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It's Time To Think
Outside The Box.

Determination Against Odds

avitri Bai of Sunwha vil-

lage in Raisen district of

Madhya Pradesh belongs
to Savitri self help group. When
she joined the group, like many
women in her village, she nur-
tured dreams of improving her
life one day not too soon in the
future.

It all started when Krishak
Sahyog Sansthan (KSS) began
to encourage women in her vil-
lage to come together in a cohe-
sive group to address and share
their problems and grievances
with each other. This was
October, 2004, and since then,
the group has come along way
from those first tentative steps.

The women began at first to just
come together in a small and
informal manner, hesitant-even
afraid- of what the men at home
and the village would construe

alone carry the

of this. Even when they were
together, often most were too
apprehensive and tongue-tied to
utter a complete sentence, let

conversation for-

ward. And to speak of more
debatable and controversial
issues amongst themselves-
were they mad or what?

The wonen began at
first tojust cone
together in a snall
and infornal nanner,
hesitant-even afrai o
of vhat the nen at
hone and the vill age
voul d construe of
this. Bven when they
vere together, dten
nost were too appre-
hensi ve and t ongue-
tiedto uter a com
pete setence, |et
alone carry the con-
versation forvard.

But if there was
one constant, it
was the KSS
constant- the
KSS represen-
tative Lalit
Sinha, was
always there,
hand holding,
cajoling and,
more often than
not, being
around when
social pressure
(read pressure
from men, vil-
lage elders and
other women)

began to get out of hand.

Gradually, Savitri Bai's group
found its voice, and in the
process also discovered to their
surprise that, often, merely
speaking about issues and con-
cerns amongst themselves was
far more helpful to them. This
process not only helped bring
the group together, but also
began the slow (and inevitable)
process of breaking down barri-
ers of caste, creed and birth.
The more cohesive the group
became, the more they learnt,
and the more they learnt, the
more ambitious the women
became.

Now they were not satisfied with
just discussing and mulling
over issues; they were ready to
take the next step of managing
their money. And Lalit Sinha

was there right by their side,
assisting whenever he was
called upon to do so by the
women, in taking them through
the process of collecting and
managing their own money.

In fact, in the process of
empowering the women of
Sunwha village, the men of the
village were very intrigued by
the fact that hordes of women
were regularly traveling by trac-
tor, jeeps, bicycles and even
walking to nearby villages. They
asked the village panch to go
and find out what was going on
and why the women were travel-
ing in groups and to study
what? And the illiterates were
not the only ones who were sus-
picious and not-too-happy with
the change: a local school
teacher complained that KSS-
supported meetings were dis-
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Bit when Savitri
and her group
approached t he | ocal
branch of
Hoshangabad
Kshetriya Bank, they
vere refused on the
grounds that she and
severd others like
her inthe group vere
consi dered " defaul t -
es by the bark

Bai

turbing studies
in the school
and the organ-
isation was
actually 'poi-
soning' the
women's ears
to question the
authority of
the men in the
village!

However, in no

time, KSS had

developed build the capacity of
these women to handle funds
being collected by the group as
a whole. This was a major step
forward, since it showed that
the women, whatever their
backgrounds maybe, had begun
to trust and confide in them-
selves to the extent that who
handled whose money was now
a non-issue for them. Now the
group had collectively pooled
together the stipulated amount,
they were ready to deposit it in
a nationalized bank.

But when Savitri Bai and her
group approached the local
branch of Hoshangabad
Kshetriya Bank, they were
refused on the grounds that she
and several others like her in
the group were considered
'defaulters' by the bank. Queries
revealed that Savitri Bai's hus-
band, Amod Singh, had taken a
loan for a well from the bank
and had not repaid the loan
amount. Now Amod Singh was
no more- he passed away in
1993.

Like Savitri Bai, Prem Bai's hus-
band, Nek Singh, too, had taken
money for a well from the bank
and had not repaid the sum.
Unfortunately, Prem Bai, like
many others like her in the vil-
lage who were part of such self
help groups, did not know that
her husband was a defaulter.

To make matters worse, many
women in the group today were
married to men who had taken
loans from various banks. And
today, when they organize
themselves into SHG's and
attempt to open accounts or
take loans, they are stone-
walled by the banks.

Says Lalit Sinha: "Many women
were married to men who had
taken loans from banks. Today,

when they try to get together in
SHG's and approach a bank for
assistance, they are naturally
refused by them. It is extremely
embarrassing and tiring for
them to repeatedly make pleas
to the bank to look at their case
from their perspective. The
banks almost always hide
behind their rule book."

Triveni Bai says, "We want to
do something. We labour the
whole day and earn a pittance,
and never have enough
resources like we could have if
we came together as a SHG,
and opened an account with
some bank. I have three chil-
dren, and their responsibility
weighs heavily on me".

Latkar Bai of Saraswat SHG
says: "By collecting Rs 20 every
month for the last ten months
from what little we earn, we
have been able to open an
account in the bank". A similar
sentiment is echoed by Hari Bai
of Durga Samooh Samiti, who
says that "despite hardship in
saving money, the group has
stuck together, and now we
have succeeded in opening our
own bank account."

Some, however, have a different
perspective. Take Savitri Bai, for
instance. Savitri, who is a
widow, says: "I look at saving
money not as a difficulty,
because I have to put some
money away every month to be
able to do something for my
children in the future". Or
Triben Bai, who is saving to one
day have her own poultry.

Mukesh Kumar Patkar of KSS
says, "Not all women are able
to save (for their monthly contri-
bution to the SHG). They have
many socio-economic pressures
to deal with, and usually find it
hard to put away money on a
regular basis".

Given this situation: the first
steps in speaking to women in
tight-knit village communities,
making them aware about the
advantage of coming together in
a cohesive group abandoning
their caste and religious over-
tones, assisting them in first
understand the concept of a
SHG and then save money from
their earnings every month, and
then see them open and operate

their own savings account is a
long story.

But it can be very trying when a
critical step in the process -
opening bank accounts of SHGs
- is constantly frustrated by the
couldn't-are-less attitude of
local bank. For, in the past six
months, no account has been
opened in any branch of the
bank of any SHG. The women
have had to go to the bank 10-
12-times in the hope that their
plea will bear fruit, but so far
the banks have maintained a
studied silence. First, it is
alleged, the bank said it had a
lot of 'work load', then it added
that it was not willing to open
any account of any SHGs (and
also refused to give any reason
for the same in writing), only
repeating that the women
approach some other bank in
the matter.

