
Economy and trade

• Kolkata: a street hawker
selling magazines. India has
no shortage of entrepreneurs.

At the time of Independence,
India inherited an economy that
was mainly geared to supplying
the demands of the imperial
power. The new nation was poor,
with a predominantly agrarian
economy and a negligible
industrial base. However, it
possessed a potentially large
domestic market, rich natural
resources, considerable supplies
of skilled and semi-skilled labour,
no shortage of entrepreneurs, and
a political leadership that was
seemingly committed to
development.

By the mid-1950s India
had abandoned the colonial free-
market policy oflaissezfaire.
Inspired by the socialist
convictions of Prime Minister
Nehru, it established the state-
directed planning process that
would define its development
pattern for the next 40 years.
The prime objectives were to
achieve sound industrial

development, economic independence, and the political survival of the
nation. Rapid industrialisation was expected to provide the impetus to
achieve growth and prosperity. To increase its self-reliance, India set out to
manufacture products that previously it had imported, discouraging imports
by an extensive system of licensing and high tariffs. There was a crucial role
for central planning and the public sector, and an emphasis on heavy
industry.
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T A power station on the
outskirts ofAhmedabad

By the late 1970s, however, it was becoming obvious that Indian
economic and trade policies were not achieving their objectives.
The government responded by giving larger scope to the private sector and
modifying its trade policies. The immediate results were encouraging,
but not sustained; government expenditure increased rapidly, while
investment slowed down. Export subsidies, food subsidies, fertiliser
subsidies, power subsidies - all part of the government's policy to encourage
new technology in farming - increased the financial burden on the nation.

By 1991, foreign-exchange reserves had dwindled to little more than
US $1 billion, barely sufficient to finance ten days' normal import needs.
So the process of opening up the Indian economy to foreign trade and
investment began. Since the reforms initiated in 1991, the economic health
of the nation might be expressed as 'getting better, and feeling worse'.

During the 1990s, India's gross domestic product (GDP) grew at a rate
of more than 5 per cent. The bad news, however, is that national debts have
increased. As of 31 March 2001, India's external debts stood at approximately
$ 100 billion, which meant that every Indian man, woman, and child owed
$100 to the rest of the world. The extent of internal debt is alarming.
General government debt rose from 67 per cent of GDP at the end of March
1997 to 88 per cent of GDP by the end of March 2003. Per capita income
remains one of the lowest in the world: more than a quarter of the
population lives below the official poverty line and, despite an agricultural
revolution and overflowing granaries, deaths from starvation have continued
(for example, in West Orissa in 2001-2002). For millions of people a secure
supply of food is an impossibility. A large proportion of India's population
has no access to safe drinking water or primary health-care services.

Strengths and weaknesses of the Indian economy

The Indian economy today presents a mixed picture of great potential
strengths and significant vulnerabilities. On the positive side, India is

globally recognised as a leader in the
provision of some important manufacturing
and technology-based services. Domestic
savings and investment rates have been
fairly high for several years. Power,
transport, and other infrastructural sectors,
although inadequate, are being strengthened
to support rapid economic growth.
Key services like banking, insurance,
telecommunications, and electronic media
are being rapidly modernised, and the
country has a large pool of entrepreneurs,
managers, scientists, technologists, and
other highly skilled professional people.

Shailan Parker/Oxfam
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A Everything on Bhutni
Island in the Phulahar river,
West Bengal, has to be
brought from the mainland
by boat. India needs major
investment to improve
national transport and
communications networks.

Yet in spite of these developments, India is still blighted by poverty,
illiteracy, malnutrition, and all manner of material deprivation on a vast scale.
With a still-rising population, life in India's villages is becoming harsher for
the poor, whose access to land, food, fuel, and other basic essentials is
diminishing, rather than increasing. The pace of urbanisation has quickened,
and India's cities and towns are grudging hosts to a large and rising class of
urban poor who have no shelter, drinking water, sanitation, health care, or
remunerative employment.

It is ironic that on the one hand India can build atomic power stations,
make nuclear weapons, and launch satellites into space, yet is unable to
provide safe drinking water or sanitation for its citizens. Modern and
primitive conditions prevail in close proximity. Liberal humanitarian and
democratic value systems contend with superstitious, obscurantist, and
atavistic attitudes. The process of modernisation itself has probably
sharpened this contrast and has added to the potential for conflict in society.

The paradox of poverty-alleviation programmes

The persistence of poverty in independent India has been a subject of
extensive research and intensive debate. Yet neither government spending
on poverty-alleviation programmes nor sustained economic growth, averaging
5-6 per cent in the past 20 years, has made any major difference to the long-
term prospects for the poorest, or even met their basic minimum needs.

India's various Five-Year Plans have contained commitments to
economic and social change in order to reduce inequalities of income,
wealth, and opportunity, especially in the rural areas. But peasant farmers
and wage workers alike have been affected by the government's structural
adjustment policies, which have resulted in a rise in the prices of
commodities, especially food; a drop in real wages; and a loss of jobs as
public services and enterprises have been privatised.
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In theory, the government still subsidises essential supplies of food
and fuel for the poorest people. The annual bill is very considerable.
If the money were to be given directly as cash transfers to the 26 per cent of
the population that lives below the poverty line, each poor household would
get around Rs 8000 (approximately ^95) a year. But out of every rupee that
is spent on food subsidies, only 20 per cent actually reaches the poor. This is
well documented in the case of the PDS (Public Distribution System), which
- because it is not targeted or implemented properly - mostly benefits
people who live above the poverty line. Any attempt at reform is challenged
by strong vested interests.

Power supplies are another example of hijacked subsidies. A subsidy
that was intended to help poor farmers to run equipment like irrigation
pumps and threshing machines has been appropriated by industry. It is
difficult to persuade this rich sector of the economy to pay for something
that it has been in the habit of obtaining for free.

In the post-reform period, poverty has declined at very varying rates.
The state of Haryana, for example, has managed to reduce the proportion
of its people living in absolute poverty from 25 per cent to 9 per cent;
but in Orissa the corresponding figure has merely been reduced from 49 to
47 per cent. This disappointing performance can be explained by a host of
factors: low levels of skills, education, and health care; inadequate
infrastructure; a hostile economic-policy environment; and, most
significantly, the poor quality of governance. But it is also true that the lack
of money - the obvious definition of poverty - makes people more
vulnerable to every adverse influence on their lives.

T The camel cart given to
Bhachu Mansangh after the
earthquake in Gujarat

Signs of hope

On 26 January 2001, the village of Hangia Vand was devastated in the
earthquake that struck Gujarat. The families of 52-year-old Rambhai Pancha
Bhai and 22-year-old Bhachu Mansangh, largely dependent on daily wage
labour, were reduced to destitution. But their community unanimously
nominated them as beneficiaries of the relief and development aid that
arrived in the village.

'Our lives were transformed', says
Rambhai Pancha Bhai. 'Until then we did not
have electricity, since no one had the money to
install meters, and the elders said that it was too
dangerous. Now there is electricity. Concrete
dwellings have replaced our thatched roofs.
Our main requirement was a secure livelihood.
What would we eat, and how would we earn our
living? The villagers asked Oxfam for help, and
the community selected the beneficiaries and
decided that we needed a flour-mill here. I now
own a mill, and Bhachu was given a camel cart,

Shailan Parker/Oxfam
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A A Pood-preparedness
course in West Bengal:
volunteers learn to make a
raft using local materials —
empty oil cans, bamboo,
and rope.

on which he loads goods for sale in towns nearby.
The village community does not allow any shops
here, because they always stock gutka [tobacco]
and beedi [unprocessed rolled tobacco], with easy
access for children.'

Hangia Vand village is in the sparsely
populated Kutch region, which was the epicentre
of the earthquake. The disaster was devastating
for everyone, but even more so for already
impoverished people like Rambhai Pancha Bhai
and Bhachu Mansangh. While they have
benefited from post-disaster support
programmes by acquiring long-term skills and
tools with which to earn a living, there are many
who continue to suffer from recurring disasters,
both sudden (earthquakes) and regular (cyclones,
floods, and droughts).

Dealing with disasters - in advance

Cyclones threaten Ishanapur, Jajpur District of
coastal Orissa, almost every year, with varying
degrees of intensity. In the month of April,
Babaji Barik has approximately two months
before the cyclone season in which to replace his
hut with a concrete structure. 'We are re-learning
things that used to be standard procedure in
olden times. We had rice strains that were

resistant to water logging, but they are not easily available any more.
We used to keep our livestock untethered, so that they could instinctively
flee to safety. And we even had traditional methods of forecasting cyclones.
What is better now is the commitment of organisations like Lok Bikash to
help us to help ourselves. They introduced us to the community-action
approach to preparing for disasters and responding to them: methods of
ensuring clean drinking water, preventing epidemics, and taking advantage
of government schemes and information. In fact I am building this place
with the support that I received through the Indira Awas Yojana [a
government shelter which provides building materials for poor people in
rural areas]. These disasters reduce everyone to poverty. I am a barber. How
do I ensure my livelihood without the tools of my trade - a barber's chair,
razors, blades, balms, and mirrors?'

In order to promote public awareness of the need to make plans to
deal with disasters, the government of Orissa declared 29 October, the
anniversary of the day on which the super cyclone struck the state in 1999,
as Disaster Preparedness Day. The central government also resolved to
observe this day throughout the country; but the concept of a rational
disaster-management policy has yet to gain acceptance at the national level.
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A Rampada Pramanik, a
volunteer on a flood-response
programme on Rhutni Island.
We are on alert 24 hours a
day. Five of us share out the
work. Between us we look
after 300 people.'

T Revata Ram: 7 was a
middle-school drop-out.
Now I operate computers.'

There is a growing realisation that institutional
initiatives and people's actions have to be co-ordinated to
soften the impact of disasters. The official response to
calamities is often insensitive to local conditions,
for example in Gujarat and Orissa, where people needed
support to rebuild their livelihoods, but what was on
offer was palliative at best.

Market access in practice: the weavers of Chacha village

In the village of Chacha, in arid Rajasthan, weaving was the traditional
method of coping with drought, when all farming activity had to stop.
But over centuries, as the rural poor lost their land to the upper castes,
weaving became their only means of livelihood, and it gave them their
caste identity.

Revata Ram, who now lives and works in Phalodi, says, 'Back in the
1960s, when I was a young boy, meghwal [weaver-caste] families used to
produce cloth for local needs, and it was often paid for in kind. No one
thought of education for the lower castes; but my uncle had studied up to the
fourth grade, so, following his example, my brother and I were both enrolled
in school. We sat at a distance from others, because we were low caste.
We were scared to touch or speak to anyone. I went on to study until the
eighth grade, when my family withdrew me from school because they
couldn't afford the fees at a time of extreme drought.

