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Facing up to the harsh 
realities, post-floods
The floods of December 2015 that ravaged several districts of Tamil Nadu will never 
be forgotten by those who were present and experienced it all. Never had people seen 
floodwaters rise to such levels in urban areas. Hundreds lost their lives, thousands 
were rendered homeless, and acres of paddy fields were destroyed. As always, the 
poor and marginalised suffered the most. Today, their woes have only multiplied
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“Can a dominant caste 
person who has 
studied in an elitist 

institution, possesses immense 
wealth, commutes in a large 
air-conditioned and bullet-proof 
vehicle and has bodyguards, all of 
which the government provides, 
relate to the daily challenges of 
people like me? Politicians visit 
socio-economically marginali-
sed neighbourhoods before an 
election with many promises 
which are mostly forgotten 
or fulfilled minimally. This 
will surely repeat during the 
upcoming elections to the Tamil 
Nadu Legislative Assembly. I 
will be cautious about whom 
I vote for and will request my 
family, friends, neighbours and 
everyone else to think about the 
candidates they choose." These 
are the words of Suresh, a 30-
year-old who drives a taxi part-
time to support his preparation 
for the State Public Services 
Commission examination and 
his wife’s undergraduate edu-
cation. 

Suresh belongs to a Dalit 
family that migrated to Chennai 
from Tindivanam many years 
ago. The family’s small plot of 
land on which rice was grown 
did not yield enough thanks 
to insufficient rain. Suresh’s 
father, age 55, drives a cycle-
rickshaw transporting goods. 
He earns around 300 rupees a 
day which he spends on alcohol. 
Suresh says that his father sleeps 
quietly after dinner and does 
disturb members of the family 
as most alcoholics often do. His 

mother, nearing 55, takes care 
of the family expenses from 
her earnings as a daily-wage 
labourer. 

“The only family ration card 
that we have is in the name of 
my mother. She was allotted 
a tiny house which measures 
around 100 square feet by the 
state government. Situated in a 
locality of nearly 3500 residents 
in Chintadripet, that is close to 
the Chennai Central Railway 
Station, our house does not have 
enough space for all of us and is 
not fitted with a washroom. At 
present, my older brother, my 
wife and I live with our parents, 
as all the household appliances 
in the small house for which 
we paid a rent of 1000 rupees 
a month were damaged badly 
in the December floods. My 
wife and I are not entitled to the 
meagre compensation of 5000 
rupees provided by the state 
government as we do not have a 
ration card,” says Suresh. 

According to Suresh, women 
run the household in most of 
the families here, and educate 
their children, backed by 
responsibility and determination. 
However, the women are afraid 
they may be forced to relocate 
to Chemmancheri in Chennai’s 
outskirts, 30 km from where they 
work currently. If that happens, 
it will affect their livelihoods 
greatly. They also have no idea 
whether they will be provided 
houses promised by the Tamil 
Nadu Slum Clearance Board.

“Many men in my community 
spend much money and time in 

consuming liquor irrespective 
of their age and financial issues. 
In some families, they demand 
the expenses from the meagre 
earnings of their wives and 
mothers. Once the men start 
drinking alcohol which often 
happens when they are in their 
twenties, they get addicted. And 
by the time they are 35 years 
old, they are either dead or in an 
extremely poor state of health 
and a burden on their family. I 
try my best to advise my male 
friends and acquaintances 
against consuming alcohol but 
very few of them pay attention,” 
Suresh explains. 

Suresh points out that many 
Dalits, adivasis and others who 
belong to groups that are socio-
economically backward are 
largely unaware of the benefits 
of having a caste certificate or 
the procedure to be followed 
to acquire one. Many of them 
do not have valid documents 
showing proof of address, or a 
high school certificate.

The there is Sakthivel, age 
34. He has studied up to Class 
X and is a carpenter. Sometimes, 
he is not paid for the work he 
does, making it difficult for 
him and his family. Sakthivel 
and his wife, who discontinued 
her education after Class XII, 
have enrolled daughter Anisha, 
3, in a private school. “We are 
paying around 30000 rupees per 
year for her fees which forms 
a major share of our household 
expenses. However, we are 
keen that Anisha studies to the 
extent possible, as we could not. 

Also, after our father who was a 
carpenter passed away when we 
were in our teens, my brother 
and I dropped out of high school 
to earn our livelihood,” says 
Sakthivel. Sakthivel’s family, 
including his mother and brother, 
live in a small house that they 
jointly own, near Anna Nagar. 
He says many people in the area 
badly affected by the floods are 
yet to receive monetary or other 
assistance from the government. 

Far away, in Thiruvallur 
District, Hema, a survivor of 
polio in her twenties, whose 
mother is an agricultural 
labourer, drives her vehicle over 
dusty and bumpy roads and 
through chaotic traffic from her 
village to reach the office of the 
NGO where she is employed. 
Some days, she goes around 
her block, meeting residents 
from marginalised families 
and talking to them about their 
basic rights and guiding them 
in obtaining scholarships, ration 
cards, pension, etc. Life, she 
says, has become much more 
difficult after the floods. 

So, too, Chennamma, a 
woman from a disadvantaged 
background in her fifties who is 
compelled to work in the fields in 
Poondi Block to earn, after a fall 
and having a surgery done in her 
hip. Treatment in a government 
hospital is not completely free 
and she cannot afford the cost. 
And she doesn’t want to lose 
her daily wages when she is in 
hospital.

An arts village makes 
the process of creation 
a joyful experience       8

Happy to be in the 
driving seat now, they 
fashion their destiny      4    

A cash-incentive scheme 
draws girls back 
to school                    6
Bereft of compassion, 
they are left to fend for 
themselves                    7

Dim prospects for 
runaway, abandoned 
children                         9

Men snub patriarchy, 
help women realise 
their potential                5

pushpa achanta, Bengaluru

From left: social worker Hema, Chennamma, and carpenter Sakthivel.Floods affect lives yearly.
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A self-driven farmer and a 
guardian of ‘village wealth’
Octogenarian and organic farmer and P. Gomathinayagam has been practising traditional organic farming 
for more than three decades in his native village of Puliyangudi in Thirunelveli District in Tamil Nadu. A retired 
high school teacher, he is a founder-member of the Vivasaya Seva Sangam and has been the voice of the 
organic farmer on various platforms since 1975. His family, comprising his wife, two sons and the daughters-
in-law, is associated with farming activity. Here is a first-person account

When I was 21, I had 
an opportunity of 
meeting the late 

G.D. Naidu, inventor and 
scientist, and hear his views 
on the sustainable agriculture 
movement and its ‘engineered’ 
regression.  His caution against 
giving up my ancestral eight-
acre landholding gave me 
direction. In 1957, I started 
teaching in the Ramalingam 
Middle School. By 1975, the 
Vivasaya Seva Sangam , a not-
for-profit NGO was founded.  In 
1980, as an Extension Research 
Council member of the Tamil 
Nadu Agricultural University, 
I was deeply disturbed by the 
revelations about inorganic 
farming. Then began a learning 
period of trial and error, through 
the early 1980s. However, soon 
after 1982, we had become fully 
organic. Climate change and 
market fluctuation were some of 
the major challenges that came 
up. It took about three years to 
get over the initial losses.

The Sangam was founded in 
1975, to connect progressive 
farmers. Members meet every 
evening to discuss various issues 
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P Gomathinayagam (right)  explaining to an enthusiast the 
technique of nurturing  high-yielding lemon saplings.

