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The humble soap nut helps 
tribal women turn the tide 
The forests in Odisha are rich in several fruits, berries and flowers but many times rural 
tribal communities do not harvest the produce due to lack of market access. For the 
first time, however, tribal women of different blocks in Nayagarh District have started 
harvesting soap nuts and are receiving much better prices from traders than what they 
might have bargained for

BubbleNut Wash, a social 
enterprise backed by 
support from the state-

based NGO, Vasundhara, has 
taken up a step to provide the 
tribal communities in Odisha 
a livelihood opportunity. Now, 
by harvesting soap nuts (a 
sustainable plant-based cleaning 
product locally known as ritha), 
tribal women are earning a little 
more to support their family 
income during the lean period 
in summer when there is very 
little agriculture work available 
for them. 

Mallika Jani, a tribal 
woman in her early 50s who 
lives in Mardakot Village in 
Darpanarayanpur Panchayat, 
seems happy that she does not 
have to borrow money from 
the local moneylender anymore 
during the lean agriculture 
season. Now, she can earn by 
selling soap nuts to the social 
enterprise, which assures her 
regular income. 

Mallika is dependent on forest 
produce for her livelihood apart 
from working as agriculture 
labourer. “During cultivation and 
harvest season we have work in 
hand but other days we sit idle at 
home without any work. So, to 
feed our family we collect forest 
produce like tubers, spinach, 
fruits, and sell them in the local 
market,” she says while drying 
up soap nuts in her backyard.  

Mallika and the other women 
in her village regularly venture 
into the forest to collect 
firewood, tuber, spinach and 
other forest produce. They keep 
some for domestic use and sell 
the rest to local traders. The 
latter cheat the tribal women 
by offering low prices. 

“As we do not have 
bargaining capacity we take 
whatever is given for our 
collected produce from the 
forest. Only during the month 
of May we collect kendu leaves 
and earn nearly Rs 4000 to 
5000. We also sell sal leaf plates 
to local traders who give us Rs 
80 for 100 plates. This is the 
only income we are depended 
on for the entire year besides 
seasonal agriculture labourer,” 
says Kusuma, a woman from 
the village. 

BubbleNut Wash aims at 
creating a  market  for  non-
timber forest products such 
as soap nuts so that rural 
communities can have a supple-
mentary source of income. 
The soap nuts are regularly 
collected from the farmers of 
Odisha and Uttaranchal. They 
are then processed and shipped 
to Bengaluru where they are 
packed.

“We could order soap nuts 
from traders, but we decided 
to collect them from the 
marginalised farmers directly, 
who collect, store and sell 
them to the local trader for a 
minimal price. When we buy 
directly from the farmers, 
they get a good price for their 
produces,” says Manas Nanda, 
who founded BubbleNut Wash 
in 2015. “Each soap nut tree can 
provide an income of Rs 1500-
2000 to a farmer. Farmers with 
a few soap nut trees in their 
backyard can earn Rs 8000-
Rs 10000 a year without much 
effort; this is as same as what a 
farmer makes from an acre of 
land in Odisha,” he points out. 

Having positioned itself 

close to urban consumers in 
Bengaluru, BubbleNut Wash 
works with communities 
directly for harvesting soap nuts 
and procuring them at premium 
prices. It relies on partnerships 
with NGOs having a strong 
grassroots presence, who can 
mobilise the communities and 
convince them to harvest soap 
nuts as an additional source of 
income. “Here in Odisha, we 
have taken up the important 
role of mobilising local women 
to collect and supply semi-
processed soap nuts,” says 
Chitta Ranjan Pani, project 
manager, Vasundhara, who is 
passionate about such issues.  

Sixty-year-old Sulei Bewahas 
has sold 36 kg of soap nuts and 
earned Rs 900. “Earlier, the 
local traders used to give us 
very little price for this forest 
produce. Local goldsmiths 
who used to collect soap nuts 
from us to clean their gold 
ornaments, were paying only Rs 
10 per kg soap nut, while now 
we are getting Rs 25 per kg,” 
says Sulei, who has two soap 
nut trees in her backyard. 

“Soap nut trees existed in 
the backyards and periphery of 
this area for several decades, 
yet they (tribal people) had 
never harvested them for an 
income. Now these tribal 
women have started harvesting 
soap nut regularly and taking 
care of these trees that can 
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help to increase their income 
significantly,” says Bhagyalaxmi 
Biswal of Vasundhara who has 
been working with the tribal 
women for years. “We are also 
promoting them to plant more 
soap nut trees in their backyard 
and periphery.”   

The tribal women who have never 
stepped into schools understand 
that education is important, also 
that it is important to protect the 
forest. From a young age, the 
women are engaged in collection 
of forest produce. Today, their 
daughters are attending school 
and also helping their mothers in 
collecting forest produce only on 
holidays. 

“We want our girls should get 
education which we were deprived 
of. Most of us are thumb-print 
and so the traders often cheat us 
by giving minimal prices to our 
forest produces. If our daughters 
get education they will have better 
bargaining capacity with the 
traders,” says forty-year-old Sauri 
Dei. 

“Soap nuts are good for cleaning 
but for us it is earning some extra 
money without much effort. Now 
we are taking care of soap nut 
trees available in our backyard and 
periphery and protecting the trees 
in the forest from the clutches of 
timber thieves,” says Sauri with a 
smile. 

rakhi ghosh, Nayagarh District, Odisha
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A commitment to ensuring that the 
marginalised find a voice
This is the inspiring story of Gazala Paul, founder of Samerth, a non-profit organisation that works towards 
accelerating a humane, sustainable and equitable society. A person who believes that people must first gain 
access to the right set of tools that can help them and for whom water is inseparable from other basic rights
amrtha kasturi rangan, Rapar, Little Rann of Kutch, Gujarat
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Gazala Paul spent her 
50th birthday among 
the Baiga people of 

Chhattisgarh. On the eve of 
her 25th wedding anniversary, 
she was in Rapar, a block near 
the Little Rann of Kutch, 
in a celebratory mood. The 
MLA of the region had 
come to a meeting organised 
with villagers from his 
constituency and promised to 
deliver them safe water based 
on sound scientific principles. 
He invited and encouraged 
Gazala and her group to lead 
the process. 

I was with Gazala on both 
the occasions. In fact, over the 
past several years, we have 
travelled a lot together across 
rural Gujarat and Chhattisgarh. 
A common interest in water 
shared by Samerth, a not-for-
profit founded and run by her, 
and Arghyam where I work, 
being the reason. In both the 
regions, Samerth has been 
working with the Baigas and 
Kolis to ensure access to safe 
drinking water. 

The Baigas are tribal people 
in Chhattisgarh, considered 
even more vulnerable than 
other tribal populations. The 
Government of India calls 
them a Particularly Vulnerable 
Tribal Group. They live in 
forested areas of Chhattisgarh 
and many times their only 
access to drinking water 
is from jhiriyas – shallow, 
unsanitary holes in the ground 
– that often cave in. 

Rapar Block is dotted with 
more than 250 small hamlets. 
Each hamlet has only 30-35 

families that are generally cut off 
from the main village. The people 
generally rear livestock and are 
from the Koli Community – one 
that has seen itself being taken on 
and off the list of Schedule Castes 
for unknown reasons. Women 
in these hamlets where Samerth 
has worked over the last seven or 
eight years recollect summer days 
when they would dig small holes 
called virdas in the river beds and 
spend the night sleeping next to 
them waiting for them to fill up 
with water that they would collect 
as the virda filled.

Ensuring that there is drinking 
water in both the places could be 
as simple as finding a source (a 
bore-well, a well, a river that is 
not so close, etc), putting in the 
infrastructure and turning on the 
supply. However, this is not the 
model that Samerth follows.

Instead, their work in both 
states is firmly rooted in the 
communities that they work with, 
where they help create more 
inclusive planning processes, and 
also facilitate a more scientific 
understanding of water among 
people who are able to articulate 
not only their water needs but also 
plans on how to augment supply 
and manage demand. All this has 
led to sharpening the delivery of 
government programmes like the 
MGNREGA – a big hit in their 
Gujarat programme. The success 
became self-evident when they 
were asked by the local MLA to 
help scale their work across 97 
gram panchayats.

Gazala’s experiences over the 
years make for fantastic stories, 
and balmy nights after long days 
provide a perfect setting to listen 
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to anecdotes of her journey 
in starting Samerth, the work 
they have done and what her 
aspirations are. What remains 
constant in her narratives is a 
fierce commitment to ensuring 
that people, especially those 
without voices, gain spaces in 
traditional decision-making. 