'I slowly started getting involved with weaving. I realised that we could
buy cheaper and more varied types of thread from Jodhpur. Soon I started
stitching and providing finished products. I gained a reputation as a steady
weaver, capable of producing new designs. In 1986 URMUL [ Uttari Rajasthan
Milk Union Limited] invited me to join them, because they wanted to work
among the meghwals. My family was apprehensive, but after much hesitation

I went to Lunkaransar and for the first time
learned about responding to markets, about
up-dating our craft by adopting
contemporary designs. I got training in
design from graduates of the National
Institute of Design, learned chemical dyeing
in Benaras, and was taught to do market
surveys, stock taking, and accounting.

'Then I came back and refined the
skills of weavers here. Later, along with a
few others, I set up Urmul Marusthali
Bunkar Vikas Samiti (UMBVS), a weavers'
co-operative. That was in 1986. From being
a middle-school drop-out, I now operate
computers. My children seem to live in a
different world: one is an aspiring lawyer,
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A Hava Kadela winding
thread on to a bobbin. 'A
teacher in UMBVS taught me
the skill of weaving.
I used to earn between 25
and 30 rupees a day, doing
building work Now I work at
home, and whenever I wish
to. I don't have to depend on
others, and I have more time
with my family!

and my daughter is in high
school - something
unimaginable in this region
and in my community even a
few years ago.'

The search for ways of
using the yarn spun by women
in a relief programme during
the severe drought of 1985 led
URMUL to work with the
traditional weavers of Phalodi
and Pokhran. The urge to do
more than make a sustainable
living - to extend benefits to
the whole meghwal community
- became the foundation for
the UMBVS. Generations of
oppression had left the weavers
socially and economically weak,
but the UMBVS not only
secured the livelihoods of 170
families but also increased
their self-esteem. At present,
about 15 per cent of the weavers
are women. 'We intend to
increase their participation to
at least 40 per cent,' says
Revata Ram, 'but it is a slow
process, because weaving is not
traditionally women's work.'

Traditional designs,
colours, and products,
combined with constant
exposure and response to

customer preferences, have resulted in a wider range of products. For the
meghwal weavers, gone are the days when they had to carry their shoes in
their hands while passing the houses of the powerful. Marketing and
sourcing orders in Delhi, Mumbai, and Kolkata are the new challenges. Fifty
per cent of production in the recent past was for foreign markets, as diverse
as New Zealand and Japan. 'Export marketing is difficult, because it is time-
bound and quantities are huge. But we have regular clients. In the last
financial year our turnover was approximately £556,800', volunteers Revata
Ram with pride.

The UMBVS experience demonstrates that change is possible,
although secure market-access opportunities are essential for sustainable
development.
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Indian textiles on the world market

India has been a centre for cotton weaving for many centuries. Indian
textiles, produced on handlooms as far back as two thousand years ago,
were prized for their fineness of weave, brilliance of colour, and rich variety
of design. Today, the textile and clothing industry contributes around
14 per cent of India's total industrial production, and 37 per cent of its exports.
It is the second largest employer in the country, after agriculture. But India
accounts for only 3 per cent of world trade in textiles and clothing, partly
because it has not enjoyed better access to the markets of industrial
countries. Since 1974, India's textile and clothing trade has been governed
by the restrictive quota regime imposed by the Multi-Fibre Arrangement
(MFA), a protectionist measure which restrains the growth of textile and
clothing exports from developing countries.

During the Uruguay Round of world trade talks, industrialised
countries agreed to dismantle the MFA in four stages over a ten-year period,
starting in 1995. The expected benefits, however, have been slow to
materialise, because the phase-out was delayed until the very end of 2004.
Compounding the problem are other restrictive measures taken by importing
countries, such as 'transitional safeguards' (which allow importing countries
to restrict sudden large influxes of imports) and discriminatory 'rules of
origin' (which allow imports to be taxed at high levels if a certain proportion
of their inputs comes from another country).

With the ending of the quota system, the value of the global textile
and clothing trade is expected to reach $400 billion. The Indian government
wants to increase textile and garment exports from the current levels of
$11 billion to $50 billion. To achieve this ambitious target, the industry needs
to become more competitive, its infrastructure and technology must be
modernised, and it must stop being sheltered by protectionist, inward-
looking policies. But will Revata Ram and UMBVS have the skills and
resources that they need in order to reach wider markets?

India and the WTO

India joined the World Trade Organisation in 1995 as a founder member.
Membership of the WTO confers advantages and disadvantages. With a
share in international trade that amounts to a mere 0.7 per cent, it would be
over-optimistic of India to hope to influence the rules of the game in a big
way. But it takes an active part in negotiations, often in coalition with other
developing countries, and is effective in drawing attention to the way in
which some new trade rules that are being advocated by the rich countries,
ostensibly for the benefit of all, may harm the development prospects of
poor countries.

India has taken a leading role in the formation and activities of the
G-20, a pressure group of developing countries that has recently emerged at
the WTO to promote reform of the unfair agricultural policies of the
developed countries. They want the rich countries to open their markets

INDIA 41



to goods from developing countries, and they want the European Union and
the United States to stop subsidising their own farmers. India also argues
forcefully for developing countries to be granted a longer period of time in
which to open their markets to manufactured and agricultural imports.
More than any other country, it has raised concerns about excessive
protection of intellectual property rights, including patents and copyrights.
During the WTO conference in Doha in November 2001, India succeeded
in securing a major concession on the right to manufacture cheap versions
of new patented medicines. Currently, India and other developing countries
oppose the introduction of labour standards and environmental standards
into WTO rules, on the ground that these are disguised 'non-tariff barriers
to free and fair trade.

Globalisation of the world economy is here to stay, and market forces
and the profit motive will prevail. But in this context, India is arguing that
much more could be done by the richer countries to achieve equity and
justice for the developing world.

T The textile and garment
industry is the second largest
employer in India. But it
needs to modernise if it is
to be competitive on world
markets.
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India's untapped human
potential

India's potential wealth, measured in terms of human capital, is immense -
but largely untapped. Despite the country's abundant assets, and particularly
its rich human resources, its economic and social advancement has been
slow, for reasons that will be explored in this chapter.

It was in 1985 that a separate Ministry of Human Resource
Development was formed, merging the ministries of education, culture,
youth, and women's development. This was a multi-dimensional, dynamic
concept which aimed to make India more productive by upgrading public
services. Since then, central government's expenditure on education, health,
family welfare, water supply, housing, social welfare, nutrition, rural
employment, and minimum basic services has been steadily increasing.
By 2000, it stood at 11.4 per cent (1.7 per cent of GDP).

The statistics, however, belie the true picture, because sharp
disparities continue to exist within India between states, between women
and men, and between city and countryside. For example, Kerala's progress
in reducing poverty is 120 times better than that of Bihar. In 2001, the Bihar
literacy rate was only 47 per cent, compared with 91 per cent in Kerala.

Among women too, the highest rate was in
Kerala (88 per cent) and the lowest in Bihar

One-sixth of the world's people and ' ^ ^ e r c e n ' '
one-third of the world's poor live in F r o m b e i n § o n e o f t h e t h r e e r i c h e s t

India. India accounts for 30 per cent of s t a t e s i n *947. Bihar has slid to the second-
the world's births, 20 per cent of the lowest place, with a society that is caste-
world's maternal deaths, and 25 per cent ridden, poverty-stricken, and criminalised,
of the world's child deaths. More than Out of the state's total population of 100
half of India's children are malnourished. million, half live below the poverty line.
Two-thirds of city dwellers lack No serious efforts have been made to
sanitation services, and one-third lack implement poverty-alleviation programmes,
safe drinking water. About four million o r r e f o r m e d u c a n o n j health, and welfare
Indians are infected with HIV, and schemes. With weak enforcement of law and
more than two million develop active Q r d e r l e d ^ k c k o f i n f r a s t m c t u t h e
tuberculosis every year. Only 54 per . . . .

, ,. , state is not attracting investment; so the vast
cent of women are literate, compared °
with 76 per cent of males. majority of the population can find work only

as unskilled, poorly paid, manual labourers.
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• Girts are keen to learn,
but poor provision and family
responsibilities mean that
nine out often fail to
complete Grade 8.

T Ramila: I 7 years old, and
never been to school - like
18 per cent of the population
of India

Bridging the literacy gap

In Ramdev Peer Vand village in Gujarat, 17-year-old Ramila makes a pretty
picture as she sits embroidering in the doorway. She is also watching over
her 9-year-old twin brothers, who play close by in their school uniforms.
'My brothers used to go to school. Their school was run very efficiently by
some sanstha [NGO] until it was destroyed by the earthquake in January
2001. The school has since been rebuilt and taken over by the government.
Now there is no teacher, but a fancy new school building. All children were
given uniforms, so they just wear them and play around the whole day.
What is the point of sending them to school or even building schools?'

Ramila has not even considered the possibility of going to school
herself. She is one of the 18 per cent of the population who have never
enrolled. Among those who do enrol, 35 per cent drop out before completing
primary-level schooling. She began to help with household chores from a
very early age and, as she grew older, her burden grew disproportionately to
include fetching water, collecting fuel-wood and fodder, cooking, cleaning,
and caring for her brothers and sisters.

Ramdev Peer Vand village is typical of all that is wrong with India's
education system. Despite the fact that nearly 95 per cent of the country's
rural population lives within walking distance of a primary school, education
is inaccessible for many of them, for various reasons: the poor condition of
school buildings and other facilities; the shortage of teaching aids, books,
and materials; and most crucially the lack of teachers. For girls, the
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enrolment rate is even lower than for boys: economic
factors, cultural conditions, and a failure to guarantee
their safety once they reach adolescence play a major
part in keeping girls out of school.

More than 50 years ago, the constitution
of India affirmed the right of all children to free and
compulsory education up to the age of 14.
This milestone was to be reached within ten years
of Independence: that is, by i960. Today, the goal
has shifted further into the future. India now expects
to achieve universal education by 2010.

If the population continues to grow at the
present rate, in order to send Ramila and others like
her to school and to provide 100 per cent primary
education, in the next ten years the government would
need to accommodate 120 million more students in
schools and enrol four million more teachers, which
would require an increase in spending on education
to at least 6 per cent of the GDP from the present
3.7 per cent.

GIRL POWER IN THE DESERT

In Rambagh village (Rajasthan), five 17-year-old girls
courageously challenged traditional assumptions
about the place of girls and women in society.
Sharda, Rashmi, Sumitra, Indira, and Radha were
among the first group of girls who attended the
innovative 8o//ko Shivir, or Girls' Camp programme,
founded in Lunkaransar by URMUL (Uttari Rajasthan
Milk Union Limited) in 1998.

This six-month residential programme for girls
between the ages of 12 and 18 years who have never
attended school has the ambitious objective of
getting them admitted to the sixth standard in formal
schools.The programme was established in response
to the needs of girls who had had no education,
after spending their childhoods in housework and
caring for younger brothers and sisters.

The curriculum included anything but housework.
The girls learned to read and count, to cycle and
play volleyball. Hygiene and health were on the

syllabus, as were conversation and public speaking.
The students expanded their horizons by travelling
to distant places by bus and train.