All this is now cause for serious
concern for KSS, because it now
feels that the women were look-
ing up to it for assistance. And
the organisation now feels that
if something is not done soon
enough, the women's interest in
forming SHGs will begin to flag,
putting the credibility of KSS at
stake. KSS had envisaged that
the process of SHG formation,
grading them and setting up a
federation would have been
complete by now, but it is now
beset with this problem. That
most, if not all, women are
SC/STs or Dalit's has only
added to the gravity of the prob-
lem, since it was with great dif-
ficulty that the organisation was
able to motivate them to step
outside their homes.

To add insult to the injury,
most people are aware that the
earlier attempt by the
Government in mobilizing the
women into groups had failed

Ibniserabl}’{ To nake natters
e o to Mo se, nany voren
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are they able to move forward
with SHGs set up with KSS
help.

The socio-economic equation is
also loaded against these
women. The local village land-
lords candidly admit that if
women in their village become
aware, "who will work in our
fields?" The villages we are talk-
ing about are deep in the interi-
or of the district, practically cut
off from civilization for most
part of the rainy season, and
cut off anyway from develop-
ment anyway, whatever the sea-
son be. The feudal system has a
strangle hold over whatever
passes for community life, and
even today, villagers have to
remove their shoes and bow
their heads when passing in
front of the land lord's house.

The women, especially, are gov-
erned by the purdah (veil) sys-
tem, and are rarely seen (much
less heard) outside the four
walls of their homes. They will
not speak to anyone if any male
member of their household is
not present there. To complete
the amicable scene, the local
Raja Saheb can still be seen
strutting around the village with
a gun in his hand!

The women, for their part, say
that they are well and truly fed
up with the attitude of the
bank. How can the Government
talk about giving women a voice
and emancipating them, they
ask, when on the other hand it
creates hurdles for those who
want to go forward? "We are fed
up with being branded as
defaulters. We want this slur
against our names to be done
with, and we shall ensure that
it happens", say most.

Today, most women are deposit-
ing their money with the Gram
Sathi, who is generally a local
villager appointed by KSS to col-
lect and account for SHG funds
in a village. And they continue
to be hopeful and determined,
bank or no bank. Because they
realize that they have come a
long way and there is no going
back on the path they have set
out to travel. This itself is a sea
change and reflects the long
hours that KSS workers have
put in, motivating and support-
ing women of Sunwha village to

think and act for themselves.

And the women have found new
strength in one of their own -
Prakash Rani - who stood for -
and won - the recent Panchayat
elections from Gram Gorkhy,
Sunwaha Panchayat.

With an example like this, it is
not unlikely at all that village
Sunwaha will, in the not-so-dis-
tant future, produce its own
brand of Parkash Rani. Then
things would have come full cir-
cle for the women of this tiny
village.

Today, nost wonen
are depositing ther
noney wth the Gam
Sthi, wo is generd -
lyalod village
appoi nted by KSSto
col | ect and account
foo SHGfunds in a
village. Ad they con-
tinue to be hopefu
and det ermmned, bank
or no bank. Because
they redize that they
have cone a | ong
vay and there is no
goi ng back on the
path they have set

at totrad.
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Simple Dreams...
What The Poor Say

wenty kilometers away

from Bhopal, in village

Gudawal in Raisen district,
for years people in the village
have never known when their
ration shop would open. The
normal practice in the village
was that the panchayat would
inform the people an evening
before if the shop was opening
the next day. Villagers were
expected to pick up their rations
then. Since most villagers were
poor, surviving on their daily
wages, they often did not have
the money to buy rations when
the shop opened. It was an open
secret that when people did not
turn up to pick up their allocat-
ed rations, it would be sold in
the open market for a profit by
the shopkeeper.

Since September, 2004, the PDS
has always opened twice a week
- Monday's and Tuesdays - and
the panchayat keeps a check on
it. People in the village were
instrumental in bringing about
this change, with a little help

from the Poorest Areas Civil
Society (PACS) programme that
the local CSO, Aarambh, was
implementing in the village.

According to Assistant
Development Promoter, Laxmi
Naryana Sahu, the village con-
sists largely of marginalized
people: Harijans, Adivasis and
OBCs, as also a few Patels who
hold sway over the village. Even
though the River Betwa runs
through the village, the village
has no water to speak of, and
people are unable to irrigate
their land and drinking water
problems are routine. Added to
this, there are very few avenues
of earning a livelihood in the vil-
lage. People face great hardship
because they find it hard to get
work during the monsoons, and
there is no agricultural work
from November to February
once soyabean is harvested and
the wheat is sown. To add to
people's woes, the power supply
is erratic and prone to long load
shedding, and villagers say that

it is only sheer luck if they
receive some power supply
between 10 pm and 3 pm.
Without proper power supply,
ridiculously high power bills are
the norm. "Earlier, we used to
pay Rs 50 for monthly power,
now be have to pay Rs 125",
says one. For a single-light con-
nection that earlier cost Rs 450,
the cost today is a whopping Rs
800!

People are vulnerable to the
vagaries of both poverty and
weather, and in desperate
search of work. Often, they are
left with no option but to seek
employment with the village
Patels doing household chores
for a paltry Rs 40 a day. When
they take ill, their only recourse
is to go to the village Patel again
and ask for money, as it takes
close to Rs 500 just to get a
child examined in Bhopal. Thus,
if the Patel gives a family a loan
of Rs 1,000, he will, more often
than not, ensure that the per-
son taking the loan repayed the
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principal at the rate of Rs 30 for
a day's labour, thus making it
longer for the person to repay.
This system of taking money
from the Patel and repaying it is
traditionally referred to in the
village as becoming a 'haali'.

When Aarambh began imple-
menting the PACS programme
in the village in October, 2003,
they were faced with several
odds: a traditional stranglehold
of Patels, illiteracy, and extreme
poverty. Through a Participatory
Rural Appraisal (PRA) exercise,
the poor in the village were
identified, followed by home vis-
its. And since the programme is
being implemented in a rights
mode, people were at first
nudged merely to send their
children to schools and attend
panchayat meetings.