To be able to serve themselves 
best, Gazala believes that people 
must first gain access to the right 
set of tools that can help them. 
Water, in Samerth’s thinking, 
is inseparable from other basic 
rights. Providing drinking water 
then becomes a much larger 
exercise in self-governance.

On one warm summer night 
last year, Gazala told those of 
us travelling with her about 
their work in villages that were 
struck by the 2001 earthquake. 
As we passed by a village the 

following day, she pointed to the 
houses that Samerth had helped 
construct for people who had lost 
everything in the catastrophe. 
The sun was setting and our 
work for the day was done. On 
an impulse we decided to stop at 
one of these houses. 

We were greeted by four 
generations of the family. It 
ended up being a lively half an 
hour. Over black tea, various 
generations of the family told us 
stories of how a lack of livelihood 
opportunities would mean that 
migration was a regular feature 
before the earthquake. The 
young men told us how after the 
earthquake they made a profit 
selling dairy products and how 
this allowed the family to stay 
together. 

Surely it wasn’t just a house 
that helped the family prosper, I 

asked. No, they said, it was the 
well that came with the house. 
Access to water has allowed 
them to raise livestock and 
cultivate crops. “We initially 
had funds only to build a house”, 
says Gazala, “but we had surplus 
money and the communities 
suggested this.” The well cost 
Rs 12000-13000. It has kept the 
family together for 15 years. 

(Courtesy: indiawaterportal.
org. The author works for 
Arghyam, a charitable trust that 
works in water and sanitation 
in India. Samerth completed 24 
years of service on September 
30, 2016.)

Gazala Paul (extreme left) with the women from Machamoha 
discussing menstrual hygiene along wth Sharda Yadav, a 
senior colleague.

Unsure of the quality of water that you get from 
your tap? Not confident of the water you are 
compelled to consume on your travels?  A new 
device, Testdrop, manufactured by the Israeli 
firm, Lishtot, can help you. Handy and accurate, 
Testdrop needs to be moved on the outside of your 
glass and then held at a right angle to the water 
container. A blue indicates the absence and a 
red light indicates the presence of contaminants.

Testing water drops for health 
Rina MukheRji, Kolkata

Testdrop, a useful device to 
test water quality.

The device can detect contaminants such as E. coli, lead, PFOA (Perfluorooctanoic acid used 
as surfactant or dispersing agent), arsenic, mercury, copper, chlorine, and protein, as per 
World Health Organisation (WHO) standards. Developed by Lishtot, the inexpensive device 
connects via Bluetooth to the dedicated Lishtot mobile app where users can track their test 
history, view more data on their water including a percentage likelihood of contamination, and 
distinguish between bottled water, tap water, and natural water from rivers and streams .

Electric fields are used to determine what high-quality water looks like. Contaminants, 
including bacteria, organics, heavy metals, pesticides, and toxins that create distortions are 
intercepted by the sensors. The technology is incredibly sensitive to anything that isn't supposed 
to be in water, including soap or saliva. Yet, it does not get disrupted by the presence of things 
like soil, or compounds such as salt or magnesium which are supposed to be in clean water.

With more than 2.1 million worldwide lacking access to safe and hygienic drinking 
water, according to the just-released WHO/ UNICEF Joint Monitoring Programme (JMP) 
Report, Progress on Drinking Water, Sanitation and Hygiene: 2017 update and Sustainable 
Development Goal baselines, Testdrop assumes  a lot of significance. At the moment, Lishtot 
has tied up with several Indian universities and educational institutions, and is looking forward 
to market the product at a price below Rs 700 across India. 
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rakhee roytalukdar, Chirang District, Assam

A natural instinct for weaving helps 
patch tattered lives

Being a ruwathi could not 
suppress her fiery spirit. 
Even as she worked 

relentlessly all day long at her 
employer’s house, something 
within Nandini Moochahary 
said this was not what she was 
meant for. Entangled in the 
warp of a tough life, Nandini, 
however, always felt her destiny 
lay elsewhere. 

Harsh reality struck her 
early as River Aie swelled 
up each year near their house 
in Assam's remote Chirang 
District. Everytime Aie refused 
to subside, Nandini’s heart sank. 
Every time their miniscule land 
and house got submerged, they 
rebuilt it painstakingly with 
whatever little was left. Until 
one day in 1977-78, her house 
caught in the swirling waters of 
Aie, vanished from her vision 
forever. 

Not left with anything more to 
rebuild her house, Nandini, just 
a teenager then, was forced to 
leave her native place far behind 
to eke out a living. Not only for 
herself but for her huge family 
of four sisters, two brothers 
and her parents, who otherwise 
would have faced starvation. 

Nandini left for Karbi 
Anglong, one of Assam’s 
poorest districts, to stay with her 
uncle. Like other Bodo girls, she 
too had to work as a housemaid 
in one of her wealthy relative’s 
home, doing everything from 
sweeping, mopping and cooking 
to tilling fields and babysitting 
for just Rs 400 to 700 a month, 
so that her large family back 
home could survive. 

Called ruwathis, girls like 
Nandini often stay with families 
where they are employed. 
Because of the underlying 
sexual connotation – of a 
feeling of already belonging to 
someone else – these girls are 
never considered for marriage 
and become social outcasts in a 
way.       

Nandini worked hard all 
through the day, getting little 
time for herself. While at work, 
her memories of her family, her 
little house by the side of Aie, 
her banters with her friends 
and mother while weaving the 
dokhona, their tradition wear on 
the home loom, kept flooding 
her mind. Being a Bodo, she 
could not forget weaving, an 
integral and intrinsic part of 
Bodo culture. 

When she returned home on 
a break in 2002, Nandini’s deft 
fingers could not resist working 
the loom and weaving in the 
intricate unique Bodo motifs 
like spinach, peacock, water 
hyacinth, tortoise, mountain and 
pigeon’s eyes on the dokhona. 
She seemed to enjoy it much 
more than being a housemaid. 

One of her neighbour’s then 
told her about Undangshree Dera 
Camp (meaning An Abode of 
Freedom), a camp run by Aagor, 
a weaving project started by The 
Ant (Action Northeast Trust) 
in 2002. Aagor means design, 
literally designed to promote the 
traditional craft of rural Bodo 
tribeswomen into a significant 
source of livelihood.   

The camp, specifically of 30 
women, was to help the poorest 
Bodo women and rehabilitate 
the maids, who took care of their 
large families. For six months, 
they would let the women live 

This is the story of Nandini Moochahary, Thringing Boro, Rethe Basumatary and others in Assam’s Chirang 
District, many of them ruwathis – girls who stay with the families who employed them, and are considered 
not eligible for marriage. But thanks to a weaving project started by The Ant (Action Northeast Trust) in 2002, 
they finally found freedom. A new world opened where they realised that their traditional weaving skills could 
be a source of livelihood

with them, weave with them and 
would then sell her handicraft. 
The fair trade wages they paid 
left the women with a savings of 
around Rs 20000.  

Nandini says her urge to 
break away from the ruwathi 
bondage was so strong that she 
literally jumped at the God-sent 
opportunity. She recalls: “I never 
wanted to be a ruwathi or remain 
so. I was restless and wanted to 
break free. And as weaving was 
a part of our lives always, I 
grabbed the opportunity.” 

Nandini, a master weaver 
and designer, soon became 
a permanent staff at Aagor. 
Today, she can speak English 
and Hindi almost fluently and 
has represented Aagor at many 
international platforms like 
international trade fairs, and 
been to expos in Kolkata, Delhi, 
Rajasthan and Ethiopia as well. 

Similar is the story of 
Thringing Boro, whose 
husband ran away from home 
to escape the burden of loans. 
Thringing was left with a mess 
of unpaid loans, threatening 
money-lenders and three young 
children, without a house.  For 
her, too, her weaving knowledge 
rescued her from the cycle of 
loans. Thringing is today one of 
the most dependable weavers in 
Aagor, weaving an average of 
30 metres of fabric and earning 
about Rs 1500 a month. She has 
been able to repay nearly half 
of the original loan and wants 
to build her own house in a few 
years. 

Rethe  Basumatary, 30, was 
also a ruwathi till she joined 
Aagor in 2005. She soon became 
one of the fastest weavers, 
producing excellent quality in 
short amount of time. She is 

now supporting her siblings’ 
education. 

Weaving on the traditional 
looms at home practically   
weaved in a little magic into 
the lives of these women.  
The women soon formed a 
weaving organisation, run 
by them, and became self-
reliant in many ways. The 
weaving organisation was 
formed on the principle that 
the most effective way to run it 
was to hand over the reins to the 
actual weavers, who know the 
intricacies of weaving and would 
be able to predict and overcome 
the obstacles that came along. 