Eco-friendly technologies for rice cultivation have been 
pioneered and adopted by a few progressive farmers with 
indigenous rice varieties such as Kitchili Samba. A medium-
duration (140 days) Kitchili Samba rice can be grown in about 
1.6 hectares. The seeds are treated with Panchakavya and 
the nursery with plenty of tank silt and a host of organic 
amendments. Liberal quantities of tank silt are applied and 
green leaf manure incorporated a few days ahead of the 
final ploughing. Biogas slurry is applied during irrigation 
when the seedlings are taking root in the main field. One 
round of spray with three per cent solution of Panchakavya 
is given 20 days after transplanting. On the 30th day, a 
combination of coconut milk and butter milk, mixed in equal 
volume, and ten times their volume of water is sprayed 
on the crop to promote active plant growth. On the 40th 
day, another round of spray with Panchakavya (three per 
cent solution in high volume spray) is given. A bio-insect 
repellent is sprayed on the 45th day of transplantation. The 
crop has to be regularly irrigated. A grain yield of about 
six tonnes can be expected from a 1.6-hectare plot, besides 
high quality straw for his cattle. The cost of cultivation works 
out to Rs 14000 for 1.6 hectares.

Eco-friendly methods

The cattle-based integrated intensive farming system is 
ideal for small farmers. With 12 cross-bred milch cows and 
a stud bull, a concentrate feed can be made by mixing rice 
bran, green gram pod shells, black gram husks, powdered 
pearl millet (Cumbu in Tamil) and groundnut oil cake in the 
right proportions to meet the energy needs of the animals. 
The cost of the feed works out to about seven rupees a kg, 
and each milking animal is fed about two kg of the mixture 
in addition to liberal quantities of rice straw and green 
fodder. The fodder and the straw and all the ingredients 
of the concentrate feed are grown in the farm and cattle 
relish them well. Besides, the animals were given 400 ml of 
lime water (calcium-rich solution of slaked lime) in order to 
increase the calcium content in the milk. The animals have 
to be periodically vaccinated and kept in good health by 
providing regular veterinary care. By an efficient means of 
collection of dung and urine, two three-metre-cube biogas 
plants can provid continuous fuel supply to the kitchen.

The slurry from the biogas plant can be used in making 
bio-active inputs such as Panchakavya, vermi-compost 
and Amirtha Karaisal, which are critical for successful 
organic farming. The animals, on an average, yield 50 litres 
of milk a day. A dairy farm is central to organic farming as 
the animals help in efficient recycling of organic and crop 
residues from the farm.

Integrated cattle farm
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– of national and international 
relevance. Through over 20 jour-
nals and magazines we keep in 
touch with current issues and 
share our views on social issues 
through the local media. In 
2002, we received government 
recognition for our extensive 
extension work without public 
fund collections. Freedom of 
thought and expression, knowle-
dge of national and inter-
national affairs and concern for 
people is our focus. Nammakku 
naame must be the goal. We 
have been able to lay a road 
for about 14 km without any 
government intervention, and 
we have created 14 percolation 
ponds for rainwater harvesting 
with the cooperation of private 
land owners. Empowering 
educational institutions to be-
come self-sufficient entities 
for their basic needs is next on 
the agenda. Not to let even a 
single paisa leave our village 
community and to see that the 
village wealth remains within 
us has been our empowering 
motive. Everything in life starts 
with healthy food and lifestyle. 
For instance, the traditional ellu, 

paruppu podi accompaniments 
to the ubiquitous idli are meant 
to add value to the dish. But 
once you get used to the maida 
and the parottas, it is very 
difficult to come out of the rut. 
Healthy food must become the 
foundation of life itself. Having 
consumed only organic food 
for the last 35 years, I have 
observed how the discipline has 
helped in my health as compared 
to some of my colleagues and 
contemporaries. Truth is we 
do not realise how much harm 
is caused by inorganically 
produced food.  And in our 
ignorance we keep repeating 
mistakes and suffer later. 

Earlier, even without (a 
formal) education, people were 
educated. Do we even know or 
care what we are doing to our 
soil and our food? Are people 
who shop in spanking clean 
supermarkets even aware that 
the products they are buying are 
laced with poison? Can we make 
a sensible choice – for our lands, 
our health and our future?

More people need to get into 
organic farming for the rates 
to come down. In Puliyangudi, 
for instance, of the 10000-odd 
farmers, only two are organic. 
Many start off and give up 
halfway. So while inorganic rice 
could cost anywhere between Rs 
30 and Rs 50 a kg , the  organic 
variety will be Rs 60-80 a kg 
after milling, finishing polishing, 
etc. But when you begin to 
consume , you will realise that 
10 kg polished inorganic rice is 
equivalent to seven kg organic 
rice since the volume of cooked 
rice is different. And only 
when you experience you will 
understand. When you have the 
choice of eating food without 
poison, you need to value it. A 
higher price maybe, but a safer 
choice for better health.

Labour  problem and market-
ing are the major challenges 
in organic farming. We need 
more people support, citizens 
who buy organic food because 
they care for their health and, 
consequently, provide a boost to 
the organic movement. Sikkim 
has shown the way in 12 years 
declaring itself an organic state. 
Government support can ensure 

that large companies, canteens, 
college hostels, etc serve only 
organic food at least once a 
week, such as the canteen at the 
Chennai Corporation, Ripon 
Building. Sensitive NGOs 
can create more awareness  
among the public about caring 
for their health and buying 
organic. Always check for the 

certification. More important, 
the taste and feel of the food you 
eat. Be more aware. Politicians 
use milk and vegetable prices to 
instigate unrest. Successive pay 
commissions increase pay scales 
and pensions. Civil society must 
understand the real condition of 
the farmers. 
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Inspired by Chipko, villagers 
team up to protect the forest
Natural forests play a very important role in providing water and food security to millions of people in and 
around the Western Ghats. Good, naturally grown forest cover exists now only in the interior regions or 
inaccessible mountain ranges. The existing forests too face constant threat from numerous developmental 
schemes such as dams and infrastructure projects such as railways and power plants. In Karnataka’s Uttara 
Kannada District, thanks to the Appiko Movement, forests are thriving. Here, forest-dwelling communities 
carry out sustainable harvesting of non-timber forest produce, and increase their income in economically 
viable and ecologically sound ways with least impact on existing natural resources
bharat Dogra, New Delhi

Though in recent decades 
the forests in the 
Western Ghats Region 

in Karnataka’s Uttara Kannada 
District have come under tre-
mendous  strain due to a number 
of factors (including commercial 
exploitation for industrial-
urban use and indiscriminate 
mining), the destructive impact 
of deforestation seen elsewhere 
has motivated villagers of the 
area to come together to protect 
the remaining forests in a 
movement called Appiko. 

Reminiscent of and inspired 
by the Chipko Movement in the 
Himalayan Region, Appiko too 
means ‘hug the trees’.  Thanks 
to the initiative started in 1983, 
today the forests exist. A short 
walk through a village like 
Gubbigadde can give a fair idea 
of the importance of forests in the 
life of the people. Many types of 
vegetables and medicinal plants 
grow wild. Villagers, who are 
enthusiastic participants in the 
Appiko Movement, are well 
aware of their uses. The forest 
provides them fuel, fodder, 
water, material for their homes 
and the tools they use, and also 
compost. The district is famous 
for its mixed agriculture, in 
fields growing arecanut, banana, 
black pepper, coconuts and 
cardamom. They flourish largely 
because of the green manure and 
overall conducive environment 
provided by natural forests.

The people of Gubbigadde, 
which has a history of opposing 
unsustainable practices going 
back to the British era, were 

upset by the auctioning of 
nearby forests to meet the needs 
of plywood and other urban 
developmental requirements. 
And so they listened when 
Pandurang Hegde, a local boy 
who had had an education in 
Social Work in Delhi, came back 
to tell them inspiring tales of the 
Chipko Movement. A visit from 
Sunderlal Bahuguna himself, 
the man who spearheaded the 
Chipko Movement, inspired the 
people further to initiate action 

for protection of forests near 
their villages. 

They joined hands with the 
people of Salkani, another 
village, when, in September 
1983, news reached them that the 
Forest Department was felling 
trees in Kalase Forest. Even 
though the forest was far away, 
some 160 people marched there, 
braving rain and other hurdles. 
On reaching there, some of them 
rushed forward to hug a tree 
that was in the process of being 
felled, leaving the woodcutters 
stupefied. The protest bore fruit 
when scientists backed their 
stand. 