Says Aarambh's Development
Promoter Shailendra Sharma:
"The four-year project has been
divided into two phases. The
first of two years focuses only
on group formation. In the sec-
ond phase, which is a few
months away, we will work with
the groups to raise village
issues at the panchyat and the
newly formed Village
Development Committee." Thus,
in the 15 villages that Aarambh
covers under the programme,
every village has three SHGs,
one Mahila Mandal and one
Purush Mandal (consisting
mostly of village youth). In its
attempt to address pressing
issues in the village, Aarambh
has opted to bring women
together to form SHGs and then
intervene by capacity building
these SHGs.

Aarambh's Assistant
Development Promoter Dwarka
Prasad and animator Yamuna
Prasad Lodhi have been associ-
ated with Aarambh since 1993.
Speaking about their associa-
tion with the PACS programme,
they say: "People are more
aware now than they were
before. Earlier, they did not go
to the panchayat. The panchay-
at secretary would never call
people and tell them about
Government schemes. Thus, the
Patels would reap the benefit of
these Government schemes
being implemented in the vil-
lage, even though they were not
identified as beneficiaries."

Dwarka Prasad, who has stud-
ied till B. Sc. First Year and
belongs to the village, says that
under the PACS programme,
they collected information about
various schemes from the vil-
lage secretary and disseminated
it to those who really needed it.
As the group began to interact
with people and motivate them,
there has been a visible
improvement in the attendance
at village gram sabhas.

Once Aarambh, which has its
office in Gudawal, was able to
establish rapport with the peo-
ple in the village and the forma-
tion of SHGs began, women felt
free to candidly discuss their
problems. It was during one
such intervention that they
spoke about the problem of not
being able to buy their rations
at the fair price shop in the vil-
lage.

During the SHG meetings in
August, 2004, Aarambh anima-
tors motivated the villagers to
draft an application to the then
Chief Minister of Madhya
Pradesh, Uma Bharati, about
the ration shop issue. Unlike
what they were used to - years
of apathy for one - an inquiry
was instituted quickly. Soon a
team of officials descended on
the village and began examining
the documents available at the
ration shop like the Government
register with people's permit
books. Not surprisingly, while
the permit books were blank,
the Government register showed
that grains had been disbursed.

The PDS shop issue further
unraveled when the community
said in one voice that whenever
they went to the shop to buy
their allocated quota of food
grains, the clerk would fill in
other columns to match them
with Government records.
Caught unawares, the staff at
the ration shop was caught on
the wrong foot. Action was
immediate, and the PDS sales-
man and Secretary were sus-
pended.

While many groups are still
finding their feet, the President
of the Ma Santoshi Samooh,
Saraswati says: "We are labour-
ers and are collecting money to
take a loan. Even through there
is really no money, we work to

save money". Secretary
Dayaloobai of the same group
concurs.

President of Maa Laxmi,
Ashawati, and member Lajawati
says: "I want to have a better
life". For Maa Laxmi Secretary,
Babita, more saving means
more money. "I will educate my
girls so they have a better shot
at life than I could. I don't want
my children to have to work so
hard", she says, referring to the
long working hours she and her
husband have to put in - 8 am
to 7 pm - every day to make a
decent living.

Why do they have to take up
this work and would they be
willing to advocate on their
problems? Says Mona: "Right
now, we think only about our-
selves. We can not look beyond,
since we ourselves are hemmed
in by our problems. Maybe
later...". Dwarka Prasad, who
has been working with these
women for close to two years, is
of the opinion that only when
the socio-economic plight of
these women improves, will they
be able to think about common
concerns in their village. "The
women have no savings, they
have to work as labourers, and
they have no money in case of
other eventualities. They have
no one to fall back on to take
care of problems". Currently, in
many families where one or
more member/s has to work as
a haali, they view the group as
deliverance," he explains.

He says the fact that the women
meet regularly on the 1st and
15th of every month, are able to
contribute their share of the
money and also discuss what
they want to do with their cor-
pus is an encouraging develop-
ment in the area. Even though
they are still grappling with
teething problems, women are
also beginning to stand by each
other. Says Babita, the lines on
her wrinkled face reflecting
years of hard work and a gener-
ation of toil: "If one of our group
is not able to pay, we pay for
her and charge a Rupee as
interest". The women manage to
save up to Rs 30 a month and
have the support of their family
members in this task.

Most people in the village work
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Although the animators were
aware that they were motivating
people to break a long-since
internalized habit of working
long and irregular hours, they
still encourage people to hours
as laid down by Government
regulations for manual work.
They also went a step further
and made them aware of the
fact that labourers employed in
Government work were paid Rs
55 for nine hours of work every
day, the village Patel paid them
a pittance of only Rs 50 for
work that seemingly never
ended.

And while the village thinks
Ram Bharose and his wife,
Saropi Bai, are haali's, the cou-
ple beg to differ. They clarify
that they do not work as bond-
ed labourers and have only bor-
rowed Rs 8,000 for their son's
wedding from the Patel. They
also had no other recourse, of
course, but that's beyond the
point!

Similarly, Sewa Ram and
Bhawari Bai, who own one acre
of land and have two sons, have
taken a loan of Rs 15, 000 from
the local Patel. Sewa Ram says
he has been a haali for several
Patels in the village. "I repay the
loan amount at the rate of Rs
1,000 every month". But he is
quick to point out that he con-
tinues to take money from these
families to meet contingencies
like illness.

Hariprasad and his wife, Munni
Bai, had to borrow Rs 15,000
for their own wedding, and
another Rs 20,000 for
Hariprasad's brother's wedding.
But, says Hariprasad, he has
stopped working for the Patel
who had loaned him the money

because he was ordered to clean
the animal shed. He has instead
decided to pay the Patel back
through his labour. He has two
acres of land to see him through
- almost.

Villagers add that they have lit-
tle choice but to work long
hours every day, and that does
not include doing household
chores after the day's back-
breaking labour on their fields
is over. Sometimes having to
water and feed their livestock
and clean their shed can be an
uphill task.

Says Kalawati: "If the Patel's
have it their way, they will make
us cook food for them, too".
Kalawati says that when she
gets her money after the har-
vest, she would like to buy more
goats so that she is able to
make some extra money for her
children's education.

While there has been some for-
ward movement on the issue in
the village and people have
begun to realize that only par-
ticipation will bring about
much-needed change, ironically,
they are still reluctant to walk
the talk!