An executive committee 
consisting of only weavers looks 
after all the departments like 
weaving, tailoring, accounts, 
stocks and villages. This has led 
to women weavers taking more 
ownership of the organisation, 
its mission and its output. 

Aagor now works with 
weavers in 12 villages, divided 
into three clusters, Udangshree 
Dera, Rowmari and Mangolian 
to make it convenient to 
distribute yarn, monitor progress 
and collect fabric. Each of 
the three clusters is headed 
by a cluster coordinator who 
oversees activity in all the areas 
and reports back to the manager 
on a weekly basis regarding the 
status of the fabric woven and 
yearn needed. 

Loishi, who weaves at her own 
village along with her friends, 
says she works not more than 
three hours at the loom. Rest 
of the time, she devotes to her 
household work. And that leaves 
her with around Rs 1500 per 
month, which is not much 
but "better than not earning 
anything".    

Each of the three clusters has 
a set of permanent weavers – 
those who weave fabric worth at 
least Rs 5000 per year, who are 
given a health insurance by The 
Ant and awarded a bonus of 10 
per cent per annum. By 2005, the 
women had set up Aagor Daagra 
Afad (ADA), a collective for 
weaving and marketing of Bodo 
handlooms. It was a runaway 
success and doubled sales every 
year for the first six years. 

ADA then aspired to enter the 
retail market, thus the first The 
Ants Store came up in Bengaluru 

in 2007. The shop is a retail 
initiative to showcase Northeast 
handlooms and crafts and to 
generate revenue to sustain 
livelihoods of people from that 
region. More such shops are on 
the anvil in the city. 

Smitha Murthy, designer and 
founder trustee of ADA, who 
gives the design inputs for its 
products, feels the real challenge 
was create a market for the 
women weavers’ goods at a price 
that earned them fair wages. Fair 
wages and the dignity it provided, 
made marginalised women like 
Nandini, Thringing, Rethe feel 
empowered. Their confidence 
level now run high, they no 
longer run away from troubles. 
Instead they confront them with 
ease, knowing difficulties can 
always be overcome. 

Says Nandini: “Every Bodo 
woman knows weaving as it 
is done in every home. But we 
never knew that it could become 
our source of livelihood and 
make us stand on our feet and 
give us a voice as well.” With 
fair wages, the women are also 
trained to invest their savings 
from the six-month programme 
in livelihoods such as weaving, 
agriculture, and off-farm acti-
vities. 

 As demand for Northeast 
and especially Bodo handicrafts 
grow, the number of women who 
have benefited, has risen over 
the years. With better incomes 
ranging between Rs 12000 and 
Rs 15000 per month, the women 
now enjoy greater control over 
their lives. With the mothers 
empowered, their children now 
have a chance at education and 
a better future. <Ph
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Women weaving fabric in their village in Chirang District.

A weaver at work at the 
traditional loom in The Ant 
campus in Pwmari, Chirang. 
Fabrics produced here are 
usually exported.

Nandini Moochahary, a 
ruwathi who has turned 
her passion for weaving 
into a livelihood.  Here, she 
oversees work at the Aagor 
store in Rowmari, in Assam’s 
Chirang District.



The story of Khosta, a 
remote tribal village, 
is an example of what 

communities can do to bring 
about change in the quality of 
service delivery at the grassroots 
level. 

Khosta falls under Shahapur 
Block of Thane District in 
Maharashtra, and records a high 
incidence of malnutrition among 
the children. Yet, there was 
no response from the service 
providers or the Grameeṇ 
Arogya Poshan Swachhata 
Ani Pani Puravatha Samiti, 
which is supposed look into 
health, nutrition, sanitation and 
water issues in the village. The 
anganwadi (rural mother and 
child care centre) was almost 
defunct, with hardly any services 
being provided.

During the micro-planning 
activity in Khosta, it was 
revealed that the anganwadi 

Here, people are empowered to drive 
the change
The benefits of government schemes for the underprivileged will fructify into true development only when 
beneficiary communities are empowered to drive the change. Population First’s (an NGO working on 
population and health issues) experience at the tribal village of Khosta proves the point and also that the 
need for empowering communities and strengthening ground-level institutions cannot be ignored
a.l. sharada and sangita tribhuwan, Thane, Maharashtra

<
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worker was arrogant, abusive 
and unresponsive to parents’ 
queries regarding the functioning 
of the anganwadi centre. A little 
probing by NGO People First 
revealed that the chairperson of 
the committee, the sole signatory 
for cheques, had died five or 
six years ago and no money 
had been withdrawn thereafter 
from the bank for any activities. 
The anganwadi worker was 
irregular in operating the centre 
and did not register any child as 
malnourished. Further, no early 
childhood education (ECE) 
activities were being conducted. 

This was brought to the notice 
of the gram panchayat by the 
community members and a 
new committee was formed. 
The new committee members 
were taken to Savroli Village, 
where Population First’s field 
intervention team AMCHI 
(Action of Mobilization of 
Community Health Initiatives) 
is working on child mal-
nutrition issues with community 
participation. 

Immediately after returning 
from the exposure visit, a 
meeting was held with parents 
regarding malnutrition among 
children. Since no child was 
registered as malnourished, a 
public weighing of the children 
was done. 

A total of 25 children were 
found to be malnourished, 12 in 
severe acute malnutrition (SAM) 
grade and 13 in moderate acute 
malnutrition (MAM) grade. 
Seven severely malnourished 
children were taken to the sub-
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“We did not know that so many of our children are 
malnourished. The anganwadi worker had not informed us of 
this. We did not know that free treatment is available at the 
sub-divisional hospital and that the poor parents of children 
get Rs 1650 as wage compensation for 14 days of hospital 
admission. Had we known this, the poor of the village would 
have definitely availed of the facility.” 

Jannardan Sukrea Mahale, gram panchayat member

“I have been a member of gram panchayat for 15 years, I have 
tried to reconstitute the NRHM committee many times but the 
anganwadi worker did not cooperate. But with the intervention 
of Population First, we got the support of the people and we 
were able to form a new committee.” 

Baliram Kisan Thakare, gram panchayat member

divisional hospital in Shahapur 
for treatment. Three others were 
advised hospitalisation.

The AMCHI team inform-
ed the community and the 
committee members about the 
Amrut Aahar Yojana where 
additional nutrition is given 
to children, pregnant and 
lactating women in the form of 
a banana or an egg four days a 
week. The committee members 
enquired with the anganwadi 
worker regarding the scheme 
and, ultimately, she admitted to 
misappropriation of the allotted 
funds. 

It was established that her 
reports on distributing the 
nutritious ladoos and chivda to 
children every morning were 
absolutely false. After the matter 
was escalated to her supervisor, 
the anganwadi worker has been 
carrying out her duties properly. 

The remoteness of the village, 
lack of supervision by the village 
elders and the committee, lack 
of awareness and involvement 
of parents in the functioning of 
the anganwadi centre, apathy 
of the gram Panchayat and 
poor monitoring by department 
supervisors are responsible for 
the total failure of the nutrition 
programme at the village level, 
putting the survival of many 

children at risk. This is in spite 
of the funding, institutions, and 
personnel being available at the 
village level. 

(A.L. Sharada is director, 
Population First. Sangita 
Tribhuwan is programme 
manager, AMCHI.)

A child being weighed at 
the anganwadi centre in 
Khosta Village.      

a Cambridge-university-led collaboration for food security 
The M S Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF) will be part of a major research collaboration led by the University of Cambridge that will focus on food 

security in India. The project, Transforming India's Green Revolution by Research and Empowerment for Sustainable Food Supplies (TIGR2ESS), is part of the 
Global Challenges Research Fund. Researchers from the UK and India will work to build upon research knowledge in the UK to address challenges in developing 
countries.

A total of 37 grants including this one, were announced on July 21 this year at the University of Cambridge. Professor Howard Griffiths, Department of Plant 
Sciences, leads the project which seeks to frame the big question – how to bring about a second Green Revolution – in all its breadth and depth. This includes not 
just more food, but reducing damage by excessive pesticides, fertiliser and water use in the context of climate change. In India, smallholder farmers, particularly 
women, need smart technologies to sustain crop yields and improve health and nutrition.

The TIGR2ESS project will assess options and support basic research programmes while providing advice to local communities. There will be academic exchanges, 
mentoring and career development for scientists from both countries. Links with government ministries in India, with industrial connections built into the programme, 
aim to turn recommendations into reality.

