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FOREWORD

‘Ringside View' is a compilation of articles published by our Laadli Media Fellows in the
year 2021. Once again we have identified 15 journalists from across the country in nine
languages to write stories on COVID-19 pandemic and its impact on gender issues, along
with a few more topics like the participation of women in panchayat elections, girl child,
disability and adolescent sexual, reproductive health etc. The fellowships were instituted
to provide the journalist with the much-needed resources to pursue stories that require
deeper investigation, research and time. This was particularly helpful to the media persons
during the pandemic when they were working against many odds.

The fellows have written some amazing stories highlighting issues that would not have
got covered if they did not have the resources and the support of their editorial teams.
The credit for these articles, therefore, also goes to the editorial teams of the publications
publishing the articles. | would like to thank all the editors for publishing the fellowship
articles and helping the stories reach a large number of readers.

The fellowships were instituted as part of the collaboration between Population First and
UNFPA and the Royal Norwegian Embassy in India for engaging with the media to write
gender-sensitive reports. Our deep gratitude to both for their consistent support.

I thank Aritra Bhattacharya, Avula Yamuna, Bhartesh Singh Thakur, Haroon Reshi, Inderpreet
Singh, Indumathy.G, Jahida Parbin, Jyoti Yadav, Madhav Sharma, Shafeeq Thamarassery,
Poorvi Gupta, Priyanka Tupe, Puja Singh, Shahina KK and Vijay Sharma for bringing out such
refreshing, interesting, inspiring and thought-provoking stories on Covid-19 written from a
gender perspective.

Avery special thanks to Ms. Anuja Gulati, Consultant UNFPA, Hemlatha, from the US consulate
and Sameera Khan for conducting the orientation programmes for the fellows.

My sincere thanks to the Chrysalis team for putting the book together and designing it.

Last but not least | thank my colleagues Mrinmayee Ranade, Malati Kembhavi and Pooja
Nagdev for coordinating the project.

I hope all our Fellows will continue to write stories through a gender lens in future as well
and provide us the ringside view of the ground realities. We are sure together we can make
the world a better place for everyone.

Dr. A.L. Sharada

Director, Population First.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Population First is a social impact organisation that works on health and population issues
from a gender and social development perspective and focuses on women empowerment,
gender equality and community mobilisation.

Population First was registered as an NGO in March 2002 by Bobby Sista, a pioneer in the
Indian advertising industry, to leverage communication and media influence to address
social and demographic issues. Population First believes that it is not the size of the
population alone but the unequal social development and gendered mindsets that are
responsible for the poor social demographic indices - be it maternal and child mortality,
child marriages or falling sex ratios. Thus, it considers itimportant to challenge the gendered
mindsets which undermine the value of girls and women, promote discrimination against
them, and justify gender-based violence.

LAADLI - The Girl Child Campaign

Laadli, Population First’s girl-child campaign was launched in June 2005 to challenge such
mindsets and address the problem of the falling sex ratios highlighted in Census 2001.
While it was important to create public awareness about falling sex ratios, ensure that
the laws are implemented effectively and the capacities of the legal systems are built to
promote gender sensitivity, it was felt that it is equally important to understand the deep-
seated patriarchal values and misogyny in society to improve the status of women in all
spheres.

Laadli believes that every communication that goes in the public domain should be
gender-sensitive to bring in a long lasting change. Sporadic efforts and communication
would not be effective if the communication in the media and advertising, the biggest
influencer, is gendered and promotes patriarchal values and misogyny.

Laadli, therefore, launched its flagship programme Laadli Media Advocacy campaign in
2007 with the announcement of Laadli Media and Advertising Awards for Gender Sensitivity.

The Laadli Media Advocacy initiative works at three levels:

1. Capacity building of the media and advertising professionals to report from a gender
perspective with greater sensitivity. Gender and media training programmes and
workshops using theatre and other innovative techniques are organized for media persons
across the country on various themes.

2. Creating an enabling environment by engaging with the media and advertising leaders,
opinion makers, thought leaders, associations and professional bodies by partnering
with them and engaging them as influencers in all its advocacy initiatives. Identifying
and working with this rich pool of individuals and organizations has been one of the key
strategies of the Laadli initiative.

3. Putting in place a reward mechanism to identify, acknowledge, and felicitate positive
efforts in media that promote gender sensitivity and inclusiveness in reporting and
communication. Apart from the launch of the Laadli Media Awards for Gender Sensitivity,
which are one of its kind awards in the world, Laadli through its advocacy efforts has played
a role in mainstreaming gender sensitivity as a category in mainstream industry awards
like the Abby Awards of the advertising industry and the Screen Writers Association Awards.



Laadli Media Fellowships

Laadli's commitment to gender equality and women'’s empowerment is pursued through
gender-specific programming and initiatives. Thus, gender-inclusive and gender-equal
media workplaces as well as gender sensitivity in news reporting on women and men, are
the twin objectives of Laadli media initiatives.

It was against this backdrop that Population First decided to engage in the global framework
of gender sensitive journalism. This was done to create a set of gender sensitivity indicators
across allmedia so that both the choice of subjects covered and their treatment undergoes
a change. In fact, this was the strategy to foster gender-sensitive media persons and
develop a mandated gender-sensitive ecosystem in the media.

One of the important initiatives under this broad objective was the launch of Laadli Media
Fellowships, which were announced in 2012-13 with support from UNFPA. It is a well-known
fact that the curriculum of media and journalism courses do not focus on gender sensitivity
as an intrinsic value of good journalism. The in-house training programmes also often
do not focus on gender-sensitive reporting. The pressures of 24-hour news channels, the
TRPs, circulation figures and ad revenues undermine in-depth media reporting based on
time-consuming investigative and research-based reporting. Thus the fellowships, while
building the skills of the media persons to report from a gender perspective, also create a
supportive eco-system by getting the commitment of the editors to publish the fellowship
stories.

The Fellowships provide the much-needed resources to the journalists to travel and
research on a theme identified by the Laadli team. Each Fellowship consists of a cash
payment of Rs. 50,000 to pursue and publish their stories within 4 months.

To ensure that the stories are published in the mainstream mediaq, initially applications
were invited through editors from publications having a circulation of more than one lakh.
However, with the emergence of online publications which have much greater readership,
the fellowships were thrown open to all publications. However, the requirement of getting
an undertaking from the editor that the stories would be published was retained, to help
the Fellows pursue the stories without the fear of the story getting rejected by the editorial
team later.

Apart from providing financial support, the fellowships also build the skills of the media
persons to write gender sensitive stories through orientation programmes and mentoring
processes.

Orientation and mentoring

An enduring prejudice in most societies is gender disparity, which limits types of roles and
responsibilities women can take. This disparity is perpetuated and aggravated by the
portrayal of women in the print and electronic media, a powerful tool with far reaching
impact and influence on the human psyche.

Media practitioners’ gender prejudices and biases are one of the major obstacles in the
portrayal of women and their voices in the media. Journalists and editors too, are socialised
as men and women in a patriarchal world, long before they choose journalism as a career.
This socialisation influences how the media reports on, portrays, and projects women and
gender issues.

While all those selected for the Fellowships are established media persons, often pursuing
mainstream beats can leave journalists with little bandwidth for social issues or the
contours of a gendered view. There is also a certain ennui that sets in among many, after
years of covering issues and seeing them up close. The lack of a focussed impetus to
highlight gender issues may lead to coverage of these issues in a sporadic manner with
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fewer follow ups. No wonder research has shown, time and again, how news is told largely
through the eyes, voices, and perspectives of men. The media often mistakenly confuses
gender with women. This leads to a news approach which focuses on women as isolated
members of societies with specific needs and interests. While this is true due to women’s
subordinate status in societies across the globe, this approach often further marginalizes
women.

Also, the media reports on so-called ‘women’s issues’, which is often decontextualized
from the issues of society in general, and often fails to underline more clearly the inter-
relationships between patriarchy, gender identities, gender roles, resource access, and
power. The media coverage of incidents of gender based violence particularly highlights
this. Such coverageisusually characterised by prejudices, victim blaming and inappropriate
language, along with the problem of under-reporting.

The orientation programme of the Fellows, therefore, focuses on the prevailing gendered
reporting in the media and how to make it more gender sensitive and inclusive in nature,
particularly with reference to the theme identified for that particular edition of the Fellowship.
Along with the training programme, the fellows are also linked with a senior journalist or a
member from the Laadli team to bounce ideas and get feedback on the draft articles.

Editors’ response

From the beginning, the response of editors has been quite positive and they have all been
very supportive of the Laadli Media Fellowship, encouraging more and more journalists in
their team to apply for what has come to be seen by the community as a very prestigious
Fellowship. Fellows are now recognised for being selected and a special mention is made
of it even while introducing them at public interfaces.

The way the leadership in newsrooms sees the Laadli Media Fellowship can be discerned
from the way the former president of The Editors Guild of India , Editor-in-Chief of The Print
and veteran journalist Shekhar Gupta who was the Chief guest at the Laadli Media Awards
in 2018 opined, “Laadli is doing a wonderful job since last 16 years creating a platform to
showcase gender-sensitive reporting and its contribution is highly rewarding. In 1977, very
few women were there in media and journalism but these days it's about 8 women to 2
men. This is a big change which has come around. They are there because they are good,
not as a favour from anyone.”



CHAPTER 2

LAADLI MEDIA FELLOWS 2021

The Laadli Media Fellowships have over the years evolved to become a platform to equip
all journalists to make their work more nuanced and sensitive while portraying gender
issues. We realise that prejudices do not disappear by merely passing laws. It takes an
argument, debate, training and practical commitment to confront discrimination wherever
it happens. This year’s fellowships provide and showcase inclusive journalism that cover a
wide range of topics and is nuanced and widespread. It thereby helps people working in
the media assess progress on gender equality, identify challenges, and contribute to local,
regional, and global debates leading to the formulation of concrete policies to promote
gender equality and the advancement of women, especially in India.

“COVID-19 is a crisis with a woman'’s face,” said Secretary-General Antonio Guterres in his
opening remarks at the UN's sixty-fifth session. He said the fallout in the following months
revealed how deeply gender inequality remains embedded in the world’s political, social
and economic systems. The inequity that persisted before the pandemic surfaced in India
was alarming to begin with, and as the world moves towards recovery, the fear of what
comes next looms large. UN reports predict that, post pandemic, women are 11 times less
likely to return to their jobs.

The CEDA-CMIE Bulletin series has looked at changes in employment, consumer sentiment,
household and individual incomes and expenditures in India using data provided by the
CMIE and estimated that in the second wave, women lost 5.42 million jobs in April 2021 and
3.6 million in June 2021, while adding another 4.21 million in May and 3.55 million in July 2021.

The Laadli Media fellowship recognises the achievements of journalists and best practises
of media organisations through our award program. It helps achieve an added argument
and dynamism to a campaign that should be taken up and debated in every newsroom
and covered by every media house. This year 15 Laadli Media Fellowships have been
awarded. The articles span 13 States and are in 9 languages.



States represented by 15 fellows
awarded the Laadli Media Fellowships 2021

Jammu &
Kashmir;

Assam

Maharashtra
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Languages

Authors

Puja Singh
Vijay Kumar Sharma
Inderpreet Singh

English

Madhav Sharma
Bhartesh Singh Thakur
Poorvi Gupta

Shahina KK

Aritra Bhattacharya
Jyoti Yadav

Punjabi

Inderpreet Singh

Malayalam

Shafeeq T

Haroon Reshi

Avula Yamuna

Indumathy. G

Marathi

Priyanka Tupe

Assamese

Jahida Parbin




Laadli Fellows 2021
Puja Singh
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Vijay Sharma

Vijay Sharma is a distinguished journalist who
has always stood out for being high on facts and
figures. His coverage is across print, radio, TV and
other digital mediums. Presently, he is pursuing
a doctorate as an alumnus of the prestigious
Indian Institute of Mass Communication (IIMC). In
addition to being a media educator, he produces
a YouTube show called ‘World View' focusing on
international issues, incidents and developments.
He was also recognized as ‘Kalam Ke Sipahi’ for
his outstanding contribution to media and media
education by the NewsPaper Association of India.

His stories cover a range of thematic areas, from
highs and lows of the pandemic to ill- practices
like child marriage prevalent in India.

¢ Working as a fellow for the Laadli Media Fellowship, powered by Population First,
was a remarkable opportunity. It was unlike any other project, as due to the pandemic
there was only virtual contact with fellows and administrators. The Fellowship was an
exceptional example of professionalism. It showed how realistic and purposeful stories

are born and shaped by freedom, openness and cooperation rather than pressure! M



Inderpreet Singh

Based out of Chandigarh, Inderpreet Singh is the
Punjab Bureau Chief with Dainik Jagran. Previously, he
was associated with Dainik Bhaskar as State Bureau
Chief and Ajit Samachar as Sub Editor. He is a Post-
Graduate in Journalism and Mass Communication
and has been working in Hindi and Punjabi media
since 1997.

His writings cover important stories from Punjab,
focussing on farmers’ plight, women and the girl
child.

¢ The experience of Laadli Media Fellowship was
very good. We often keep doing stories related
to women in the newspapers but that work is
sometimes superficial. This fellowship opportunity is a rare opportunity as it helped in truly
understanding the problem, uncovering it and seeking its solutions. | thank the organizers

for this chance. M

Madhav Sharma

Madhav Sharma is a freelance journalist who works
for top dailies such as Rajasthan Patrika and Dainik
Bhaskar. In addition, he writes for various websites
like The Wire, Down to earth, Gaon connection and
Mongabay (A French media organization), People’s
Archive of Rural India (PARI), Countercurrents etc.
Madhav has reported on health, agriculture, gender,
labour, environment, art, and developmental issues.
Madhav has bagged multiple awards and fellowships
such as the IIMCAA award, the Media recognition
award by UNICEF and Lok Samvad Sansthan, Work
No Child’s Business (WNCB) award, Laadli Media
Fellowship, SATB Fellowship and Media Rumble
Fellowship. His stories cover the exceptional distress
and issues women faced during the pandemic.