In the first phase, the Appiko 
Movement spread within a short 
time to eight areas – Mathghatta, 
Salkani, Balegadde, Husri, 
Nedgod, Kelgin Jaddi, Vanalli 
and Andagi. Finally, the then 
forest minister ordered that 
felling of trees was to stop – only 
dead and dry trees were to be cut 
down. 

Later, Appiko activists took 
the movement further afield. 
Within three years it had spread 
to the Shimoga and South Kanara 
Districts. Yakshagana, a folk 
theatre form in Karnataka, was 

adopted to spread the message. 
The movement also focussed on 
regeneration of degraded land.

Hegde and other Appiko 
activists took concerted steps to 
popularise the movement in new 
areas, overcoming many hurdles, 
logistic and otherwise, in the 
process. Excellent coverage by 
the Kannada and English media 
helped spread the message too. 
In 1990, the main demand of 
the Appiko Movement for a 
ban on felling of green trees 
was accepted by the Karnataka 
Government, albeit with certain 
limitations. Within just seven 
years, the movement was able 
to mobilise people’s support 
and collect enough evidence to 
convince the state government 
to take such a major step.

Hegde realised at an early 
stage of the movement that the 
struggle to protect trees should 
be combined with constructive 
steps to protect the environment 
as well as the livelihood of the 
people. Villagers needed to be 
self-disciplined while collecting 
various kinds of minor forest 
produce, and ensure that trees 
were not damaged. The Appiko 
coined a Kannada slogan: Ulisu, 

Belasu and Balasu - Ulisu to 
save, Belasu is to regenerate 
the forests and Balasu means 
rational use of the tropical 
forests.

The Appiko Movement aims 
at protecting the remaining 
forests by creating awareness 
among local communities, 
and initiating direct grassroots 
action. Thousands of such 
grassroots groups are keeping 
vigil to conserve the remaining 
tropical forests. Even in big 
cities like Bangalore, people 
are taking steps to protect trees 
from being felled. 

English author and journalist 
Jeremy Seabrook, who speciali-
ses in social, environmental and 
development issues sums it all 
up rather well: “The success of 
Appiko lay in its spontaneity 
and genuine popular impulse. It 
did not become an organisation 
with a leadership structure and 
bureaucracy, but remained fluid 
and adaptable, so that it could 
respond to other ecological 
challenges as they arose… it 
remained close to the people out 
of whose concerns it grew.” <
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A self-driven farmer and a guardian of ‘village wealth’

A stunning view of a pristine forest in the Western Ghats.

When petrol, gold or medicine 
prices rice no one protests. 
Complaining against vegetable 
price rise means going against 
the farmer who toils all day and 
has no control over the market. 
How many citizens consider the 
farming community as producers 
of vital food?

Bring back native varieties 
of rice, lifestyle techniques and 
food traditions that add value 
to health and prevent disease. 
While earlier, thoothuvalai 
kashayam (concoction from herb 
thoothuvalai) was taken as a 
cure for cough, people now rush 
to the pharmacy. Our traditions 
are now being exploited by 
marketing gurus – products 
are attractively packaged and 
priced high. Sadly, people seem 
to choose the expensive option 
because they considered it 
healthier or better.

Why should the country go 
on giving loans to farmers?  Is 
the farmer to be indebted for the 
greed of the elite class?  Because 
he is to grow more than what 
nature has provided for you, he is 
provided with fancy seeds which 
can grow only if other inputs are 
given to the soil.  The traditional 
samba seeds go on for centuries 
whereas these hybrid seeds 
cannot last even a few years. In 
the name of introducing high-
yielding cattle, even the local 
cattle are made sterile.  You can 
excuse an ignorant politician but 
never an anti-people scientist. 
Some time ago, a friend of mine 
posed a challenge to research 
scientists. He said he would 
provide 10 acres – to cultivate 
fiev acres each through organic 
and inorganic methods , so that 
they could scientifically decide 
which was profitable. And that 

he would give a one-lakh-rupee 
prize if inorganic proved better. 
It was even advertised. But not 
even one person took up the 
challenge.

Even today, agriculture is the 
only profession that can be truly 
free in this country.  The need 
of the hour is another kind of 
freedom,  from our own slavery. 
But we cannot be wasting time 
waiting for a Gandhi. Instead, 
we must try to find a little 
Gandhi in each one of us, work 
towards total self-sufficiency 
and self-governance. And when 
you want to say anything, 
write a post-card or a letter 
to express what you want to 
say, to someone, anyone. Most 
important is not to remain silent, 
our dharma koochal (noise for 
what is right, in Tamil) may not 
make a impact in the din, but it 
cannot go silent.

Millions of hectares of land 
are going barren every year 
because of the wanton neglect 
of the agricultural sector and the 
continued ingestion of chemical 
fertilisers and pesticides. The 
government, after much protest, 
banned Endosulfan, a deadly 
pesticide, after it was proven to 
cause genetic diseases. But only 
in Kerala. The same is freely 
available in Tamil Nadu and in 
every other state in the country.

Individual families must 
have the porumai (patience) 
and nambikai (confidence) to 
emerge as workable models. For 
each of us to be able to lead a 
productive life, a healthy body 
is important. For that you need 
healthy energy, and for that, 
healthy food. Udambu-shakthi-
unavu (body-energy-food) 
should be the link.
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For many years, words 
like freedom, peace, love, 
choice meant nothing 

to Pushpa Nagpal, 36. Her 
existence, in fact, was marred 
by fear, violence, back-breaking 
work and humiliation. As a 
domestic worker she spent 
her entire day sweeping and 
swabbing other people’s homes 
for a meagre living, which, too, 
was taken away by her husband 
to pay for his incessant drinking. 
There seemed to be no way 
for her to break free from the 
vicious cycle of gruelling work 
and abuse but then a miracle 
happened. Pushpa, a resident of 
Lucknow, came across a support 
centre for women in crisis in her 
city, entirely by chance. When 
she walked into Humsafar’s 
premises, never in her wildest 
dreams could she have imagined 
that one day she would not 
just be able to kick her abusive 
husband out of her home and her 
life but also learn how to drive, 
a skill that she is now using to 
earn a decent living.

Humsafar, founded in 
November 2003, adopts a holistic 
approach to deal with gender 
and human rights violations. 
“We provide a variety of support 
services to survivors of violence 

Happy to be in the driving seat 
now, they fashion their destiny
Ever since it has come into existence, Lucknow-based Humsafar has intervened in the life of nearly 7000 
women survivors of violence. To help them move on to better things, the organisation has encouraged them 
to acquire different skills to work and gain financial independence along with oodles of confidence. This was 
necessary because it was observed that many survivors were simply unable to end an abusive relationship 
because they were ill-equipped and unsure of their ability to live without depending on a man. Even badly 
abused women often withdraw charges and return 'home' to face more violence mainly due to fear of an 
uncertain economic situation
mehru jaffer, Lucknow
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Rashida, 38, who drives an e-rickshaw to earn a living, is a 
single woman providing for her three children who are proud 
of their mother.

like Pushpa, who received legal, 
medical, counselling, shelter and 
rehabilitation facilities before 
she could take her life into her 
own hands,” says Arundhati 
Dhuru, founder trustee and 
activist. After almost 13 years of 
being battered and bruised and 
after several intense counselling 
sessions at Humsafar, Pushpa 
has finally found courage to 
file a case against her sexually 
perverted and alcoholic 
husband. 

"I was so frightened of him 
at first but eventually I got my 
husband to leave the house and 
today I live in peace with my 
children, who I am educating 
on my own,” says a resilient 
Pushpa, who during her time with 
Humsafar received self defense 
training and basic motor repair 
skills besides communication 
skills like learning to read a 
road map. She has benefited 
immensely from sitting in their 
gender rights and empowerment 
classes as well.

During the seven-month 
driver's course, conducted in 
association with Maruti Suzuki, 
Pushpa received a stipend of Rs 
5000 a month that allowed her 
to give up her earlier work as 
household help. She took to the 

road in February this year after 
a formal ceremony in Lucknow 
presided over by Chief Minister 
Akhilesh Yadav. Along with 
Pushpa, six other women, all 
survivors of violence, have 
qualified to ply one of the five 
e-rickshaws and two auto-
rickshaws owned by Humsafar. 