Initially, parents and elders resisted the idea. But
now, five years down the line, girls who have been
through the programme have become role models
for others from 114 villages in the Lunkaransar
district.The numbers enrolled have increased from
100 to 250. According to Ganga, one of the
organisers of the camp,'Compared with their
urban counterparts, these girls have superior life
skills, and their approach to learning is enthusiastic
and practical.'

Out of this group of five girls, four have since
married; but they refuse to leave their maternal
homes until they turn 18. Sharda will not marry
until she becomes a qualified teacher.The girls are
supported in their decisions by an encouraging
village and converted families.
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The government and NGOs like URMUL are experimenting with
schemes to improve attendance and retention in school. In several states,
hot cooked mid-day meals have been introduced. Over ten years, Shiksha
Karmi and Lokjumbis programmes, promoting community management of
schools, dramatically improved Rajasthan's literacy rate to 61 per cent in
2001 - an increase of 22 per cent, while the national average increased only
by 13 per cent. Andhra Pradesh has adopted an innovative concept of
community ownership of schools. Madhya Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh have
decentralised management of schools to PRIs (Panchayati Raj Institutions).
Bihar, with the lowest literacy rates in India, has launched an attendance
scholarship scheme.

Despite these initiatives, the gap in literacy between girls and boys
remains daunting: more than ten percentage points in all states except
Kerala, Meghalaya, and Mizoram. It may be a long time before all the girls
like Ramila can go to school. On the other hand, URMUL's initiative proves
the demand for literacy, and contradicts assumptions about parents'
reluctance to send girls to school.

How much is a mother's life worth?

Meeran has been a dai (traditional birth attendant), attending to women in
Bhiansar, Rajasthan, ever since she can remember. Her mother-in-law
initiated her into this vocation when she was 13 years old. 'A lot has changed
since then - though not necessarily for the better', she rues. From earning
less than one rupee per delivery, she now earns Rs 30 (approximately
35 pence). Despite increasing demand for her services, her work conditions
have not improved. 'We are culturally acceptable and locally available;
women trust us with their lives, but the government begrudges us even half
a rupee', she complains, referring to the money allotted by the government
for each 'Dai Delivery Kit', consisting of sterilised thread, a needle, and a
blade in a plastic bag. Ten years ago, the kit also contained cotton wool, but
that has since been eliminated in response to the reduced purchasing power
of the same 'half a rupee'.

In India, most women in rural communities give birth at home
under the care of a dai and/or a relative or neighbour. The central role of a
dai varies in different cultural settings: she acts as a companion to the new
mother during her 20-day period of isolation among some tribes in the
north-east; she serves as a wet nurse in Goa; but she is called in only to clean
up after delivery in Bihar, where she is called Dabrain - an abusive word in
the local dialect.

The typical dai is a low-caste, low-status woman. Such women have
been marginalised by the male-dominated traditional healing professions,
so they get little remuneration or social recognition in return for their
services. While this huge parallel health-care system remains neglected,
300 Indian women continue to die every day of causes related to childbirth
or pregnancy.
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• Meeran (second right), a
traditional birth attendant in
Rajasthan, earns approximately
35 pence for each delivery
that she attends.

Insufficient and inefficient health facilities have taken their toll on the
health of women and children. This is evident not just in the high rates of
infant and maternal mortality, but in the host of health problems that scar
their lives. Malnutrition is common among children, especially girls,
making them prey to almost every childhood disease. Immunisable diseases
have declined dramatically as a result of a sustained immunisation
programme, but they are still common among poor rural communities.

The Indian public health services have achieved some successes.
In order to accelerate the eradication of polio, 'Pulse Polio Immunization'
was launched in 1995-96, aiming to reach all children below the age of 3.
In the next year, the target was increased to all children below the age of 5.
During 1999-2000 in the four nationwide rounds more than 146 million
children each time were immunised. There has been a significant decline in
the number of polio cases reported. In 2002, however, 1500 cases came to
light, and the immunisation campaign continues.

Up to 85 per cent of Indian women are anaemic, which increases their
susceptibility to other diseases, especially during pregnancy and delivery.
There is growing concern about the extent of reproductive-tract infections,
cervical cancer, and sexually transmitted diseases, including HIV; but very
few women seek medical care, deterred either by the absence of accessible
health services, or by the social stigma associated with these diseases. Older
women in India are a medically marginalised group, because women's
health is perceived as being synonymous with family planning and
reproductive health. Thus post-menopausal health does not figure in
government health policies.
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T The poster reads 'Drink
safe, arsenic-free water and
stay healthy'. Arsenic
poisoning affects 30 million
people in the Ganges basin
in West Bengal. Tube wells in
many villages are affected,
and now some outlying areas
ofKokata are experiencing
the same problem.

18 hospital beds for 100,000 people

India is today a major provider of health services and medical products -
but not to its own people. It is the government's constitutional obligation
to provide free health care to all its citizens, and over the years the
infrastructure has expanded - but the focus remains on hospital-based
curative services, rather than on services to prevent disease, promote good
health, and rehabilitate patients. There is a danger of 'over-professionalising'
health care and excluding the community as a potential resource, although
recent policies have tried to involve local organisations in health care.
Public funds for health are not well targeted to meet the needs of poor
people, especially those living in rural areas and in the poorer regions,
such as the tribal areas. India today faces a dual challenge: the burden of
infectious and communicable diseases on the one hand, and an increase in
chronic and lifestyle-related diseases on the other.

At 5 per cent of its GDP, India's expenditure on health care matches
that of other developing countries, but it is low when measured on a per
capita basis. As a consequence, India lags behind on key health indicators
such as life expectancy, infant mortality, and morbidity. Less than 15 per cent
of the population is formally covered through any kind of insurance, and

money spent on health care comes from
household income that could otherwise
be spent on food, education, clothing,
and shelter.

India had only 17 medical colleges
in 1947. There are 180 today, producing
17,000 medical graduates and 3500
post-graduates every year. But 89 per
cent of them eventually take up private
practice. Sixty per cent of all hospitals
are private, and more than half of these
are located in urban areas. In rural
areas, there are only 18 hospital beds
per 100,000 people, compared with
256 in urban areas.

Government-run facilities are not
generally preferred by the public,
because of the callous attitudes of many
medical and auxiliary staff, the shortage
of drugs and other supplies, insanitary
conditions, and the indifference of the
government to the need for reforms.
It is estimated that an additional
750,000 beds (from the current 1.5
million to 2.25 million) would be
required by 2012. Apart from increasing
the availability of health services, this
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A Sumati Sahu: 'My mother
says that girls should not
suffer as her generation did,
out of ignorance. Now,
through our work, girls know
what to expect after
marriage.'

would trigger wider benefits like increased life
expectancy, a reduced disease burden, and lower rates
of child mortality and maternal mortality. The results
would be greater national income and a richer quality
of human capital.

HIV/AIDS - no longer an abstract threat

Sumati Sahu, in Bada Gobindpur, Orissa, says:
'I am a youth leader, although at 24 I am not exactly a
young woman. I was attacked by a bear when I was in
the forest picking kendu [tobacco] leaves twelve years
ago. I had to drop out of school, because everyone
made fun of my disfigured face. I know
I will never marry, but now I don't mind. I am a
counsellor and confidante of the young people here,
a very satisfying responsibility.

'Last year I was inspired by the work of VYK (Vishwa Yuva Kendra),
which raises awareness about HIV/AIDS, and I became a volunteer.
Since I belong here, I am aware of the social taboos surrounding sex
education. The boys and girls in the community have questions that are
seldom answered. I began by meeting girls, once a month, and discussing
their needs for information and the dangers that arise from lack of
awareness. Cultural resistance to providing sex education to young people
exposes them to trafficking, unwanted pregnancies, unsafe abortions,
sexually transmitted diseases, and HIV.

'We speak to the 12-18 age group. Starting with menstrual hygiene,
we impress upon girls the importance of not marrying before the age of 20.
To begin with, sex education was difficult, but now I can speak more
confidently - especially since the community has been so encouraging.
My mother says that girls should not suffer as her generation did, out of
ignorance. Now, through us, girls know what to expect after marriage,
how to recognise sexually transmitted diseases, and how to prevent AIDS
through the use of condoms. But my worry is that girls here are submissive.
They don't become assertive, if at all, until a few years after marriage.
Isn't the damage already done by then?'

Across the village in the local primary school, Sanjay, Babulal, Sandeep,
and a few other boys are meeting for similar reasons. Sanjay Kumar, aged 22,
says: 'Our group of 21 youths in the 15-30 age group used to meet to organise
festivals and provide other services to the community. Our contact with VYK
has made us realise the importance of HIV / AIDS awareness and education,
especially since we know very little about our bodies. This knowledge is
important, because most of us are sexually active but ignorant. Our only
sources of information were textbooks and maybe grandmothers and
sisters-in-law. Men don't speak to children - that is how they consider us.
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• Truck driver Ramesh Takri:
7 always carry condoms with
me so that I don't get
infections.' Because of the
nature of their work - away
from home for long stretches
of time, travelling all over the
country - truck drivers are
especially at risk of HIV
infection, and especially likely
to spread it.

'Ever since we became aware of the dangers
of indiscriminate and irresponsible sex, we have
been convinced that HIV infection rates could
become immense here. When we spoke at home
about this initiative, we were amazed at the
support we received: we could actually talk openly
about something which has always been denied
until now. The community of migrant workers
and drivers here respond well when we suggest
that they should have regular medical checks and
use condoms. This proves that everyone was keen
to know but didn't know whom to ask. In fact, we
provide condoms to all of them.'

Both Sumati Sahu and Sanjay Kumar are
part of an HIV/AIDS intervention programme
in 40 villages of Angul District in Orissa. Using
peer-group discussions, it is successfully
disseminating information to young people.
As a result, there is a new and perceptible
confidence among them to talk about sex, sexuality,
and condoms.

In Orissa 17 per cent of females and 20 per cent
of males are infected with sexually transmitted
diseases, and there are some 2000 HIV-positive
cases in the state. There are several reasons why
people in Orissa are particularly vulnerable to
HIV/AIDS. They include poverty; unsettled migrant

communities displaced by droughts, floods, and cyclones; the highway that
crosses the state, bringing drivers who can afford to buy sexual services, and
who thus spread infection; and also the cultural acceptance of commercial
sex work among some tribes.

In India, as in most places, current statistics are unreliable. UNAIDS
estimates that four million Indians were HIV-positive in 2001; official
government figures concur with that estimate. But other agencies suggest
that the number could be much higher: between five and eight million.

In India HIV was first diagnosed in the mid-1980s. The urban centres
were the early high-risk areas. The disease then spread through two
geographic pathways: first, along the main trunk roads that serve as the
transport network for this enormous country, and second, through the
border regions near Burma (Myanmar), where injecting drug use is
widespread. But firm conclusions are difficult to reach, since surveys are
limited and people are reluctant to discuss behaviour that contributes to the
spread of the disease.