The very issue of their participa-
tion in panchayats still hangs
fire and leaves much to be
desired. So the discussion again
comes around to their immedi-
ate problems: the village has no
water supply to speak of, and is
desperate to have a link with
the national highway passing
nearby.

Not that many are sitting idle
here: some women had already
met former Chief Minister Uma
Bharati to tell her that people in
the village had to live in houses
that were barely 10-feet across,
and there were not enough
ration cards for everyone. While
they were satisfied their effort
led to the issue being taken up
by the Collector, they are still
waiting for a follow up on the
issue.

What are Kalawati's dreams for
the future? She has no frame of
reference for the type of dreams
that fill the minds of her coun-
terparts from other villages
around her. Maybe she dreams
her children becoming a nurse

or doctor and working in the vil-
lage clinic. Or do her thoughts
go to thinking about the type of
home she will have?

Maybe. But often, as for others
who are very poor, her dreams
would be that she and her fami-
ly stay healthy and live long
enough, that her children finish
school and that there will be
enough food for the family -
simple dreams about basic sur-
vival.
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Sharper Focus
The Story of PEVAC In Madhya Pradesh

ncreasing voter awareness

among rural populace. This is

a story that you should hear
from women in Sehore district.
When a motley group of women
gather to meet you to speak
about the work the Samarthan
has been doing under the PACS
programme they take you
through village life with a
panache that touches your
heart.

Rajukheda panchayat of Sehore
district consists of three villages-
Semli, Rajukhedhi and
Jhaklakhedi. Until the recent
January 2004 elections the
panchyat was in Semli. Asha
Swa Shakti's Sharda Bai (presi-
dent) and Basanti Bai (secretary)
say, "Women found it very diffi-
cult to travel one kilometer just
to attend a panchyat meeting."

For the last few years along with
its other activities in the village,
Samarthan has under the PACS
programme been strengthening
women's groups so that they are
able to raise their issues at the
village panchayat. It has not
been such an easy task.

Today, the women from three
SHGs groups of the village laugh
when they recall the way they
earlier used to vote. "Since all
candidates would approach us
most women would religiously
go to the polling booth and vote
for each and every candidate!"

If that was not enough to make
a invalidate a vote, there were
several instances in the village,
where when the controlling offi-
cers told women to stamp on the
symbol they wanted, saying in
Hindi 'chin lagao' many women
would put the stamp mark on
the heavy silver waistbands
which most women in villages

wear. "In the most common of
instances, many people in the
village would just put their valu-
able stamp on the wall," they
say.

Today things are different in
rural areas where Samarthan
has been working intensively.
For years, it has been mandato-
ry that a Government official be
deputed to visit a village every
day for at least a week, entrust-
ed with the responsibility of put-
ting in public display a daily list
of complaints received, names
added, deleted or changed in the
voters list, and also ensuring
that the Gram Sabha is held as
scheduled.

Earlier, when villagers were
asked if they knew about this
(during the run up to Panchayat
elections in Madhya Pradesh),
there were knowing smiles all
around- everyone knew, of
course, but also knew that this
happened mostly on paper, if it
ever happened at all. Today,
this cynicism has turned to
astonishment when they discov-

ered that not only was this offi-
cial physically present, but going
about his job as well.

Similarly, for the first time, the
names on the voters list in every
village were read out in the
Gram Sabha and accepted by
the State Election
Commissioner.

This ensured that the names on
the list were genuine and every-
one had an opportunity to par-
ticipate in the electoral process.
To that extent, the practice also
helped check the process of
social exclusion that could hin-
der the participation of margin-
alized and/or vulnerable groups
in the electoral process in the
village.

The 73rd Constitutional
Amendment, 1992, has prom-
ised a new identity to
Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRI)
in India, making it mandatory to
conduct elections for them every
five years. It has established
direct democracy at the grass-
roots level with the intention to
create institutions of self gover-
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nance in rural areas. It has
three tiers: Gram Panchayats
at the village level, Block
(Janpad) panchayats at the
middle level, and Zila
Panchayats at the district
level.

Gram Sabha's, constituting of
all the voters registered with-
in a Gram Panchayat, are the
basic and fundamental legal
units of PRIs with all sorts of
controlling rights over the
Gram Panchayat. They also
elect four kinds of representa-
tives for PRIs, i.e. Panches
and Sarpanches for Gram
Panchayats, Janpad members
for Block level Panchayats,
and Zila Panchayat members
for Zila Panchayats.

Madhya Pradesh was the first
State in the country to introduce
Panchayati Raj after the 73rd
Constitutional Amendment. The

Madhya Pradesh first elections for
vas the first Sae |the three tier

inthe coutry to Panchayats in
i nt roduce Madhya Pradesh

Panchayati Ryj were held in May-
ater the 73d June, 1994.
Gnstituti omdl )

Amrendment . The |When its tenure
fird detias far |ended, the second
thethree tie Panchayat elections
Panchayat s in were held in the

year 2000, in which
there were nearly
half a million candi-
dates for different

Madhya Pradesh
vere held in My-
June, 1994.

positions of Panchs,
Sarpanchs, Janpad Panchayat
members and Zila Panchayat
members. These elections were
conducted by the State Election
Commission, which was consti-

tuted in the State under the pro-
vision of the 73rd Constitutional
Amendment.

The process of the third
Panchayat elections started in
mid-2004, and was completed
with different rounds of voting in
January, 2005. So, after every
five years, these Panchayat elec-
tions have been held without
any gap and the process proves
the relevance of the
Constitutional identity sanc-
tioned to Panchayati Raj
Institutions.

So how has the change been
brought about? In the very first
election of Panchayats in
Madhya Pradesh, there was no
civil society intervention since it
was just the beginning of local
self-governance in a new form,
and the NGOs had no definite
clue about their role in these

roLn

elections.

But once these elections were
internalized by the body polity in
the State, some NGOs visualized
the significance of these institu-
tions and intervened at the level
of capacity building of elected
representatives and Gram
Sabhas.

Samarthan, which had been
working on the issue of gover-
nance, took the lead and tried to
build the capacity of like-minded
NGOs who could take up the
task at the grassroots level in
various districts of the State.