. Laadli Fellowship has been a great learning experience for me as a journalist. While
reporting for this Fellowship, | have understood that the impact of this epidemic has been
maximum on children and women. Women have suffered the most, be it domestic violence
or harassment at the workplace. Women have been severely impacted over and above
the effects of the pandemic. Through this Fellowship, my humane and sensitive approach
to the problems of women has grown. M



Bhartesh Singh Thakur

Bhartesh Singh Thakur, a distinguished journalist,
has been a Principal Correspondent with The Tribune
for the last four years with coverage in Haryana. In
addition, he has worked for Hindustan Times and the
Indian Express at Chandigarh. He is a postgraduate
in Mass communication and Physics and is currently
pursuing his PhD. His journalism experience extends
to court reporting, gender-specific issues, shamlat
land compensation scams and scholarship scams.
Bhartesh was awarded ICRW Asia Media Award in
2018 and NFI Fellowship in 2019 and was chosen for
the Laadli fellowship in 2021.

Haryana has done well in 50 years of its existence,
but the State is staggering behind on the social
front. Bhartesh Singh Thakur highlights challenges
associated with women and girls prevalent in Haryana.

¢ Being newspaper journalists, we always keep looking for new ideas and new ways
to attempt stories and this Fellowship helped in exploring new data sets and helped in
crystallizing long-pending ideas. For example, | have in my Fellowship reported on spurt in
teenage pregnancies in Haryana, elopement of minor girls, marital rape in Haryana and
Women Helpline. After this Fellowship, | have become more conscious of women's issues
and will continue to break new grounds. 3

Poorvi Gupta

Poorvi Gupta is a Delhi-based reporter with a five-
year record of delivering exclusives in gender. She is
detail-oriented with an ability to engage in multiple
rolesinthe newsroom. She hasrevealed, investigated,
and reported several exclusive stories in crime &
legal, politics, health, governance, environment,
entrepreneurship, entertainment, and literature for
gender beat. Some of her distinct works include a
series of interviews with tribal women who broke the
glass-ceiling and emerged as an inspiration called
“TRIBAL PATHBREAKERS".

Poorvi highlights issues faced by women living in
modern India despite the progress made by Indian
feminist movements. She focuses on the pursuit of
women's rights within Indian society.

€€ This Fellowship has helped me push the bar in my reporting techniques and innately
understand the grassroots gender-centric issues around the panchayat system in
Haryana, gig economy, frontline works and how COVID-19 has devastated many lives and
economy. On a personal level, my experience of visiting Haryana interiors independently
and communicating with locals has built my confidence and motivated me to do more
such stories not only from Haryana but from other states as well. Laadli Media Fellowship
with its financial, motivational, and professional support has helped a young journalist like
me to think beyond the humdrum of regular reporting. M
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Indumathy.G

Indumathy Gunasekar has been working as a
journalist for over five years. She wants to be the
voice of the voiceless people by empowering
them. She predominantly covers local stories and
trending news on women, children, social justice,
climate change and the arts. Her opinions, writings,
and research have appeared in numerous outlets.

¢¢ Meeting the journalists who are the voice of
voiceless people in Laadli Fellowship was the
best experience. Laadli gave me an excellent
opportunity to further enrich myself as a journalist.
They approved the thought of writing articles about
issues faced by women during this pandemic
which gave me fulfiiment as a journalist. Laadli has made me realize that there is still a
long way to go as a journalist to further strengthen the voice of women who are an integral
part of the development of the community. M

Priyanka Tupe

Priyanka Tupe, a young journalist, identifies herself as
a staunch feminist supporter. She is currently working
in Storytel, an audiobook company, as a publishing
consultant. As a freelancer, she writes stories for The
Wire - Marathi, Divya Marathi and Dainik Pudhari.

Priyanka primarily focuses on single women and
how the lockdown magnified their psychological and
financial concerns.

Dr. Sharada’s conversation helped me gain
better clarity and enrichment of the reports | have
done so far under this Fellowship. Financially it
supported well for four in-depth reports. As a result,
| could write all my stories in a detailed, descriptive
manner otherwise impossible. Also, | got to connect with some of the best journalists in the
country, could read some of their stories, and it's a critical exposure. 33
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Shafeeq Thamarassery

Shafeeq Thamarassery, a multifaceted journalist and
a fierce reporter who handles cameras, makes him
one of the best New Media journalists who marked
his milestones with various in-depth reporting. He
identifies ecology and human rights as his main
areas of interest.

Shafeeq's stories highlight the predicament of
women in the organized sector and how they coped
with it. In one of his articles, he also talks about the
dowry system prevalent in Kerala.

¢ This fellowship experience is extraordinary and
valuable and has aided my career in journalism. It
allowed me to interact with eminent journalists of the nation. | thank Population First for
giving a platform for stories that otherwise get overlooked. M
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Haroon Reshi

Based out of Srinagar, Haroon Reshi is a distinguished
journalist who majorly writes on the plight of
Kashmiris. Currently, freelancing with Kashmir dailies
like Kashmir Images and Daily Inquilab (both Urdu
and Hindi). Before this, He worked as a Reporter and
an Analyst for international, national, and local media
organizations, including Voice of America, Asian Age,
National Herald, The Sunday Indian, Loud India TV,
Chauthi Duniya, Greater Kashmir Communication Pvt
Itd, Daily Aftab, Kashmir Images to name a few.

€€ | feel honoured to have been part of the Laadli
Media Fellowship. This opportunity was a game-
changer and gave me a fresh perspective. My story
on the transgender community allowed me to view
this community differently and unravel facts that otherwise go unlooked. Further, | feel
privileged to have worked under magnanimous people like Sharada Ma’am and Mrinmayee
Ma’'am. M

Avula Yamuna

A media post-graduate, Avula Yamuna, based out
of Hyderabad, Telangana, has been a journalist
with Manam - a Telugu daily for over two years. She
has recently joined the V6 Velugu newspaper as a
Reporter and Sub-Editor.

Avila’s stories revolve around the pandemic induced
issues faced by women. In addition to bearing the
brunt of economic and social losses, women appear
to be disproportionately negatively affected in
physical health and wellbeing during the pandemic.
Her articles describe how during any calamity,
women are further marginalized.

¢ | feel honoured to have been part of the Laadli Media Fellowship. The Fellowship arrived
at the right time to give me the right kind of push. It has made me aware of how to present
social issues impactfully. All thanks to Sharada ma’am and Mrinmayee ma’am for their
guidance and support at each step. 3,
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Shahina KK

Shahina KK is a journalist and an Associate Editor
with the digital news publication The Federal and
a contributor for The Washington Post. She was
conferred with the Chameli Devi Jain Award for
Outstanding Women Mediapersons in 2011. She is
also a participant in the Kiss of Love movement
against moral policing in India. Based in Keralqg,
she is frequently cited by various mainstream media
networks on gender equality and women's rights
issues.

Shahina was associated with OPEN magazine
between 2011-2020, was a former correspondent
of Tehelka magazine and began her career as an
Asianet News reporter.

She covers a range of issues in her stories, ranging from the plight of overworked health
workers due to COVID 19, women issues, a wave of volunteerism in Kerala to the adoption
process in India.

€€ This Fellowship helped re-boost my confidence and gave me hope. Though | could
finish the work well within the prescribed deadline, many of us struggled hard to cope
with this most challenging time in our lives. We were struggling hard with the stress and
strain induced by the pandemic and the travel restrictions altogether. However, Sharada
Ma’am passionately extended deadlines and made everyone feel confident and relaxed.
The result is each of us will be the ambassadors of Population First in future. M

Aritra Bhattacharya

Aritra Bhattacharya is a journalist and researcher
with bylines in Scroll, Wire, Caravan, Himal and other
national and international publications. Discarding
strict boundaries, his work over the last decade has
spanned journalism, research, teaching, filmmaking
and photography, often flowing into one another. His
interests lie in politics, culture, conflict and media;
and the various ways and places they intersect.

Aritra covers a gamut of issues induced by the
pandemic. However, he emphasises the predicament
of frontline workers, children and sex workers in
Asansol.

Two reasons motivated me to apply for the Laadli

Media Fellowship in 2021. First, it appeared when many news media outlets had stopped
paying freelancers citing the pandemic, further reducing the space for serious stories
looking at the differential impact of COVID-19 on women and other disadvantaged groups.
Secondly, my bedridden father’s situation additionally gave me insight into the critical
role of women in caregiving roles in the pandemic and the relative levels of appreciation
and awareness about this, including myself. The Fellowship also allowed me to travel to
and report from different parts of West Bengal, bringing to light gender disparities in the
context of COVID 19 and how this situation severely compromised the battle against other
epidemics like HIV-AIDS etc. 33
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Jyoti Yadav

Jyoti Yadav is a multimedia journalist working as
a Senior Correspondent with The Print. She has
extensively covered politics, gender issues and
policy in rural India. Jyoti was one of the recipients
of the National Laadli Media & Advertising Award for
2020. She is currently documenting the fallout of the
second deadly Covid wave in rural India.

The main focus area of Jyoti's stories is women
and children. In addition, she writes on education,
sanitation and healthcare.

Firstly, | would like to thank Population First and
Sharada Ma’am for the opportunity. Like many
others, this was the first Fellowship that | have
received. Since the beginning of my career, | have always focused on gender issues, but
this Fellowship taught me different ways to explore gender stories. | travelled to UP to meet
inspiring women. It was an enriching experience for me to write these stories on the ground
and to know and connect to journalists across the country. It felt like a great community
that provided solidarity and strength during the most challenging times of our lives. 33
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CHAPTER 3

COVID-19 pandemic continued unabated in 2021, in fact it unleashed a devastating
second wave which directly or indirectly affected nearly every family. Despite the prevalent
difficulties, the fellows submitted 58 articles by 30th September and the remaining two
were sent by end of October. The articles submitted were in nine languages viz, Hindi,
English, Punjabi, Assamese, Malayalam, Telugu, Urdu, Marathi, and Tamil and came from
across the nation.

A wide range of subjects were covered including:

«Impact of digital divide.

*Gender and intersectionality.

*Gender and disabilities.

‘Women’ s empowerment and Panchayats.

*Reproductive and sexual health and rights of women.

«Adolescent sexuality and young people’s access to sexual and reproductive health.
«Impact of pandemic on livelihoods and resultant impact on unwantedness of girls.
sIncrease in child marriage.

*Enhancing value of women and girls.

The estimated combined readership figures of all the publications where the articles were
published was nearly 2,17,00,000. At an assumption of just 10% reach, the total estimated
combined readership for these articles can be placed at 20 lakhs.

S.No | Thematic Areas Number of Stories
1. Women and Covid-19 response 6
2. Coping with the pandemic 14
3 Holding women back: customs and 10
: practises
Women and children: rights and
4. ; 9
entitlements
5. Strength in adversity 1
6. From insights to action - the real truth 5
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Type of Publication

Number of Stories

Print

29

Web

27

. . L] o

Author Publication Nature |Circulation rate

Puja Singh Prabhat Khabar Print 1,62,000 (print) daily circulation

Vijay Kumar Sharma Dainik Tarun Mitra Print 40,000 (print) daily circulation
2.7 lakh Hindi and 80,000 Punjabi daily

Inderpreet Singh Dainik Jagran Print circulation (print) and 1.66 lakh page views
per day of the Hindi website.
Gaon Connection Hindi - web - 65,000
page views per day, Gaon Connection

gonconnection English - Web - 33,000 page views per day
Madhav Sharma l%]re orters ! Web
P 10lreporters.com - 2.5M/year

countercurrents.org- 2.56M/year

Bhartesh Singh Thakur The Tribune Print 3,00,000 (print) daily circulation

Poorvi Gupta Yourstory.com/Herstory Web Yourstory's monthly page views:3,102,660

Shahina KK thefederal.com Web daily traffic is 1.5 lakh per day
indiatimes.com - 30 million per month

Aritra Bhattacharya www.indiatimes.com Web Gaon connection English -
Gaon connection Hindi - Gaon Connection:
Over 18 lakh views a month

Jyoti Yadav theprint.in Web 56,000 page views per day

Shafeeq T Dool news Web monthly traffic:15 Lakh

Kashmir Imaaes. Kashrmir 15,000 (print) daily circulation for Kashmir
Haroon Reshi ges, Print Images and 37,000 (print) daily circulation
Uzma )

for Kashmir Uzma.

Avula Yamuna V6 Velugu Print 4 lakh (print) daily circulation

Indumathy. G Hindu Tamil Thisai Print 30,00,000 page views per day

Priyanka Tupe thewire marathi Web 20 thousand page views per day

Jahida Parbin Dainik Gana Adhikar Print 7000 copies (print) daily circulation




WOMEN AND COVID-19 RESPONSE

The pandemic exposed how unprepared the public health system was. During this time,
in most cases, the first service providers available on the ground were community-based
frontline women workers.

ASHAs were part of the ‘Corona surveillance teams’ that ensured migrant workers were
quarantined when they moved back to their villages. Also, in cases where people could
not home quarantine, they helped coordinate patients at quarantine centres. However,
they were also at the receiving end of public wrath and anger as the representatives of
the government. There are numerous stories of the way the communities had started
viewing ASHAs with increasing suspicion and fear. The second wave further exacerbated
the misconceptions and misinformation around the virus and its vaccines with commmunity
members chasing away the ASHA workers with sticks, and visibly sick community members
refusing their help.

The ill-treatment of these frontline workers is described in New Delhi-based Poorvi Gupta'’s
article. Poorvi's article, ‘PTSD, Depression, Fear Grip Haryana ASHA Workers Amid Mounting
Work Pressure And Hostility’, featured in www.yourstory.com/herstory, highlights the
conditions that have led ASHA workers to suffer from severe mental health issues, fatigue
and breakdown. She notes that, Haryana's 22,000 ASHA workers have faced discrimination,
loss of fundamental rights and access to mental health services. Stigma, fear, high risk and
the extra burden of work, often without any protective equipment or remuneration for their
labour, has led to this state.