The women got the chance 
to learn driving as part of 
the support centre’s strategy 
to introduce an all-women, 
environment-friendly and safe 
transport service in a city that 
needs to create much more space 
for women in the public sphere. 
It is no secret that the status of 
public transport all over Uttar 
Pradesh, including Lucknow, 
is precarious, especially for 
women. 

At a time when incidents of 
sexual violence against women 
on the move have become 
alarmingly common, it is a 
prudent move to introduce 
a service run exclusively by 
women. Indeed, female activists 
are unanimous in the view that 
crimes against women will not 
decrease by keeping women 
locked up within homes but only 
once they are visible in the city 
as equal citizens. 

“Apart from providing a safe 
mode of transport, the sight of 
female drivers promotes the 
concept of a clean and green 

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)

city as they use CNG-run auto 
rickshaws and battery-run 
e-rickshaws,” points out Shahira 
Naim, senior journalist and 
Humsafar’s founder-trustee, who 
is happy to have worked together 
with the UP State Transport 
Department that has promised to 
provide special parking space for 
the city's first female drivers, each 
one of whom has a remarkable 
life story to share.

For Jyoti Mishra, 25, driver 
and university graduate, the 
new twist in her life has wiped 
away all her tears. The child of a 
survivor of violence, she had been 
tricked into marrying Manmohan 
Awasthi who told her family he 
was a graduate when he hadn’t 
even completed schooling. 
Though she was shattered with 
the news, instead of picking a 
quarrel with him, this mother 
of a four-year-old daughter 
helped him find employment in a 
hospital even as she continues to 
support him to study further. 

Then there is Meera Sharma, 
30, who is unmarried and is 
forced to listen to her parents’ 
taunting and ridiculing her day in 
and day out for being a disgrace 
to the family and enjoying being 
a driver. Meera says she wanted 
to drive ever since her father 
took away her bicycle when 
she was a teenager. “My father 
forbade me to study after Class 
Five and told me to never ride 
a bicycle because I am a girl. 
That is when I resolved to grow 
up and become a driver. Today, 
I can drive a truck if I want to,” 
she says proudly showing off her 
commercial driver’s license. She 
looks forward to earning enough 
as an auto-rickshaw driver so that 
she can build a home for herself 
one day.

Having her own home is a 
cherished dream as well for 
Lalita, 26, a mother of two. 
“I left my husband two years 
ago. I live with my mother but 
would like to have a house of my 
own,” says the woman who was 
married at 18 and traumatised 
for giving birth to two daughters. 
Apart from learning to drive, a 
group of four women has chosen 
to do furniture polishing. After 
finishing their rigorous four-
month training at a local furniture 
manufacturer, during which they 

received a stipend, they have 
found employment at a local 
furniture factory.

Of course, the opportunity 
to get into the driver’s seat 
continues to be the popular 
vocation among the women. 
While so far only seven have 
got behind the wheel, countless 
applications from others are 
pouring into the Humsafar 
office and Dhuru would like to 
see each one of them fearlessly 
taking to the road. 

Just like Rashida, 38, has 
in spite of all the hurdles 
she encountered on the way. 
The middle-aged woman has 
already endured her fair share 
of hardships and tragedy. After 
her sister passed away suddenly 
she was forced to marry her 
brother-in-law. Then when she 
was five months pregnant she 
lost her husband, leaving behind 
two children from the previous 
marriage. 

Rashida was thrown out of her 
in-laws’ home but she persevered 
to care for all the three children 
who are proud of their mother, 
as she expertly navigates her 
e-rickshaw around the narrow, 
congested streets ferrying 
surprised and sometimes even 
awestruck passengers. “One 
of my female passengers was 
so happy to get a ride in my 
rickshaw that she gave me a 
flying kiss even as a man on the 
road mocked me saying that if 
women drive rickshaws, will 
men have to roll out bread in the 
kitchen now...” she says with a 
hearty laugh. <

As Pushpa Nagpal expertly 
navigates her e-rickshaw 
around the narrow, congested 
streets ferrying surprised and, 
sometimes, even awe-struck 
passengers, she finally feels 
in control of her own life and 
destiny.

For more stories 
such as this visit the 

website of the 
Press Institute 

of India

www.pressinstitute.in
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Men snub patriarchy, help 
women realise their potential
Men across 50 villages in Maharashtra’s Beed, Solapur and Pune Districts have made their wives joint 
owners in the family property. Another four hamlets in the state have been declared ‘Honda-free’ because 
young men there have pledged not to take dowry; the Honda motorcycle is the region’s most in-demand 
marriage gift. In Uttar Pradesh, where a highly patriarchal mindset prevails, groups of men are happy to chip 
in for household activities, including taking care of children. And Delhi’s three lakh autorickshaw drivers now 
have a dedicated men’s helpline to help them shed their chauvinistic assumptions

In a radical twist to the 
feminist movement, where 
empowerment of women 

was the longstanding mantra 
and sympathetic men mobilised 
women to break the bonds 
of gender dominance, a new 
ideology has emerged from the 
ground. It calls for men to break 
the chains of masculinity – that 
endows them with a sense of false 
power – and encourages them to 
challenge their ‘privileges’ to 
bring about personal change. 
It impresses on them that they 
don’t necessarily have to uphold 
the image of being the harsh 
husband or tyrannical father. In a 
way, the movement is a process 
of empowering men. 

Abhijit Das of the Centre 
for Health and Social Justice 
(CHSJ), who had come up 
with the idea of a movement 
to motivate men way back in 
2002 along with Satish Singh, 
while they were colleagues at 
Sahyog, a women’s rights NGO, 
says, “While addressing issues 
of domestic violence in the 
community, we were convinced 
that it was necessary to expand 
gender-related work and include 
men in it.” Departing from 
the core strategy of targeting 
women, they set up Men’s 
Action for Stopping Violence 
Against Women (MASVAW), 
which undertakes the task 
of bringing about behaviour 
change among groups of men in 
40 out of a total 75 districts in 
Uttar Pradesh.

As part of their work at the 
Delhi-based CHSJ, which seeks 
to strengthen accountability of 
public health systems and health 
governance through research, 
resource support and advocacy, 
they are applying their minutely 

rimjhim jain, Delhi
developed model of change 
through their men-centric 
programmes in four states. In 
Madhya Pradesh, for instance, 
a role model or animator 
supports a group of men in the 
community to experiment with 
new gender-related behaviours 
at home. Observes Singh, 
“Evaluations show that men 
who have changed feel that the 
most significant gain of this 
exercise is getting to be closer 
to their wife and children. After 
a period of initial ridicule they 
also get social prestige.”

Inequitable gender norms 
do not just influence men’s 
interactions with their partners 
and children but also the 
community at large. During the 
course of gender sensitisation 
trainings called Building Bonds, 
which Manas Foundation, an 
NGO that works on gender, 
women and mental health 
issues, has been conducting 
with autorickshaw drivers in 
Delhi to motivate them to give 
up chauvinistic assumptions 
and contribute towards the 
creation of a secure and women-
sensitive environment, activists 
discovered that there is a lot of 
confusion about male roles in 
society and negotiating gender 
relations. This pushed them to 
launch a helpline, Auto Saahara, 
earlier this year, where drivers 
can call in and ask questions and 
receive responses on gender-
sensitive behaviour.

The idea of pulling in men to 
bring about significant positive 
changes to women’s lives has 
been gaining ground for some 
years now. Groups similar to 
Manas and CHSJ gradually 
found each other, which resulted 
in the formation of a national 

network, Forum to Engage 
Men (FEM) in 2007. Around 
the same time, Indian activists 
also began interacting with their 
counterparts around the globe, 
such as Promundo in Brazil and 
EngenderHealth in Africa. A 
worldwide alliance of over 400 
organisations was created under 
the banner of MenEngage. It held 
its first global conference in Rio 
de Janeiro in 2009. Today, with 
the men’s movement gaining 
unstoppable traction, a second 
Global MenEngage Symposium 
on working with men and boys 
for gender justice is going to 
being organised.