Professor Nitya Rao, University of East Anglia, co-leading two of the work packages with colleagues at Cambridge, says, “In India, despite significant economic 
growth, rates of malnutrition remain amongst the highest in the world and a majority of adult women are anaemic. Women are not recognised as farmers and their 
needs and interests not prioritised in agricultural research. This grant gives us opportunity to reframe the agenda, in the reality of urbanisation and technological 
change, to support smallholder farmers, particularly women.  We look forward to collaborating with MSSRF in this programme.”

“Agriculture is feminising. We need to ensure that state resources and services, and knowledge resources, are equally accessible to women farmers,” adds                
V. Selvam, executive director, MSSRF.

There are several institutional partners in India including the Department of Science and Technology, Government of India and the Punjab Agricultural University, 
as part of this collaboration. The research project begins on October 1, 2017.

(Courtesy: MS Swaminathan Research Foundation, Chennai). 
<
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Working together for the public good
An NGO demonstrates that working with the government is not an impossibility and that, in fact, the joining 
of hands brings greater transparency and accountability to the implementation of development programmes, 
with the active participation of the community

It is often said that it is easier 
to work independent of the 
government than work with 

it. Inefficiency, corruption, and 
lack of commitment are often 
cited as reasons for creating 
parallel structures, which tend to 
further weaken the government 
system. 

The experience of Population 
First, an NGO working on 
population and health issues 
within the framework of 
women's rights and social 
development, has, however, 
been different. It has been 
working in close collaboration 
with the government for the 
past nine years and has been 
able to build bridges between 
the government and the people. 
In doing so, it has ensured that 
social development programmes 
are implemented with greater 
transparency and accountability, 
with the active participation of 
the community. 

One interesting case is 
Population First’s engagement 
with the Block Level Planning 
and Monitoring Committee 
(BLPMC). Population First was 
co-opted into the committee 
by the government based on 
the work it has been doing in 
Shahapur. 

Dr Deepak Sawant, the 
Health minister of Maharashtra, 
had invited the Population First 

why the malnutrition problem 
was not managed adequately. 

Sangita Tribhuwan, pro-
gramme manager, AMCHI 
(Action of Mobilization 
of Community Health 
Initiatives, Popultion First’s 
field intervention), was made 
responsible for documenting 
the proceedings and suggesting 
remedial measures. A 
meeting was organised with 
representatives of Van Niketan 
(the mother NGO in Thane) 
and all block level officers, who 
were asked to share their views 
and experiences. 

One major perception that 
emerged from the discussion 
with service providers was that 
the problem of the children’s 
malnutrition was rooted with 
the parents. These people, from 
tribal communities, had large 
numbers of children, were 
illiterate, unaware and not 
willing to change – that was 
what was stated. “We are doing 
everything but the problem 
is with the parents,” went the 
refrain.

Based on Population First’s 

experience in villages, Sangita 
questioned the assumption and 
raised  questions on the efficacy 
of the anganwadi (mother and 
child care) centres, their timings, 
the activities children are exposed 
to, the food that is provided to the 
children, the assistance in cash 
and kind that is given to self-help 
groups to provide the food, the 
sanitary and hygiene conditions 
at the anganwadi centres and 
the villages, the follow-up on 
the packed nutrition distributed 
to children for home use, and 
the hospitalization and follow-
up care of children with severe 
malnutrition. 

As a result of the discussion 
about these questions, a number 
of issues surfaced, leading to the 
formulation of a concrete action 
plan at the ground level during 
a follow-up meeting. It was 
decided that the BDO would 
write to the civil surgeon to 
organise a health check-up camp 
to identify severely malnourished 
children and hospitalise them, 
if necessary. Prior to the camp, 
committee members visited the 
sub-district hospital since it was 
pointed out by the participants at 
the meeting that the paediatric 
ward was so bad that children 
hospitalised there were getting 
worse. 

The insanitary and unhygienic 
conditions were brought to the 
notice of the civil surgeon, Dr 
Shinde, by the visiting team. 
As a result, a cheerful, neat and 
clean ward was created. All the 
malnourished children from 15 
villages were sent to the camp, 
which had a paediatrician and 
a nutritionist attending on the 
children. Twelve children were 
admitted and the parents were 
counselled.

The most important change 
made in the organisation of the 
camp by Population First was 

team to discuss the malnutrition 
status of children in Shahapur 
Block, one of six blocks in Thane 
District. We were requested to 
survey a few villages, weigh 
and grade the children and give 
a report on their malnutrition 
status. The discrepancies in data 
provided by Population First 
and the government were too 
vast to ignore, indicating under-
reporting of cases at the village 
level.

This issue was raised by the 
TMO (treating medical officer), 
Dr. Mahesh Nagre, at a BLPMC 
meeting attended by the block 
development officer (BDO), 
Thane medical officer, Child 
Development Project officers 
(CDPOs), Health Committee 
members, NGO representatives, 
gram sevaks (panchayat 
secretaries, usually) and health 
supervisors. 

Dr Nagre stressed that there 
was an urgent need to tackle 
the malnutrition situation in 
Shahapur. The supervisors and 
CDPOs suggested that a review 
meeting be held to understand 
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a.l. sharada, Thane, Maharashtra
that all the requirements of the 
parents were met in the same 
place. Registration, check-up, 
counselling and dispensing of 
medicines were made available 
in the ward. 

This was much appreciated, 
as the parents who belong to 
tribal communities face various 
kinds of handicaps in terms 
of language, ability to deal 
with paper work etc, and feel 
intimidated if they have to go 
from one department to another 
to seek different services. 
Providing food and water to 
the attendants and children also 
made the camp a comfortable 
experience for both parents and 
children. More parents are now 
willing to admit their children in 
the hospital.

It was pointed out at the 
meeting that 12 anganwadi 
centres did not have toilets. The 
BDO took the responsibility 
of getting toilets constructed 
within eight days and 
successfully implemented the 
plan in the given timeframe. 
Steps were taken to make run-
down anganwadi centres more 
habitable and cheerful looking, 
using the Rs 10000 budget 
available for the upkeep of such 
centres

Apart from these steps, 
government officials and 
agencies are now engaged more 
actively in addressing service 
delivery issues at the ground 
level. Community awareness 
and participation, and a positive 
attitude and orientation of 
health officials are together 
responsible for the change that 
is happening in Shahapur. A 
more open equation among the 
health system, the NGOs and the 
community seems to be the key 
to inclusive and people-driven 
development.

(The writer is director, 
Population First.) 

A mother and child in a pre-intervention paediatric ward.
Doctors and nurses on their rounds in the post-intervention 
paediatric ward.

An anganwadi centre in a 
pathetic state. The centre, now habitable and done up with pictures, etc.
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“Divorce can affect 
your self-esteem. 
That’s what it did 

to me. My 19-year-old daughter 
advised me to move on in life 
like my ex-husband,” confides 
Rameeza, who is in her early 
forties. Rameeza was one of 
several women of varying ages, 
hailing from different economic, 
occupational, linguistic and 
religious backgrounds, who 
shared narratives of their 
lives after estrangement or 
divorce  at a session organised 
by Vimochana, a non-profit 
organisation in Bengaluru which 
has been helping distressed girls 
and women for over 35 years. 

Parwati, a high school 
dropout in her thirties from an 
economically disadvantaged 
household reveals, “I feel 
peaceful after leaving my 
abusive husband. However, I am 
confused about my future and 
my four children. The clients 
who gave me tailoring work 
are avoiding me now as my 
landlord has evicted me, calling 
me a sex worker. At present, a 
few people are supporting my 
children’s schooling. I want to 
be self-reliant financially and 
not burden my family.”

Many other women shared 
their trauma and sorrow. “My 
family does not support me 
and I feel lonely. Consequently, 

Overcoming the double whammy of 
divorce and domestic violence 
Friends and families of many women who have chosen to stay away from abusive husbands advise them to 
return to their marital homes. Even police give them the same counsel. This despite the fact that the women 
themselves say they are happy to have come away, notwithstanding challenges and painful memories that 
continue to plague them. They believe that their estranged husbands or families cannot be trusted and will 
not change if they reunite. An organisation in Bengaluru helps abused women find healing through narrative 
therapy and support groups. 

make any friends. So, I silently 
bore my mother-in-law’s 
harassment as I refused to give 
her dowry and gifts. But when I 
was pregnant and countered her 
abuse, she tried to set me on fire.  
I survived as I quickly poured 
water on myself but had to 
undergo four skin surgeries and 
therapy. I left my marital home 
as my husband took his mother’s 
part and taunted me about my 
appearance after the fire attack. I 
am recovering with my parents’ 
support but we are struggling to 
survive.”