‘What The Piling Bodies And Helplessness Are Doing To Our Overworked Health Workers’,
by Kerala-based Shahina KK talks about a junior health worker committing suicide due
to stress and fear. She interviews health and frontline workers to discuss their coping
mechanisms to get through the trauma they encounter daily.

It is important to note that the struggles of ASHA workers are not confined to a particular
region of India but have turned into a pan India phenomenon, as is described in Guwahati-
based Jahida Parbin’s article ‘ASHA Karmisakal Samaj Paribartanar Bahok (ASHA workers -
Bearers of Social Change)’ featured in Dainik Gana Adhikar. She explains that not much has
changed for ASHAs despite the important role they played during the pandemic. Jahida
writes how the ASHA workers were the only activists who did not stop rendering their duties
by playing a prominent role during the pandemic.

New Delhi-based Jyoti Yaday, in her article ‘With No Routine Check-Ups Or Asha Workers,
UP’s Chitrakoot Sees A Rise In Home Births During Covid’ writes about the increase of home
births in Chitrakoot district in Madhya Pradesh due to the lack of funds and ASHA workers
overstretched carrying on COVID related duties.

Whereas the larger debate has brought accolades for doctors and nurses, none is given
to those responsible for delivering essential medical service at the ground level, the ASHA
workers. This is apparent from a survey conducted by Oxfam in four states, Uttar Pradesh,
Odisha, Bihar and Chhattisgarh, that shows only 75 percent of ASHA workers had masks,
and only 62 per cent were given gloves to perform their duties.The survey also reveals that
nearly 29 per cent of the respondents were working more than 8 hours, and 42 per cent
were working between 6-8 hours every day without any minimum wages or social security,
often facing violence and discrimination.

Kolkata-based Aritra Bhattacharya, in his article, ‘How Social Hierarchies Skew Our
Recognition and Appreciation for Frontline Workers In Pandemic’, writes how the ASHA
workers, despite being the actual frontline workers, are lowest in the rung of hierarchy
with only doctors and nurses lauded for their work. Despite the lockdown and curbs on
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movement, the workers were performing their duties to the fullest, working tirelessly to
prevent transmission while ensuring that the delivery of other health services remained
uninterrupted.

Jahida Parbin, in the translated version of her article, ‘Lockdownoto Bahi Thoka Nai
Anganwadi Karmi (No Lockdown For Assam’s Anganwadi Workers)’, writes of the plight of
Anganwadiworkersin Assam, who are the functionaries of the Integrated Child Development
Scheme (ICDS) in charge of managing the Anganwadi. As part of the frontline workers in
the COVID -19 response, they have been severely overworked and underpaid, often denied
fundamental rights. Jahida tells us the story of Kavita Sarkar, an Anganwadi worker from
Assam and her responsibilities before and during the pandemic. As there was no school
to take note of each child’'s education and health, they would make door-to-door visits
focusing on weight checking, vaccination, nutritious diet, tracking anaemia etc. People,
including family members, treated them as pariahs and kept a safe distance from them
as they continued working in communities during the pandemic.



PTSD, Depression, Fear Grip Haryana ASHA Workers Amid
Mounting Work Pressure And Hostility

Poorvi Gupta
3 September 2021, yourstory.com/herstory

ASHA workers in Haryana

As coronavirus started to rage in India last year, ASHA (accredited social health activist)
workers were touted as COVID-19 warriors and frontline soldiers fighting the pandemic
at the grassroots level. One year on, the gap in the supply of safety essentials such as
masks, sanitisers and Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) kits, acute work pressure from
the department, hostility from locals and work-life disbalance have left them in the middle
of an unfolding mental health doom.Gap in the supply of safety essentials such as masks,
sanitisers, and Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) kits, acute work pressure from the
department, hostility from locals and work-life disbalance have left them in the middle of
an unfolding mental health doom.The former Ambala president of Haryana ASHA Worker
Union was terminated this year after more than a decade of service.

Working under pressure in the pandemic

Bala has been accused of substandard work and ‘bad behaviour'— an allegation she
strongly rejects. She alleges that she’s being targeted for being the force behind a series
of statewide protests in Haryana since 2018. This isn't the first time she’s at the receiving
end of the stick for demanding basic rights for ASHA workers like safety gear and increased
wages among other things. “I have been targeted for staging dharnas and speaking to the
media against the fake claims of ministers and bureaucrats,” adds Bala. She comes from
an extremely deprived household where her husband is disabled, and one of her two sons
had to quit his studies after she was fired while the other one lost his job.

Bala's story isn’t an anomaly

Several among the 22,000 ASHA workers from Haryana have been dealing with similar
cases of discrimination and maltreatment at the hands of the authorities regularly and
the pandemic has only worsened it leaving a huge impact on their mental health. At a
time when a section of our society can find some much-needed peace in their work-from-
home regime during these devastating times, ASHA workers are denied even basic rights
let alone any luxury.
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ASHA Karmisakal Samaj Paribartanar Bahok (ASHA

Workers - Bearers Of Social Change)
Jahida Parbin
11 May 2021, Dainik Gana Adhikaar

All the institutions throughout the country were closed last year (2020) as a nationwide
lockdown was imposed due to COVID- 19. Thousands of people experienced a lot of untold
hardships in every nook and corner of the country. Despite such an adverse situation, the
hospitals were open for emergency cases. The northeastern state of India - Assam, faced
a similar problem with the rest of the country. All the government and non-government
institutions like schools, colleges, universities, banks etc.,, remained closed.

ASHA workers were the only activists who did not stop rendering their duties by playing a
prominent role during those days. Their enthusiasm and persistence made the path easy
for pregnant women. They took every necessary precaution while taking care of children
and pregnant women.

They remained instrumental in checking their health condition and supplying them with
suitable and necessary medical facilities.Besides children and women, the ASHA workers
firmly stood for protecting the health of all classes of society. The ASHA workers did not look
back during the lockdown and performed their services with complete dedication. They
are the living example of those strong and fearless women who do not hesitate to sacrifice
their lives for the sake of the children, pregnant women and all the village people.

The ASHA workers have been active in their respective fields during last year’'s lockdown
period. They keep themselves in contact with the families residing within their jurisdiction.
The ASHA workers were recruited as volunteers under National Health Mission eNHM). They
bring about a connection of the women and children with the health care centre. One
ASHA worker is recruited against 1000 population. As monthly remuneration, they are paid
Rs.3000/ only. In addition to this meagre amount, the NHM provide them with some limited
but necessary items like a bicycle, a bag, a set of uniform, etc. However, the government’s
responsibility does not end by providing a single bicycle to the ASHA workers as many of
them cannot ride the vehicle. Moreover, they do not avail of any travelling allowance from
the health department. So, the health department should have a provision to pay them
their travel expenses.

The health department has bestowed upon them essential duties and responsibilities. The
ASHA workers have been playing an imperative role in various fields. They do all health-
related activities for all the mothers, children and villagers. They have to work to fulfil the
goal of contraceptive campaigns and minimise mothers’ death rate. In birth control, the
ASHA workers have to face many difficulties because they have to convince females and
males. They have to face more problems to convince the male in birth control measures.
They do the duty of convincing the male and female together with great importance.
Moreover, it is not easy to impart knowledge on family planning among families belonging
to the same communities. The ASHA workers have to do hard work to convince and make
people aware of these issues.

In addition to these, the ASHA workers work for the entire village to improve the sanitation
system. Ayesha Siddiqa is serving in the post of Block Community Mobiliser under
Bijoynagar Health Centre in the district of Kamrup. She informs that the ASHA workers do a
lot of hard work for the welfare of society. They are very diligent and carry out their duties
and responsibilities with utmost sincerity. Thus, one discovers the ASHA as an activist, a
service provider, and a facilitator.

Moumita Bhatta Sharma, a Block Community Mobiliser under BPHC, Sonitpur, Assam,
informs that the ASHA workers can be termed as the Head of the Health Department as
they have been imposed with fundamental duties. An ASHA worker fully engages herself
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in work for the welfare of the society, as a result of which various problems of pregnant
women and children are lessening. During the COVID-19 pandemic, they have been at the
forefront. Right from trying to make people understand the covid protocols to convince
them to stay indoors. Even the villagers obey their suggestions and advice because of the
familiarity. The ASHA workers have contributed a lot to prevent this pandemic.

We must appreciate the tremendous effort and hard work of the ASHA workers. The
ASHA workers have become self-sufficient and have an identity of their own. Society has
recognised them, and they have got the honour in the society for their hard labour.

Mamoni Das, an ASHA worker, hailing from the Nalbari district of Assam, informs that the
villagers give her much honour whenever she works in the village. Without her knowledge,
no villager takes any initiative in any health-related activity.

Mamata Talukdar, a 44 years old ASHA worker from the Kamrup district, informs that she
has acquired so much experience working as an ASHA worker that she will find no difficulty
in taking responsibility for moulding her future children. Therefore, she feels proud of
working as an ASHA worker.

Based on her work experience as an ASHA, Juri Saikia Yadav, a 45-year-old ASHA worker
of Tezpur, informs that she acquired a great deal of health-related knowledge and her
mind is at peace by serving the society. She tells that the Election Commissioner and the
distinguished persons attending a health-related meeting held at Tezpur call the ASHA
workers the front fighters fighting against the COVID-19. In this way, they're greatly inspired
and motivated. Although they are paid a meagre amount, they can't resign from their
post. The praise and respect from the public give them energy and inspiration to go on
with their work. At times, they think of giving up their job; but they cannot do so when the
respect and love of the people come to their mind.

Awshini Gogoi, an ASHA worker, hailing from Sivasagar, feels a soldier on foot. ASHA workers
have visited every household in society. Through a program called “Non-communicable
Disease”, they identify various diseases like _ blood pressure, sugar, T.B.etc and take
proper steps to prevent them. Moreover, every three months they hold a program called
“Maa”. This program asks whether the mothers take adequate care of their children and
keep their children in a neat and clean environment. Besides these, they give the mothers
training in the vital matter of breastfeeding. She says she feels proud that she is an ASHA
worker because the village women tell them things they cannot speak to their husbands.
She also informs that she will be going ahead to do more and more work. But she expresses
her discontent that she is paid a nominal remuneration despite doing a lot of hard work.

There is a long list of health-related activities assigned to the ASHA workers. Right after
the birth of a baby, the ASHA worker takes the responsibility of protecting its health. They
give the child different types of vaccines, immunization, determinization, etc. They take
the newborn baby’s weight every month and inquire whether it is sucking mother’'s milk,
passing urine, developing any jaundice, etc. They also measure the temperature of the
baby. They prepare a detailed report on all these matters and submit it to the hospital, and
if necessary, they take the baby to the hospital.

Kheruda Rabha is an ASHA worker hailing from the Assam Meghalaya border area. She
informs about her challenging work experience in the hilly area. It isn't easy to carry out
health-related activities in these remote areas because of the unstable phone network. So
they have to cover a long distance by climbing hills to collect information relating to the
health condition of the hilly people. They have to travel 35-40 kilometres from their hilly area
to reach the hospital. The ASHA workers have to carry out their duties and responsibilities
with great difficulties in such remote areas.



Anupama Roy, an ASHA worker hailing from Dhubri, informs about her busy schedule during
the lockdown period. Her main concern was to visit door to door to make people aware of
the pandemic and save their lives from COVID -19.

Mahiron, another ASHA worker hailing from Dhubri, says that they always impart health
service to the society, but during the lockdown last year, they had to work more on covid-19
than on their routine duties. They had to visit door to door after wading several kilometres
in chest-deep water. They work, risking their lives. They had to reach the people by any
means. They had to travel on a raft made of a banana tree. She informs that the strong
water current often carried away the raft, and they were about to drown. During the critical
juncture of covid-19, the ASHA workers performed those works that nobody dared to
perform. They collect the report from each family and create awareness among people to
make them cautious against Covid-19.

Sonali Das, another ASHA worker of this areq, informs that they find more difficulties
performing their duties at the time of flood because no arrangement from the side of the
health department is made for the convenience of the ASHA workers.

Like any other time, during the lockdown, the ASHA workers visited door to door and created
awareness among the pregnant women about nutritious food, vaccine, and doctors’
check-up.The ASHA workers have been working on the issue of death rate. In addition, they
create awareness among married women so that they do not hesitate to give birth to their
babies in the hospital.

At present, the ASHA workers are increasing awareness for covid-19. Besides these, the
ASHA workers performed their duties and responsibilities in the villages and cities during
the last assembly election in Assam. They supplied masks, gloves, sanitisers, etc,, to the
voters in the polling station.

An ASHA worker does more than their scheduled duties. Yet, considering their workload,
their monthly remuneration is so less that it looks pretty disgraceful. So government should
pay proper heed to enhance their salary. The ASHA workers have been working with great
enthusiasmin the health department. The eventful busy life story of the ASHA worker reflects
the effectiveness of the NHM of the Indian government. In this way, the ASHA workers are
playing a vital role to improve the health of women and children, and at the same time,
they have been fighting heroically to prevent covid-19 and thus, they have emerged as the
bearer of social change.

(Translated from Assamese to English)
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With No Routine Check-Ups or ASHA Workers, UP’s

Chitrakoot Sees Rise In Home Births During Covid

Jyoti Yadav
9 August 202], theprint.in

Chitrakoot: In the early hours of 9 July, 23-year-old Radha Devi started experiencing labour
pain. Her family made a few frantic calls to an ASHA worker but she wasn't available.