In acknowledgement of 
India’s leading role in guiding 
this movement and the recent 
upsurge of public concern on 
violence against women, the 
event will be held in New Delhi, 
in November. This time, the 
gathering of activists, thinkers, 
policy-makers and UN agencies 
is expected to mainstream the 
men’s movement. A framework 
for involving men in bringing 
about gender justice is likely 
to be laid for inclusion into 
government policies and 
UN commitments through a 
proposed Delhi Declaration. It 
is hoped that soon programmes 
with men and boys for violence 
prevention and crisis support 
will become commonplace in 
all states through government 
agencies and NGOs.

The groundswell of change 
began in India after the vici-
ous December 2012 gangrape 

in Delhi, when along with 
women, for the first time ever 
men also took to the streets in 
large numbers in support of a 
‘women’s issue’. This appeared 
to give voice to an idea many 
men had been silently living 
with – that the pressure to be 
‘masculine’ is as disempowering 
for men as its repercussions 
are for women. They found the 
courage to express that equality 
of the sexes liberates men as 
much as women. Over the last 
couple of years, the voices have 
only grown louder. 

This year alone has seen 
several prominent men and 
women stand in support of the 
movement. In Chandigarh, 
on October 7, Bharatnatyam 
exponent and yoga practitioner 
Navtej Johar preceded his dance 
performance with a moving talk 
that described the path towards a 
new masculinity. Earlier, he had 
participated along with feminist 
Kamla Bhasin in Bystander No 
More, a campus festival in Delhi 
on re-examining masculinities 
and femininities that is currently 
underway across 30 different 
colleges in five universities. 
Organised by students and 
faculty members, it includes 
male students enthusiastically 
taking gender equality pledges. 

In communities and bastis 
(slums), social development 
organisation Mittika has been 
organising numerous interactive 
discussions based around 
powerful theatre performances 
on masculine roles, called 

ABC (Ab Baaki Charcha...) for 
Gender Justice. Queer groups 
such as AUD (Ambedkar 
University of Delhi) Queer 
Collective, JNU's Dhanak, IIT 
Delhi's Indradhanu, Lady Shri 
Ram College's Queeriosity, 
the Delhi University Gender 
Studies Group and independent 
queer activists have understood 
that there is now a platform to 
examine gender stereotypes and 
undertake a critical assessment 
of patriarchal structures that 
influence them too in many 
ways.   

Additionally, celebrity en-
dorsements are giving it that 
extra push. Encouraging male 
involvement, actor and activist 
Rahul Bose asserts, “There can 
be no gender justice without the 
active, intensive and persistent 
effort of men to recognise their 
privileges and consciously turn 
away from them. Men need to 
practise a new masculinity if 
you will – that which rejects 
the notion of power and 
patriarchy.” 

In an emotional appeal to 
men to join the new movement, 
Onler Kom, husband of the 
Asian Games gold medal 
winning boxer Mary Kom, says, 
“It is time we stop reducing a 
woman to just being a wife or 
mother and rather show support 
and do our duty in assisting our 
life partners to realise their full 
potential, encouraging them to 
be a person of their own standing 
and ability with dignity. I urge 
every man to reach out to his life 
partner in ways that can enrich 
them both.”  

The idea of pulling in men to bring about significant positive 
changes to women’s lives has been gaining ground for some 
years now. A youngster expresses his views at a meeting.

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
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In communities and bastis, social development organisation 
Mittika has been organising numerous interactive discussions 
based around powerful theatre performances on masculine 
roles, called ABC for Gender Justice.
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Two years ago, Anu Nayak’s 
elder sister dropped out of 
school and last year, it was 

the turn of the ninth grader from 
Midnapore town in Paschim 
Medinipur District in Bengal. 
Every rainy season, Nayak’s 
family falls into bad times 
financially because her father, 
a municipal sweeper, struggles 
with his job. With an exponential 
increase in his work load, he 
slogs all day but come nightfall 
he squanders his earnings on 
alcohol. Consequently, there is 
hardly any money left to keep 
the kitchen fires burning let 
alone fulfil any other need. 

Being the daughter of a 
sanitation worker, who belongs 
to one of the most backward 
and outcast communities, 
depravation and discrimination 
have been a part of the 16-year-
old’s life for as long as she can 
remember. So naturally, she was 
ready to give up the ‘perk’ of 
schooling after which she knew 
her parents would start talking 
about an early marriage. “What 
difference would it have made 
anyway? As it is our classes have 
been quite erratic because of 
the constant threat of extremist 
violence in the region. There 
have been so many times when 
I have not been able to attend 
school due to some incident. 
Last year, my sister had to drop 
out of school because my mother 
could not find work to pay for 
her education. And moreover, in 
my community girls do not study 
beyond Class Five. Why would 
my situation be any different?” 

Resigned to her fate, Nayak 
was mentally preparing herself 
for the bleak future that awaited 
her – till she heard of something 
that has given her a reason to 
hope. Across Bengal, today, 

A cash-incentive scheme draws 
girls back to school
The West Bengal government’s Kanyashree Prakalpa Scheme promises a one-time grant of Rs 25000 to 
girls 18 years and above, who have remained unmarried to pursue an education or professional training. 
The conditional cash transfer scheme is what young girls in Bengal need to fully enjoy their childhood and 
also secure their future. For the remarkable impact it has already had, the Kanyashree Scheme has been 
recognised by UNICEF and Department of International Development as a model for curbing child marriage 
and promoting girl child education
saaDia azim, Paschim Medinipur District, West Bengal

millions of girls are getting back 
to school and those at the verge 
of being pulled out are able to 
continue their studies thanks to 
a state scheme that is providing 
cash incentives to promote 
girls’ education and deter early 
marriage. 

The  West  Bengal  government’s  
Kanyashree Prakalpa Scheme, 
which was launched in October 
2013, promises a one-time 
grant of Rs 25000 to girls 18 
years and above, who have 
remained unmarried to pursue 
an education or professional 
training. Moreover, the initiative 
extends to all unmarried girls 
between 13 and 19 years with 
the State Department of Women 
& Child Development and 
Social Welfare providing them 
an annual scholarship of Rs 
500. 

“Recently, when my mother 
heard of this scheme she not 
only got my sister re-enrolled 
in school but now she doesn’t 
want to pull me out either. My 
grandmother who, till a few 
months back, was insisting upon 
her marriage has dropped the 
idea altogether. She knows that 

way we would be entitled to the 
cash benefit being given by the 
government. These days, my 
sister Bharti and I both go to 
school regularly. Once Bharti 
turns 18 next year she is hopeful 
of getting Rs 25000, some of 
which will enable her to do a 
course later,” says Nayak with a 
wide smile. 

The conditional cash transfer 
scheme is exactly what young 
girls in Bengal need to fully enjoy 
their childhood and also secure 
their future. After all, neither 
the odds nor the statistics paint 
a favourable picture. According 
to government data, out of the 
total number of 17.3 million 
adolescents (10-19 years) in the 
state – incidentally, they make up 
20 per cent of the population – 
83 lakh, or 8.3 million, are girls. 
While children in the age group 
have a tremendous potential for 
physical and mental growth, they 
are also considerably vulnerable 
to falling victim to harmful 
social practices, particularly 
child marriage. 

According to the third District 
Level Household Facility 
Survey (DLHFS), Bengal ranks 
fifth among the Indian states 
with a high prevalence of child 
marriage. In fact, around 55 per 
cent of married women between 
20 and 24 years have been 
pushed into matrimony before 
they turned 18. Under-age 
marriage is significantly higher 
in the rural areas where high 
dropout rates and the threat of 
trafficking feed the unfortunate 
reality.