The government's response to the threat of HIV/AIDS has been
inconsistent. A National AIDS Control Programme was announced in 1987,
but follow-through was haphazard, and the government's own anti-AIDS
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T A worker with the
Chennai-based People's
Action Movement shows
members of a women's
group how to use condoms.

organisation devoted much of its energies to arguing that external groups
were overestimating the prevalence of HIV in India. The National AIDS
Control Organisation (NACO) has a policy of'targeted interventions', largely
based on campaigns to change people's sexual behaviour. In the last few
years, NGOs have combined to offer care, support, and treatment to affected
people, and to lobby the government for laws on HIV and for better
prevention strategies. More recently, the government has responded to the
growing demand from NGOs and community groups for anti-retroviral
medication to be supplied free of charge to people affected with HIV/AIDS
in six high-risk states.

India is currently in the second phase of a ten-year government
programme to combat the spread of HIV. The country's federal system,
however, grants wide latitude to individual states, which have shown varying
levels of interest and competence in dealing with the problem. In April 2002,
New Delhi announced a nationwide target of'zero new infections by 2007'.
But how is this to be achieved? Since then HIV prevalence has increased
overall by 15 per cent.

INDIA SI



Out of the shadows:
the place of women in
Indian society

Sita and Draupadi are the two dominant female figures in Indian mythology.
Sita was the consort of Prince Rama in the ancient Hindu epic called
Ramayana, in which she symbolises purity and unconditional devotion to
the husband. Draupadi, the consort of five brothers in the Mahabharata
(an epic containing the Gita - guiding principles of Indian religious life),
symbolises the aggressive assertion of selfhood. Ironically, both figures are
deified. But the fact is that Indian women have been oppressed and
subjugated for centuries.

The life of the average Indian woman is one of discrimination and
deprivation in every sphere. As a child she is fed less nutritious food
than her brother and gets a poorer standard of health care and education.
She soon becomes a woman, often missing out on her adolescence. She is
married early, becomes a mother soon after, and then bears more children,
at intervals that are all too frequent. She has no control over any of these
crucial events of her life, each of which adversely affects her health.

W I L L NOBODY MARRY ME?

In a village in Gujarat, ten-year-old Meen Ben's
plastic bangles jangle as her little hands scrub
and wring the washing. 1 over-slept today and
didn't have time to comb my hair or eat my rot/a
[wheat cake] and saag [cooked greens].
This happens all the time. I wish we had more
time at the water-point, or I wish Bhai
[elder brother] could bring me on his bicycle,
but then he has to go to school. 80/ [mother]
says I cannot go to school, because I have to
stitch and embroider to prepare my dowry -
otherwise no one will marry me.'
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In the past few years the opportunities for women in Indian society
have expanded significantly, partly as a consequence of affirmative policies
by the government and positive initiatives by NGOs and other civil-society
groups - but mostly as a result of years of determined advocacy, campaigning,
and action for change by women themselves. However, while some are
emerging as strong and confident individuals, in control of their own lives
and capable of raising their voices to demand their rights, others face a very
different reality. The paradox of Sita and Draupadi persists.

The 'missing' women

Despite its proximity to the national capital, Delhi, and the state capital,
Jaipur, Alwar in north-east Rajasthan has stood still in time. It is a pocket
of deep neglect, illiteracy, and obscurantism, where the status of women is
wretchedly low, and their participation in decision-making is marginal.
The rate of female literacy is 20 per cent. About 88 per cent of girls marry
by the age of 19, and about 51 per cent of them have their first pregnancies
between the ages of 15 and 19 years.

The sex ratio in Alwar is 832 females to every 1000 males, well below
the state average of 917:1000, for reasons that become horribly obvious each
year when the pre-monsoon showers prompt a major operation to de-silt the
open drains of the town: buried in the black slime are aborted foetuses and
mauled bodies of abandoned baby girls. The vigilant local press, quick to
report these findings, is condemned by the authorities for 'sensationalising'
and 'exaggerating' the story.

• The birth of a baby girl
is not always welcomed
in Indian families.
'Son-preference' is widespread.

INDIA 53



T Rhudmal Meena with his
wife Laxmi in Hamirpur
village, Rajasthan. 'Laxmi
and I have been married for
35 years. I was 9 and Laxmi
was 10 when we married.
In our day everyone was
married off young.'

But the truth is that advances in technology have led to an increase in
female foeticide: ultrasound has emerged as a preferred method of sex
determination, fast replacing amniocentesis. A law passed in 1994 prohibits
clinics from revealing the sex of the foetus, and requires them to register
and monitor all sonograph and ultrasound facilities. But the success of the
legislation depends on vigilant monitoring of the clinics' activities. In Alwar,
when the 19 local nursing homes and laboratories with facilities for ultrasound/
sonography tests were asked to submit records of abortions and tests
conducted over the last two years, only four responded.

'Son preference' is an all-India phenomenon: in virtually every region,
class, and caste, the birth of a daughter is associated with the loss of family
assets. The girl is in fact not considered part of the family into which she is
born, but as part of the family into which she will be married. The main
cause of the problem is the dowry system: the traditional practice of giving
the bridegroom gifts in cash and kind, a custom which has degenerated into
specific and ever-escalating demands from the boys' families. The preference
for sons manifests itself in the practice of female foeticide, female infanticide,
and neglect of baby girls. What happens in Alwar is just one symptom of a
far greater malaise: of a society which devalues human life and dignity.

With the exception of Kerala, which has invested considerable sums in
women's development, health, and education, every state has fewer women
than men. Haryana and Punjab, despite their high per capita incomes,
have only 861 and 874 women respectively for every 1000 men. Orissa, one
of the poorest states in terms of income, has 972 women for every 1000
men. In the words of Nobel Laureate Amartya Sen, India, with its present
population of almost 1.03 billion, has to account for some 32 million
'missing women'.

Rajasthan proposes to reduce its TFR (Total Fertility Rate) from
4.1 children per woman in 1997 to 2.1 in 2016. The state holds women

responsible for regulating
the family size and
decisions about marriage,
despite the fact that most
women have little say in
such matters. Surgical
selection of male children
is not only licensed by social
approval, but it is also
encouraged by the State
Population Policy, which
rewards small families and
thus reduces the survival
chances of daughters.
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• Nagmani, a recently
trained weaver: 'For the first

Women in the workforce

Nagmani is pert, capable, and literate.
She lives in Pulletikurru, an extremely
vulnerable village of artisans whose
livelihood is threatened by floods and
cyclones that strike the East Godavari
Delta of Andhra Pradesh during
almost every monsoon season.

Devastating floods in 1996 left
Nagmani, her husband, and their two
infant sons homeless and helpless.
Their only source of livelihood,
the pit-loom for weaving saris
(women's traditional dress), was
crushed under the collapsed roof.
Nagmani recalls: 'In the first year after
the disaster, some organisations
helped with the repair of our loom;
and in the second year they helped us
to rebuild our homes. It was in the
third year that I asked SAKTI [an
organisation based in Hyderabad]
for a loom and a small sum of
working capital to buy yarn.

'All these years I could only
assist my husband while he did the
actual weaving. But he earned no
more than a pittance, since the master
weaver adjusted the price of the
finished product against the yarn that

he supplied and the loans that he made to us whenever we needed anything.
So although my husband worked all the time, we never seemed to have

time I have enough money to . T̂ , , , , , . , , .
educate my children and to enough money. Now I work and also market my products independently.
pay [or our health care! Traders are happy, because they don't have to invest in me by supplying raw

material and loans. For the first time I have enough money to educate my
children and to pay for our health care.'

For women in India, work is far more than just a matter of survival.
It was work that earned Nagmani a significant wage and built her self-esteem.
Now that she is able to control her own income, work has increased her
status and bargaining power within the family.

Another woman weaver

Across the country in a tiny village - Bhiansar in Rajasthan - lives Pappu.
For her, work provides the only opportunity to leave the four walls of her
home and meet and interact with other women. She, like Nagmani, belongs
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• Pappu the weaver in the
courtyard of her house, sitting
beside her bobbin-winder

to the meghwal (weaver) community, and here too, traditionally, women
don't weave. They do everything else - spinning yarn and forming spindles
- but not weaving. Men weave cotton fabric, and they earn the money.
But that was until two years ago.

'Ganga from UMBVS [Urmul Marusthali Bunkar Vikas Samiti] lived
here with us and changed our outlook on everything', says Pappu.
'She helped us to form a self-help group of eleven women called Bhavna
[Aspiration]. During one of our meetings, we expressed a desire to learn
weaving. Our only condition was that Jagdish Ram, from our own village,
should be the trainer - otherwise the men would never allow it. I was part
of the first group of seven who were taught to weave. Now I earn between
Rs 1500 [/18] and Rs 2500 [/30] every month. Since my children now
manage the livestock and collect fodder and fuel-wood, I am able to spend
most of my time weaving.

'I couldn't even look after my own clothes when I became a mother
at 15, so I could never have dreamed of weaving cloth. No woman does.
The only activity that is considered to be work in this community is weaving:
everything else counts for nothing. Now women even go to community
meetings, and we are asked to sit right in front. Is it the money or the work
that is changing our lives? I really don't know.'

Forced to work - or forbidden to work

Although Nagmani and Pappu have achieved a degree of independence
through work, employment does not necessarily always improve women's
situation. In India, women's seclusion within the home is often seen as a
matter of social status; consequently, it is women from poor families and
oppressed communities who form the bulk of the workforce. Ironically, this
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• The poster reads: 'Since
childhood she has been kept
in a cage. So how will she fly?
Your daughter is in a similar
predicament Is this right?'

association between women's seclusion and privileged social
status has been internalised by the subordinate castes, who
often pressurise their women to adopt upper-caste norms if they
become prosperous. This was the case in Punjab during the
'Green Revolution' in the 1960s, when agricultural yields
increased as a result of better seeds, fertilisers, and mechanical
farming methods: women's participation in the workforce actually
declined instead of increasing, as economic prosperity grew.

According to official statistics, 92.5 per cent of India's total
labour force works in the informal sector, and nearly half of these
workers are women. Of the total female workforce, 96 per cent
is employed in the informal sector, engaged in the most
insecure, poorly paid, and often most physically demanding
work. Further, because of the lack of child-care support and other
social-security services, their levels of productivity remain low.

The Rural Labour Commission estimated in 1991 that
there were about 20 million women doing home-based work in

rural areas alone. Such women, however, are largely invisible in national
statistics. Because they work at home, their labour is considered to be
domestic work. In fact, during surveys, many of these women refer to
themselves as 'housewives', even though they spend 14-16 hours a day
earning an income.

Regardless of their sector of employment - informal, formal,
agricultural, or daily paid labour - women work far longer hours than men,
particularly within the poorer households, because they have to bear the
extra burden of domestic responsibilities. Inevitably children are required to

• This poster asks: 'Why is it
that I am the one who has to
do all the hard work?'