By the second general elections
of Panchayats in Madhya
Pradesh in the year 2000, most
of the NGOs working with
Panchayats had realised that it
was crucial and strategic to
intervene at the time of
Panchayat elections through
awareness generation activities
amongst the voters, so that suit-
able candidates could emerge as
local leaders and the Gram
Sabhas realized the significance
of their importance in the
process of direct democracy
operating through Panchayat
Raj.

Why PEVAC

Visualising this, Samarthan and
its partners decided to run a Pre
Election Voter Awareness
Campaign (PEVAC) during the
last Panchayat elections in 2000
itself, though with a limited set
of partner NGOs focusing on
specific regions of the State, par-
ticularly in Gwalior - Chambal

People Speak/ 10



and Chhatisgarh of the then
undivided Madhya Pradesh.

Samarthan and its partners cov-
ered nearly 3200 Gram
Panchayats with the objective to
make the voters aware about the
process of voting and their role
in electing better candidates
from amongst a veritable
plethora of them. The interven-
tion was begun at the time of fil-
ing nominations and ended with
the declaration of results.

Even the limited

Says Rakesh

Tivari o coverage gave the
Samart han: "The |organization and
PEVAC its partners an
canpai gn has per - [immense pool of
ceptibl'y changed experience to tap
the way Vil l agers into for similar

and the govern-
nent nachi nery
now per cei ve CSO
roea the grass
rad led.

There is now
greater under -
standi ng and
aopreciation of our
vk a dl leds
of the community".

interventions in
other States
where Panchayat
elections were
being conducted
on the lines of
those in Madhya
Pradesh. It also
provided the con-
fidence and
mechanism to
take up such
campaigns on a

larger canvass in the next
Panchayat elections.

This is the backdrop to the
2005 PEVAC campaign in the
State.

Says Rakesh Tiwari of
Samarthan: "The PEVAC
campaign has perceptibly
changed the way villagers and

el
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the government machinery now
perceive CSO role at the grass
root level.

There is now greater under-
standing and appreciation of our
work at all levels of the commu-
nity". Adds Tiwari: "The accept-
ability of NGOs in our area of
work has been greatly enhanced
as a result of the PEVAC cam-
paign, because the impact of our
effort was both visible and felt
everywhere we intervened.

That the campaign led to greater
transparency and accountability
in the election process at the
grass root level - especially in
voter list upgradation - gave us
and our partner NGOs a lot of
confidence in the process and
approach. We will share this
learning experience with other
CSOs and the administration”.

As for the women in Rajukheda
panchayat of Sehore, they have
already made their choice- hope-
fully for the better. This time
round they fought tooth and nail
to ensure that the sarpanch was
from their village and that the
up sarpanch was a woman.

Their logic is pretty simple. "Our
village will develop only when
the sarpanch is from our village.
That is why we worked so hard
to have the sarpanch from our
village. We hope that things will
improve not only for our village,
but for the other two villages

too."

As for electing a
woman as up
sarpanch, the
women root for
her saying that

_ although she is
- from another vil-

lage, she will
look into

Inthe very firg
dection o
Panchayats in

Madhya Pradesh,
there vas no civil
Soci ety interven-
tionsince it ves
just the begi ning
o locd sdf-gover -

. ests.

women's inter- nance in a new
form and the
N33 had no def -
inte due abou
ther rdeinthese
decti oms.
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“It’s The Little Thi
Remember...!

Menioer s of the Vikas
Yuwa Mandal stop to
point out howthey
have got each house-
hod to keep its open
dans clean. This
group has energed
as a force to reckon
wth nai nly because
of Sanarthan’ s asso-
ciation wth the YWA
MLE project, which
engaged youth to first
becone a Mtra
(friend), Sahyog (sup-
porter) and

(essoci e e).

world.

Semli, members

Meet a group of
young people in
village
Rajukhedhi in
Sehore district
who have not
allowed a Gram
Sabha to be
held because
the quorum
was not com-
plete, who have
been able to get
disabled social
security for a
blind person in
the village, who
are trying to
keep their vil-
lage clean, and,

most importantly, are the force
behind a group of women are
trying to find their place in the

As you walk through a relatively
clean Rajukhedhi village which
is a panchayat that consists of
Rajukhedhi, Jhaklakhedi and

of the Vikas

Yuwa Mandal stop to point out
how they have got each house-
hold to keep its open drains

clean. This group has emerged

as a force to reckon with mainly
because of Samarthan's associ-
ation with the YUVA SMILE
project, which engaged youth to
first become a Mitra (friend),
Sahyog (supporter) and Sathi
(associate).

Samarthan's Chandan Mishra
says prior to the PACS interven-
tion, the village had several
SHGS. "However, they needed
hand holding to meet regularly,
to run their meetings, etc." To
strengthen SHGs, training and
exposure visits were arranged
as women began to take up vil-
lage issues and draft applica-
tions to various departments. It
was the youth group that was
always on call to move things

ahead." The SHG exposure
activities ranged from those
held within the Sehore cluster,
all the way to the file folding
unit in Khachrod (Ujjain), train-
ings organised by the
Department of Women and
Child Welfare, animal hus-
bandry and papad making
training to making cement win-
dows.

Today, all groups agree that the
doctor has begun to come to the
village.

Samarthan's citizen leader,
Dharma Prakash Mewara, says
he and his friends decided to
take up work in the village
when they realized that they
were sitting 'phaltu’ (idle). "First
we collected Rs 12 from each
member and set up the Vikas
Yuwa Mandal."

The Vikas Yuwa Mandal lets
people in the village do more
than just read newspapers (like
Dainik Bhaskar). The centre has
literature on various subjects
from Samarthan, and has a
library that the Government
helped set up during the
Padhna-Badhna movement.
With Rs 8,000 that was provid-
ed for the library (and since
entertainment comes at a pre-
mium in the village) the youth
group has organised a televi-
sion. On Sunday's, when people
gather here to watch a film,
these young men take the
opportunity to discuss pressing
village issues with them.

Dharma smiles when he
explains that during the initial
stages of group formation,
among the many rules was that
if a member did not turn up for
a meeting without good reason,
he was fined Rs 10, "Today
there is hardly any collection
from fine," he says a little
regretfully. Their group is yet to

ngs We

get a clearance from the bank to
function as a youth group. For
Dharma especially the work in
the village has been an eye
opener for him. "We used to
think that the Government
would do all the work. But obvi-
ously, now we realise that
everything has to be done by
the people."”