When the Kanyashree 
Prakalpa Scheme was being 

conceptualised, a couple 
of factors were taken into 
consideration. It was felt that 
the greatest obstacle to girls' 
education was child marriage, 
domestic responsibilities and 
early pregnancy. “So, if early 
marriage could be discouraged 
then it would automatically 
mean a better life for them later 
on. We felt that keeping girls in 
school was the best way to deal 
with this grave problem. The 
Kanyashree scheme has become 
immensely popular. Even as the 
beneficiaries get a small sum 
annually as an incentive to go 
to school it’s the expectation of 
the one-time sizeable grant of 
Rs 25000 that keeps them there 
till they turn 18. Moreover, from 
this year on, August 14 will 
be celebrated as Kanyashree 
Diwas,” elaborates Farzana 
Alam, deputy mayor of Kolkata 
Municipal Corporation. 

Reveals Toton Saspillya, 
ward councillor of Midnapore 
Municipal Corporation, “In the 
first year, more than 16 lakh girls 
in the district have registered 
under this scheme. The response 
has been phenomenal.” At 
the village level, it’s the gram 
pradhan (village head) who 
works in tandem with the block 
development officer, to provide 
an income certificate – monthly 
earnings of not more than Rs 
10000 – which is one of the 
key criteria for registration. 
The municipal corporation 
councillor through the district 
administration does the same in 
towns. 

The head teachers of the 
nearest secondary/higher 
secondary schools have been 
instructed to help applicants in 
the process and facilitate the 
opening of a bank account. At 
the same time, banks have been 
directed to open the accounts 
by setting up camps in schools. 
The Kanyashree application and 
the account opening form are 
submitted at school. 

“Although girls covered under 
the scholarship scheme get small 
annual support of Rs 500, for 
families whose annual income 
is not more than Rs 50000, even 
this is a big support. In addition, 
the child feels empowered as 
she gets a bank account in her 

name,” observes Tafajjal Hossen, 
pradhan of Bankibandh Anchal 
Village in Salboni Block, which 
is a hotbed for Naxal violence. 

Rumni Jasmin, 14, a Class 
Nine student of Nandari Sastri 
Smrity Vidyapith in Satbanki 
Village of Salboni Block, is a 
trendsetter in her family, where 
no woman either studied beyond 
Class Five or managed to bring 
in money. “My mother always 
wanted me to study but my father, 
a small time lottery ticket seller, 
was keen on getting me married. 
Many of my peers in the village 
have already tied the knot, but 
somehow I have escaped it till 
now. At present, however, my 
parents have abandoned the 
idea of my marriage,” she says 
happily. It was at the behest of 
their pradhan that she applied 
for the scholarship. “These days, 
I see girls going back to school 
so that they can also get a bank 
account and scholarship,” she 
adds.

“It’s my dream to become a 
teacher,” shares Sutapa Hati, 
15, another youngster from 
Satbanki, “Earlier, it seemed 
impossible for one to pursue 
studies. Sometimes the school 
would be closed and sometimes 
my parents would fear for my 
safety, which is generally a 
matter concern for most families 
in the area. They don’t want to 
take any risk of abuse or assault 
so marriage looks like a better 
option. Of course, with this 
support coming in my resolve 
to have a career has only gotten 
firmer. I will definitely complete 
my education.”

Anu Nayak and her sister, Bharti, are happy to remain in school, 
thanks to a conditional cash transfer scheme being implemented 
in Bengal. Just a year ago, Bharti had been forced to drop out 
and this year Anu was preparing to follow suit. 

<

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
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Some of the girls who are beneficiaries of the scheme.

Rumni Jasmin (left), a Class 
9 student, has become a 
trendsetter in her family.



She cleans the homes of 
other people to make ends 
meet. At her 82 years, 

she finds the work difficult 
and laborious but she has no 
other choice. After her husband 
passed away seven years ago, 
Basanti Nayak’s children threw 
her out of her own home. Alone, 
old and devoid of any money or 
resources, she spent many nights 
languishing on railway stations, 
footpaths and bus stands on 
an empty purse and stomach 
till she landed some work as 
domestic help. “Although I 
toil in homes from morning to 
night I am always scared that 
my employers would find me 
too old and slow and look for 
a younger replacement. It’s a 
sword hanging over my head but 
like many other problems in my 
life I have learnt to live with this 
one too,” she rues. However, 
as advancing age rapidly takes 
a toll on her condition, Basanti 
has been running from pillar to 
post to get registered for the 
widow’s pension provided by 
the state. 

Every day, Salita Dei, 
65, makes her way 
to the famed Lord 
Lingaraj Temple 
in Bhubaneswar. 
She doesn’t 
visit the sacred 
spot to pray 
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Bereft of love, compassion, they 
are left to fend for themselves
Many elderly women live in abject poverty – be it in the urban 
slums of Bhubaneswar and Cuttack or the numerous remote 
villages that dot the countryside in Odisha. Abused and 
rejected by their families and relatives, many of them have 
no one to take care of them at a time in life when they need 
the most love and attention. Severe economic compulsions 
force nearly half the elderly population in the state to continue 
working even in their advanced age. Ten per cent of the older 
women are subjected to exploitation and maltreatment. They 
suffer from chronic morbidity, arthritis and hypertension, and 
poverty only exacerbates their condition
rakhi ghosh, Bhubaneswar

but this is her workplace. For 
two hours Salita sets up shop 
at the entrance where she sells 
flower garlands, lamps and 
other offerings to the thronging 
devotees. The money she earns 
is just enough to cover her basic 
needs. 

A native of Kendrapada 
District, Salita came to the state 
capital 15 years ago with bag and 
baggage. “After my husband had 
passed away many years back 
I worked day-and-night as an 
agricultural labourer to provide 
for my three young sons. I had 
never thought that there would 
come a time when they would 
neglect and ill-treat me. After 
my eldest one got married 
things turned for the worse and 
gradually became unbearable. I 
was no longer of any use to them 
so I had to leave,” she recalls 
with pain in her eyes. 

Like Salita, Kumudini, 60, 
too, was driven away from 

her own home in 
Konark District 
by her abusive 
children. Her 
ailing husband 
and she now live 
in a small rented 
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poor, destitute elderly in remote 
villages and city slums, who are 
waging a lonely battle to secure 
their rights and entitlements 
under schemes such as the 
Indira Awas Yojana for housing, 
Annapurna Yojana for subsidised 
food supplies or the widows and 
old age pensions. They have to 
call on different government 
offices several times before they 
can get even hope to get their 
names registered.”

The activist draws attention 
to the apathetic attitude of both 
the family and society when it 
comes to aged women, “The 
women are accepted in the 
family till they are able to work 
and earn some good money. 
Once they fall sick they are no 
longer useful so the harassment 
begins. It usually starts off with 
verbal abuse although that can 
later manifest into physical 
violence as well. This compels 
them to leave their home and 
familiar surroundings and start 
over somewhere else. Of course, 
it is not as if that makes their life 
or struggles any easier.”

Praharaj’s assessment is 
absolutely accurate. Take the case 
of Sambari Majhi and her friends, 
Kala and Dulali, who are among 
the 30 widows in Dhanrabhata 
Village of Bhawanipatna Block 
in Kalahandi District, who are 
waiting anxiously to get their 
old age pension. They are all in 
the age group of 70-80 years and 
have had to go to the panchayat 
office many times even though 
it has not yielded any positive 
results yet. 

“Someone has told us that 
if we paid Rs 300 each to the 
touts that are roaming around 
the panchayat office then they 
would get our documentation 
work passed in a jiffy. But where 

do we have that kind of cash to 
spare,” says Sambari, who is 
in her 70s. “And because I am 
unable to get the pension, a part 
of which I can give at home, I 
have to work as an agricultural 
labourer so that I can pay my 
share in the family income,” she 
adds.

Clearly, the elderly are 
extremely vulnerable. Whereas 
on the one hand they are 
susceptible to falling ill — 
women generally suffer from 
chronic morbidity, arthritis and 
hypertension – poverty only 
exacerbates their condition. 