INDIA 57



A Abahshi, a widow with six
children to support. 7 work as
a maidservant in two houses,
and I get work weeding, and I
sell the grass and weeds in
the market as fodder. My
eldest daughters also work
collecting fodder, and I join
them when I have finished all
my other work. I have about
an hour's break from the
housework and in that time
I collect cow dung and sell it.
It's a really hard life, but we
just about manage.'

fetch water, collect fuel-wood and
fodder, tend livestock, and do
numerous other chores. This kind
of child labour frees adults like Pappu
to engage in more remunerative
activities; but in so doing, they limit
their children's educational
prospects, in essence laying the
foundation for continued poverty.

There is a Minimum Wage law
which stipulates equal wages for
equal work. But it is not enforced,
and women's wages are on average
30 per cent lower than men's. There
is not a single state in India where
men and women are paid the same
wages for equal work. Home-based
workers, most of whom are women,
are not entitled to social-security
benefits such as child care, health
insurance, and old-age pensions.
While the volume and value of
women's work continue to be
missing from national statistics,
policies formulated to manage the
informal economy will restrict its
activities rather than capitalise on
its potential.

Violence against women

All Indian women, regardless of age,
class, caste, religion, and community,

are vulnerable to violence. Neither marriage, education, economic security,
nor social status provides any protection. Violence against women often
takes the form of arbitrary deprivation of liberty, neglect of health, denial of
food, emotional cruelty, and dehumanising physical abuse. Most of these
abuses go unreported, because they are tolerated by society, and because
women fear the stigma created by lodging complaints with the insensitive
criminal-justice system. In theory, the Indian Constitution guarantees to
all Indians the right to bodily integrity, personal safety, and security.
Yet government statistics indicate that violence against women is increasing,
and the law is poorly enforced.

Traditionally, religious laws have governed family relations in India.
The major religious communities - Hindu, Sikh, Muslim, Christian, and
Parsi - have their own personal and religious laws on matters of marriage,
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divorce, succession, adoption, guardianship,
and maintenance. Thus (to take a typical example)
Fatima in Nagpur (Maharashtra) has been left
without maintenance to sustain herself and her
two daughters because she could not convincingly
plead her case against allegations of infidelity.
She stood cowering, covered from head to toe, in
front of an all-male sarai adalat (community court),
whose basic premise was her presumed guilt.

The personal laws of minority communities
have been left untouched, in accordance with an
official policy of not interfering unless the
demand for change comes from within. Women's
groups are actively campaigning for change, but
for Fatima and thousands of women like her to
able to rely on the protection of the law, it will
take not only committed activists and a supportive
community, but also a reformed clergy.

• In the poster, the woman
complaining of abuse by her
husband is dismissed when
she goes alone to the police
station. When she is
supported by other women,
the police have to take her
complaint seriously.

A ROLE MODEL FOR THE WOMEN OF KHERBRAHMA

In the village of Kherbrahma in Gujarat, Shakuntala Ben is a major celebrity and a
role model. Married at 17, divorced at 18, post-graduate student at 26, she now,
at the age of 37, supports dozens of families who were affected by communal
violence in 2002 and depend on her for security and rehabilitation.

'I come from an upper-caste family in which women do not work. Not only have
I broken this taboo, but I am the only divorcee, and the first one to travel
abroad. My family was tricked into marrying me to a worthless, married man.
He took me to Mumbai, where he beat me and his whole family used me as
domestic labour.To the horror of my family, I returned home and refused to go
back. My parents insisted that despite everything a girl's place was in her
marital home, and that my four sisters would never be married because of the
dishonour that I had brought upon the family.That is when I realised that many
women are in similar situations - doubly victimised, with no place to go to.'

Shakuntala went on to educate herself. She got a divorce from her abusive
husband and is now in the process of founding a refuge for women. She was
the local contact person for an Oxfam project which offered relief and
rehabilitation to victims of the recent communal violence. She says proudly,
'I have been working with Swa Shakti, a government scheme for women
entrepreneurs, and was sent to the Netherlands and the Philippines to talk
about how I changed my own life and am now changing those of others. I also
educated my sisters, and now all of them have professional qualifications.'
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BAREFOOT COUNSELLORS OF

VIDARBHA

Women's rights - the theory and the
practice

'Barefoot Counsellors' is an innovative initiative
ofYUVA (Youth for Unity and Voluntary Action)
in response to the needs of women who have
suffered from domestic violence in Vidarbha,
Maharashtra.These female counsellors monitor
acts of violence against women within families
and help agencies to collect relevant documents
and statements from witnesses. They provide
counselling, guidance, and even, where
appropriate, conciliation services. But most
importantly, they help women to bring charges
against their abusers.

It was in 1999 thatYUVA established a paralegal
team of 15 counsellors, aged between 25 and 55.
The number has since grown to 15O.They are
touching the lives of 75,000 people of 200
communities in five districts.The six-month
training develops volunteers' skills and knowledge
about gender equity, national laws and policies,
and government schemes.The volunteers work in
their home areas, where they share the social
background of their clients and can provide
counselling close to home.

Jaitun Bi, aged 50, a Barefoot Counsellor from
the first batch of 1999, says:'We do intensive
preparations for each case by collecting
documentary evidence, holding discussions with
all concerned, and interacting with local
authorities. It is not for nothing that men in my
locality are better behaved than ever before:
I am ruthless!'

Even though the Indian constitution grants women
equal rights with men, the legal system continues
to discriminate against them - most evidently in
the laws on inheritance and divorce. Theoretically
women are entitled to basic property rights; but, in
practice, customary and personal laws limit
women's rights to inheritance, as well as their
rights to custody of their children and maintenance
for themselves and their children.

Under Hindu law, sons have an independent
share in ancestral property, while the daughters'
portions are based on the shares owned by the
father. The father can disinherit a daughter by
renouncing his share. Married daughters have no
right to reside in their ancestral property.
Rules of succession relating to agricultural land
are different from personal laws. For example,
in some states, such as Uttar Pradesh, daughters
are prohibited by law from owning land. Widows
can usually inherit land only in the absence of
male heirs - of whom, of course, there are many
in India's extended family system. Under Muslim
law, daughters can inherit only half the share of
sons. Women usually hesitate to demand their
share, because in India there is no social-security
system, so in the event of widowhood, divorce, or
separation, they would be dependent on their own
father, brother, or other male relation.

Maintenance rights awarded to women in
the case of divorce are also weak. Both Hindu and
Muslim laws recognise the rights of women and
children to maintenance; but in practice the money
is seldom sufficient, and payment schedules are
often disregarded.

Another field where women continue to be marginalised is politics.
Participation of women in politics has actually declined since
Independence. Despite legislation to reserve 33 per cent of the seats in the
Panchayati Raj institutions, at the national level women's representation in
Parliament is a mere 7 per cent. Since 1999 there have been several
unsuccessful attempts to amend the constitution in order to reserve 33 per
cent of seats in the upper and lower houses of Parliament for women.

Proof of the relevance and effectiveness of Indian women's
movement is the fact that the issue of women's rights is today a central
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• Women are emerging
from the shadows of
prejudice and superstition in
India, but the pace of social
change is slow.

theme of political and development discourse. Affirmative action for
women's political participation, and reviews of laws and policies to ensure
women's equality, are indicators of recognition at the political level.
However, the pace of social change in India is very slow. The priorities of the
educated urban elite among Indian women are similar to those adopted in
the developed countries, focusing on positive issues like freedom of choice
and identity; but more important for the vast majority is the negative liberty
of not being subjected to violence.

In response to years of sustained legal activism by the women's
movement, the Supreme Court has begun to apply principles of equality
when judging cases of violence against women. One example is the
landmark 1997 Supreme Court Judgement on Sexual Harassment at the
Workplace (Vishakha vs. State of Rajasthan), which meant that every
employer would henceforth be required to provide effective complaints
procedures and remedies, including the award of compensation to women
victims. Judgements have also begun to apply international conventions like
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against
Women (CEDAW) and the Convention on Human Rights.

The common perception of domestic violence as a 'private' issue is also
changing. The government has recognised the seriousness of the problem, and
the need for legislation was apparent in the proposed Bill on Domestic Violence
of 2002. The views of the women's movement on the issue of domestic
violence were reflected in the recommendations made to a Joint Parliamentary
Committee, which accepted most of them; but, following the change in
government in 2004, the Bill will have to be tabled in Parliament afresh.
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Rural livelihoods: claiming
rights, protecting resources

Land rights

In Biona village in Uttar Pradesh lives Har Narayan, who supports his family
by working as a farm labourer on daily wages. Short, lean, and weathered
beyond his 35 years, he has been an itinerant labourer ever since he dropped
out of school at the age often. During good harvests he is able to make
Rs 3000 (£35) per month, but at other times finding any work at all is
difficult. Recently his wife Ghuri has found it very hard to manage on his
meagre wages. She has to supplement their income by depriving the
children of the milk from their only cow. Sale of the milk brings in a steady
Rs 30 (approximately 35 pence) per day, enough to cover the family's
expenditure on condiments and cooking oil. She also has to work very hard
to collect fodder, because she has no money to buy it.

Har Narayan and Ghuri have three daughters; their youngest child,
Babloo, is a son. They would have preferred the son to have been the eldest,
so that he could have accompanied Har Narayan on his labouring jobs.
As he gazes at little Babloo playing in the mud, the father longs for a more
stable future for him, which is impossible without his own piece of land.
But can he even dare to dream?

'In 1975 there was an aggressive family-planning drive. This village was
especially vulnerable because we are predominantly a chamar community,
low-caste and servile, so it was hard for us to resist the pressure. The state
government offered inducements but in many cases did not honour them.
My father's younger brother, Sitaram, a poor unmarried youth, was
sterilised by vasectomy and in exchange was given a patta [land deed] for
two acres of redistributed land. We never got possession of the land,
because the upper castes were cultivating it, and no one had the courage to
demand it from them.'

After his uncle and father died, Har Narayan was unsure how to claim
what was now rightfully his. Injustice and exploitation are not new to his
community: in fact he does not even view the denial of his rights as an
injustice, only as an inevitable legacy of the past. Dalits, of whom the
chamars form a sub-caste, constitute 16 per cent of the population of India,
but they own only one per cent of the cultivable land. Dalit status, determined
by birth, affects every dimension of an individual's life. Dalits generally do
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A Har Narayan surveys the
land that is rightfully his.

not own land and are often
relegated to live in separate
villages and
neighbourhoods.

In May 2002, the
leader of the da/it-
dominated Bahujan Samaj
Party (BSP), Mayawati
Kumari, was sworn in as
Chief Minister of Uttar
Pradesh. She declared
that common village land
would be reduced from
5 per cent to 2 per cent of
the total area of cultivable
land, and the surplus
would then be redistributed
to landless dalit families.

But many dalits are sceptical about such schemes, because they do not know
how to claim their rights.

Turning rights into reality

India is a mostly rural country, with almost 75 per cent of its people living in
villages. Seventeen per cent of the world's population has to subsist on just
2.4 per cent of the world's surface area, which has been farmed almost
continuously for 2000 years. Since agriculture remains the primary source
of subsistence and income, land rights are crucial to all farmers throughout
India.