The youth try to collect as much
information as they can it can
that is of use to people in the
village, disability forms, Nehru
Yuwa Kendra forms, information
about agriculture, banks, pan-
chayats, gram sabhas, new lit-
erature on gram sabhas and
keep it at the centre which is
housed in the home of one of
the villagers.

The centre is open between 8-9
pm every day.

Pointing to packets of soil that
they have collected, Dharma
says, "We have gone to the
Agriculture Department to
inquire about soil sampling
because today the quality of soil
in the village has become a big
issue as many farmers are
aware that soil fertility has gone
down." The boys feel that to
make the village a model pan-
chayat, the agriculture depend-
ent villagers need advice and
facilities to check soil fertility.

Samarthan field worker Ritesh
Rathore says: "We are also now
trying to get the Government
village depot holder to keep his
medicines here because people
in the village have more access
to us, then to him."

Supported by panchayat secre-
tary Gokul Prasad Khurana, the
group has been able to make
their presence felt in the village.
Dharma says, "We just wanted
to have a cleaner environment
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so that there would be no ill-
ness in the village and that is
why we have been talking and
encouraging people to keep their
surroundings clean,"

The reason why the group
focused on cleanliness was to
impress on people that if they
stay clean, they should also
keep the panchayat clean. "This
was not the case in the village.
There was no commitment from
the people to keep the village
clean. So to try and involve peo-

the village.

drainage.

have toilets.

this she adds,

changed."

"Trad tiod

means of waste
di sposa take
nmuch | onger and
we are advocat -
ing for vernmcom
postingindl
hones. "

If the group does
nt get dl the
infomationit
requires, it does
nat hesitate to the
concer ned
depar t nent .

ple we campaigned saying that
hygiene was very important for

There seems to be ample reason
for the youth to take up the
issues since at the panchayat
level women have been raising
the issue of drinking water and

The sarpanch Chandan Singh
Mewara's wife Tara Bai echoes a
major concern of the women in
the village. Tara explains with
the deforestation villagers have
been forced to go deeper and
deeper into the jungles, "The
men have no problem, but the
women faced with major prob-
lems. It is necessary for us to

These days all the daughters in-
law who come to the village are
educated and we will have to
provide latrines for them." To

"When we were

young we suffered, but because
of the purdah in the village, she
were unable to raise our voice.
But now the times have

For a village, as the elderly
Patel's wife, Ramba Bai, says
where women were not allowed

to go to the mar-
ket it is indeed a
matter of concern
for them.

The growing
importance of
this group was
evident during
the recently con-
cluded panchayat
elections. The
group especially
recalls the fact
that this year the
April 15 compul-
sory gram sabha

was stalled by them thrice
'because there was no quorum
not even the required 10 per
cent." When the gram sabha
was finally held there were 39
people present of them 20
women.

But there were other reasons for
the youth group taking interest,
"During the PEVAC programme
we understood that the electoral
process had to be free and fair.
Our village elections have
always been swayed by liquor
and caste and there was no
women's participation. Apart
from this we had a very high
rate of invalid votes," says
Dharma. They proudly say that
all the hard work they had done
during the PEVAC campaign
has benefitted them, because
the number of invalid votes has
gone down and the women's
SHG groups in the village were
finally able to participate in the
village elections.

Says Mishra, "When Chandan
Singh Mewera was elected
sarpanch, the youth and
women's group steered the elec-
tion of the up sarpanch saying
that they wanted a woman not
another man. So they settled on
a women from the neighbouring
village."

But politics is not all that the
group focuses on. They have
been able to get disabled social
security for a blind youth
Surjan Singh Mewara. This
despite the fact that the youth
had applied for the same at the
panchayat a year ago. When the
boys took matters into their
hands, they were able to fill out
the forms and avail the benefit
in a matter of five days.

With some work done, the youth
group wants focus on bringing
more employment to the village.
Says Jeewan Mewara , "People
in the City are aware, here peo-
ple are not aware and that is
why they think that nothing can
happen in their village."

Today this group is hoping to
have access to some motor
training and they explain why
they want the training. "Many
people from the village take
their electrical goods and other
durables to the City to have
them repaired. If we could open
a unit here, may we could save

the village a lot
of money."

He claims that it
is a myth that
villages do not
have resources,
but cautiously
adds, "We can-
not do anything
alone only if we
are trained can
we generate
employment for
ourselves."

The sar panch
Chandan S ngh
Mvara s wfe
Tara Bai echoes a
na or concern of
the wonen in the
village Tara
exdans wth the
dfarestaion vil -

| agers have been
forced to go
deeper and deep-
e inothejun-

g es, "The nen
have no probl em

Since cleanliness but the wonen

is a major issue i i
that the youth Lagﬁdeg ! Pt r:aé o
group has taken necessafy for us
up, they have  |i5getglas.

identified 22

people in the village who want
NADEPs to be installed. They
are also keen to take up vermi-
composting, because,
"Traditional means of waste dis-
posal take much longer and we
are advocating for vermicom-
posting in all homes."

If the group does not get all the
information it requires, it does
not hesitate to the concerned
department.

With a this young lot realizing
many of the village's ambitions,
the little progress that the
women SHGs have been able to
make has given rise to higher
aspirations. Says Hema Singh,
"We want our village to be liter-
ate. We have been able to get a
lot of our work done with the
help of people's participation. If
we progress, the village will
progress."

Asha Swa Shakti's Sharda Bai
(president) and Basanti Bai
(secretary) today do not need to
be prodded into action. Of the
three PACS SHGs that were
formed, after the initial hand
holding that Samarthan did for
the group especially taking
them to the bank helping them
with the applications, today the
women take up the issues
themselves.

The women already recall mirth-
fully the days when their hus-
bands used to make fun of
them and say that today their
husband encourage them to
attend the meetings. There is
enough reason for this. The
SHG has already been given 5
Cash Credit Limit (CCLS). While
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the women used to save Rs 10
earlier, now they have begun to
save Rs 25 each and have saved
Rs 12,000. They have already
spent Rs 70,000 to build a com-
munity hall after the 12 mem-
bers of the group pooled in Rs
1,000 each and they collected
the remaining money from oth-
ers in the village.

Apart from this on the individ-
ual level, the women have taken
loans for buffaloes, to set up
small flour mills and to do up
their homes.