Radha, who stays in Karvi block of Uttar Pradesh’s Chitrakoot district, is one among 55
women in the district who could not access institutional delivery in July this year, district
health department data shows.According to the health officials, of these 55 women, 23 did
not even have access to a skilled attendant or any medical kit during labour and childbirth.
This meant that either a relative or midwife operated on the women during childbirth. In
the case of Radha, Soni Tripathi, the ASHA worker who was contacted by the family, said
she was accompanying another pregnant woman that day to a community health centre
for vaccination.”They called me. | had assured them that | would get free by 2pm but her
(Radha’s) labour pain was extreme. By the time | checked again, she had delivered a baby
girl at home,” Tripathi told ThePrint.

Drop in institutional deliveries

According to official figures from Chitrakoot district’s health authorities, accessed by
ThePrint, the district registered 1,179 institutional deliveries in May 2019, but the number
dropped to 1,086 in May 2020. For the same month in 2021, the number reduced further to
1,016.The data for June shows a similar decline. In June 2019, there were 1,420 institutional
deliveries, which dropped to 1,342in 2020, and 1,232 in 2021. From April to June this year, when
the second Covid wave was at its peak, Chitrakoot registered 196 home births. The figure
stood at 955 for 2020 and 965 for 2019. District health officials cite the pandemic, lockdown
and vaccination drive as the reasons behind the drop in institutional deliveries.“There
was a complete lockdown. Our workforce was engaged with Covid management. The
ambulance sometimes reached late. Also, even after labour pains have started, families
wait till the last minute to approach an ASHA worker or Community health centres or
district hospitals. This makes things difficult,” District Programme Manager of Chitrakoot,
Ram Kishore Karwariya told The Print. The drop in institutional deliveries has set alarm bells
ringing among the district administration. During its review meeting held on 2 August, the
district officials asked ASHA and Anganwadi workers to find out the reasons behind the
drop and trace families that saw child births at home.

No routine check-ups or maternity benefits

Nearly two kilometres away from Radha's house, 32-year-old Savitri Devi gave birth to
her fourth child on 10 July. Her husband, a migrant worker, Gore Lal, returned from Punjab
in May. Holding the newborn in her arms, Savitri was surrounded by her three daughters
when ThePrint visited her. Savitri said she couldn't get her name registered for availing
maternity benefits at a government health facility either in Punjab or UP. “We did not know
how to get her name registered in Punjab. Due to the lockdown, | lost my employment and
had to return. There was no mechanism (to register her name) here either,” Gore Lal said.
Savitri's family tried calling the ambulance in the absence of a skilled attendant. But the
ambulance never turned up and eventually, she decided against getting admitted into a
hospital fearing she might have to pay the hospital bill. “All my daughters were born in a
hospital in Punjab but we had to pay some amount there. This year we lost employment.
So | refused to go to the hospital,” said Savitri. Both Savitri and her husband worked as daily
wage labourers in Punjab. Not having been monitored by an ASHA worker or an auxiliary
nurse midwife (ANM), Savitri also missed on routine check-ups and iron and calcium
tablets. Her newborn son was not given OPV-0, Hep-B and BCG injections within 24 hours
of birth. Radha’s daughter, too, wasn’t administered these vaccines.Radha also missed her
fourth routine checkup during her pregnancy because the ANMs were on vaccination duty,
she said.Her MCP (Mother and child protection) card shows her check-up was done on 13
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March, 10 April, and 5 May. According to the health ministry guidelines, four routine check-
ups are mandatory.

Meanwhile, 23-year-old Suman, who lives in the same village and is in her ninth month
of pregnancy, could go for mandatory check-ups only twice — 12 June and 10 July. Her
expected due date is 17 September but she has not been counselled by the ASHA or ANM
yet.“The Poshahar is irregular too. My check ups are delayed,” she told ThePrint.

Talking about the challenges faced by the health authorities, Karwariya, said, “Over the
past few years, we have witnessed a rise in the institutional deliveries. Chitrakoot has 70%
institutional deliveries. Yes, there has been a drop during the pandemic and the numbers
are concerning. The routine check-ups were missed as our ASHA, ANM and anganwadi
workforce was overburdened with the vaccination drive.”

Not a single female gynaecologist

Chitrakoot, an aspirational district with a population of around 9.91 lakh, does not have a
single female gynaecologist. The only male gynaecologist at the district hospital is often
overburdened.The district has 910 ASHA workers, 959 Anganwadi workers, and 134 ANMs.
There is only one ANM available for every 5,000 women, and only one ASHA worker for every
1,000 women. The district saw 11 maternity deaths in 2019 and 18 in 2020. Till July this year,
the district has registered five maternity deaths.

A district health official who did not wish to be named said, “It is our ASHA cadre which
counsels and motivates a pregnant woman and brings her to the CHC or Sadar hospital.
Institutional delivery is our priority but due to coronavirus, this workforce was engaged with
Covid management.”



How Social Hierarchies Skew Our Recognition And

Appreciation For Frontline Workers In Pandemic

Aritra Bhattacharya
20 July 2021, indiatimes.com

An Accredited Social Health Activist (ASHA) in Jalangi block in West Bengal’s Murshidabad
district, Sabina Yasmin visited at least 20 households every day in remote villages to deliver
health and nutrition services at the door-step. She recorded births, deaths, pregnancies,
nutrition levels; physically examined people for common ailments like flu, skin and water-
borne diseases; provided medicines and nutritional supplements; and paid daily visits to
homes of all pregnant women in her area tracking their progress and ensuring institutional
delivery. But that was before the pandemic. Her monthly payment at the time, including
fixed and variable components and funds provided by the Central and state government,
ranged Rs 6000-6500. Most of the beneficiaries of her work comprised families of migrant
workers, who began returning to their native villages in droves from other districts and
states after the imposition of the nationwide lockdown on March 24, 2020.

“When migrant workers began returning to the villages, we had to visit an additional seven
households of such workers every day, and keep a record of their movements,” recalled
Yasmin. “Plus, in every household we visited, we had to watch out for symptoms of COVID-19
infection. We had to physically examine suspects, record their temperature, counsel and
link them up with testing and treatment facilities, monitor those in home isolation and
trace people who came in close contact with infected patients,” she said.Yasmin received
no additional pay for the extra workload as a frontline worker in the pandemic. Worse,
she was neither provided with any medical insurance, nor protective gear like mask and
sanitizer despite the “touch-oriented” nature of her work and the high risk of infection. “The
government gave us two cloth masks in 2019. It's already been over two years. But | guess
they want us to use them for a few more years,” she laughed. “Many of us got infected,
including me,” she continued. “l underwent pacemaker implantation when | was young and
fell severely ill after getting infected, and was hospitalized for 16 days. The district medical
officer ensured | got a bed in a designated COVID hospital because | am known widely as a
leader and activist, but most of my colleagues were not so fortunate, and many died,” said
Yasmin, also Secretary of the Paschim Banga ASHA Swasthya Karmi Union.

Doctors, first among unequals

Yasmin’s concerns resonated with those raised by other community level frontline women
workers — including accredited social health activists under the National Health Mission,
Anganwadiworkers and their supervisors under the Integrated Child Development Services
programme, and nurses working in government in private hospitals — and activists in West
Bengal and Maharashtra. Officially, there are over 10 lakh ASHAs and 25 lakh Anganwadi
workers and supervisors spread across the country who are serving as frontline workers
throughthe pandemic.They are engaged in health and nutrition delivery, growth monitoring,
and disease surveillance and detection, but Shubha Shamim, vice-president of All India
Federation of Anganwadi Workers and Helpers and Maharashtra State General Secretary
of Anganwadi Karmachari Sanghatana, said their primary task was that of prevention
— including through early detection of cases that can reduce chances of serious health
complications among the infected. “Doctors and other medical staff, whose primary task
is to cure the patient, come in much later,” said Shamim.



Lockdownoto Bahi Thoka Nai Anganwadi Karmi (No

Lockdown For Assam’s Anganwadi Workers)
Jahida Parbin
20 July 2021, Dainik Gana Adhikar

Kavita Sarkar is an Anganwadi Worker residing in the Nagarbera locality of Kamrup. Her
eyes dream of a bright future for the children of the neighbourhood. Day in day out, she
toils hard so that the lives of children may find some meaning. She, who handles both
household chores and the Anganwadi centre simultaneously, opined about her work life
that for the sake of the children of her society, she remains available 24 hours a day, even
if it means sacrificing personal duties. Every morning, after finishing her domestic duties
or leaving them aside, she arrives at the Anganwadi centre by 8 am. “When | wear the
anganwadi uniform provided by the Government and go to the centres, | realise the true
meaning of life.”

As an Anganwadi worker, Kavita remains happy to keep her child close to her while
teaching another ten children. In other jobs done by women, this facility is generally not
available. Therefore, she remains delighted with this job and enjoys a sense of pride. Kavita
states that from 8 in the morning to noon, she teaches children about essential subjects
like alphabets, names of fruits, animals, birds, plants, human body parts. The children are
taught by different playful means as each child has their own sense of perception.

“Along with these, if a child is having trouble learning or remains absent-minded in the
class, | try to bring to the forefront a topic that the child may feel comfortable with. | try to
teach the child a new technique. Once the child feels comfortable, | try to teach them the
new approach | adopted. For example, English alphabets, Assamese grammar, and human
body parts are sometimes taught by singing, dancing, or acting so that the children may
find it easier to comprehend them.”

Differently-abled children are identified and are taken care of as they cannot progress at
the same rate as another ten children. For this reason, they are given special attention so
that they too may proceed in life. The Government should provide separate facilities for
differently-abled children in Anganwadi centres. Kavita Sarkar also demanded that “for
securing the future of mentally or physically challenged children, necessary steps should
be taken and proper medical accessibility should be there”.

At noon once the classes are over, Kavita visits her home for half an hour. In the home visit,
she takes note of important topics, makes a report and comes forward to help people
according to their needs. She states that the provision of smartphones by the Government
has helped a lot, especially during the Covid-19 situation.

Unlike other days during Covid-19, the work of Anganwadi workers too underwent specific
changes. Kavita Sarkar revealed her Lockdown experiences in this way: “On regular days,
we would arrive at the Anganwadi centre by 8 in the morning and return by noon. Although
there was no school yet, we didn't have any fixed work schedule during the lockdown. As
there was no school to take note of each child’s education and health, we would make door-
to-door visits. We focused on weight checking, vaccination, nutritious diet, checking for
anaemia and certain other elements-obeying all the Covid protocols, food was delivered
to each child’'s home. Whether the parents have taken adequate care of the child is also
something which we checked upon as the children were unable to visit the Anganwadi
centres due to lockdown. Along with children, Anganwadi workers also accommodated
in their workspace the needs and problems of pregnant women, lactating mothers,
differently-abled people in rural areas.

Kuthurijhar village of Baksa district is located at a distance of three kilometres from Manas
National Park. Sonari Goyari, a resident of this village, is an Anganwadi worker. She has
been working as an Anganwadi worker for some years now. She is a prudent woman,
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hailing from Assam’s Bodo tribe. She makes us know that she is a respected figure in her
village. The rustics greet her as ‘Baidew’ (a greeting of honour), on which she feels elated
and considers the respect given a boon. She feels happy working for children, youth,
differently-abled ones, pregnant and lactating women. She has become a source of
inspiration for the rural folk. The roots of a child’s holistic development and proper future
lie in the all-around efforts made by the Anganwadi workers, says Goyari. She sheds light
on her work experience during the past year’s lockdown, “Food articles meant for children
were distributed in every household by maintaining proper social distancing. We advised
parents on weight checking of children, nutritious diet and taking necessary care of children.
Also, nutritious food for pregnant and lactating women was provided by the Anganwadi
centres, and they were made aware of how to consume a nutritious diet daily. We also
emphasized important issues such as vaccination of children during the lockdown.”

Ms. Goyari also stated that last year's lockdown rendered children from visiting the
centres; the Anganwadi workers didn't sit idly at home for a single day. At that time, we
were working to prevent the spread of Covid-19. We went door-to-door, explaining how
they could save themselves and their families from the Coronavirus. Our duty was to
make people aware of the infection and spread of Covid-19. To make people aware of
appropriate Covid behaviour such as washing hands regularly, sanitization, remaining
indoors, not roaming around unnecessarily, we went out and spread across villages. If a
faraway outsider recently visited a house, it was noted. The family members were advised
to remain indoors. We pasted stickers outside a house if someone in the household was
covid positive. We, the Anganwadi workers with a single doctor, a nurse and an ‘ASHA’
worker, made the people aware of Covid and helped when need be. Being an Anganwadi
worker, | feel delighted as | was able to serve the masses during the COVID-19 situation.”

Ranu Sutradhar is a widow who works as a maid to feed a family of six. She is the only
income source of her family. She has been responsible for providing her two sons, a girl,
her ill father-in-law, and another widow relative for a few years. The boys and the girl of this
impoverished family go to the Anganwadi centre. On regular days, Ranu Sutradhar used to
leave her son, Ronit and daughter, Babli, at the centre before leaving for her daily work. She
managed to provide for her house by receiving the meagre amount in return for her work.
From morning 8 to noon, she managed to keep her children at the centre and would then
work hard to earn a lump sum amount by which her livelihood went by somehow.

Additionally, the centre provided a healthy and nutritious diet for the children and their
studies, which acted as an excellent relief for Ranu Sutradhar. But in the last lockdown,
although the food for the children was provided by the Anganwadi centre, due to the
closure of her daily job Sutradhar had to face untold misery in keeping her household
intact. Her present livelihood status is complex. She is currently facing a deep financial
crisis as she could not find any job due to the lockdown. Moreover, she couldn’t send her
children to the Anganwadi centre.

Anganwadi workers act as the lamp that brightens up upcoming generations’ future. An
Anganwadi supervisor, Nabanita Saha, states: “Anganwadi workers have aided our social
structure to move ahead by one step. Anganwadi workers play a big role in the holistic
development of future generations and their independence.” In the last lockdown, she
mentions that Anganwadi workers have worked tooth and nail to counter the pandemic.
Going to each house and taking note of children’s health, advising guardians on taking
necessary steps to prevent Covid-19 and especially protecting children from the virus
is something the workers have done wonderfully. Also, during the lockdown, they have
taken care of each individual of the society. If an individual has visited a household from
a distant place, the members are advised to remain indoors. Anganwadi workers did the
job of keeping the individual in isolation. Genuinely speaking, Anganwadi workers are
incredibly liable to society, and they do their duties with utmost sincerity. The Anganwadi
supervisor mentioned that last year’s lockdown has severely affected children’s education.
She states that although the beneficiaries such as pregnant women, lactating women and
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babies, adolescent boys and girls have gained from the centre, the children have lagged
in education.