India drafted progressive land-reform legislation 40 years ago.
Rents were to be regulated, and tenants were to be given greater security
and ownership rights. Ceilings were imposed on the area of land that could
be owned by private interests, and surplus land was to be redistributed.
But the government only set out the broad guidelines: the actual legislation
and implementation of the Land Ceiling Act were left to the individual states.
This initiative to rationalise land holdings and reform conditions of tenure
had mixed results. In many states, land owners avoided the regulations by
partitioning their holdings and registering some parts in bogus names.
Often, as in Har Narayan's case, land that was 'redistributed' on paper has
continued to be occupied by the upper castes. This is the case whether the
land in question is government wasteland (unused, uncultivated land) or
'ceiling land' (private land rendered surplus by the Land Ceiling Act).

But Har Narayan, along with many others from 30 villages in the
Orai District, is now part of a movement, supported by Samarpanjan Kalyan
Samiti, to reap the benefits of land-reform laws. When it began to work on
land development in 1995, this organisation realised that nothing was
possible until issues of ownership were resolved. Since then, it has been
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helping landless people to gain possession of land that is rightfully theirs,
and ensuring that all redistributed land is registered in the joint ownership
of the farmers and their wives. By scrutinising official revenue records,
it has discovered that even access to irrigation canals, roads, and water
points is appropriated by influential members of the community.

Initially three villages organised themselves to co-ordinate with
various government agencies to claim their entitlements. Normally
unresponsive officials have been spurred into action by their persistence
and motivation. Most of the settlements have been reached out of court,
since otherwise the illegal occupants would have had to pay huge penalties
with retrospective effect. On average, six allotments ofpattas (registrations
of plot) have been achieved every month. But while Har Narayan will soon
be tilling his own land, there are many more landless people across the
country who are yet to realise the possibilities that the law offers them.

Water rights

The dhimars of Bundelkhand in Madhya Pradesh are an inland fishing
community. For centuries they have earned their livelihood from talabs
(ponds) to which they have no secure entitlement. The region is dusty and
stark, without vegetation. During the long, intense monsoon, water flows
downhill into approximately 500 ponds, some tiny, some as big as one
square kilometre. For the dhimars, the ponds are a resource that is as
important as land is to peasant farmers.

Ever since he can remember, Ramu Dhimar, now 45 years old, has
been getting up at 4 a.m. every day from September through to the end of
April. He and the other fishermen from the Kevat community trek to their
pond to sail out in kishtis (rowing boats) to throw in the nets. Ramu does not
own his boat or net; they belong to the Thakur (from the rich, powerful
upper caste that traditionally controls local resources), who collects the daily
catch and pays Ramu Rs 30 (about 35 pence) per day. Ramu's wife Phoola too
gets up early, all twelve months of the year, to fetch water and feed the family
before heading for the Thakur's house. Here she must winnow wheat, water
and feed the livestock, give oil massages to the women of the house, and
wash their clothes - in fact she must do anything at all that needs to be done.
She does not get paid for her services, because Ramu took a loan from the
Thakur five years back, when Phoola fell seriously ill during the birth of their
sixth child. In the afternoon Phoola, along with the wives and daughters of
other fishermen, heads for the talab to pull out the nets and sort out the fish,
according to size and variety, ready to be transported for marketing.

Despite belonging to a registered fisher-folk society which has taken
the pond on lease, neither Ramu nor Phoola has any share in the profit from
fish culture. Both of them work, doing everything from raising the fish from
the egg stage to marketing them, but only Ramu is entitled to daily wages.
They now know that this society was formed by the Thakur with the sole
intention of getting the pond on lease from the Panchayat (elected village
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• Madhya Pradesh:
members of Ramu Dhimar's
fishing co-operative in
Bundelkhand meet to discuss
their campaign to obtain
legal entitlements to local
ponds.

assembly). Once the lease was acquired, he controlled the use of the pond
and the lives of the dependent fishermen and women.

In some cases where fisher folk have themselves formed societies,
rich brokers (who finance and thus control the catch) have prevented them
from functioning properly, forcing the fisher folk to go back to them for
credit. Another problem is that the ponds dry up if not properly maintained,
so fisher folk suffer loss offish and work. In such cases not only do the
societies receive no compensation, but they are also made to pay a 'tax' by
borrowing from the same brokers. Ramu and Phoola and 4000 other fisher
folk of Tikamgarh have rights of use and control over 500 ponds of the
district, but that entitlement is only in principle, ensured by the Co-operative
Act. At present half the ponds are totally silted up, and 40 per cent of the
remaining ponds are in the control of the feudal powers.

Against all the odds ...

Claiming access to resources for sustainable livelihoods is a major struggle
for deprived and exploited rural communities. Obstacles to the efforts of
people like Har Narayan, Ramu, and Phoola are institutionalised in societies
where traditional practices are rigidly prescribed. Powerful groups and
individuals who feel their interests threatened by change often oppose
initiatives to empower the marginalised members of the community.
But change is slowly coming. As the assembled villagers sit on their haunches,
enjoying the January afternoon sun, Phoola and her friend Lachhi pull in
their very first catch. They have to throw most of the fish back because they
are too small, probably due to the late seeding - but then the women got the
Birora talab registered in their collective names just three months ago.
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T Phoola's first catch from
the pond that she and other
local women have succeeded
in leasing

Phoola, Lachhi, and 40 other women have leased this pond, the first time
that women in Bundelkhand have achieved such a thing.

It was five years ago, supported by Vikalp, a local NGO, that fisher folk
in Tikamgarh came together to form co-operatives to fight for their rights
and to develop a scheme of collective marketing and ownership. Their initial
attempts were met with violent resistance from more powerful castes; but,
through sheer perseverance against all odds, many fisher folk now own
fishing ponds. After securing their rights of ownership, they worked
collectively to solve problems of marketing, transportation, and seed purchase;
they deepened the ponds and explored the idea of setting up a hatchery.

Women of this community, although an integral part of the fishing
and marketing process, continued to be exploited. 'For us nothing changed.
We continued to work in upper-caste households, fetch water for them, and
do menial labour', recalls Phoola. Then, encouraged by Om Prakash Rewat
(the moving spirit behind Vikalp and - ironically - a man from the dominant
caste), women started meeting to organise themselves into savings groups
and discuss common concerns. They demanded the rights to own ponds and
fish them, just like the men. Phoola and her group of women were the first
to get a fishing pond registered in their own names. The Birora pond was
created from a seasonal stream with funds from UNICEF. Women used
their group savings to pay for the registration, the lease, and fish seed. Now

there are seven such ponds, owned exclusively by
women, with the possibility of raising and harvesting
enough fish to ensure a life of prosperity with food,
health care, and education for their children - but
also, maybe, enough to celebrate the Diwali
festival.

Phoola's husband says, 'We now invite
women to be part of every group. Their
commitment and their attitude to marketing and
savings are different. Men just can't negotiate:
women manage to get a far better price for the fish.
In all our meetings we ensure 50/50 attendance of
women and men.' The community are now
negotiating the rights to farm formerly submerged
fertile land next to their pond. According to land
records, this belongs to those who lease the talab,
since it figures as part of the pond.

The feudal powers in rural Indian society
perpetuate the subservience of low-caste people by
blocking their access to state-sponsored
programmes and welfare measures. Despite these
constraints, there is growing awareness now of the
possibility of a better life, a life of dignity. And poor
communities are beginning to find the courage to
challenge powerful individuals and institutions.
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T Orissa: Bhimnaiko
watches out for poachers in
the forest around his village.

Protecting productive forests

Bhimnaiko, aged 82, though infirm, plays a vital role in the Simlibanka
village of Nayagarh District in Eastern Orissa. While lying in the shade,
he watches over the Bhalu Mundia forest for encroachers and poachers.
Relatively new to settled cultivation, he belongs to one of the 62 tribal groups
in Orissa that are primarily hunter-gatherers.

'The most indelible memory from my childhood is when the Political
Agent [British administrator] rewarded my father for killing nine tigers.
Later we were driven out of our own forest by the government. We were like
thieves in our own land. Our community has traditionally depended on the
forest for its livelihood. As the woodland has dwindled, we have taken to
agriculture - but we still rely on the forest. We need the products for
cultivation and for consumption.'

Bhimnaiko is one of 100 million people in India who live in and
around forests; another 275 million are dependent on forests for their
livelihoods. Forests account for 23 per cent of the total land of India. Orissa
has a larger wooded area than the national average, and - despite having rich
mineral deposits and natural resources - it is one of the poorest states.
Almost half of its population lives below the poverty line, compared with the
national average of 26 per cent.

It was not always so. Traditionally, forests were managed in order to
meet local needs and were governed by customary rules and regulations.
The woodlands flourished, and local communities prospered. But profit-

driven forest-management practices,
inherited from the colonial
administration, alienated forest-
dependent communities, eroded their
customary rights, and took away their
incentives to protect the forests. These
priceless assets were over-exploited by
the state, by industry, and by private
operators. The degradation of the
forests was made worse by government
management systems that were
insensitive to local needs, and by the
ever-increasing demands of the local
populations (both humans and
livestock). Farmers need timber for
ploughs and carts, bamboo for making
huge storage drums, and fodder for
cattle. Their heavy dependence on
forests means that these vital resources

need to be conserved and regulated. In Orissa, thanks to the inspiration
provided by a movement known as 'Friends of Trees and Living Beings',
woodlands have been dramatically revived by a system of community-based
protection and management.
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Without trees, no life

When a teacher in Nayagarh District enters a classroom, the students greet
him by saying 'Gachha bina...[without trees]'. And he completes the sentence
for them: '...jeevana nahi [no life]'.

Orissa was the first state to realise the importance of people's
participation in forest management. It passed a resolution recognising
Village Forest Protection Committees even before the National Forest Policy
came into force in 1988. But in 1993 the government set up a system called
Joint Forest Management, which substantially increased the policing powers
of the Forestry Department, inevitably reducing the powers of the community.
The aim was to engage forest-dependent communities in forest
management - without giving them ownership of the patches that they
managed. After working hard to regenerate their forest, Bhimnaiko's
community of 20 families was not ready to give up its ownership.

It was in 1991 that the inhabitants of Simlibanka realised that the
area's proximity to major markets, the availability of cheap transport through
the nearby Mahanadi waterway, and exploitative government policies were
robbing them of their forest resources. They decided that long-term
protection of the forest was vital and that it would have to involve everyone
in the community. So they resorted to the traditional practice of thengapalli.
Thenga literally means a bamboo stick. In this context the stick has been
used as a symbol of the community's authority. Local people take turns to
protect the forest, and each day the stick is placed in front of the house of
the person who is responsible for watching out for encroachers on that
particular day. If any appear, villagers unite to confront them in a
demonstration of non-violent resistance.