Courts usually prolong 
divorce proceedings, draining 
litigants financially, emotionally 
and physically. Hence the 
‘separation by mutual consent’ 
clause helps sometimes. Family 
courts also have mediation 
services which let estranged 
couples sort out their issues in 
a mutually beneficial manner in 
civil suits. 

On the other hand, very few 
domestic violence cases end in 
conviction owing to improper 
investigation, insufficient 
witnesses and evidence and 
withdrawal of cases due to 
threats, taboos, resource 
crunch, trauma, etc. Sadly, this 
perpetrates the exaggerated 
myth of vengeful women 
accusing innocent men falsely, 
thereby ensuring that domestic 
violence continues silently and 
unchecked. 

note: Personal details of survivors 
were changed to safeguard their 
privacy.

my lawyer, a man, tries makes 
sexual advances. However, my 
job, though not lucrative, has 
taught me to preserve evidence,” 
says 26-year old Jyotiben. She is 
fighting a domestic violence case 
against her estranged husband.

“I retired as an employee of 
a Mysuru college. I receive a 
monthly pension and have a 
daughter in her twenties who has 
a graduate degree. However, she 
is depressed and unemployed 
as my estranged husband 
harassed us both emotionally 
and verbally all along. My son-
in-law and his family back me, 
however,” discloses Mariam. A 
friend of her husband advises 
her to return to her husband, but 
she is determined not to. She is 
considering divorce. 

Keya, in her thirties, hails 
from a low-income family, and 
is fighting a false case after 
her violent estranged husband 
once thrust a metal rod into her 
hand and it accidentally hit their 
young son. Luckily, his uncle 
who witnessed the incident, 
has testified before the police, 
stating that Keya was blameless. 
“While I am glad that I have 
not been imprisoned, I will be 
peaceful only after divorcing 
my husband,” says Keya. 

“Creating a survivors’ support 
group is important. Women 
must care for each other, 

especially when they are facing 
challenges,” Donna, co-founder 
of Vimochana, points out. Shruti, 
a counsellor doing research on 
narrative therapy, emphasises 
that women experiencing the 
trauma of partner violence and 
separation must share their 
stories among themselves. She 
adds that this can help them heal 
and inspire others.

“Although we were friends 
before marriage, I decided 
to leave my husband after 
discovering that he was in 
a relationship with a former 
girlfriend. He and his parents 
tried blaming me, accusing me 
of not pleasing him. I ask people 
here whether it is wise for me to 
divorce my estranged husband. 
And I wonder if men are told to 
forget the past and reunite with 
their estranged wives or partners 
and stop hurting or harming 
them,” says Harpreet. Coming 
from Gurgaon, this woman, in 
her late twenties, now works 
in Bengaluru in a private firm, 
earning a meagre amount. 

“Do not return to your husband 
if you wish not to,” is the advice 
that Jessy has to offer Harpreet. 
“He does not define you nor is 
your identity associated with 
him. I am not bitter towards my 
estranged husband although I 
was upset about his affair with 
another woman. Although I felt 
betrayed, was unemployed, had 
a young child and was unsure 
if my parents based in Kerala 
would back me, I decided to 
divorce him as I realised that 
nothing remained between us.” 

Sheela’s is a more harrowing 
story. She hails from a village 
in southern Andhra Pradesh, has 
completed Class XII and works 
as a personal trainer in Bengaluru 
for a small salary. 

“My mother-in-law and 
husband wanted only sons. 
During my first pregnancy, they 
tried forcing me to undergo foetal 
sex determination but I resisted. 
Although I yielded during my 
second pregnancy, I decided 
to have my second daughter. 
Owing to my determination, my 
husband and his mother set fire 
to me one afternoon when I was 
resting. I saved myself although 
my arms and neck carry scars. 
I filed a police complaint and 

filed for divorce. While I live 
with my supportive mother, I 
feel helpless as the courts are 
delaying relief. Also, my father 
who is in our native village, 
orally abuses my children who 
live with him.”

After undergoing nine 
surgeries following a bid to set 
her afire by her late husband 
and his family, 29-year-old 
Bhaskaramma who lives with 
her elderly parents in northern 
Karnataka, is still waiting 
for the compensation and the 
medical reimbursement she 
is entitled to. Her children, 
ages eight and four, are in a 
residential charitable institution 
in Bengaluru. “My parents own 
our small house and I get a paltry 
pension from the employer of 
my late husband which helps us 
survive,” Bhaskaramma says. 

Adding to their misery, 
women who survive attempts to 
burn them alive are usually so 
scarred that they do not find it 
easy to get jobs. Bhaskaramma 
is among the many such women 
who believe that the government 
should provide them subsidised 
accommodation and healthcare 
and livelihood options, skill 
development and educational 
support for their children.

And then there is 34-year 
old Yamini, from a socio-
economically marginalised 
family in Tumakuru District. “I 
wanted to study, work and live 
independently. However, my 
parents compelled me to get 
married early. After moving to 
Bengaluru, I remained in the 
house constantly, so I could not 
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PushPa achanta, Bengaluru

Domestic violence survivors narrate their experiences during a 
meeting at Vimochana. 

A woman who withstood burns requests sensitivity and support 
from the government and society.
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Awareness emboldens women to 
open up about violence
Violence against women and girls is endemic across India. In their marital homes, women face violence 
routinely, endorsed by deeply entrenched patriarchal attitudes and societal structures. Do Kadam Barabariki 
Ore, an intervention in Bihar, set out to delve into the complex attitudes and practices behind such violence.  
The objective was not merely an academic one but to find answers to what can change for women who 
experience violence. Such studies are rare but relevant, not just for changing attitudes and behaviour amongst 
the community but for effective policy formulation
sujata raghavan, Delhi

“Whose help can I 
ask? If I talk to 
another woman 

in the village, she can’t help.  
She faces the same thing at her 
home. I haven’t told anyone 
that he abuses me, but everyone 
sees it – people in my family 
and villagers also.  They ask me 
why are you fighting, why is he 
hitting you? Then they all say it 
is the fault of the wife…”

These words of a woman 
living in a village in Bihar, 
revealed by a survey, highlight 
the vulnerability of women 
to violence in their marital 
homes. It is widely accepted 
that such violence arises from 
gender disparities and deeply 
entrenched patriarchal attitudes 
that denies women their voice 
and dignity.  

Prevention of Violence against 
Women and Girls (VAWG) is 
an initiative that has informed 
developmental agendas reflected 
in policy and legislation. 
However, there remains a gap. 
Evidence on what works and 
what does not work to change 
notions of masculinity and 
femininity, and to reverse the 
widespread acceptability of 
marital violence by communities 
and reduce women’s experience 
of violence is limited in India. 

The objective of the 
intervention, Do Kadam Barabari 
Ki Ore (Two Steps towards 
Equality), is to fill the gap.  
Undertaken as a partnership led 
by Population Council with the 
Centre for Catalyzing Change 
(C3), the London School of 
Hygiene and Tropical Medicine 
and UKaid, it seeks to build 
evidence to prevent, address and 
reduce violence against women.

Leading the intervention 

K.G. Santhya, senior associate, 
Population Council, says that 
situating the five projects in 
the state was significant. There 
is widespread justification of 
marital violence and the level 
of violence against women in 
the state is the highest in India. 
Two out of every five women 
have experienced violence. A 
majority of men and women 
recognise wife-beating as the 
husband’s right.    

Five independent projects 
were launched in Patna and 
Nawada Districts in Bihar that 
addressed all three dimensions 
of prevention of violence 
against women. Each project 
was implemented for a period 
of six months to a year. Each 
of the five projects worked with 
different groups. The project 
with adolescent boys from 
Nehru Yuvak Kendra Sangathan 
(NYKS) was based on life skills 
curriculum and sports. Through 
the prism of current notions 
of masculinity and gender 
discrimination, it turned the 
focus of the group to address 
violence against women. 

Another project worked with 
married women who were part 
of self-help groups (SHGs).  
Their husbands were included 
in the project. Through gender-
transformative group learning 
sessions, the group gained 
clarity on the issue. A third 
project dealt with panchayati 
raj institution (PRI) members.  
It sought to bring about a change 
in gender role attitudes that 
reflect as violence. Yet another 
project was undertaken to 
assess the effectiveness of state 
government-run helpline. 

However, addressing those 
who had experienced violence 

in any form – physical, sexual, 
emotional – calls for a more 
hands-on approach. This was 
done through a project that 
engaged frontline workers of 
the public health system – the 
accredited social health activist 
(ASHA), anganwadi workers 
and, to a lesser extent, auxiliary 
nurse-midwives. Undertaken 
from August 2015 to January 
2016, the project leveraged the 
close, even intimate, access that 
ASHAs and anganwadi workers 
had with community members.