From two years ago when there
was no SHG in the village, what
pushed the women to doing it
was the fact that men were very
amused with their drive to get
something done. So the women
decided that they would make a
mud hutment if they had to,
but they would build a place
where they could meet without
have to disturb anybody's
household. "Earlier, we used to
meet in each others homes. But
it was difficult.”

Today men in the village do not
hide their appreciation. Says

Durga Prasad, "Now the women
have information and they have
been able to find their own feet.

If they had this

earlier."

The SHG has al ready
been given 5 Gash
CGedit Linmt (CLS.
Wii | e the wonen
used to save R 10
exlier, nowthey
have begun to save
Rs 25 each and have
saved R 12, 000.
They have al ready
spent 5 70,000 to
bui Id a conmuni ty
hd| ater the 12
neners of the
group pooled in Rs
1,000 each and they
cal lected the renai n-
ing noney fromoth-
esinthevillage

access earlier,

many of the problems and
issues in the village could have
been raised and addressed

Apart from being the force in
getting the village roads done,
they have repaired hand pumps
and Basanti adds, "If we want
money for an engagement or for

an illness in the
family, this is
the best system
for us."

The other mem-
bers chip in
says that earlier
in case of an
emergency they
had to go to the
village patel
(landed farmer)
to seek a loan.
The catch was,
in lieu for the
money, the
patel would get
them to work

for less than the

basic minimum,

a days work for Rs 20-25. The
women are a relieved lot when
they unanimously chime,
"Today, because we have our
own money, we do not have to
go the farmer in an emergency
and we are also able to take
work on our own terms."

The village has a school only up
to Class V. The women have
begun warming up to demand
that the school be upgraded to
Class VIII.

A new SHG group that has been
formed is Swayam Shakti con-
sists of women who live below
the poverty line. Savitri Bai of
the Swayam Shakti groups
says that people know that
money will not come to them
easily and in the last five
months they have been trying to
overcome their village problems
themselves. In the 10 months
that her group has been saving,
she says they are looking for-
ward to rearing goats.

For Samarthan, this has not
been an easy task. They have
been aware that people in the
villages have been regarding
them as an interfering influ-
ence. "The women often tell us
that they have been told not to
speak to us," says Chandan
candidly. But the women sum it
up best. "After the work that
has been done in the village,
today even children in the vil-
lage want to make their own
groups!"

Today nen in the vil -
lage do nat hide their
appreci ation. Says
Durga Prasad, "Now
t he wonen have
infornati on and t hey
have been able to
fidther omfea. If
they had this access
exlie, nany of the
probl ens and i ssues
inthevillage cadd
have been rai sed and
addr essed

exlie
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"Today we have a little
knowledge...”

On a rainy day Sunderwahi vil-
lage, Paraswara block beckons
you with its beauty. In the dis-
tinct Baiga tola women welcome
you to their small yet spaced
out huts. The citizens of
Sunderwahi, comprising Gond,
Baiga and Golar tribes, make a
living collecting and selling fire-
wood, with little or no interest
in agriculture. Nearly 32 girls in
the village do not attend school,
because they are saddled with
domestic chores or looking after
the little ones at home. As 25-
year-old Sunita pounds rice,
she looks up to says she is now
very tried since she has been
working since the morning.

Slowly members of Gagan
Samoh group get together at
Sunita's home. It is the presi-
dent of the group, Sukhwanti
Marawi, who articulates their
lives. "We are people of the vil-
lage and jungle. We do not
know the ways of the world."
One member - Rimla's mother-

in-law - chips in, "We depend on
daily labour, we do not have
any livelihood - if we do not
work, there is nomoney."

Explains Nav Jeevan's animator
Kala Patle who has been work-
ing with these women under the
PACS programme, "When we
began working with these
women, they did not under-
stand anything about group for-
mation. Whenever we would
approach them, they would run
away."

Project co-ordinator Utkal
Nanda is not unaware of his
group's achievement. "The
importance of the PACS inter-
vention should be seen only in
this context that from a time
when Baigas themselves would
not get together, they have been
able to get together and do busi-
ness for the first time."

He says Bagias do not even
interact with Gonds, they

believe in a hand to mouth exis-
tence, they do not access educa-
tion, they do not eat outside
their community, do not associ-
ate with others, have absolutely
no contact with the
Government. They are totally
dependent on the jungle, yet do
not engage in tendupatta collec-
tion. Their hutments are basic
and should there be a death in
the family, they simply leave the
house and build another one.
"Basically they live on a day to
day basis, and they would not
think of the future."

The Baigas are also known to
drink country liquor called
Mahua. Says Nanda, "All that
they earn over the week, they
spend on liquor on Fridays and
Saturdays and then they begin
to look for work the next week."
He adds that Baigas are a clas-
sic example of the oft-repeated
story of benefits not reaching
those they are meant for: the
Baiga Development Authority.
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Says Sukhwant i Despite the odds

as other nem she faced, Patle

bers Bri B continued going to

Parmil a Bai ’ nod |the village.

Il?a??é | r’e,/a‘ When she felt she

used to save was not being able

aything. Today to convince the

we have begun |women, one day

to save and she finally

Madam says we approached the vil-

Wil berefit™ lage chief. With his
intervention she

grains."

was able to convince 12 women
to get together and he reassured
them that since Patle stayed
only 3 kms away from the vil-
lage she would not cheat them.
Patle explains, "Many of the
Baiga women often come to my
village to sell wood and buy rice

After a month long dialogue the
women agreed to save Rs 20
and when they had collected Rs
240, they opened a bank
account in Ukwa 6 km from
Sunderwahi. Patle says she
accompanied the women during
their first few visits, but now in
the women go to the bank
themselves.

Says Sukhwanti as other mem-
bers Buri Bai, Parmila Bai, nod
in agreement, "Earlier, I never
used to save anything. Today
we have begun to save and

Madam says we will benefit."
But the women very modestly
speak about their attempts at
trying to do 'business'. This year
for the first time in their lives,
they got together and each of
them bought Mahua at Rs 10
which they hope to sell it at Rs
12 when all the agricultural
work is over. "Today we have a
little knowledge to try and
attempt these activities,"
explains Sukhwanti.

Says Nanda, "For Baiga adivasis
who until recently did not wear
clothes, did not want to and
were unable to speak to out-
siders and are known to be
extremely focused about only
organising the day's meals, this
is a big step."