Within two years there was a visible improvement in the tree cover in
Bhalu Mundia forest. But local people had no idea how to manage their
growing resources fairly and sustainably. They joined a growing body of
similar communities, the Jangal Suraksha Mahasangh (JSM - District-level
Forest Protection Federation), Nayagarh, which aimed to develop skills and
share experiences and concerns.

In the first year the forest was protected from all exploitation, whether
herding, grazing, or fuel-wood collection. In the second, a one-time
collection of long twigs was permitted for thatching houses. In the third year,
bamboo collection was allowed (for fencing and support for vegetables).
In the fourth year the top portion of the hillock was opened for grazing,
fuel-wood collection, and collection of medha (small poles used for making
platforms for stacking paddy). From the sixth year onwards, controlled
grazing began. In the seventh year, thengapalli was discontinued and two
watchmen were appointed to guard the forest in place of the community
volunteers. Now, with verdant, revived forests and enlightened local people,
that system too has become unnecessary.

With members drawn from approximately 600 villages, JSM
organises collective action to promote community forest management.
By co-ordinating sporadic protection initiatives, the network has succeeded
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in forming commonly accepted objectives,
strategies, protection mechanisms, penalty
systems, and benefit schemes; and, most
importantly, it has successfully challenged state
policies, such as Joint Forest Management, that
conflict with community interests. District
authorities see the JSM in a positive light, as an
ally, but state authorities see it as an adversary.
Initiatives such as the JSM have now come
together under the Odishajangal Manch, a
networking forum which represents forest-
dependent village communities in Orissa,
monitoring and reviewing all programmes and
policies of the government.

Fruits of the forest

With the increase in tree cover, there is also an
increase in forest products - but not necessarily
in the fortunes of people who are dependent upon
them. Unlike Bhimnaiko, who depends on the
forest for agricultural purposes, Sasi Behra in
the neighbouring village of Sikrida relies on
non-timber forest produce (NTFP) for
consumption, trading, and livelihood. But her
struggle for user rights has become a struggle
for survival. At different seasons of the year,
Sasi Behra collects tamarind (used as a condiment),

• Domestic animals are
banned from grazing in the
forest until the tree cover has
been re-established.

• This village in Bhalu
Mundia Forest shows what
can be achieved when a
community takes action to
protect its natural resources.
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A A member of a women's
collective in Sikrida village
makes plates out of sal
leaves. 'Usually we produce
about 450 plates per
member per day.'

kendu (tobacco leaves), amla (for cosmetics),
mahua (for the local brew), sal leaves (for
disposable plates), and sal seeds (for oil and
Pharmaceuticals). April is the season for sal-leaf
picking. This means picking the tender leaves
from the tree, stitching them with bamboo slivers
to form disposable plates, or patals, drying them
under weights to prevent curling, and then tying
them in bundles of 80, ready to be sold. After all
the hard work, she is not quite sure of the rate she
will get - or if her products will be bought at all,
or even if she will be penalised for possession of
such products, which happens often.

After 1980, when the Indian government
banned the felling of forest trees, NTFP became a
major source of income for forest communities

in Orissa. As many as 85 items are consumed and traded by local collectors;
they include roots, tubers, bamboo, manure, leaves, oil seeds, cashew nuts,
and medicinal herbs. Three times as many women as men are involved in
gathering NTFP items; it is women almost exclusively who process them;
and twice as many women as men market them.

Traders and dealers were exploiting local collectors of raw materials
such as Sasi Behra. To address this problem, in 1983 the government
nationalised almost all products; but the procuring government agencies
continued to rely on the commercial traders' network. And, although the
Price Fixation Committee decided prices for all categories of NTFP, the
information was not communicated to village-level collectors - who anyway
were not familiar with standard metric measurements. Their lack of
bargaining strength meant that they were just as vulnerable as ever.

The situation began to change after an administrative order was issued
in 2001 in relation to the Orissa Forestry Act. For the first time a distinction
was made between minor forest products (MFPs) and non-timber forest
products (NTFPs). Forest products like tamarind, honey, brooms, and
certain oil seeds were classified as MFPs and kept under the control of
Panchayats (local community institutions). NTFPs were classified as either
'nationalised produces' or lease-bar produces'. Nationalised products
like kendu leaves, sal seeds, and bamboo are directly controlled by the
government. Lease-bar items are sal leaves, gums, resins and barks, roots
and climbers with medicinal uses. These are not available for free trade,
because their collection on a commercial scale would damage the forest.

For primary collectors, registration with Panchayats was supposed to
ensure local rights to the gathering and pricing of produce. But most
collectors are not yet aware of this legally sanctioned means of ensuring fair
trade. Unauthorised traders are still buying produce at exploitative rates, in
violation of the policy. Forest gatherers get low returns because the dealers have
a hold over them, and public and private monopolies dominate the trade.
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To maximise local income from NTFPs, women of Sikrida are
pioneering a change. In 2002, under the leadership of Sasi Behra, 17 women
formed a collective, Maa Kalika Mahila Sangathan. Through it they have
been able to acquire product leases collectively, negotiate fair prices for their
produce, and even assure a market for themselves. But most importantly,
along with the village Community Forest Management committee, they
have successfully lobbied for the inclusion of sal leaf in the MFP category,
although it was originally listed in the lease-bar list.

'Before the trader arrives, we bring our produce together. Usually we
produce between 450 and 480 plates per member per day. Demand peaks
during May and October, when weddings take place and numerous guests
have to be fed. That is when the rate goes up to Rs 12 [14 pence] per bundle.
If we had storage capacity, we could ensure this price all the time', says a
confident Sasi Behra. She refuses to calculate her total income, because in
her belief system to talk about good fortune is to invite bad luck. Memories
of selling the bundles for rates as low as Rs 3 (4 pence) or Rs 5 (6 pence) are
still fresh in her mind.

An unsustainable revolution

Independent India inherited a famine-prone and drought-prone country
that was highly vulnerable to the vagaries of the weather. Although India
has since achieved self-sufficiency in food, the price has proved very high
in social and ecological terms.

Agricultural development in India underwent a major change from
the mid-1960s, when the government's policy of encouraging the use of
high-yield seeds, irrigation networks, mechanised farming, and subsidised
chemical fertilisers and power led to a transformation commonly referred to
as 'the Green Revolution'. Farmers were guaranteed minimum prices for
their food-grain crops, as an extra impetus to increase their production.
Between i960 and 1990, India's wheat production tripled, irrigated areas
increased by 60 per cent, fertiliser consumption grew ten-fold, and the
installation of irrigation pumps increased twenty-fold.

But the Green Revolution could not produce more from the available
resources of land, water, and labour without doing either ecological harm or
social damage - or both. Over-exploitation of ground water for irrigation has
resulted in severe water shortages. The water table has gone down in many
parts of the country. Thirty-six per cent of irrigated land is damaged -
rendered waterlogged, or too alkaline or too saline for cultivation.
Intensive production without conserving the fertility and structure of the
soil has led to increasing desertification and soil erosion. Chemical
fertilisers have contributed to the toxicity of soil and crops.

Marginal farmers could not afford the technology-based inputs on
which the Green Revolution was founded. It was rich land owners who
appropriated most of the benefits, while the landless and marginal farmers
remained in poverty. In national terms, India had become self-sufficient in
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• Babi Ben and her
husband own land in Gujarat,
but a seven-year drought has
prevented them from growing
crops. They work with their
sons in the Kanoria salt
works. We come out here at
midnight and work until 9 am;
after that it's too hot and the
sun's too bright for working.
Look at me! This is my life.
Young turns old in the
salt pans.'

• Rajasthan: the Aravari
River disappeared in 1985,
dried up by continued
droughts. Now, thanks to
water-harvesting and tree-
planting schemes, the river
flows all year round.

food, but the problem of poverty in the villages remained unresolved.
Furthermore, neglect of indigenous and traditional systems of managing
water, forests, and land has made it impossible to ensure a continuous flow
of sustainable production. There is a growing realisation that for sustainable
development, the needs of the present have to be met without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.

Traditional solutions: water harvesting in Alwar

During the drought of 1985, as many as four members of each family were
migrating from the villages in Alwar District of Rajasthan to find work
elsewhere. Then Tarun Bharat Sangh (TBS), a newly established voluntary
organisation with a team of dedicated fieldworkers, initiated a relief scheme
and identified the neglect of a tradition that had sustained Alwar and its
populace for centuries.

Large-scale deforestation and mining-related activities in the District
had ruined the serene landscape and led to severe soil erosion. Failure of
government interventions caused further decline in the area, prompting the
government of Rajasthan to declare a 'dark zone' - an area where the water
table had receded below recoupable level. TBS, inspired by a tradition that
was fading away, organised villagers from eight administrative blocks in
Alwar to erect water tanks, or johads. Surrounded by earthen walls,
designed to maximise the conservation of rainwater, the johads transformed
the ecology, agriculture, economics, and general well-being of the population
of several villages here.
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A A johad constructed by
TBS in Gopalpura village,
Rajasthan. The three-sided
dam collects water during the
monsoon; the fourth side is
open to allow water to cover
as much land as possible.
The open side also allows
access for cattle - and for
the village children, who use
the johad as a swimming-
pool.

Check dams were built to prevent erosion, and
nalahs (drains) were dug to supply over-flow from the
johads to the villagers for irrigating their fields. The
villagers pledged to stop cutting wood and grazing their
animals in the catchment of the check dam, so that
erosion could be reduced. Soon agricultural yields
increased, and agricultural residue was available
as a substitute for fodder previously collected from the
catchment areas. Livestock-dependent landless
households, who were severely affected by the grazing
ban, were given shares in the irrigation water, which they
could barter. Villagers had exclusive rights to the
produce of the trees that were planted in the catchment

areas. These dramatic ecological and economic gains soon came to be
recognised as a successful model of fair and participatory resource
management. And in recognition of his contribution, Rajinder Singh, the
initiator of TBS, was awarded the Ramon Magsaysay Award (a Philippine
government award for innovative service to humanity) in 2001.

Indian villages get most of their rain as a heavy monsoon downpour
for just 100 hours out of the total 8760 hours in a year. Since most of India's
agriculture is rain-fed, there exists a rich tradition of water harvesting.
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T Women drawing water
from the well in Sukhpur,
Gujarat

People in each region have evolved their own techniques, in keeping with
the local geo-climatic zones. Rajinder Singh proved beyond doubt that not
only are these methods more enduring than sophisticated hi-tech measures,
but they promote the survival of rural livelihoods.

'Water is our identity'

Sukhpur is the archetypal village of the drought-prone Kutch district of
Gujarat, which of all the world's deserts has the highest density of human
and animal populations. As he reflects upon his mixed fortunes, 40-year-old
Kanha Bhai recalls a local saying: 'In one century there are seven famines, 27
years of plenty, and 63 moderate drought years; the remaining three are
disastrous drought years'.