During Lockdown, Anganwadi workers have distributed the food rations in such a manner
so that no one was left behind. They have also worked to provide vaccination and treatment
of differently-abled people and issue ‘disability certificates’ for them. The supervisor also
stated that the Anganwadi workers contribute immensely towards social welfare. During
the last year's lockdown, the Anganwadi workers desisted from remaining at home and
toiled hard with the workers of the Department of Health to counter the pandemic.

Anganwadi workers at times worked individually to bring awareness in rural areas during
the Covid situation. Making the common masses aware of the preventive measures to be
taken for the virus and advising parents on how to keep the children safe from the virus
were certain things that the Anganwadi workers did with utmost care and precision. For
such social endeavours, Anganwadi workers are a symbol of inspiration for another ten
women. They have done tremendously for the overall development of villages.

(Translated from Assamese to English)



What The Piling Bodies And Helplessness Are Doing To

Our Overworked Health Workers
Shahina KK
4 May 202], thefederal.com

Hyder Sherif, a junior health inspector in Kerala, was a tranquil, silent, diligent and workaholic
person. According to his colleagues, he was a family man too, with very limited socialisation.
He has not taken a holiday since April 2020, when the Covid-19 lockdown was announced
in India. He took his laptop home even on Sundays, and worked round the clock like many
other health workers. He never went to a cinema, dinner or took a holiday with his family for
a year. Early this year, amid his relentless battle, Sherif tested positive. He took leave and
quarantined himself at home for 14 days. But after that, he did not return to work. When
colleagues tried to persuade him, he told them he had a serious mental block. “I was told
that he used to take the lunch packed by his wife and go out as he used to do in the past
(as if towards the hospital), but he never reached. It was late by the time we came to know
about it,” Raju, health inspector at the Family Health Centre at Vadakkekkadu in Thrissur
district, and a colleague of Sherif, told The Federal.

On February 18, Sherif hanged himself at his home. “After he survived Covid, he almost
stopped going out and confined himself at home. His colleagues with a sense of guilt
realise that they should have understood the alarming signs of stress and depression that
he expressed. All of us are burnt out. Who is getting time to think about colleagues or even
about ourselves?” asks Raju, who is yet to come out of the shock.

This might be a one-off incident but is a pointer to the mental battle Covid warriors fight
in our country and across the world."We have given special focus on the mental health
of workers since the beginning” says Dr. Kiran, nodal officer for mental health in Kerala. A
team of professionals were deployed to provide psychosocial support to frontline warriors
on Covid duty from March 2020. “Initially we called each person on duty—from the doctor
to the ASHAs on field—and reached out to them and to keep a track of their mental health,”
says Dr. Kiran, adding that the health workers were too busy to attend such calls. “We have
often received furious responses from them saying that they had little time to engage with
‘such calls as they were tightly packed with Covid duty,” says Dr. Kiran.

Even then, mental health workers handled an exponential number of stress calls from
Covid frontline warriors on duty. 128 stress management trainings were conducted since
April 2020 in which 1,531 doctors, 1169 nurses and 1,357 health inspectors participated.
Around one lakh calls were made by the mental health team as a follow up of the stress
and emotional turbulence experienced by health workers on Covid duty. “People adopt
different mechanisms to cope with stress. In my case, focusing only on work round the
clock was the option,” says Dr. Shemeer, the nodal officer on Covid duty in Government
Medical College, Kozhikode, who had also treated Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan when he
was Covid positive.His Facebook note on his experience of being the doctor of the Chief
Minister has gone viral.

Dr.Shemeer was assigned alead role since the beginning of the pandemic in 2020, counting
on his experience in handling the deadly Nipah virus in 2018. “I was completely engaged in
the Covid ward and hardly got time to sit back and think. | have trained myself to maintain
my composure level, but our team still found it hard to handle the deaths. No matter how
senior you are, every death will shatter you—both as a doctor and as an individual,” says Dr
Shemeer.After a long battle in the Covid ward, Dr. Shemeer tested positive last week. “l am
determined that | will not let myself down. | am only worried about the additional burden
that my colleagues have to bear,” says Dr. Shemeer.

Dr. Samin, psychiatrist at Government Hospital, Ernakulam, regularly receives calls and
texts from healthcare workers on Covid duty, sharing the trauma and stress that they go
through. He shares a text message from a doctor at a Covid hospital in Madhya Pradesh:
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“What | see around is death and only death. | am falling into depression. | lost compassion. |
have become a machine. | feel that life has no value any more.” “I tried to talk to him but he
does not get time even to talk to me. These frontline warriors hardly get time to take care
of themselves,” says Dr. Samin.

Accordingto psychiatrists, the pandemic has had a severe impact on medical professionals
in general and on those having problems of stress or clinical depression in particular. The
burden of work, restrictions on mobility, exposure to a contagious disease and isolation
have worsened such conditions.

A recent study by The Lancet journal published in February 2021 says that healthcare
workers all over the world are exposed to tremendous levels of risk for anxiety, depression,
burnout, insomnia, moral distress and post-traumatic stress disorder. There are multiple
factors for these—heavy workload, inadequate training and infection control practices and
guilt for being unable to save lives. The study also points out that some healthcare workers
were burdened with emotionally and ethically fraught decisions about resource rationing
and withholding infrastructure facilities as they have to prioritise.

“Many are badly hit with the fear of getting infected and being a carrier. In the first wave of
Covid 19, the health workers were unable to go home. The emotional turbulence created by
the isolation from the dear and near ones for weeks and months also triggered depression
among health workers,” says Dr. Joseph Chacko of Government Medical College,
Thiruvananthapuram.”l can give you examples of at least three residents from a premiere
institute of the country who committed suicide last year, and some of them were suffering
from mentalilinesses like bipolar disease and schizophrenia,” says Dr. Mohemmad Arshad,
a junior resident at the department of psychiatry in NIMHANS.

The pandemic has been a trigger to those who have already been suffering from clinical
depression or bipolar diseases. According to him, there is a tangible rise in the number
of healthcare workers seeking professional help for mental health. “Healthcare workers
are already vulnerable to developing mental health problems considering the stress and
burden they are facing due to the poorly managed healthcare system in the country. Even
before the lockdown, we used to come across many undergraduate medical students and
residents in the outpatient department with depressive and anxious presentations,” says
Dr. Arshad. “Many of the HWs are not seeking help due to various reasons, and one among
the strong reasons would be the burden on them,” he adds.

The chilling story of Shiny Varghese, a Malayali nurse working in the Covid ward in Manipal
hospital, epitomises the unbeatable commitment, devotion and courage of every frontline
worker in the battle against the pandemic. Since the beginning of the pandemic, Shiny has
been on Covid duty. Four persons in her family got infected, including herself, her daughter,
husband and father-in-law.Shiny’s husband and father-in-law succumbed to Covid last
year. The deaths did not pull her back from her duty as a nurse. “l am seeing people every
day who are in need of me. | can’'t turn my back on them. This is my duty and responsibility,”
Shiny tells The Federal. How did Shiny fight the trauma? As Dr. Shemeer of Calicut Medical
College said, different people adopt different mechanisms. “Prayer,” says Shiny. “l am a
believer; | pray and gain strength from God.”

Most health professionals that we talked to unanimously expressed a concern. Uncertainty
is a major cause of anxiety. “Working overtime is not a problem if we have an idea of the
period of time that we have to do it. Here in the case of Covid, we have absolutely no
idea when it would end and when the world would go back to normal,” says Dr. Joseph of
Thiruvananthapuram Medical College, adding that this is one reason for emotional fatigue.
However, Shiny is clear about how to deal with it. “Live in the present. Live the moment and
accomplish your responsibility. The rest is not in our hands, hence stop worrying about it”
She says institutional support is a key factor in keeping health workers sane. “I received
tremendous support from my authorities and my colleagues. Unfortunately, many health
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workers do not get such institutional support.” She says that healthcare workers should not
shy away from seeking professional help if required. “They must know it better than anyone
else.”
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COPING WITH THE PANDEMIC

UN Women clearly states how the social and economic impacts of COVID-19 are known
to have fallen harder on women than on men. They've had to bear the brunt of care
responsibilities as schools closed and family members fell ill, they were at greater risk of
domestic violence, confined as they were with their abusers, and were disproportionately
disadvantaged by reduced access to services and employment. Similarly, for children,
the school dropout rates are worrisome as the government now anticipates a problem in
ensuring quality human resources in the future. This section focuses on the most affected
during the pandemic, women, especially ones in the unorganised sector and children.

Over 1.2 lakh children in India have lost a parent due to the pandemic according to a
Lancet study. Jharkhand in Indig, is the state with the highest number of corona orphans
as is written by Puja Singh in her article, @ICIal : v 3{aTel §T 1131 §<, AP He gl
c&afles’. Of 1131 orphaned children in Jharkhand, 159 are below the age of 6. The highest
number of orphaned children are from Ranchi.

Jaipur-based Madhav Sharma'’s article, ‘Rajasthan’s Girls Fight For A Chance To Resume
Their Education’, describes the campaign launched by 1500 girls in Karauli, Rajasthan,
urging the state government to help them go back to school. As family incomes drop,
every second girl in the Karauli district is getting married before she reaches the age of
18. The situation only got worse in the pandemic, as girls’ education came to a halt and
marriage was considered the only option.

Aritra Bhattacharya, in his article, ‘COVID Has Made Many Kids In West Bengal Dropouts, But
There’s No Official Data On That', describes how during the pandemic, school education
was virtually closed in West Bengal. Online education only catered to 5% to 6% of the total
school students in the State. Aritra writes that the most significant fear of the third wave will
be the complete loss of educational opportunities and disengagement with education, for
children.

Confinement fostered tension and stress created by security, health, and money concerns
during the lockdown resulted in an alarming rise in domestic Violence. While lockdowns
may have decreased the spread of the virus it had created an environment that increased
domestic violence against women.

In his article,'Atrocities On Women Rise In Rajasthan During The Covid Pandemic’, Madhav
Sharma writes about the crisis women faced in Rajasthan. According to Madhav, July 2020
to July 2021 reported an increase of 24 per cent in crimes against women in Rajasthan.

Hyderabad-based Avula Yamuna, in her translated article, ‘Corona Kastalu Adavallake
Akkuva (Corona Difficulties Are More For Women)', brings forth a similar argument by
pointing out the social and economic insecurities that make women stay in abusive
relationships rather than reporting their partners.

While most people’s lives and work have been negatively affected by the crisis, overall,
women’s jobs and livelihoods have been most vulnerable to the COVID-19 pandemic
according to UN reports. The magnitude of the inequality is striking."'Women In Black: What
One-And-Half Years Of No Work Means For Female Bouncers In Delhi’, by Poorvi Gupta tells
us the story of Mehrunissa, the first female bouncer in Delhi and her struggle for survival
after she lost her work. Living in a slum with her aged parents and siblings, she had broken
several stereotypes, but the pandemic wreaked havoc in her life which came to a standstill.
She comes from a conservative family and had to fight the stereotypes imposed.

While most people’s lives and work have been negatively affected by the crisis, Mckinsey &
Co analyses that overall, women'’s jobs and livelihoods are more vulnerable to the COVID-19
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pandemic. This is aptly described in the article, ‘Coronavum Pengalin Velai llapum,
(Corona And lts Ripple Effect On Careers For Women)’, by Tamil Nadu-based Indumathy
G. Her article tells us that statistics reveal that 7% more women, in general, have lost jobs
compared to men affecting their mental health and denying them access to fundamental
rights like insurance etc.

While many in the unorganised sector could make ends meet after the first wave of the
coronavirus, with the second wave, the unemployment rate in India further surged sharply,
with one crore Indians losing their jobs. The average household income witnessed a 97
percent decline since the beginning of the pandemic in 2020, said the Chief Executive of
Centre for Monitoring Indian Economy (CMIE) Mahesh Vyas.

Kerala-based Shafeeq T, in all three of his articles, puts the spotlight on the women in the
unorganised sector and their tumultuous journey through the pandemic and its aftermath.
‘Aa Thozhilali Sthreekal Engineyinnu Jeevikkunnu’ (How Do Those Women Workers Live
Now?)’, describes how the women in the unrecognised sector have now been pushed into
the darkness of uncertainty.

In a similar story titled ‘Veettujoli Cheythirunna Aa Thozhilali Sthreekal Evide Poyi? (What
Happened To Those Domestic Help Workers Who Used To Work At Your Homes?)’ Shafeeq
questions the reader if they were aware of the plight of their domestic workers during the
pandemic. His third story, ‘Jeevan Panayam Vechu Joli Cheythittum Avaganana Mathram
(Ignorance Is The Only Reward Even After Putting Life At Stake For Work)’, similarly tells us
the tale of road cleaners and garbage collectors in Kerala.

‘Grehokarmir Lockdown Poristhitir Chabi (Domestic Workers Struggle During The Lockdown)’,
by Jahida Parbin, also describes the life of a domestic worker during the pandemic and
how women employed in this sector report food insecurity, financial and social exclusion.

‘Unheard Life Of Single Women From Unorganised Sector’ and ‘Single Women: Need For
More Inclusive Policies On Social Security’, both written by Pune-based Priyanka Tupe,
emphasises the issues faced by domestic workers and single women in the unorganised
sector without any relief from the government. She notes how the pandemic-induced
poverty surge also affects single women already living in paltry conditions with no one to
take care of them.