Patle adds there has been a
marked change in the women
and they are not so suspicious
anymore and they have begun
to meetings regularly, she adds,
"there is still a long road to
cover." She also acknowledges
that women still do not attend
panchayat meetings

While Patle is aware that the
PACS programme seeks to
empower poor people, she

" & I
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smiles, when she
says, that these
days even as her
groups have begun
to realise that they
should save more
money they have
also begun confid-
ing in her. "Now
the women tell me
about the low
wages that they are
getting for their
labour and some of
them have
expressed their
hope that they will
not have to work
as bonded labour
in the future."

To check migration,

been encouraging women to
make bamboo baskets and

mats.

Says another Nav Jeevan ani-
mator, Kanta Giri, working in
Rupjhar panchayat:
reluctance of the women was
mainly because three organisa-
tions: ICDS, Rajiv Gandhi
Shiksha Mission and Padhna
Badhan -had also tried their
hand in forming groups”.

So the women queried her, "If
they have not been able to make
the groups, how will you. She
too kept going and with the help
of a relative in the village, who
agreed to stand as a guarantor,
The Chetna group in village
Patel Tola Rupjhar bought
Mauha for Rs 2,000 at Rs 8
and they hope to sell it for Rs

13/14.
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Ater a nonth
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save R 20 and
when they had
col lected Rs 240,
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So Near, And Yet So Far

When you walk into the Meena
household in village Gudawal in
Raisen district of Madhya
Pradesh, a clean warmth wel-
comes you.

The freshly done-up dung floor,
the carefully filled pots of water,
a bath area covered for family
members to use - the home and
the hearth look fresh, inviting
and cared for. In the small
home with a little courtyard, the
family stirs slowly to meet visi-
tors.

4
s

-

Narayan Singh, who is the
main bread winner in his
family working as a
labourer, says: "I have
studied up to Class V, but
since I was the eldest, I

“ could not pursue studies

| because I had to look after
Yall the family members,

Today, his elderly father
and mother live with him.
His wife, Sumantra Bai,
has never gone to school,
and last year, after their
20 year-old son died a day after
Holi (the Festival of Colour), her
world came crashing down on
her; she has since stopped
attending to family chores, and
looks on vacantly most of the
time. This was a double wham-
my for Narayan Singh - he now
not only has to go to work to
look after the household
expenses, but also take time off
to look after the family chores in
the house, as well as his wife to
the best he can.

For help, Narayan Singh relies
completely on his 16-year-old
daughter, Babli Kumari Meena.
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- food for her younger siblings,
- one of which goes to work,
and the younger girls, who go

to school.

Thus, on her lies the responsi-
bility of her entire family- clean-
ing, making food and organising
dung for firewood. Then there
are little Maya and Manisha,
who have to be sent to school.
Hari Om, who has studied up to
Class VIII, has to be given his
tiffin so that he can go to work
in Bhopal at 8 am.

Her father, Narayan Singh, is
aware of the drudgery in Babli's
life, but raises his hands in
despair. "In 2004, we lost our
eldest son, Mukesh. He
drowned in the village pond.
Since then my wife Sumantra
has not been herself."

While she cuts
no corners in
her household
responsibili-
ties, both
Babli and
Kalwati have a
desire to move
ahead, to pur-
sue their
dream of edu-
cation and life
beyond the vil-
lage, they are

Although Narayan Singh sees

a little of his own history

repeat itself,

~ |against the circumstances

~ |and has few, if any, options.

. On the young girl's shoulders

- lies a heavy burden. She is

~ the care provider for her

~ aging grandparents, her

~ indifferent mother, and her

handicapped 18-year-old

elder sister, Kalwati Kumari

- Meena. She also has to lend
a hand in the cooking
chores, which means, on one
hand, that she ensures not
only that everyone is fed on

~~time, but also has to pack

he is powerless

She a so has to lend
a hand in the cook-
ing chores, which
neans, on one
hand, that she
ensures nat only
that everyore is fed
onting but aso
has to pack food for
her younger siblings,
one of which goes to
vwork, and the
younger girls, who
go to schodl .
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skeptical this will eventually
happen. While both of them
have completed studying till
Class VII (and passed in second
division), their education was
stalled once earlier, and they
have not forgotten that. This
was when both of them were
studying in Class V and their
grandfather was very unwell.
Both girls then had to stay at
home to help with household
chores.

Today, to make matters worse
than they already were, they
face another - even more com-
pelling - dilemma in their pur-
suit of education: to now have
to travel to the school in the
next village, Chiklod, which is a
daunting 2-kms away from
Gudawal.

While Kalawati cannot make the
trip to the village because she is
unable to sit for more than two
hours at a stretch, Babli, whose
favourite subject in school was
Hindi, is unable to do so not
only because of the responsibili-
ties on her shoulders, but also
because she does not want to
leave Kalawati behind.

Aarambh's animator, Hiralal
Umre, helped the girls when
they dropped out of Class V.
Aware about the odds that
stared them in the face, Hiralal
travelled to the school, spoke to
appropriate authorities, and got
them re-admitted. The girls
were able to pick up their stud-
ies with Hari's help since
Aarambh's Balangan was being
run there at the time. While the
girls used to try and catch up
on their English at Balangan, it
was the painting classes that
really caught their attention.
Babli says: "I liked painting

Wile she cuis  |flowers and trees."
no corners in her o

househol d This time round,
resjosibilities, |too, Hiralal has
both Babli and  |helped them get
Kalwati have a |admission to the

desire to nove

Chiklod High

ahead1 to pursue School. The School

their dreamof timings are

education and between 10.30 am
life beyond the to 4 pm, and are a
villagg they are  [hindrance, but the

eventual |y hap-

pen.

icd thswll |girls are making
the most of the
opportunity with-
out complaining.

Even as they go about their
daily grind, there is a sense of
helplessness in the Meena
household. Ask the girls who
inspires to continue studying,
and they quickly retort as one
"Father and mother", because
"both father and mother con-
stantly tell us that only educa-
tion can improve our lives".

Today, to nake nat -
ters worse than they

aready vere, they
face another - even
nore conpel ling -

dilenma intheir pur-
sut o educaiotr to
now have to travel to
the schod inthe
next vill Gikod
wiich is a daunting
2-kns away from
Qudawal .
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