkata 
now that the sustainability of the 
Kallikapur initiative has been 
measured and recognised. 

“For us women it’s been a 
total win-win. More so because 
these days even the men have 
gotten involved in doing what 
was considered only a woman’s 
work. Earlier, they used to feel 
that collecting water, cleaning 
toilets and making food were 
activities done by women and 
girls. But with community 
ownership and participation, the 
onus of getting the work done 
has become shared. Men and 
women have understood the 
merits of working side by side,” 
sums up a happy Rina Jana.

The slum dwellers of Ward 
Numbers 108 and 109 in 
Kolkata expertly use their 
smart cards to collect 10 
litres of potable water from 
the various compact water 
dispensing machines installed 
in their neighbourhoods.

The filtering plant purifies 
about 10000 litres of water 
from the nearby pond on a 
daily basis and the residents 
collect their quota from the 
three dispensers affixed in the 
slum.

The introduction of water dispensing ATMs has given slum 
dwellers access to free, clean drinking water.



Here, floods and drought leave 
farmers reeling in distress
Farmers in the Bundelkhand Region are struggling to cope with four consecutive episodes of crop loss – 
floods on the heels of drought spells have left them staring at debt and ruin. There is urgent need to move 
towards ecologically sensible policies and priorities. An immediate challenge is to meet the survival needs 
of people. They should receive proper compensation for damage to crops and houses and insurance claims 
for crop loss should settled  - as speedily as possible

Bharat dogra, Delhi

it is almost 90 per cent. The 
percentage of house collapse is 
of course significantly higher in 
the flood affected villages.”

Villagers in Naugaon have 
migrated to Hyderabad to find 
work there. Raja Bhaiya says he 
was surprised at the information 
because this is the first time 
people from the village are 
leaving their homes. Enquiries 
revealed that their last remaining 
hopes of being able to survive 
in their native village had been 
dashed by the recent turn of 
events. 

Migrant workers who come 
home for the Raksha Bandhan 
festival generally stay for some 
time, bringing some vibrancy 
to rural life, but even this was 
missing this time. Worries about 
survival in the next few months 
are uppermost in the minds of 
most people and so they are 

<

Lakshmi Prasad, a farmer of 
Mahoba District in Uttar 
Pradesh is struggling to 

come to terms with the loss of 
his crops. He had somehow 
reconciled himself to the losses 
suffered in a prolonged drought 
and was looking forward to 
a good kharif harvest of til 
(sesame, an oilseed), moong and 
urad (two main pulse crops). 
But his hopes of recovery were 
crushed when excessive rains 
destroyed as much as 80 per cent 
of his fresh crop too. He is now 
deeply depressed. 

Lakshmi Prasad and other 
farmers of Kirari Village 
(Kabrai Block) are very worried 
about how they will survive in 
the months ahead as, in addition 
to the crop loss, many kutcha 
(mud-brick) houses have also 
been seriously damaged. The 
farmers here are also deeply 
in debt, having taken loans for 
the rabi crop. The villages have 
suffered only from excess rains, 
but the condition of others in 
Banda, Chitrakut and Hamirpur 
Districts which have been 
devastated by floods is far worse.  
The damage to crops and houses 
is much greater, and many farm 
animals have died.

Says Raja Bhaiya, a leading 
social activist of Banda 
District, “In Mahuva Block, a 
comparison of villages which 
have suffered from excessive 
rain with those which have been 
flooded revealed that while in 
the former, crop loss may be 
around 70 per cent, in the latter 

in a hurry to leave home and 
earn something. MGNREGA 
work is not available in these 
villages during the rains. Due 
to the recent prolonged drought, 
the local markets are also in a 
recessionary phase and very few 
jobs are available in the nearby 
towns.

The recent substantial loss of 
the kharif crop in a large part of 
Bundelkhand Region has meant 
that the farmers have suffered 
significant crop loss four times 
in a row. Twice the loss was 
caused by drought and on the 
other two occasions untimely 
rain, hailstorms or floods did the 
damage.

The recent highly erratic 
and adverse weather can be 
related to some extent to climate 
change, but the local ecological 
ruin is also a factor. Bhartendu 
Prakash, a former Vikram 
Sarabhai Fellow and coordinator 
of the Vigyan Shiksha Kendra 
says, “While climate change has 
its own logic and impacts, what 
I have seen in recent decades 
is the relentless destruction of 
forests and also the destruction 
of once green hills and plateaus 

by indiscriminate mining. These 
hill forests are most important 
for rainfall and their destruction 
has led to more frequent droughts 
and floods. As the quality of the 
sand of Bundelkhand Rivers 
is considered to be very good, 
our rivers have been ravaged 
on a very large scale for sand 
mining.”