Avula Yamuna in her article, ‘Ontaraina Amma...Corona Tho Pillalaki Dooram (Mothers
Isolated In Most Families Due To Corona Pdndemic)’, writes about the loneliness women
face during the pandemic, especially mothers. She describes how women have been at
the receiving end of the pandemic in every way, from having to look after families, work
and worry about children studying away from their homes, who were unable to make it
home due to the lockdown.
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Rajasthan’s Girls Fight For A Chance To Resume Their
Education

Madhav Sharma
14 June 2021, 10lreporters.com

The pandemic has directly affected millions of lives in the country and the lockdown has
cost many their livelihoods. For Priyanka Bairwa, a 19-year-old girl who lives in Sapotra
town in the Karauli district of Rajasthan, the lockdown not only took away her family’s
source of income but also her dreams of pursuing higher education. But soon, she realised
she wasn't the only girl whose dreams were getting shattered. She met many like her,
who were unable to continue their education and were now being forced into marriage.
Priyanka, and a few others, started a campaign to raise awareness about these issues
and put pressure on their elders to help ensure all girls have the right to education. The
campaign, which started in October 2020 with 10 girls in one district is today, a state-wide
campaign involving six districts and over 1,500 girls. Their demands for scholarships and
support for higher education have also been sent to the government of Rajasthan and the
girls hope for a change in the right direction.

Priyanka’s story

Since Priyanka's father, Madanlal, was suffering from tuberculosis, the responsibility of
providing for the family rested primarily on her mother, Urmila and the older kids. Urmila
worked as domestic help and Priyanka would often help her mother with the chores in
different homes; that is until the first lockdown was announced, more than a year ago. The
lockdown meant that Urmila and Priyanka could no longer work in other homes and they
soon lost their livelihood. Much to her disappointment, Priyanka, who was pursuing her
Bachelor of Arts degree, was also unable to continue her studies, due to limited means.
Being the oldest girl in the house, soon there were talks of arranging her marriage. But
Priyanka vehemently opposed the idea. “Corona destroyed the dreams of thousands of
poor girls like me. Studies came to a halt and there was no work outside, so the family
started talking about marriage. Friends and relatives put a lot of pressure on me to get
married, but | stood my ground and opposed it,” she said. Early marriage or child marriage
is very common in the rural regions of Rajasthan. According to AMIED (Alwar Mewar Institute
of Education and Development), a non-profit organization working in the rural areas of
Rajasthan, every second girl in Karauli district is married off before she reaches the age of
18. And the situation only got worse in the pandemic, as the education of girls came to a
halt and girls began to be viewed as a burden on families. Priyanka soon realised that many
young girls were being married off without their consent. “| realised many girls in Sopotra
would have dropped out of studies and they may be getting pressured into marriage. |
met a few other girls and soon a group of 10 girls was formed,” reminisces Priyanka. With 10
girls, Priyanka felt she could now work to ensure girls from her area got a chance to study
and avoid marriage. “We went from village to village in Sapotra tehsil on foot and we met
many girls who were facing similar situations at home. We persuaded them to join us and
we all decided to work together to prevent girls from getting married at an early age and
help them continue their education,” said Priyanka with pride.

The beginning of a movement

Priyanka’s mother was engaged in cleaning work at the AMIED office in Sapotra. “I knew
that AMIED works for education and girl's education was one of their primary objectives. |,
hence, approached them and they agreed to help us,” states Priyanka. The organisation
soon imparted training on health and education to the ten girls.

But Priyanka’s parents were afraid. Initially, they stopped her from venturing out too much
as they believed the current society is not safe for girls to travel alone. Many parents had
similar fears and in addition, most of the villagers felt that no one would pay heed to the
demands of a few young girls. But thankfully, AMIED stepped in and convinced many
parents to allow their daughters to participate in the campaign. They said, if it succeeds,
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then girls’ education could be free in the future. After much convincing, some parents,
including Priyanka’s, gave their consent and the girls continued their campaign.

Vinita Meena, a resident of Gokulpur village in Sapotra tehsil, is today one of the leaders
campaigning for the cause. During the lockdown, Vinita’s housemates were considering
marrying her off. But Vinita opposed the marriage and soon joined Priyanka in the
campaign. “The girls we talked to had two things in common. First, the pressure to get
married and second, the fear of dropping out of school. Poverty, negligible participation in
online classes, lack of awareness and lack of schools that provide education after standard
8 are the main reasons for dropping out of school,” says Vinita. Talking about the support
they received from AMIED, Vinita says, “The AMIED institute gave counselling and training to
the 10 girls. We then realised that just 10 girls will not work. That is why we selected two girls
from each village in the neighbouring 50 villages as leaders who can lead the campaign.
We were now 100 girls campaigning for the cause,” says Vinita.

The group leaders of the villages chalked out a plan of action and thus the foundation of
the Dalit-Adivasi Backward Class Kishori Shiksha Abhiyan was laid. Noor Mohammed, the
director of AMEID explains, “The campaign was named Dalit-Adivasi Backward Class Kishori
Shiksha Abhiyan as the impact of the lockdown was most felt by the girls belonging to Dalit
and Adivasi communities. They did not have smartphones for online classes. Thousands of
girls from standards 9 to 12 were also afraid of being dropped out. This group of 10 girls is
supported by our organization as their mentor.”

Gaining traction

In collaboration with AMIED, the girls now held regular meetings in the villages with other
girls and their families. They made a list of demands which included timely scholarship
for studies and free education up to class 12. Along with this, a demand was made to
give a one-time scholarship of Rs 5,000 to those entering college, which should be paid
all at once, so as to meet the requirements of buying books and other course material.
This would ensure that girls not only have the opportunities to study up till class 12 but
also pursue higher education, while also reducing the financial burden on their families.
Currently, the scholarships offered by the government are paid in instalments and are not
sufficient to cover all expenses.

To further intensify the campaign, the girls reached out to the political heads of the district
including the Sarpanch (vilage headman), MLA and other stake-holders. Memorandums
about the campaign were given to the sarpanches of the different villages. A group of
girls also met the Labour Minister, Government of Rajasthan, Tikaram Jully. The minister’s
positive attitude towards the campaign gave an impetus to it. Rajasthan’s Education
Minister, Govind Singh Dodasara, also praised the campaign. They soon sent emails to
Rajasthan Chief Minister, Ashok Gehlot and the education minister, listing their demands.

On March 9 and 10 this year, AMIED organised a state-level conference in Jaipur to arrange
a meeting of the girls associated with the campaign from different districts. It was named
Rajasthan Rising Manch. Its aim was to understand the issues of girl child education,
organisation, gender and caste discrimination among girls.

A campaign to alleviate poverty

Priyanka, who is currently struggling to arrange two square meals a day for her family
emphasises the importance of the campaign. “During the lockdown, it was with the help of
our neighbours in Sapotra that we were able to feed ourselves. My brother, Tejaram (16) is
a student of standard 11. He gets up at 4 am to study and distribute newspapers. Then he
goes to work in the vegetable market, and then he goes to school. In the evening, he works
to keep the goods inside. It's a tough life for all of us,” she says. She believes educating
girls may help lift many families out of poverty. “There are many families, like ours, that are
struggling to make ends meet. If we girls become something by studying, then it will be
good for our family as well as the society, at large. | also want to do good for my society.
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That is why | dream of pursuing a B.Ed (Bachelor of Education) after graduation. So that
| can become a teacher and teach girls who cannot get an education due to poverty or
other circumstances.”

Varsha Bairwa, a standard 10 student who has been associated with the campaign since
November last year, believes the success of this campaign can completely change the
situation for girls in her village. “Girls in my village have to walk 2 km to school. That is why
only one girl from the whole village goes to study besides me. People from the rest of the
village taunt us while we go to school. That is why | wish this campaign is a success,” says
Varsha.



Covid Has Made Many Kids In West Bengal Dropouts,
But There’'s No Official Data On That

Aritra Bhattacharya
26 August 2021, indiatimes.com

The Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education (RTE) Rules, 2010 mandate that
the local administration must maintain a record of all children aged 0-14 years, including
information on the school and class they are enrolled in, if they have dropped out of school
and the reasons for the same. Rules also mandate that the record must be updated
annually through a door-to-door household survey, and out of school children must be
provided special training/ measures to address their requirements.

Evidently, the surveys are designed to identify cases of dropouts or out of school children,
which increase as children proceed from primary to middle to high school, data from
precious years show. But while several news reports and research studies indicate that the
COVID-19 pandemic has caused a spike in dropout rates and contributed to child labour
and child marriage, especially among girls, there is little or no official data on dropouts.
The Unified District Information System for Education Plus database under the Ministry of
Education was last updated in 2019-20, before the pandemic arrived in India. The gap in
official data is largely because most states — education is a state subject — did not initiate
household surveys as mandated in the RTE rules during the pandemic fearing a spike in
infection rates and heightened vulnerability for personnel conducting surveys.

In such circumstances, experiences from an ongoing door-to-door survey in Asansol, West
Bengal as mandated under the rules show that the pandemic has severely disrupted the
usual survey methodology and introduced numerous challenges, affecting accuracy and
reliability of generated data. Policy experts said the lack of comprehensive, reliable data
on school dropouts was severely affecting government efforts to plan and implement
interventions addressing emerging concerns, including the heightened vulnerability of
girls from poor, marginalized communities to child marriage.

Blow to education, childhood

While some reports indicated that children were at greater risk in the subsequent third
wave of the pandemic, activists and civil society groups in West Bengal contended that
the real impact of the pandemic on children lay in their complete disengagement with
education.



Atrocities On Women Rise In Rajasthan During Covid
Pandemic

Madhav Sharma
10 September 2021, countercurrents.org

The Covid pandemic has adversely affected every section of society in some way or the
other in India. The biggest impact, in social and economic terms, however, seems to have
been on women, for whom the pandemic period has been a nightmare of sorts. Crimes
against women have increased significantly as per the monthly crime reports of Rajasthan
Police. From July 2020 to July 2021, there has been an increase of 24 percent in crimes
against women in Rajasthan. From 2020 till July, a total of 18455 cases of atrocities against
women such as dowry murder, dowry suicide, female harassment, rape, molestation,
kidnapping and other crimes were registered. At the same time, till July this year, 22,970
cases of the same offenses have been registered. This is an increase of 24 percent. The
biggest increase has been in cases of female harassment, rape and molestation. In 2020,
whereas 6872 cases of harassment were registered across Rajasthan during the entire
year, 9347 cases have been registered by mid-2021 alone. Similarly, rape cases have
increased from 2972 to 3717.

At the same time, the cases of molestation have increased from 4894 to 5202. Cases of
abduction of women have also increased by 35 percent from 2659 to 3602. The worsening
condition of women in Rajasthan becomes very clear when one sees the NFHS-4 figures.
According to the survey, 25.1 % of married women in the age group of 15-49 years in
Rajasthan have faced some kind of violence in their homes. At the same time, 1.4 % of
women face violence while pregnant.

Reasons for increased violence

Women have paid a big price for staying at home with men during the lockdown. To know
the reason for the increased crimes against women during the Covid period, we talked to
Dr. Rajiv Gupta, retired professor from the Sociology Department of Rajasthan University.
According to him, “Due to the lockdown, for the first-time people stayed in homes for along
time together. Due to this, disputes between husbands and wives also increased. Similarly,
when working women also stayed at home for the first time, they faced the same problem.
Forexample, due to lack of understanding of each other and other family problems, quarrels
increase in the houses. Apart from this, thousands and lakhs of people’s jobs were also
lost due to the lockdown. Men took out their frustrations on the women at home.”Dr. Rajiv
further explains that the hypocrisy of our society is at the root of the atrocities committed
on women due to dowry. There was a ban on marriages during the lockdown and only a
few marriages were allowed. While this saved expenditure on conduct of the marriages,
the money saved was sought in the form of dowry on behalf of the boys. Those women
whose marriages took place shortly before the Covid pandemic were also harassed for
dowry. That is why the figures of dowry deaths and suicides have increased.

Atrocities on Dalit women also increased

The impact of Covid on Dalit women in particular has been significant. They have suffered
more violence than ordinary women. Data from Rajasthan Police records show that rapes
against Dalit women have increased by 28 percent between 2020 and 2021. Till July 2020,
272 cases of rape were registered in the state, while in 2021 during the same period, 350
cases of rape of Dalit women have been registered.

Bhanwar Meghvanshi, a well-known social worker and Dalit thinker, discusses the socio-
economic reasons for this phenomenon. He says, “We should not look at the effect of Covid
only from the point of view of health. It has had many deep socialimpacts on many sections
of the society. Its impact will remain on society for many years to come. If we talk about
the downtrodden class and especially women, then Covid has affected the Dalit women
to a great extent. Violence against them in families has increased. Most of the people are
engaged in wage labour or petty work, which were completely closed during the lockdown.
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Men fell into depression due to lack of work. Many got addicted to drugs and it directly
affected the women of the house. Also, Dalit girls who got educated and advanced socially
had to stop their studies due to lack of funding.”

On the increasing incidents of molestation and rape of women, Prof. Gupta says, “After
the lockdown, when the government started relaxing restrictions and the markets and
offices re-opened. As people also started coming out of their homes the violence hidden
inside them also came out. The biggest impact of this violence was on women. Since
most men consider women physically weak, they target women due to the violence within
themselves. 'The police have also been far behind in investigating the increased crimes
against women. According to the July 2021 report of Rajasthan Police, 32.62 percent of
women's atrocities i.e. 7492 cases were pending for investigation. However, in 8,194 cases,
police have presented challans and 46.94 (7266) cases have been found to be fake. A total
of 22,970 cases of atrocities have been registered till July this year.

Decreasing incomes forces girls to leave school

Suman Devthia, who runs the Dalit Women'’s Fight organization, holds the society as well
as the government responsible for the condition of Dalit women during the Covid period.
She says, “Loss of work reduced the income of families, so they stopped teenage girls from
going to school. Thousands of girls in Rajasthan have been married off during the Covid
period at the age of 15-16 years after leaving school.”