A total of 38 ASHAs and 
anganwadi workers were taken 
through a three-day training 
at the primary health centre 
in Phulwarisharif. They were 
trained to screen married 
women in the community for 
their experience of violence, 
share information on options 
available, counsel them and 
provide referrals. The selected 
community women were in the 
child-bearing age (39 years) 
and/ or with children in ages 
0-5 years.  The group was seen 
as most vulnerable to violence 
as compared to older women 
married for longer periods. 

Subsequent to the training, 
the ASHA and anganwadi 
workers were oriented towards 
the larger support framework 
for prevention of violence 
against women.  Linkages were 
established with the criminal 
justice sector, domestic violence 
advocates and NGOs working on 
the issue. They were informed 
about how the woman helpline 
can be accessed.  Linkages at the 
local level were fostered with 
community leaders, including 
panchayati raj institutions 
and members of panchayat 
samitis (link between the gram 
panchayat and the zila parishad, 
units of administration in a 
village).

The training and orientation 
was an eye-opener for the ASHAs 
and anganwadi workers. For the 
first time, they became conscious 
of their own patriarchal mindsets 
– one that denied women an 
equal space and voice. They also 
had justified violence against 
women earlier.  Now, they saw 
it as a reflection of deep-rooted 
gender disparities; a violation of 
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women’s rights. From being part 
of the problem, they were now 
part of the solution. 

According to one ASHA, “We 
began to observe these things 
in our own homes and outside 
also.” Says another woman, 
“Our training was about the 
violence women face. Earlier we 
may have faced all these things 
but didn’t know what to do 
about it. Everyone would keep 
their mouth shut and continue to 
bear it.”

The women were made to 
understand what constituted 
violence and the action to be 
taken. “We were told about 
four types of violence.  That 
if a woman has experienced 
physical violence, if she has 
bruises on her body, she should 
get help immediately. “Examples 
from daily life cemented the 
understanding. “If the husband 
throws something at his wife in 
order to hurt her, then that’s also 
marital violence.”

The women learned about the 
laws in place. “I understood that 
there are legal issues if a woman 
faces violence. I got to know 
about the Domestic Violence 
Act and its provisions,” says 
yet another woman. Information 
regarding the helpline was given 
to the ASHAs and anganwadi 
workers. “We didn’t even know 
what the women helpline was.  
But now we’ve become aware.  
We’ve also understood that if a 
husband hits his wife, she can 
call the helpline and he can be 
charged for assaulting her.”

Turning to village leaders in 
the event of marital violence was 
unheard of. This was also a new 
learning for them, “We came 
to know that a women facing 
violence at home can approach 
the village headman and ward 
member for help.”

Sensitive issues such as 

forcible sex within marriage 
as well as women being hit by 
their husbands during pregnancy 
came to the fore.  The ASHAs 
and anganwadi workers did 
not shy away from confronting 
the problems, counselling the 
women as also the men.  Many 
of them had enlisted the support 
of their husbands to counsel 
the husbands of women facing 
violence. Their efforts did not 
go in vain, and led to abatement 
in violence.  Women who had 
suffered in silence earlier were 
now emboldened. They could 
share their experiences, seek 
help and try the options that the 
ASHAs and anganwadi workers 
had given them. 

The experiences of the village 
women signified a refreshing 
openness about an issue that 
had been shrouded in silence 
and secrecy earlier. They had 
suffered alone knowing that the 
violence inflicted on them was 
condoned by society. Now they 
could speak out, knowing they 
they were protected.  

The project recognised 
the vital role of the ASHAs 
and anganwadi workers in 
bringing about such a change. 
It indicated that prevention of 
violence against women needs 
to be embedded within the 
public health system.  While the 
current focus on reproductive 
health, nutrition and family 
planning can inform its service 
delivery, the aspect of reducing 
violence needs to be integrated. 
Also, that gender inequities 
that continue to pervade our 
collective consciousness need to 
be weeded out at the societal as 
well as policy level.   

(Courtesy: Charkha Features).

Two out of every five women 
in Bihar have experienced 
violence.

K.G. Santhya — leading an 
important study to prevent 
violence against women. 

Adolescent boys listen as notions of masculinity and 
femininity are being addressed. 



Why rivers don’t really flow anymore

India’s eastern rivers, 
namely those that flow in 
the north and eastern states 

(West Bengal, Bihar, Odisha, 
Jharkhand, and Chhattisgarh) 
are spread over several major 
basins, predominantly the 
Brahmaputra and Barak basins, 
with the addition of a few rivers 
that flow into Myanmar. 

Rivers of the other eastern 
states form part of the Ganges 
and the Mahanadi basins. The 
issues facing these rivers can 
be classified on the basis of 
their geography. The rivers in 
the mountains, specifically the 
northeastern Himalayas, are 
‘damned’ from extensive dam 
construction while those in 
the plains are struggling with 
pollution.

Both domestic and industrial 
pollution are crucial issues 
in the industry and mining-
dominated areas of Odisha and 
Chhattisgarh. According to the 
Central Water Commission’s 
Status of Trace and Toxic Metals 
in Indian Rivers Report, 2014, 
twelve sites in the Mahanadi 
basin and three sites in the 
Godavari basin have heavy 
metal contamination. 

The West Bengal Pollution 
Control Board identified 54 
major drains which pollute 
the Bhagirathi-Hooghly River. 
Around 20 major canals deposit 
1650 million litres of wastewater 
into the river per day.  Many of 
the 37 sewage treatment plants 
built so far under the Ganga 
Action Plan are now defunct.

In Jharkhand, about 130 
million litres of industrial 
effluents, largely from 
government-owned industries, 
and 65 million litres of untreated 
domestic wastewater find their 
way into the Damodar drainage 
system every day. Today, the 
Damodar River is a picture of 
a sewage canal, shrunken and 
filled with filth and other waste, 
emanating obnoxious odours.

The Comptroller and Auditor 
General of India has expressed 
deep concerns over widespread 
river pollution in Odisha. 
According to the report publi-
shed by the Central Pollution 
Control Board in February 
2015, twelve rivers in Odisha 
are affected by pollution. Illegal 
withdrawal and dumping of 

<

Rivers in India are always in the news whether it’s the interstate water sharing disputes, dams, sand mining 
or the order of the Uttarakhand High Court declaring Ganga and Yamuna as living entities. Seven major river 
systems, over 400 rivers and numerous streams have sustained lives and livelihoods in India for centuries. 
Enormous pressure from faulty management practices is confining these lifelines to dams and canals, 
encroaching their space, pouring untreated sewage into them, and lifting sands from their banks. Add to 
these, other practices like groundwater extraction, farm run-off, deforestation and climate change, and we 
are staring at the biggest crisis of our times

chicu lokgariwar / makarand Purohit (from various eastern states in India)
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A villager washes utensils in the dirty water coming out of 
the coal mines at Kodkel in Raigarh District, Chhattisgarh.

Intense episodes of rain can cause flash floods in the 
Himalayas.

pollutants including fly ash by 
industries threaten the existence 
of most of the rivers.

Large-scale mining has 
adversely affected groundwater 
table in many areas, resulting 
in the wells in the adjoining 
villages drying up. Acid mine 
drainage, liquid effluents from 
coal-handling plants, colliery 
workshops and mine sites and 
suspended solids from coal 
washeries have caused serious 
water pollution in the region, 
adversely affecting the fish and 
aquatic life.

In Jharkhand, Karo River in 
West Singhbhum is polluted with 
red oxide from the iron ore mines 
of Noamundi, Gua and Chiria. 
Subarnarekha gets metallic and 
dissolved toxic wastes from 
Tata Steel Plant, Jamshedpur, 
and Hindustan Copper, Ghatsila, 
and radioactive wastes from the 
uranium mill and tailing ponds 
of the Uranium Corporation of 
India. 

The mines annually pump 
out millions of litres to drain 
mine galleries and release it into 
nearby watercourses causing 
flooding, silting, water logging 
and pollution in the mining areas 
of Jharkhand and Odisha. 

Mining is also playing a 
significant role in Garo Hills 
of Meghalaya which has an 
estimated coal reserve of 559 
million tonnes. 

All the rivers of north 
Bihar are under threat due to 
embankments created on their 
banks resulting in extensive 
flooding. The rivers of south 
Bihar, too, are under threat 
on account of a large number 
of dams and anicuts raised on 

them. Most of the rivers in the 
northeastern states are under the 
threat of mega dams, irrigation 
projects and development of 
waterways, facilitating India’s 
Look East Policy for trade and 
commerce with the South and 
Southeast Asia. Rivers in the 
Barak basin are mostly targeted 
for hydropower generation 
while trans-boundary rivers of 
Nagaland and Mizoram such as 
Tizu and Kaladan are targeted 
for waterway projects.  