This is the fifth consecutive year of drought, and for the first time even
the village pond is dry. Along with 60 others on a food-for-work scheme,
Kanha Bhai is strengthening the mud wall around the village pond, to collect
water when it flows in during the next rainfall. This would provide water for
irrigation and livestock. The pond fell into disuse when various government
schemes for piped water reached the village. Even at the best of times these
were inadequate, but now they have been dry for the past three years.

In the middle of the dry pond is a raised structure that is the village
well, sited here to permit filtered recharge
(through the wall of the well) from the
surrounding water. The village is proud of this
well, which is the only one for miles that
continues to provide potable water, since being
restored to its present mint condition. 'Water is
our identity - we have it, we are blessed. We
don't have it, we are destitute', asserts Kanha.
This well too will soon dry up, but everyone in
Sukhpur prefers to talk about the here and now.

Kanha and his companions are labouring
to revive a traditional water system that had
fallen into disrepair. The decision to initiate this
work was taken by the village elders, with
technical and financial support from Cohesion,
a group which has initiated natural-resource
management projects in the district and has
already restored 25 such village ponds. The
impact of this initial input will be visible only
after a rainfall, but meanwhile the scheme is
providing much-needed food and employment
to one person per family from a population of
2500. And if the drought persists, bunds
(low earth walls) will be built around individual
farmlands to stop the erosion of their soil
by wind.
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So far Kanha's family of five has been subsisting on wages from salt
panning in the salt farms (Rs 5 for 100 kg) just a few kilometres away. Their
two cows are in the Panjara Pol, to be reclaimed whenever they are able to
feed them. Panjara Pol is a traditional collective cattle-care system, supported by
donations of money, fodder, and land to protect the holy cow during drought.

For Kanha, farm-land size is not an issue, since even the poorest
farmer here has large holdings, up to 25 acres. The problem is output.
In former years, a mixture of any four seeds was sown, so that at least some
could be harvested, depending on the fickle weather conditions. Traditional
practices of cultivation and storage could usually cope with the impact of
the recurring droughts. One good harvest sustained the family for up to
three years and also took care of the seeds, while fodder and firewood were
by-products of the crops. During the last few years, Kanha Bhai has been
cultivating jojo and senna, which are in great demand for medicinal
purposes. The profits were initially good, but fluctuations in price have
created problems for him. And all the while his soil is becoming more
saline. He knows that not all his problems will be solved by just one rainfall
- despite the fact that Sukhpur literally means 'land of contentment'.

The National Water Policy

India's new National Water Policy (2002), intended to resolve problems
created by successive droughts and water scarcity, ignores all the recent
successes of community water-management strategies and instead
emphasises central government control over water resources. The new
policy also ignores the potential benefits of rainwater harvesting and the
importance of involving local communities in simple methods to ensure
that rainwater is trapped and refills natural aquifers in the ground.

In fact, in keeping with the global trend to make water a commodity,
the NWP has encouraged private business interests to participate in
'building, owning, operating, easing and transferring of water resources
facilities'. Moreover, ten-year tax holidays have been announced for
investors and implementing agencies, to boost the involvement of the
private sector. This is despite the Prime Minister's statement on 31 May
2002 that the NWP should be people-centred and should recognise
communities as the 'rightful custodians of water'. But this commitment is
contradicted in the NWP, which requires all states to frame privatisation
policies within two years.

NGOs that promote community management of natural resources see
a ray of hope in the 73rd amendment of the constitution. This measure
transferred sufficient powers to the Panchayats to take control of local water,
land, and natural resources. There is scope for policies on water to be
developed from the Panchayat upwards, rather than from the top
downwards. Community management systems like those in Alwar and
Sukhpur have proved that equitable access to water plays an essential role in
sustainable development, and such schemes deserve to be replicated.
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' M Y G R A N N Y G O E S O U T T O W O R K '

Female scarecrows, a rarity anywhere else, are a
common sight in Kelia, a predominantly dalit village
in Jalaun District of Uttar Pradesh.Their presence
is explained by the remarkable achievements of the
women of this community.

Girija Devi is the lively and talkative president of
the Watershed Programme, Jalagam Vikas Mandal,
ably assisted by the treasurer, Munni, and a
committee of eleven women.'I was very different
in 1995, when I first met the people from Samarpan
[a local organisation]. In fact we were all very
suspicious of them. We watched them from inside
our houses, but we refused to come out.Then one
day they organised a race for women. We had to
run with brass pots on our heads, and they were
giving away these pots as prizes.This was a very
attractive proposition, so Munni and I decided to
join in. Despite not being able to see clearly, with
my head and face covered, I won a prize.That was
how I got the courage to attend their meetings.

'We formed a grain bank and then slowly, in groups
of 15, started saving small amounts of money.
Until then we were exploited by money-lenders,
who were our only source of support during
difficult times.They not only charged huge interest
but treated us like bonded labour and even
demanded a share of our crop.

'As the collective savings grew, we met to take
decisions about our money and tackle problems
that affected all of us.This was when we all decided
to stop covering our faces. Initially there was
resistance from our men, but we overcame this by
including them in our meetings. Prosperity is
attractive: our success encouraged more women
to join.

'My self-help group leased land in our names,
decided about cultivation and disposal of the crops,
and even kept the profit in our own names. We are
so different now: we are confident, we have a voice,
and we know how to deal with babus [state officials].
For example, Munni was slow to repay her
government loan, so one day a policeman came to
take her to the police station. But she said she
would not go until they gave her the summons in
writing and sent a policewoman to accompany her.
In earlier times we were too shy to even look at
people in the face.

'Last year the villagers decided that a trap was
needed to redirect water from the minor canal to
irrigate a large tract of fallow land.The district
authorities estimated the cost at Rs 50,000 [about
£600], way beyond their budget. Since we had a
cohesive, successful committee, they approached us
- almost as a challenge. We agreed to do it, but

only after our demand was met:
every one in the village should
contribute, either in cash or with
labour.

'We completed the de-silting of the
minor canal and construction of the
slide-trap in eight days, at an expense
of Rs 22,000 [approximately £260].
It irrigates I 10 hectares and has
benefited 79 families. People used to
say "nan Bharat nahin leepti"
[women cannot be builders of India].
Do they believe it now? I feel very
proud when my grand-daughter says
"Dadi duty par jave hai" [My granny
goes out to work].'
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Securing the future

• Chhota, who demanded
work despite her disability

As I travelled across India, visiting communities to gather background
information for this book, it was pride and confidence that I encountered,
seldom despair. Chhota, a disabled woman in drought-ridden Mortuka
Dhani (Rajasthan), insists on being included in the muster roll of the
government's 'food for work' programme: despite her restricted mobility -
the result of polio - she confidently demands her entitlement. Bhavna Patel

of Indore (Madhya Pradesh),
encouraged by the organisation
Deen Bandhu Samajik Sanstha
(DBSS), knows it is her right to
demand alternative housing before
abandoning her tenancy in the
slums of Indore. Arjunji Gujjar,
aged 80, of Tarun Bharat Sangh in
Thanagazi, is nonchalant as he
recounts his moment in history: he
received an award from the
President of India on behalf of his
community in 2001, for bringing
water back to a dried-up river bed.

But the fact remains that the
lives of Chhota, Bhavna Patel,
Arjunji Gujjar, and millions like
them are defined by poverty -

poverty which increases their vulnerability to disease, crop failures,
unemployment, domestic violence, and natural disaster. All such events hit
the poor particularly hard and threaten to push them into destitution.

Poverty reduction and agricultural development were central themes of
the founders of modern India. Since then, social indicators have improved:
literacy rates continue to rise, and infant mortality continues to decline.
Life expectancy at birth has increased, as has school enrolment. Gaps
between male and female access to social services are narrowing. Famines
and severe epidemics have been all but eliminated. The country's vibrant
democracy and free press have been major factors in these achievements.
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• Arjunji Gujjar, who received
an award from the President
of India for bringing water
back to a dried-up river bed

But Indian poverty is undeniable, and it remains both a moral issue and a
political embarrassment.

India has more scientists, engineers, and technicians than most
countries in the world; but while their achievements at home are
contributing to developments abroad, Indian systems remain archaic and
inefficient. Historical circumstances are partly to blame, but the problem is
mostly attributable to failures of national leadership. Indian-developed
software is widely used in the world's banks - but Indian banks cannot take
advantage of it. Indian-developed management systems are used in ports
and terminals around the world to speed up shipments and increase
reliability, but India's own infrastructure is chronically inefficient.
Ironically, Indian soldiers who fought against the Pakistan army in the
frozen heights of Kargil in 1999 were equipped with obsolete field
telephones, while the Pakistanis had sophisticated satellite phones, based on
technology developed by Indian software engineers and programmers in the
West. The trend began some 1500 years ago: it was Indian mathematicians
who created the decimal system, which was carried to Baghdad and
eventually passed to the West, where it replaced roman numerals.

India's undoubted potential to benefit all of its people remains
relatively untapped. There is increasing evidence that whether the issue is
forestry, irrigation, rural roads, urban sanitation, credit facilities, or drinking
water, local communities have proved themselves able partners who make
wise decisions and protect their communal and private investments with
a care and vigilance that far surpass those of any government agency.
But government institutions have been slow to respond to social changes:
the lower castes' assertion of their rights, the gradual empowerment of
women, growing social and political awareness, and the demand for a
progressive polity and administration, offering a fairer share of the fruits
of development.
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T Gujarat: Himi Ben,
aged I9: 'Life is hard here
because of the drought. Before
that there was the cyclone,
and then the earthquake.
I am on the village committee.
People tell us about their
problems, and we suggest how
to make things better. The big
problem was unemployment,
but through Oxfam we got
work and now we can earn
our living.'

Chhota, Bhavna Patel, and Arjunji Gujjar consider the various official
institutions that touch their lives to be important but ineffective. While
expressing appreciation for government programmes, they maintain that
many public services and programmes suffer from corrupt governance and
weak accountability. The Association of Workers and Peasants (Mazdoor
Kisan Shakti Sangathan), led by the social activist Aruna Roy, attempted to
confront this very issue. When the MKSS demanded transparency in rural
development expenditures in the year 2000, it was met with resistance by
the government of Rajasthan. But today the state accepts that citizens have a
right to information and it has even enacted pioneering legislation to ensure
it. Now, all over Rajasthan, government offices list and display details of the
development works being undertaken by various departments, and they are
required to produce on demand employment registers and details of people
to whom contracts have been awarded. It is a start, but much ground still
needs to be covered.

For most people in India, well-being signifies work that is stable and
safe, food for the family regardless of the year's rainfall or the morning's
catch at sea, and a surplus to rely on. They remain hopeful, and they have
the will to work to fulfil their aspirations for a better and fuller life. There is
a growing realisation that India's great problem is not poor people, but
poverty, and that those who should be consulted about ways of reducing
poverty are poor people themselves.
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A Selling coconuts on the street in Kolkata. Coconut water is more refreshing than sweet, fizzy drinks. Because it is
sterile, and contains exactly the right balance of salts and sugars, it is often used to rehydrate babies in hospital.
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