Suman further says, “The government has not made any special arrangements to bring
back the children, especially girls, who missed their studies during the Covid period.”

According to a report by UNICEF, about one crore children across the country are at risk of
missing out on their studies due to Covid.

Pandemic impact on women's health

Women have not been able to access health services during the Covid period. In Rajasthan,
during 2020-21, only 57% of the pregnant women got the Albendazole tablets they required
for deworming. In the year 2021-22 also, this tablet could reach only 54 percent pregnant
women. Similarly, in 4.9% of pregnant women, hemoglobin levels were found to be between
7 and 11. Any value below 12 is considered as iron deficiency and below 10.5 as anaemia. The
NFHS-4 data also shows that 46.8 % women in the age group of 15-49 years in Rajasthan
are suffering from anaemia. At the same time, 46.6 % of pregnant women are anaemic.

According to experts, regular vaccination of pregnant women during Covid has also been
greatly affected. In the words of Chhaya Patchouli, director of Prayas Sanstha, which works
in the field of health in Rajasthan,”"Women are not able to access reproductive services.
There is increased workload at home, financial crisis and even domestic violence are
being seen. Due to the closure of Anganwadis during the lockdown services for children,
pregnant women and nutrition programs for lactating women has also almost stopped.”
Chhaya points out that right now, at the national or state level, no comprehensive study
has been done by the government or other research institutions, to understand the impact
of Covid. But according to some estimates, 40 lakh women across the country may be
deprived of hospital delivery services due to Covid related obstacles.

According to Chhaya, there could be a 52% increase in maternal deaths and 40% increase
in infant mortality rate. Apart from this, due to reduced access to contraceptive means,
the number of pregnancies without the consent of women will also increase. This increase
and lack of access to abortion services can also increase the number of unsafe abortions”.
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Corona Kastalu Adavallake Akkuva (Corona Difficulties

Are More For Women)

Avula Yamuna
27 April 2021, V6 Velugu
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Women In Black: What One-And-Half Years Of No Work
Means For Female Bouncers In Delhi

Poorvi Gupta
6 September 2021, yourstory.com/herstory

The growing need for women bouncers to safeguard women thronging restaurants and
bars has come to a halt with such places hardly opening due to lockdowns and strict
restrictions, following the pandemic.”l am still waiting for my bosses at Hauz Khas Social
to call me back to work. They've assured me that they will, but it's been so long that | am
losing out on patience now,” says Mehrunissa Shaukat Ali, the female bouncer at one of the
capital’s most popular hangouts.

| first met Mehrunissain 2015 when | had gone clubbing at the South Delhi pub. Dressed in an
all-black outfit, she was stationed in one corner of the bar with hands firmly resting on her
waist. She exuded a strict personality ready to ward off unruly drunk patrons from the club.
Her confident kohl-rimmed eyes struck me instantly and | asked her for an appointment
to interview her for a publication. Since then, the 35-year-old has been featured by almost
every prominent media house in the country so far that claims her to be India’s first female
bouncer. Yet, despite all the fame, she has been jobless since March 22, 2020 when the
nationwide lockdown was announced for the first time after the coronavirus pandemic hit
India.

Apart from her job at Social, Mehrunissa also took up independent assignments for
weddings and providing security to celebrities like Priyanka Chopra, Priety Zinta, Vidya
Balan, etc during events. While she was making around Rs 40,000 — 50,000 per month, her
independent assignments also dried up due to the pandemic.

She lives with her ageing parents, two sisters and three children of her elder sister in the
slums of Khanpur area. Her younger sister Tarannum is now the family’s only breadwinner
who has taken up an accounting job in a private firm. Mehrunissa’s contributions largely
depended on the awards she received during the pandemic including an award and an
honorarium of Rs 10,000 from the Delhi Commission of Women on International Women's
Day this year, among others.

Facing the wrath of the virus

While Mehrunissais a popular name in the security industry, thousands of women bouncers
who joined the industry for its gender-specific benefits are ravaged by the pandemic. The
growing need for women bouncers to safeguard women thronging restaurants and bars
has come to a halt with such places hardly opening due to lockdowns and strict restrictions.
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National-level kabaddi player Pooja Trivedi* worked as a Physical Education teacher in
a private school during the day and bouncer at night. But she lost both her jobs during
the pandemic. Despite being qualified to work as a sports teacher, she loved her job as
a bouncer at a Noida bar. For Pooja, one of the most difficult things has been to adjust to
a home-based life as she has been a workaholic all her life. “Since the first lockdown was
imposed and | lost all sources of livelihood, my children’s education has been impacted
the most. | had to remove my daughter from a CBSE-affiliated school in New Delhi and
get her admitted to a UP-board school in Noida because the fee is less. My mother, who is
an Anganwadi worker, also helped me financially for a few months,” she adds. Currently,
Pooja is frantically looking for a job, but all her efforts are in vain.

Silver lining of the profession

Women with limited education were increasingly taking up bouncer jobs in the pre-
pandemic world because of its high-paying nature. In most cases, women bouncers
were paid around Rs 1,500 — Rs 2,000 per shift along with conveyance while their male
counterparts made around Rs 800 — Rs 1,200 for the same shift.

This is exactly why Harpreet Kaur — who shifted from Amritsar to Delhi in search of better
livelihood prospects — started working as a bouncer around two years ago when her family
battled a financial crunch. But her job didn’t last long as she ran out of work because of the
pandemic.

Thirty-eight-year-old Harpreet Kaur on-duty in a private firm in Noida before the pandemic
cost her job.”l was looking for a job in 2019 that would pay me well but didn’t require high
qualification as | am only a high school graduate. That's when | found that women also
work as bouncers and if you are fit, look intimidating and bold then you can be employed
as one,” says Harpreet, who worked as a bouncer in an Ola office in Noida.

But one of Delhi's coveted security agencies, Denetim Services employs only around 40-45
women bouncers out of a total of 400 bouncers and bodyguards.

Gig economy on a fall

Bouncers are a niche part of the larger gig economy and informal sector with no trade
union or community to safeguard their dwindling employment. While the entire security
industry is hit due to the pandemic and the economic slump, women have suffered more
job losses than men.The Centre for Monitoring Indian Economy data reveals that between
March 2020 — April 2020 26.6 percent of the female workforce moved out of the labour
force as opposed to 13.4 percent of men. Despite the lockdown being lifted after August,
the size of the female labour force continued to be 14 percent lower in December 2020 than
in December 2019.

Economist Ritu Dewan sheds light on why women’s work in the informal sector particularly in
the security industry has gone redundant.She says, “The pubs and restaurants that employ
bouncers are all closed due to the lockdown. Additionally, women'’s footfalls in pubs have
also gone down because of the work-from-home scenario and the increase in unpaid
work and caregiving work at home. Therefore, pubs that had employed women bouncers
earlier to safeguard their female clientele suddenly didn't require them anymore.”She
adds, “Whenever there is a job competition, the women primarily lose out big time and this
is true for women across sectors.”

India’s Female Labour Force Participation Rate (FLFP) has fallen to its historic low of 23.3

percent against 55.9 percent men'’s participation as per the National Sample Survey Office
(NSSO) report of 2017-18.
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Jayati Ghosh, Economist, and Professor at Jawaharlal Nehru University, also comments
on the fall of women in the informal sector. She says, “Women's participation was already
declining in the workforce which is a huge global tendency that whenever there is a
shortage of jobs, women get squeezed out. In Indig, the decline is sharper than in most
other countries because our economy has also suffered more. Within the broader general
pattern, particular sectors have been adversely affected. Therefore, women bouncers
have lost their jobs disproportionately.”

The COVID-19 pandemic and the resultant lockdowns have not only devastated India’s
economy but also killed the aspirations and opportunities of millions of women who had
found agency and authorityinapatriarchalsociety —interms of their financialindependence
cutting across class and gender barriers. By putting such a large percentage of women
out of work, it has been proved yet again that women suffer disproportionately in times of
crisis.
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Coronavum Pengalin Velai llapum (Corona And Its

Ripple Effect On Careers For Women)

Indumathy.G
17 May 2021, Hindu Tamil Thisai
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Aa Thozhilali Sthreekal Engineyinnu Jeevikkunnu? (How
Do Those Women Workers Live Now?)

Shafeeq Thamarassery
25 August 2021, Dool News

This is the tale of a group of people who couldn’t earn anything other than diseases and
hardships despite working hard for decades. Women workers leave their houses and reach
their workspaces every day, to work for meagre wages and suffer the exploitation only to
take care of their families. However, since cities and commercial establishments have shut
down due to the pandemic induced lockdown, tens of thousands of women workers are
now pushed into the darkness of uncertainty.

Four years ago, Ambika, a sewing worker from Westhill, Kozhikode, Kerala, was diagnosed
with cataracts. As a result, she could no longer work as efficiently as earlier. Ambika, who
could stitch three or four sets of clothes every day, struggled to finish one garment even
after working hard all day. As a result, her wages were reduced to a few hundred rupees.
After travel and tea expenses, she could take home only sixty or seventy rupees a day. Even
then, she continued her work to earn a living in her later years.

66-year-old Ambika and her sister, 79-year-old Girijo, live together in a rented house in
Westhill. Girija used to work earlier like her sister but is resting at home now as she has fallen
ill. The sisters are not married, neither do they have a home of their own. Their parents had
passed away ages ago. They lived with their brother, who succumbed to a heart attack a
few years back. Now, they lead a solitary life without anyone else to look forward to.

They need to meet the expenses of their day-to-day life, including house rent, electricity
and water bills, food and medicine. Yet, despite all the oddities, they managed to survive
with the amount Ambika could earn from her job. The sisters fought hard with their
circumstances; they kept their expenses at the lowest by cutting short on food and even
ignoring the torments of diseases.

After the pandemic, cities shut down, and Ambika lost her job unexpectedly. They lost their
only source of income, and the sisters didn’t have anything else to look up to. They now live
on the disaster relief kits provided by the government and social workers. Unable to pay
their rent, these older women have no other way left than to walk out to the streets if the
house owner asks them to.

Ambika and Girija represent the thousands of women workers who work in the unorganised
sectorin Kerala. They are a group of people who couldn’t earn anything other than diseases
and hardships despite working hard for decades. Women workers leave their houses and
reach their workspaces every day, work for meagre wages after surviving exploitation, and
take care of their families. However, since the cities and commercial establishments shut
down due to the pandemic and lockdown, tens of thousands of women workers have been
pushed into the darkness of uncertainty.

What is the unorganised labour sector?

The unorganised sector is the labour sector which doesn’t fall under the rules, laws and
restrictions imposed by the government regarding work atmosphere, wage conditions,
incentives, and labour rights. The unorganised labour sector plays a crucial role in
increasing the country’s employment opportunities, yet jobs under this sector are severely
underpaid. In addition to this, labourers in the unorganised sector are denied paid leaves,
welfare packages, predefined working time, holidays, and medical incentives accessible
to all other labour sectors.

All the laws and restrictions related to employment are left to the employer’s discretion
because of which any labourer can be kicked out of the job at any time. Workers of the
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unorganised sector mostly come from socially and economically backward classes.
According to the latest data released by the International Labour Organisation, 80% of the
Indian economic system falls into the unorganised sector.

Women representation in the organised-unorganised sectors

As per the Economic Survey of India 2012, 79.53% of the employees of the organised sector
in India are men. On the other hand, the organised sector, which includes both public and
private sectors, employs only 20.47% of women. In the organised sector, only one-fourth of
the workers are women compared to men. On the contrary, the representation of women
workers in the unorganised sector is greater than that of the organised sector. Many
surveys and studies have been conducted regarding the employment and employees in
the unorganised sector, but no accurate data is available.

The majority of the women workers in India work in the unorganised sector. According to
the statistics published by the Periodic Labour Force Survey in 2017-18, out of the 105 million
women workers in India, 96 million are in the unorganised sector. A study conducted by Krea
University in February 2021 observes that the unorganised sector employs more women
due to the Indian social circumstances that dictate an unwritten law of lower payment to
women.

Unorganised labourers and Covid 19 outbreak

Asma, from Palazhiin Kozhikode, is a laundry worker who started working at 22. Asma works
at the Muthalakkulam ground. Asma’s job is to collect soiled linen from hotels, beauty
parlours, lodges, police quarters, flats and apartments, wash and dry it, and then press
it neatly before returning them. She receives an average of three or four rupees for each
cloth. However, if it is a bedsheet, the fee goes as high as eight rupees.

Asma reaches the laundry workers’ station at Muthalakkulam early in the morning. After
which, she collects clothes from various points in the city. She then comes back to the
ground, washes them one by one and hangs them dry. After the clothes are dried, she
irons them, folds them, and returns them to the centre.

Her work lasts an entire day. After finishing this tiring job demanding physical effort, Asma
gets paid two hundred rupees each day. Out of this, she has to set aside the expenses
for washing soap, washing soda and charcoal for the iron box. Deducting all these costs,
Asma has around Rs.130-140 left in her hand. When she decides to have tea or take an
auto-rickshaw ride back home, this income decreases further. Asma can save only around
a hundred rupees most days, even after toiling hard from morning to evening. Yet, despite
her healthissues, she keeps coming to work just because she wishes to lead a self-sufficient
life without burdening others.

Asma has been doing the same job for the last thirty years. She is separated from her
husband, lives alone and has no other source of income. Covid 19 pandemic and lockdown
hit her hard unexpectedly. Asma couldn’'t leave her house and come out to work. She
started struggling to meet her necessities and pay her bills. Asma had to live with many
health issues like knee pain with insufficient money to buy medicines. Asma asserts that
she did not die of hunger, only because she received rice and provisions through the public
distribution system.

“Iam 52 years old. | don’t think any miracles are going to happen in my life anymore. I'll just
live and then die like this. Yet, | wish not to depend on others for a living. Now, | am not able
to go out and work even though | am more than willing to. | just want these circumstances
to end. | hope | can get back to work like | did in this city again”, says Asma.