The rejection they face at 
the hands of their children is 
yet another blow. “But it is 
rare to see parents file a formal 
complaint against their children. 
They prefer to move away 
quietly. What we need is for the 
government to not just ensure 
that they get their pension 
regularly but for those who 
become homeless, there should 
be shelters where they can seek 
refuge,” says Rashmi Mohanty, 
state coordinator, Help Age 
India, a non-profit working for 
the disadvantaged seniors. 

Talking about the widow’s 
pension Mohanty says, “At 
present, most widows are 
entitled to Rs 300 per month, 
while those above 80 years get 
Rs 500. But this amount is very 
low considering the price hikes 
that have happened in the recent 
years. We are emphasising that 
there should be one universal 
pension for all elderly people 
and they should be paid Rs 2,000 
each to meet their basic needs.”

(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
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Old, 
alone and 
devoid of 
any money 
or resources, 
Basanti Nayak, 
82, had spent many 
nights languishing on railway 
stations, footpaths and bus stands in Bhubaneswar till she 
landed some work as domestic help.

Kumudini, 60, and her ailing husband live in a small rented 
accommodation in Bhubaneswar and survive on her meagre 
earnings as a vegetable vendor after they were driven away 
from their own home in Konark District by their abusive 
children.

Salita Dei, 65, covers her 
basic needs with the money 
she makes from setting 
up shop at the entrance 
of the Lingaraj Temple in 
Bhubaneswar where she 
sells flower garlands, lamps 
and other offerings to the 
thronging devotees.

accommodation in Bhubaneswar 
and survive on her small earnings 
as a vegetable vendor. “We have 
no one to turn to when one of 
us is not feeling well or needs 
some other help. Sometimes 
the neighbours chip in but I am 
clear that I don’t ever want to 
depend on my children. When 
parents become old and ailing 
they don’t see them any more 
than a burden. It is very hurtful,” 
she shares. 

According to a recent study 
report, Status of Elderly in 
Odisha, released by the United 
Nations Population Fund 
(UNFPA), severe economic 
compulsions force nearly half of 
the elderly population in the state 
to continue working even in their 
advanced age. Moreover, around 
10 per cent of the older women 
are subjected to exploitation and 
maltreatment. The unfortunate 
aspect is that more often than 
not it is their own children who 
become the perpetrators of 
emotional and physical trauma. 

Bhubaneswar-based activist 
Tapasi Praharaj points out, 
“The problems of the elderly, 
particularly the women, are by 
and large ignored by not just 
the government but also non-
government organisations. There 
are hundreds of thousands of 
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Meet Mandakini Mathur, the woman who has single-handedly set up an arts village in the midst of the 
evergreen forests of a hill station that is otherwise famous in the region for its lush environs and lovely 
produce, especially strawberry and raspberry. Calm and usually attired in a light coloured cotton salwar-
kameez with a stole wound around her shoulders, she is the reason that tribal artists like Suresh Pungati 
and others from the Naxal violence-affected areas around Gadchiroli and neighbouring Chhattisgarh state 
have respectable employment today

S uresh sir, aapka yeh bull 
ka sar yahan raha gaya 
hain (Suresh sir, you 

have left your bull head here),” 
Mandakini Mathur calls out in 
her trademark high pitched yet 
gentle voice. Suresh, who is busy 
chiselling away at an artefact 
sitting under the cool shade of 
a large Ficus tree somewhere 
in the picturesque hills of 
Panchgani, near Mahabaleshwar 
in Maharashtra, looks up 
momentarily to acknowledge 
her words. 

The bull head that Mathur is 
referring to is certainly not the 
real thing but a clay mould that 
would soon be cast in brass and 
crafted into a striking dhokra 
art piece ready to be mounted 
on a wall or used as a table-
top by discerning connoisseur. 
And the man she is speaking 
to is the award-winning master 
craftsman Suresh Pungati, a 
Madia adivasi (tribal) who hails 
from the forests of Gadchiroli 
District. 

Slowly walking on the winding 
slopes that lead from the dhokra 
workshop to her home, Mathur, 
who is in her early 50s, reveals 
that her association with the 
dhokra craftspeople, which 
eventually led to her setting 
up the non-profit Devrai Art 
Village, began after a chance 
meeting with Pungati at a crafts 
exhibition. Along with five other 
nationally recognised dhokra 
craftsmen, Pungati helped her 
establish Devrai in 2008, with an 
investment of around Rs 600000 
that Mathur put in from her own 
savings. “Art and craft work 
started after the monsoon of 

2008 with five adivasi craftsmen 
working under the guidance 
of Suresh Pungati, a much 
decorated adivasi artist. Pungati 
has a passion for enabling his 
community to progress and he 
and his team have kept alive the 
tribal way of living, their beliefs 
and culture, their relationship 
with nature at this village,” 
shares the passionate founder. 

Mathur discovered the activist 
in her only after she settled down 
in Panchgani nearly two decades 
ago. In those days she was 
teaching French at Mumbai’s 
Alliance de Française, while her 
husband, Atul, was a successful 
chartered accountant. But they 
decided to give up the fast-paced 
metro life and drop anchor at 
the quaint hill station with their 
sons, Rudransh and Devansh. 
Once they shifted base, although 
Mathur was glad to be amidst 
the abundant greenery, she was 
troubled by the careless attitude 
of the local inhabitants towards 
their natural habitat. She wanted 
to somehow reach out and 
educate them on ecological 
conservation. 

That was when she decided 
to put her MPhil in Cinema 
Studies from Sorbonne (Paris) 
to good use. Armed with a 
borrowed cam-coder, she began 
recording the harmful effects of 
burning of hill slopes, a common 
practice adopted by farmers 
in the region to clear land for 
cultivation. “I was very upset 
on observing the destructive 
practice of pasture burning in 
the Panchgani-Mahabaleshwar 
area. The centuries-old slash-
and-burn tradition was leading 

to soil degradation, soil erosion, 
loss of forest vegetation and 
threatening the survival of wild 
flora and fauna. I wanted to tell 
people about the ill effects of 
this annual ritual and that is how 
the film, Fire on the Mountains, 
came into being,” she recalls.

With that one project, Mathur 
began her innings as an activist-
filmmaker. Incidentally, even 
now her film is used by forest 
departments of different states 
to spread awareness among 
farmers. “The practice of 
slash-and-burn may not have 
discontinued altogether but such 
incidences have reduced,” she 
says.

The follow-up film project, 
Clay Cart, came into being when 
her aunt, the late Vanamala, who 
had acted in several Marathi and 
Hindi films made in the 1950s, 
visited her and spoke about her 
film life. As Mathur elaborates, 
“Clay Cart became a reflection 
of creativity.” She realised 
that filmmaking is not just a 
“wonderful means of creative 
expression but can also be used 
effectively for exploring the 
world around us”. “Although 
a film records the real, it does 
transcend reality as it demands 
reflection and analysis of the 
issues depicted,” observes the 
keen filmmaker and social 
activist, who has been taking out 
time to teach communication 
skills through theatre at the 
Panchgani-based Sanjeevan 
Vidyalaya, in addition to 

commitments at the Devrai Art 
Village. 

After Clay Cart, Mathur set up 
Roots and Wings Productions and 
made a series of documentaries. 
There was River Goddess, 
commissioned by Amsterdam’s 
Tropean Museum that won 
an award from UGC-CEC at 
Educational Video Film Festival 
in 2006, Cleaning up Panchgani, 
which began as a street play 
with her school students, and 
Pratibha Says there is No Water, 
on saving water, among others. 
Her latest venture, Appa Akka, is 
an 82-minute feature length film 
that tells the story of a young 
Muslim girl, Reshma, who goes 
in search of an “unreligious 
god”. She is fascinated by the 
story of a 12th century Kannada 
poetess saint, Akka Mahadevi, 
and when life plays a cruel joke 
on the youngster; she decides to 
travel along the river Krishna 
just as the saint had done in 
search of God. 