Prakash continues, “The floods 
now are much more destructive 
compared to the sheet-flood 
flows seen earlier. When rivers 
passed through green forests 
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they brought rich nutrients to 
the fields of our farmers. Now 
the same rivers bring sand 
which is harmful for fields. The 
mismanagement of upstream 
dams is also responsible for the 
unleashing of more destructive 
floods and in addition, the 
government appears to be going 
ahead in a hurry with highly 
suspect projects like the Ken 
Betwa Link Project. If such 
trends continue, the drought-
flood cycle will accentuate 
further in Bundelkhand.”  

As part of a new initiative, the Press Institute of India and UNICEF will be organising a series 
of talks that will address inequity and exclusion severely affecting children realising their rights.

Titled Equity Talks, the initiative is focused on understanding and improving social equity 
through education and dialogue and by offering opportunities to individuals and organisations 
to build and strengthen the voice for children and their rights.

The first talk, on Adverse Effects of Malnutrition, was conducted in September at the Visual 
Communication Department of Loyola College, Chennai. Subhadra Seshadri, former professor 
and head of the Food & Nutrition Department in Maharaja Sayajirao University of Baroda; D.K. 
Bose, former president, Ogilvy Outreach (a division of Ogilvy & Mather); and Job Zachariah, 
chief, UNICEF State Office for Tamil Nadu and Kerala, were the speakers on the panel.

The speakers agreed that the first 1000 days in the life a child were the most crucial. If a 
child remained malnourished during the period, chances of recovery were slim or well-nigh 
impossible. Seshadri pointed out that the role of the woman and the family was critical in 
ensuring that the child received the proper nutrition. The period of lactation was critical too, they 
stressed, with Zachariah adding that if the child was weaned off the mother’s milk only after the 
first six months, the child would grow to be a healthy child, evening gaining in height.

Bose also made the point that unless the community understood the importance of nutrition, 
both for mother and child, and the need to feed the newborn mother’s milk, it was a tough task 
to gain results on the ground no matter what campaign was undertaken. The challenge, he said, 
was to get communities, especially in rural India, to adopt healthy practices even it meant going 
against tradition.

The government could do its bit, Zachariah said, but the onus was on individuals and families 
to change behavioural patterns and adapt to methods that have proven useful worldwide in 
combating malnutrition. Present were more than 60 students from the visual communication and 
media departments of Loyola and other colleges.

A focus on the adverse effects of malnutrition

A river in spate after heavy rains.

A rescue mission underway in 
Chitrakut District.

Relief workers assemble for instructions.

<
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In India, quotas have spurred 
one of the greatest successes 
globally for women's 

empowerment and grassroots 
democracy. Just a decade ago, 
women comprised less than 
five per cent of the elected 
leaders in village councils. Now, 
more than 40 per cent of local 
council leaders, over a million 
leaders in the countryside, are 
women. While others in her 
village go about their everyday 
routine – working the farms, 
running to fetch water or caring 
for livestock – articulate and 
determined Vandana Bahadur 
Maida has moved on to thinking 
of ways to bring long-lasting 
change and prosperity to her 
community. 

Not only does Vandana 
make concerted efforts to 
raise the awareness levels of 
village council members about 
government schemes that can 
support sanitation, health and 
education, the dynamic leader 
is also known for delivering 
on her promises. Thanks to the 
panchayat’s proactive approach 
they have managed to create a 
pond to solve the chronic water 
shortage that the community 
used to face and even built 
a school in Khankhandvi so 
that the children do not end up 
leaving their education the way 
Vandana had to after Class 
Eight. In this one-on-one, the 
forward-looking leader talks to 
WFS about the challenges she 
faced in getting elected and 
the works she has been able to 
accomplish during her tenure. 

What have been the most 
important factors that have 
helped you in getting where 
you are today? 