According to the India State 
of Forest Report 2015, there has 
been a decrease of 628 sq km of 
forest cover in the north and the 
east regions which has resulted 
in the reduced flow of all rivers. 
The extensive deforestation has 
also led to the emergence of a 
new phenomenon – increased 
floods in monsoon periods. 

The forests have suffered due 
to pressure on land, decreasing 
cycle of shifting cultivation, 
exploitation of forest for 
timber and the lack of scientific 
management strategy. As a result 
of the large-scale conversion 
of forest land to cropland, 
particularly tea plantations in the 
northeast India, there has been a 
20 per cent reduction in green 
cover in the core monsoon zone.

Whether their origins are 
glacial or spring, rivers in the 
northern India are increasingly 
characterised by conflict. The 
nation’s desire for hydropower 
is in conflict with the local 
communities’ dependence on 
healthy ecosystems for their 
livelihoods. This is further 
complicated by the international 
nature of the river basins.

The northern region is home 

to two major river systems – 
the Indus which flows towards 
the Arabian Sea and the Ganga 
which flows towards the Bay of 
Bengal. The Indus River system 
includes  Zanskar, Shyok, Nubra, 
Hunza along with Jhelum, 
Chenab, Ravi, Beas and Sutlej 
as its principal tributaries. The 
Indus and its principal tributaries 
are snow-fed rivers, which 
means that they have high flows 
in summer (due to snowmelt) as 
well as in the monsoon. 

The massive Ganga 
river system stretches from 
Uttarakhand to the Bay of 
Bengal and extends across 11 
states and four countries. The 
primary tributaries of the Ganga 
are Yamuna, Son, Ramganga, 
Ghaghra, Gandak, Kosi and 
Mahananda. Both river systems 
and their component rivers face 
problems both of quality and 
of quantity, as well as basin-
level problems of catchment 
degradation and loss of 
connectivity.

The mountain topography and 
perennial flows of the northern 
rivers make them attractive 
for the construction of dams. 
Unfortunately, the dams have 
proliferated to the extent of 
virtually wiping out all flows in 
the river system. The map below 
illustrates how almost the entire 
length of the Bhagirathi is either 
diverted through tunnels or 
rendered stagnant behind dams.

This situation is true for nearly 
all the rivers in the Himalayas. 
Several people’s movements 
have tried to counter the 
rampant construction of dams 
with varying degrees of success. 
Even if environmentalists and 

local communities win the battle 
to save their rivers, it may be 
negated with a change in the 
government. 

In December 2012,  after a 
prolonged struggle by G.D. 
Agarwal against the construction 
of a series of dams on the 
ecologically fragile Bhagirathi, 
the first 100 km of the river was 
declared an eco-sensitive zone. 
By 2016, the Centre started 
discussing possible amendments 
to this declaration. In recent 
years, rising nationalism has 
spurred an increase in dam 
construction on trans-boundary 
rivers. This is most obvious in the 
case of the Brahmaputra where 
India is using China’s proposed 
Zangmu Dam to justify a dam-
building spree downstream, 
despite evidence that the 
Brahmaputra acquires most of 
its water within India rather than 
in the arid Tibetan plateau. 

This is also true in the case of 
the Indus where hostility with 
Pakistan is being used to create 
dissatisfaction with the Indus 
Water Treaty, which has so far 
been considered an excellent 
example of a working water 
treaty.

With the majority of rivers 
being snow-fed, climate change 
is expected to impact flows to 
a large extent. Climate change-
related floods are not new in 
Uttarakhand. Presently, climate 
change manifests itself in the 
Himalayas in the form of intense 
and unseasonal episodes of rain. 
This leads to floods nearly every 
year.

 
(Courtesy: indiawaterportal.
org)
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A farmer-friendly initiative 
Prabakaran g, vaithiyanathan d, madhavi ganesan, Anna University, Chennai

The College of Engineering 
Guindy in Chennai is 
working on a novel 

method to modernise standard 
agricultural practices by 
integrating fuzzy logic with soil 
nutrition management, irrigation 
management, crop cycling, 
market analysis and weather 
prediction. Anna University’s 
Department of Electronics and 
Communication Engineering, as 
part of its research collaboration 
with the Centre for Water 
Resources (CWR), is currently 
working on designing a decision 
support system for farmers. 

Since 1945, approximately 17 
per cent of the world’s farmland 
has lost its stability, productivity 
and natural fertilisation capacity 
and is facing erosion and water 
management crises due to man-
made soil degradation. There is a 
critical need for alertness against 
man-stimulated soil degradation 
to ensure that agriculture is 
unaffected and consequently 
there is food and economic 
security in the country. 

CWR, in association with 
the National Agricultural 
Development Program 
undertook a study of the peri-
metro agro zones from 2012 to 
2015, during which the present 
stage of technology penetration 
in rural areas, farmers' exposure 
to modern cultivation practices 
and crop rotation practices were 
analysed.  The study was carried 
out in two agro climatic zones - 
Thiruvallur and Kancheepuram 
in the North Eastern Zone and 
Coimbatore in the Western Zone 

- and associated more than 1000 
farmers. 

The conclusion drawn was 
that the general disposition 
towards the use of fertilisers and 
pesticides were 'uninformed' in 
both the zones. The idea that 
more fertilisers amounts to better 
productivity is still very strongly 
held in most rural communities, 
while in reality, the unrestrained 
usage of chemical inputs lowers 
productivity while raising 
input costs, causing agriculture 
itself to become economically 
unviable in the long run.

The data gathered from the 
study was used by CWR and the 
Anna University’s Department of 
Electronics and Communication 
Engineering to design decision 
systems for agriculture based 
on fuzzy logic. A batch of soil 
samples from the farmer's fields 
would be sufficient to provide 
data to make informed decisions 
on the best crop for the next 
season, taking into account 
weather forecasts and market 
dynamics while providing 
comprehensive micro-nutrient 
level soil management plans to 
the field through drip irrigation 
systems, which ensures that the 
farmer is ready to tackle the 
upcoming weather regime and 
market fluctuations. 

This system was deployed 
in the areas under study, and 
resulted in an average increase 
of 40-60 per cent productivity 
under normal conditions, which 
marked a drop in the input costs 
of chemical fertilisers and water. 
The use of farm-made bio-
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pesticides was encouraged and 
the products were channelised 
through farmer-producer 
organisations established under 
the project. This resulted in the 
farming communities recording 
tangible growth in their 
productivity and profitability. 

The project is gradually taking 
form as a farmer-friendly mobile 
application with facilities for 
remote monitoring of soil health 
and controlling of irrigation and 
nutrition management. 

Some of the findings from the 
study:

The soil fertility, water 1. 
requirement and pest 
incidence are favourably 
affected by inter-cropping.
People of Kancheepuram 2. 
and Thiruvallur have no 
awareness of drip irrigation, 

and special training camps 
had to be conducted by the 
CWR to address the issue.
Very few farmers in both 3. 
districts were initially 
willing to share details 
about yields.  Field staff 
had to establish friendship 
with the farmers before 
they were able to collect 
these details. 
A few of the farmers had 4. 
trouble choosing appropriate 
crops to cultivate.  
Farmers in Coimbatore 5. 
earned the highest returns. 

All the participants with Prof Swaminathan (seated, centre).
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Farmer representatives from six states 
came together recently for a daylong 
discussion on how the scientist-farmer 
interface could be strengthened. The 
discussion hosted at M S Swaminathan 
Research Foundation on behalf of the 
Indian Council of Agricultural Research 
(ICAR) was an opportunity for scientists 
to listen to the farmers’ perspective 
on scientific and research agenda in 
agriculture. 

Building stronger bonds between farmers and scientists

The farmers were from Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Maharashtra, Odisha, Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka. Their inputs would feed 
into the report of an ICAR Review Committee chaired by T. Ramasami, former secretary, Department of Science and Technology, 
Government of India. 

Prof M.S. Swaminathan, founder, MSSRF, who chaired the sessions and listened to the farmers as they articulated their various 
views and concerns, suggested that ICAR could institutionalise the interaction on a thematic basis. “Some common and some 
specific problem have been raised, several of them pertaining to policy issues. There is need to strengthen public policy research 
in agriculture, which is currently weak.” He also suggested that the dialogues could be organised from region to region to 
overcome language barriers. It would be possible to respond to their real needs he said. 