Currently, Mathur is dividing 
her time between filmmaking, 
teaching and overseeing the 
art sanctuary she helped set up 
so passionately. There are 15 
youngsters – three girls and 12 
boys – apprenticing there at a 
monthly stipend of Rs 2000 to 
Rs 5000. It also has six master 
craftsmen on a salary of Rs 
10000 to Rs 20000 a month, 
working to create incredibly 
beautiful dhokra art pieces. By 
contemporising the craft, Devrai 
has developed its own technique 
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of ‘rock dhokra’. In fact, it has 
even applied for a patent for the 
technique. Instead of making the 
usual products associated with 
tribal life, in Devrai, art lovers 
are likely to find pieces of rock 
dhokra in the shape of frogs, 
elephants, cows, lizards, leaves, 
mound of dried cow dung and 
whatever else one can think of 
making an artefact from day-to-
day life. Apart from objects, the 
organisation holds workshops 
for eager learners such as school 
students, those from art colleges 
and even foreigners.  

“Devrai Art Village strives 
to empower the craftsmen by 
giving them new design ideas 
and marketing possibilities. 
More than that we seek to 
nurture a way of living where 
nature is not looked upon as a 
mere resource but where plants, 
animals and humans are seen 
as interdependent and where 
art can reflect the sacredness of 
nature! What we generally see 
of tribal culture is that which 
can be exhibited or sold,” writes 
Mathur on Devrai’s official 
website, where people can log 
on to know more about the 
traditional art form, where they 
can buy the well-crafted items 
and even upcoming exhibitions 
and workshops.
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(Courtesy: Women’s Feature Service)
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Making the process of creation 
a joyful experience

Mandakini Mathur is also a successful documentary filmmaker and a much-loved teacher.

Exquisite samples of dhokra art, a traditional craft 
practised in and around Panchgani near Mahabaleshwar in 
Maharashtra.
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Prospects for abandoned, 
runaway children dim
States like Maharashtra and Madhya Pradesh take the infamous mantle for having the 
highest number of cases of missing children in the country. In Tamil Nadu, which is 
usually considered a state with high development indices, an average of nine children 
go missing every day, a total of 16183 children were reported missing from 2009 to 
2014 and these are only the reported cases. While the police have managed to trace 
back an overwhelming number of the children, the question is why do so many run 
away in the first place

By the time Suresh who 
was 14 years old then, 
reached Warangal, it 

was already too late to get him 
back in one piece. Within a few 
hours, he had been castrated 
and rechristened Trisha. What 
followed was three years in 
Mumbai as a bonded sex worker, 
before he managed to escape and 
come back home to Chennai. 
From the time he ran away from 
home in early March 2009 till he 
reached Warangal, it was a good 
two weeks. Two weeks in which, 
if complaints were followed up 
and Suresh was traced, he might 
have just made it back with his 
body intact.

Suresh’s father had gone to 
the police in Shenoy Nagar, 
Chennai, within hours of Suresh 
running away. They did not 
even file a first information 
report (FIR). In retrospect, they 
realised that if the complaint 
was acted on, Suresh, who was 
only 40 km from the city, for a 
week before he was taken by 
child traffickers to Warangal, 
could have been brought back 
home without much effort.

Just an alert sent out from the 
control room to all stations in 
the city and its suburbs to look 
out for the boy could have saved 
him. Effeminate by nature, 
Suresh ran away because of 
taunting peers and an abusive 
school teacher who didn't let 
him be. The price he paid for 
fleeing in the end was way too 
high. His younger sister now 
says, "I don't know whether to 
call my brother, anna (brother) 
or akka (sister) anymore."

One of the biggest reasons 
for children going missing 
in Tamil Nadu is because of 
domestic violence. As Vidya 
Reddy, founder and director, 
Tulir, Centre for the Prevention 
and Healing of Child Sexual 
Abuse, says, "I disagree with 
the practice of sending children 
back home when they're found. 
You have to find out why they 
ran away in the first place. 
What if they were in an abusive 
home? I think the whole notion 
we have about home being the 
safest place, is a big joke." There 
are many reasons for a child's 
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disappearance – from domestic 
violence, to sex trafficking and 
bonded labour. There are even 
more bizarre cases, such as 
children being kidnapped and 
offered as human sacrifice.

One such case was that of 
five-year-old Abdul, a street 
child living with a family who 
took him in, near the Egmore 
Railway Station in Chennai. 
He was promised sweet meats 
and taken away on a train by a 
building contractor to Salem, 
who wanted to offer the child as 
narabali (human sacrifice), so 
that his business does well. "He 
was kept in the contractor's house 
for two months before he was 
discovered by the neighbours, 
who'd heard him wailing. They 
went over when the contractor 
wasn't home, got the child out 
and reported it to the local 
police, who took him and put 
him in a child welfare home," 
says Latif, Abdul's adopted 
brother, recounting the incident 
that happened two years ago.

 "He was kept in the same 
room for two months before 
he was taken to the home. We 
found out a few weeks later and 
immediately went and got him 
back. Thank God nothing worse 
happened to him and he was also 
not in the home for too long. 
Those places can sometimes be 
the worst thing for children," 
Latif adds.

"Our job is to rescue and 
rehabilitate. There are a lot of 
hurdles for our work though 
and I'd say around 70 per cent 
of the children we pick up are 

abandoned and their family don't 
even want them back," says a 
district child protection officer 
with the state's Department of 
Social Defence, who requested 
not to be named. "The reason 
these children are abandoned is 
because of abject poverty and 
their families are just not able to 
take care of them. Many of these 
children are just left at places 
like the Koyambedu terminus, 
railway stations or the Marina 
Beach. Once we find a child, we 
keep them in the reception unit 
and from there we decide what 
to do with them, whether to send 
them to a welfare home or back to 
their residence," says the officer. 
"Funding and infrastructure are 
big issues and if more money is 
channelled into the system and 
reaches the right people, it'll 
make a big difference," he adds.

On paper, there seem to be 
adequate systems in place to 
locate a trafficked child. There 
is no shortage of initiatives 
– an anti-trafficking unit 
within the state police's CB-
CID, a missing child bureau 
under the department of social 
defence, a child helpline with 
its 1098 emergency number, 
trackthemissingchild.gov.in 
and khoyapaya.gov.in websites 
of the Ministry of Women 
and Child Development and 
highly publicised projects like 
Operation Smile.

Various child rights NGOs such 
as World Vision India, Save the 
Children and Tamil Nadu Child 
Rights Observatory (TNCRO, 

an umbrella group with whom 
various NGOs working on child 
rights issues are affiliated with) 
try to do their bit by setting up 
pre-emptive measures and also 
in helping rescue children. But 
the gap between what is on paper 
and what is practised is woefully 
large. "Operation Smile won't be 
necessary if cases are dealt with 
on time," says Andrew Sesuraj 
of TNCRO.

Devaneyan Arasu, who runs 
the NGO, Thozhamai, and has 
worked on child rights issues 
for two decades now, echoes a 
similar view. He says, "There 
were innovative schemes 
proposed in the early 2000s 
such as a village-level watchdog 
committee (VLWC) to track 
every child in a village and a 
tracking system under the Right 
to Education Act." Under the 
VLWC, a body was constituted 
in every village, which included 
a nurse, the president of a village, 
a local teacher, a policeman, 
a self-help group member and 
a social worker. The aim was 
to monitor the children in the 
region. They were supposed to 
send periodic quarterly reports 
to the district headquarters, 
which in turn would forward the 
reports to the Social Defence 
Department. "None of this came 
to fruition. If it had, a missing 
child would be identified 
immediately and tracked down. 
Sympathisers of the ruling 
party are appointed as heads of 
supposedly independent bodies 
like the State Commission for 
Protection of Child Rights, 
which are supposed to hold the 
government accountable," he 
adds. 

Says child rights activist and 
lawyer Ananth Kumar Asthana, 
"A frequent complaint I hear 
from parents is that the police 
ask them: 'why do you have 
children, if you can't take care of 
them in the first place?'"

(Courtesy: Catch News. This article 
was produced with assistance from 
Building a Voice for Children, a PII-
UniCeF fellowship. names of the 
children have been changed.)
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Few children are lucky enough to be rescued, like these were. 
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