My interest in social 
development, my husband’s 
experience of being in politics 
at the panchayat level as panch 
[member], my family’s support 
and, of course, capacity-building 
trainings organised by UN 
Women. From there, I learnt all 

Bringing lasting prosperity
to the community, her aim
Once a quiet home-maker, an indulgent mother of three and a devoted wife, few in 
her sleepy village would have imagined that she would one day be making plans to 
build bridges and schools and solving some critical livelihood problems of her people. 
Nonetheless, today, such activities are a part of Vandana Bahadur Maida’s daily life 
in Khankhandvi Village, Madhya Pradesh. Despite family opposition and prevalent 
patriarchal norms that define a woman’s place in society she not only stood for local 
elections but ended up becoming the first female head of her village panchayat. Indeed, 
Vandana’s win was as path-breaking for her community as it was a surprise for her 
family – she superseded her own husband who used to be a member of the village 
council but never became its leader

about the provisions of various 
government schemes, which 
helped me to perform my roles 
and responsibilities as sarpanch 
[head of the village council] and 
'un-turn' every stone that may be 
a hindrance in the development 
of the panchayat.

What are some of the biggest 
obstacles you have faced so 
far?

The community at large 
opposed my candidature for the 
sarpanch election. They couldn’t 
believe a woman could be 
capable of running a panchayat. 
[My] relatives, too, were not 
in favour of my contesting the 
polls. Previously, my husband 
had served as a panch in the 
panchayat, so many people 
objected saying, “will she sit 
on a higher post than that of her 
husband?”

tell us a bit about your 
childhood, your ambitions and 
who inspired or influenced 
you?

My ambition was to work 
for the development of the 
community and to contribute 
to its uplift in whatever way 
I could. My dream was to 
do something for improving 
education. Fortunately, I got the 
chance to contest the panchayat 
elections and I won with a 
good margin. Finally, I got the 
opportunity to do something for 
the advancement of my people.

how has being a woman 
affected your journey?

Initially, when I was contesting 
for the post of sarpanch, I 
myself was not very confident 
that a woman can be a sarpanch. 
Even the community members 
were not able to imagine a 
woman sitting on the chair 
of sarpanch and performing 
the roles and responsibilities. 
Nonetheless, with the support of 
my husband, I took the plunge. 
I explained to the community 
my plans for the panchayat 

and the developmental work 
I had in mind. Finally, people 
supported me and I won with 
a good margin. However, I did 
experience problems in the initial 
days of becoming sarpanch. 
Male panchayat members were 
constantly opposing my actions 
and decisions perhaps because 
I was quite unaware of the 
responsibilities of sarpanch and 
knew little about administrative 
procedures as well as the 
provisions of government 
schemes. Later though, I 
developed an understanding of 
these things and now enjoy the 
full support of the people and 
panchayat members.

What do you think is your 
greatest contribution to 
society/your community?

I have been responsible for 
completing many essential 
developmental projects in 
my panchayat, from getting 
wells dug and hand pumps 
sanctioned to building proper 
roads and toilets in the area. 
Besides this, some of the other 
major works that have been 
successfully completed include 
the construction of a pond in the 
village [water scarcity used to be 
a major issue of the panchayat], 
a primary school [there was no 
school in the panchayat and I 
was very interested in promoting 
education] and anganwadis 
(government sponsored child-
care centres) in the faliyas 
(areas) where there was none. 
More importantly, I [have] been 
able to spark an interest and 
sense of ownership among the 
people. They understand the 
importance of education, having 
toilets at home, maintaining 
proper sanitation and hygiene 
and participating in gram sabha 
(village council) meetings. 
They actively contribute to the 
meetings and raise their voice to 
demand their entitlements under 
various government schemes. 
Personally, I think this is my 
biggest achievement.

What is your message 
for other women/girls who 
would like to follow in your 
footsteps? any special advice 
for the younger generation? 

To girls and women I want to 
say – be confident and follow 
your heart. The members of 
this patriarchal society will 
definitely oppose your every 
action. They will criticise you, 
make fun of your choices, but in 
the end it is you who are going 
to fulfil your destiny. Once you 
achieve success, everyone will 
start appreciating your efforts. 
So just concentrate on your 
work and do it to the fullest. 
To the younger generation my 
advice is to do what you think 
is right for you. Be sure of your 
plans but let others criticise your 
efforts because they will surely 
acknowledge your success.

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service. 
This article was part of UN Women’s 
Empowering Women – Empowering 
Humanity: Picture It! campaign in the 
lead-up to Beijing+20.)

Vandana Bahadur Maida 
(pictured here on a brochure 
cover) has been making 
concerted efforts to raise the 
awareness levels of village 
council members about 
government schemes that can 
support sanitation, health and 
education.
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