Ramasami, ICAR Review Committee chair, said he had been listening to hundreds of farmers as part of the exercise. He said 
a portal or a dashboard on agriculture research needs could be created so that any farmer in India who would like to address 
any problem on the research front could upload his query and concern. 

Farmer Satish Babu from Andhra Pradesh shared his innovation with regard to cattle-based agriculture while Diwakaran, from 
Kerala spoke of the need for campus level interventions. Farmers from Karnataka called for farmer-scientist committees at the 
village level. In Odisha, the concern was in obtaining inputs for organic farming. Farmers from Tamil Nadu suggested that the 
research should be directly done in farmers’ fields. Maharashtra farmers expressed concern over the decline of sorghum and 
suggested that it should be given more attention. 

(Courtesy: MS Swaminathan Research Foundation, Chennai). 
<

The drip irrigation system set up by Centre for Water 
Resources, Anna University.



Kalyani Vankar, 16, is 
outspoken, proactive 
and persistent. The Class 

Ten student of Mahatma Jyotiba 
Phule Vidyalaya in Maharashtra’s 
Chandrapur District, 200 
kilometres from Nagpur, simply 
cannot be a silent bystander to 
violence, suffering and injustice, 
especially if women and children 
are involved. She animatedly 
recalls how she came across 
a disturbed young girl in her 
Chiroli Village and took it upon 
herself to find out what problem 
she was facing. 

“She was in my school and I 
noticed that she was very quiet 
and depressed. I had to really 
cajole her before she told me 
that she had been raped and was 
pregnant. She was so traumatised 
that she had become suicidal,” 
Vankar says. Vankar took time 
out to counsel her and asked 
her to share her agony with her 
parents. 

When the girl finally gathered 
the courage to speak to the elders, 
Vankar was right by her side to 
give her much needed moral 
support. The girl’s parents were 
furious and immediately decided 
to confront the college boy who 
had raped their daughter. As was 
expected, he flatly denied the 
crime. So Vankar suggested they 
speak to the local accredited 
social health activist (ASHA) to 
figure out their future course of 
action. 

After patiently hearing the 
girl’s situation, the ASHA 
worker took the matter to a 
women’s group which filed a 
formal police complaint. Once 
the police was involved, things 
came out into the open and 

Teenagers who have ideas, 
gumption, and a firm voice
UNICEF’s Adolescent Life Skills Education Programme, run in collaboration with Chandrapur Zilla Parishad 
and Yashvant Rao Chauhan Academy for Development Administration, Pune, has trained students as peer 
educators so that they, in turn, can impart knowledge about important issues to their classmates through 
creative methods. The model has effectively sensitised students towards a host of problems that confront 
their community, including structural violence and gender issues such as discrimination

the villagers told the underage 
survivor to terminate her 
pregnancy. “But she did not 
want to give in to any kind of 
outside pressure and my friends 
and I felt we should support her. 
Even our anganwadi (nursery) 
worker told her not to care about 
what society thought. Whereas 
initially she used to feel bad 
when others derided her for 
choosing to be an unwed mother, 
later on she started retorting to 
the insensitive taunts. She’s not 
depressed anymore,” reports 
Vankar with a bright smile. She 
is really glad that she was able 
to motivate someone stand up 
for herself instead of giving in 
to the pain, shame and suicidal 
thoughts. 

Like Vankar, there are several 
teenagers in the area – boys 
and girls – who are sensitive, 
informed and empowered to 
look after themselves. Ever 
since they have participated 
in the Adolescent Life Skills 
Education Programme initiated 
by UNICEF, high on the agenda 
of the gutsy school-goers are 
a wide range of concerns – 
from sanitation and health to 
education, domestic violence 
and child marriage. 

Vankar’s class fellow, Vishal 
Sadamwar, 16, is committed to 
addressing health challenges. 
“I was in Class Eight when 
the Life Skills Programme had 
started. I learnt many new things 
during our sessions, particularly 
about addictions and how 
they affect one’s health and 
family life. At the time, many 
of my friends’ parents were 
habituated to chewing gutka 
(preparation of crushed areca 

nut, tobacco, catechu, paraffin 
wax, slaked lime and sweet or 
savory flavorings, an addictive) 
and kharra (similar to gutka) or 
consuming alcohol regularly. So 
we got together to tell them about 
the ill effects of these addictive 
substances,” he elaborates. 

Assertive and articulate as he 
may be, these days, Sadamwar’s 
teachers have been witness to 
a gradual transformation in the 
youngster. Testifying to this, 
his teacher Padamraj Lokhande, 
says, “From 132 senior students, 
we picked four boys and four 
girls for this programme. When 
we had just begun to engage 
with the children they were 
hesitant to speak up – and 
Vishal was no exception. He has 
gained tremendous confidence 
and participates freely in 
group discussions. He has also 
played an instrumental role in 
motivating others.”

According to Lokhande, one of 
the main reasons behind children 
being quiet and unmotivated 
in class is because the lessons 
are usually very boring. With 
time, for most of them coming 
to school becomes nothing but a 
mere chore and they can’t wait 
to get away. Fortunately, the Life 
Skills programme has brought 
back creativity and excitement 
to the learning process. 

Theme-based group activities 
such as games, street plays, song 
and dance, painting exhibitions 
and poetry recitations on 
socially relevant topics have 
been routinely conducted to 
enhance their understanding of 
otherwise complex subjects. 
From proper sanitation practices 
during menstruation to the ills of 
substance abuse, children know 
how to tackle these “sensitive” 
subjects through games and 
role-playing. 

“We made a qawwali (a 
form of Sufi devotional music) 
on HIV with the help of our 
teachers and presented it in front 
of people from other countries in 
Pune. We were not nervous. Our 
performance was well received,” 
says Sadamwar happily.

Sadamwar admits that in the 
beginning being proactive and 
communicative wasn’t easy for 
him. “I used to be so nervous 

about interacting with other 
students. But then we took 
to playing games and, in the 
process, got to know each other 
better. A few team building 
exercises was all it took to open 
up. As a peer educator, I have 
been able to tell them about 
inter-personal relationships, 
impart sex education, HIV 
awareness and gender issues,” 
he shares.

Indeed, Sadamwar is a true 
rights champion for female 
students. When he got to know 
that one of them was being 
beaten by her brother just 
because the boy had anger issues, 
he immediately intervened. The 
girl had shared her woes during 
a session and Sadamwar and 
his friends lost no time in going 
to counsel her family. “Her 
brother admitted to beating her 
up often in a fit of rage. He was 
unable to control his anger and 
it was directed unfairly at his 
sister. Their parents had never 
tried to stop him. We told him 
about ways to control rage like 
counting to 10 before doing 
anything,” he narrates. 

Helping people deal with 
tobacco and alcohol dependency 
is another one of his crusades. 
“Such behaviours are harmful 
to our health. In these cases, 
counselling is not enough as 
some people are unable to let 
go. It takes a lot of patience and 
time for positive results,” he 
says astutely. Sadamwar, who 
wants to either be a teacher or a 
railway officer, has successfully 
motivated several students to 
kick their addictions. 

In nearby Saoli Block’s Zilla 

dilnaz boga, Mumbai

Parishad High School in Patri 
Village, Payal Mishra, 16, is 
doing her bit to do good. Her face 
beams as she recalls the effect 
of the Life Skills Programme 
on her and her fellow students. 
“There was an autistic child in 
our class. He never spoke. No 
one had ever heard his voice,” 
she says. However, as her 
group got closer to each other 
after successive meetings, one 
day the boy suddenly came 
up to Mishra to ask why she 
was always surrounded by her 
classmates. 

“He had never spoken to 
anyone before that day. Later 
on, he became so comfortable 
that he got friendly with a boy 
from another school, too. Once 
when it was his turn to speak 
on the microphone, everyone 
was stunned when he did not 
hesitate. Even his mother was 
elated about this,” Mishra says 
jubilantly. She enthusiastically 
recalls the time she and a friend 
decided to approach boys to play 
cricket in school. “We told them 
we’d like to play and they were 
okay with it. They even taught 
us spin bowling!” she giggles.

Mishra can’t talk enough 
about the significance of the 
life skill programme in her life. 
“It wasn’t all song and dance. 
We learnt so much about our 
bodies and our rights. We got 
the opportunity to mix around 
with children we had never met 
before. We all became close 
friends,” she signs off. 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature 
Service) 

Several teens in the area – boys and girls – are sensitive, 
informed and empowered to look out for themselves and their 
own. 
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Payal Mishra (2nd from left) talks to Vaishnavi Sakhre and 
Chandan Wasey as other students look on, at the Zilla Parishad 
High School in Saoli Block’s Patri Village. 
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