“I could survive because | live alone. But there are many families here who solely rely on
laundry work to earn a living. Families depending on the work at the laundry station. They
are struggling really hard now. Even though lockdown restrictions have been lifted, people
are not visiting hotels and lodges like they did before. So, there are no clothes to wash. No
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one is willing to inquire about the laundry worker families. There are school-going children
in these families. Nobody wants to know how they live”, she adds.

Most women workers in the Kozhikode district worked in SM Street. However, many of them
lost their jobs after shops closed due to the lockdown restrictions. Even though the shops
will work once the restrictions are lifted, they no longer need salespeople. As a result,
businesses face a downfall and customers are very few. Raji from Elathur, who used to
work as a saleswoman in a private textile shop, reveals that almost half of the women
workers of the textile shops in and around SM Street have lost their job.

“My husband was a lorry driver. Once he met with an accident in Tamil Nadu, and got
severely injured. He couldn’t go back to work after that. We have two children who study
in LP School. | started going to work so that my family doesn’'t go hungry. Lockdown was
quite unexpected. While staying back at home, | was praying for the lockdown to end as
soon as possible. Finally, the government declared that shops can be opened from the
next day. | was indeed excited to go back to work. But my employers informed me that
they did not want me to come back. | was shocked. All these days, we lived on borrowed
money from many people which | had promised to pay back once the shops opened. |
honestly don’'t know what to do now. | went out and started searching for jobs but no one
is willing to employ me. | can’t even blame them. Customers are not visiting the shops due
to financial constraints after the pandemic. They cannot pay the employees without any
business happening”, says Raji.

Trade Union worker Sakkeena, a sewing worker in SM Street, has another story to tell. She
observes that the discriminations evident in the workspace earlier have gotten more
severe during these days.

“Ever since the business sector has been facing a crisis due to the pandemic, labourers
are able to work only half a week. It is quite unfortunate that the women have to face
discrimination even amidst all this. Male workers get to work 4 days a week, whereas
female workers receive only one or two days of work a week. It is better to kick them out of
their jobs”, says Sakkeena.

Trade Union activist P Viji, the founder of Asanghaditha Meghala Thozhilali Union, points
out that all the women workers across Kerala face a severe post-pandemic crisis. “Women
workers have been pushed into a severe financial crisis. Many of these labourers have
borrowed money from banks and private financial institutions to meet different needs such
as house construction, children’s education, the marriage of girl children and treatments.
They used to repay these loans by setting aside a fixed amount every day from their wages.
However, such families face a standstill as their income has stopped suddenly. Most of
them live in fear of losing their shelter.”

It is pretty evident that women directly bear all the family burdens. Many women struggle
hard to handle all these problems and succumb to depression. However, the government is
still hesitant to implement any packages to protect the women workers of the unorganised
sector. In that case, they will be answerable to any consequence that may erupt in the
future”, says P Viji.

According to Sonia George, social worker and Secretary of Seva Union, the Covid 19 period
has proved the heights of insecurities women workers face in the unorganised sector.
“Only those employees who have a permanent job and other government incentives,
that is, the workers of the organised sector with job security, have security over their lives.
Government announces festival incentives and bonuses for them during the special
seasons of Onam, Vishu and Christmas. On the other hand, unorganised labourers with no
job and no income have no such benefits.

Allthe existing economic and labour structures are so narrow that they fail toaccommodate
the maijority of the labourers and their basic needs. The consequences of the Covid 19
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pandemic have proved that we do not have any system in place to safeguard the workers
of the unorganised sector, who is, in fact, a majority in India, and to consider their needs.
It is evident that none of our existing policies or judicial structure incorporates unorganised
workers. However, in these circumstances where our organised sector is diminishing, the
unorganised sector has been pivotal in nourishing the economic stability of our country.
Hence, governments have to consider the contributions of these labourers and device
measures for their sustainable development”, says Sonia George.

Solutions:

Following are theimmediate solutions put forward by the women workers of the unorganised

sector before the government.

1) Labourers of the unorganised sector who have lost their jobs should be compensated
for the lost wages.

2) Domestic workers, fish sellers, street vendors, employees of small shops, hotel workers
etc., should be added to the vaccine priority list.

3) The government should develop employment opportunities locally. In addition, they
should devise long term plans aimed at the survival of the unorganised sector.

4) Banks/institutions should introduce a moratorium to Kudumbasree and Microfinance
loans. Along with this, they should reduce interests during the lockdown

5) The government should develop Social security systems for unorganised sector workers.
Forexample, it shouldinclude pandemic and natural calamity insurances, compensation
of wages and other support systems.

6) Proper arrangements should be made for women in the fishing sector, the primary right
to sell fish. In addition, they should provide special facilities to sell fish during the
pandemic.

7) Raw materials should be made available in traditional sectors, including reed, handloom
and clay pottery, and they should adopt immediate measures to restart production.

8) Employment plans should be devised in tribal areas to provide permanent jobs and
income.

9) Mahatma Gandhi rural employment guarantee mission and Ayyankali urban
employment guarantee mission should be restarted immediately by ensuring social
distancing.

10)Opportunities to attend online tuitions at local anganwadis and libraries should be
ensured to children.

11) Financial aid should be announced for children who have lost one or both parents to
COVID - 19.

(Translated from Malayalam to English)
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Veettujoli Cheythirunna Aa Thozhilali Sthreekal Evide
Poyi? (What Happened To Those Domestic Help
Workers Who Used To Work At Your Homes?)

Shafeeq Thamarassery
30 August 2021, Dool News

Spending the lion’s share of their lives toiling in others’ houses, earning nothing but loans
and backaches, there are 10000s of domestic workers across Kerala whose life has come
to a halt.

Prabha, a native of Vattiyoorkavu, Thiruvananthapuram, was eight months pregnant when
her husband left her 14 years ago. With no means of livelihood and an ageing mother
to tend to, Prabha went in search of a job while her baby was just six months old. She
scorched through jobs in nearby shops and houses, landed on a few temporary jobs, and
earned her livelihood working as a sanitation worker and sometimes as domestic help. She
took care of her ailing mother and son with her meagre earnings. Finally, she took a loan
and built a house.

Now, Prabha’s son is a 9th grader. Her son’s education, Prabha’s mother’s treatment, loan
repayments, and other household bills relied on her meagre income. Before the Covid-19
outbreak, Prabha used to work on a farm in Mundela near Nedumangad. The nationwide
lockdown to prevent the spread of Covid-19 was unexpected, and it left her unemployed.
In addition, the pandemic made it difficult to even step out of the house. Prabha struggled
to make ends meet, their family survived on ration, but everything else, including loan
repayments, came to a halt.

When the lockdown was lifted after the first wave of Covid-19, Prabha’s attempt to find a
new job became fruitless because people were reluctant to hire domestic workers. The
second pandemic wave resulted in the second lockdown, with stricter restrictions, taking
a heavier toll on her life.

Praba had fought all life challenges thrown at her for the last 14years through hard work
and perseverance. However, her story is not an isolated one. It is the story of thousands of
domestic workers across Kerala who have lost their job owing to the pandemic.

Domestic workersinIndia were thefirst to lose their livelihood when Covid-19 cases sprouted
inIndia. However, the social distancing protocols initiated as a defence mechanism against
the pandemic restricted their mobility. In addition, the fear of the disease made people
reluctant to hire domestic workers, resulting in widespread unemployment.

Most of these women have spent years offering their services to other families cooking,
cleaning, washing, and helping them raise their children. Yet, when these workers were laid
off, no one cared about their well-being or survival.

The majority of the domestic workers in Kerala hail from the outskirts of the cities or
small villages, and they move to towns and cities for employment. These workers play an
imperative role in Kerala’'s social system, yet they remain invisible in government records
and documents. There have been no significant studies regarding the role played by
thousands of these workers in Kerala’s economy. The unorganised nature of their labour
makes them even more vulnerable and pushes them to the margins of our social system.

International Labour Organization’s (ILO) estimates almost 40 lakh domestic workers in
India. A majority of these workers are women. Often, they do not have fixed working hours,
and their labour is exploited. In addition, the lack of legal protection and the unorganised
nature of their work adds to their vulnerability, and their voices remain unheard.
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The government and civil society organisations have paid little attention to the well being of
domestic workers and their families. Loss of their jobs made every day a struggle for survival
for these workers. Many of these workers were dependent on government-supported food
distribution systems and food kits from some Non- Government Organizations (NGOs) for
survival. These were often the only means that kept them out of hunger.

Labour unions in India have demanded compensation of 27500 from the government for
the labourers who lost their jobs due to Covid-19, but their plea seems to have fallen on
deaf ears.

Sulekha Khader, a native of Vaipin, Ernakulam, was 21 years old when she began to work as
a housemaid 30 years ago. The responsibility of the entire household fell on her shoulders
when her husband became severely ill. In her three-decade-long service, Sulekha has
served as a maid to several families across the city. Before the pandemic, she used to work
as a maid for a doctor’s family in Manjummel, Ernakulam. With the onset of the pandemic
in Kerala, she lost her job. With loans to repay and no means of income, Sulekha struggled
to keep her family afloat. The conditions worsened further when her entire family was covid
positive. Sulekha and her family had to depend on others to make ends meet.

“When the first lockdown was lifted, | went in search of jobs at houses where | had worked
before but in fear of Covid, everyone was trying to avoid hiring housemaids. Wealthier
families prefer live-in maids. Many families who used to hire housemaids fear that they
might get infected if they hire maids who commute back home every day after work. Many
domestic maids | know are in the same situation, struggling to find jobs. There are many
among them who fear that banks would seize their houses after failed loan repayments.
I am also in the same situation. | don’t know what to do when someone calls me from the
bank asking for loan repayment,” says Sulekha.

The economy is facing severe setbacks due to Covid-19; its impact has been evident
on small-scale businesses struggling to stay afloat. Owing to this, many middle-class
households have stopped hiring housemaids as a means to cut down on expenses. This
adds to the crisis faced by domestic maids.

Most maids who opt for this job are from poor financial backgrounds. They often have
limited facilities at home, which do not allow them to follow social distancing protocols if
their family members get infected with Covid-19. Hence the spread of the disease happens
quickly. The rate of infection and deaths due to Covid-19 is high among domestic workers,
but they receive no consideration or protection (from the government and their employers)

“Earlier | used to work for many people but now most of them are not hiring housemaids.
Due to lockdown malls and small businesses had remained closed for a long time, most
of their households have stopped hiring housemaids to cut down expenses. Most of the
workers who lost their jobs had been working for the same family for a long time, but in
a day’s time, they were laid off without any warning. Had it been any other work sector
their employers would have offered compensation or financial support of some kind. This
doesn’'t happen in our case, there are no guarantees or security for our wages and jobs.
People can fire us at any time,” adds Sulekha.

Suhara, a native of Ernakulam, had a similar story to share. She worked as a maid for a
family for eleven years, but she was laid off right before imposed lockdown. For weeks
she was left unemployed, but her employer did not seem to care how she survived during
those testing times.

In the absence of other job opportunities, once the lockdown was lifted, she was forced to
take up her old job with the family, which fired her without any prior notice or compensation.
Within a few months, the second wave of Covid-19 hit, and this time Suhara’s entire family,
including her, were infected. Again, they had to depend on the government and other food
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kits to survive. Although, Suhara says that she faced the true face of poverty during those
times, even during this period of struggle, her employer offered no support.

When private spaces become workplaces

The Indian labour laws do not recognise ‘house’ as a workplace; hence when ‘others’
house’ a private space becomes the workplace of these workers, it deprives them of their
rights as workers. The Unorganised Workers’ Social Security Act, 2008 was the first Indian
law to recognise the rights of domestic workers. However, this act was repealed as a part
of the present labour law reforms. The Code on Social Security, 2020, which replaces Social
Security Act, 2008, excludes domestic workers from its provision.

To improve domestic workers’ working and living conditions, in June 201], ILO adopted the
Convention 189 and the Recommendation 201 on Decent Work for Domestic Workers. This
was the culmination of an organised effort taken by domestic workers worldwide for over
ten years, the result of relentless struggle, propaganda and lobbying for their recognition,
visibility and rights. It took over two years of continuous discussions to make Convention
189 a reality. Initially, countries including India did not agree with the provisions of the
conventions. However, most nations voted to favour organisations representing domestic
workers in the second year.

It has been ten years since Convention 189 got adopted. Between 2012 and 2021, 31 countries
have put the codes of the convention into action. Although in 2009, India had initiated a
National Task Force on Domestic Workers, many draft policies were formulated to ensure
decent work for them; despite these being submitted to the cabinet for review, none of
them has been implemented till now.

Inconsiderate Politicians and Domestic Workers

Even though domestic workers constitute one of India’s most significant labour forces, this
sector does not receive social and legal protection. In addition, the unorganised nature
of their work and the fact that their workplaces are 'homes’ which are private spaces
contribute to the challenge of organising them.

Mainstream political organisations have made no efforts to organise these workers due
to their lack of acknowledgement as vote banks. However, SEVA(Self Employed Women's
Association), which works for the welfare of women employed in the unorganised sector, is
one of the few organisations for domestic workers.

Sonia George, secretary of SEVA Kerala, remarks that domestic workers’ impoverished
conditions root in the governments’ discriminatory attitudes towards women workers in
unorganised sectors.

“Regardless of being a vital part of India’s labour force, we witness that domestic workers are
neglected by all means. In addition to being overlooked in the labour laws, no constructive
efforts were made to include them in the social security systems.

“When the government ensures the protection of the organised sectors even at the
expense of incurring debts and other ways and means; the unorganised sectors are left
unprotected even when they are struggling to survive. Governments take no actions for
their revival. The responsibilities of the employers have not been reflected anywhere.

National labour unions had petitioned the Prime Minister of India requesting compensation
of 7500 each for workers who had lost their jobs during the first wave of Covid-19, butin vain
by the National Disaster Management laws. The second wave had severe implicationsin the
life of domestic workers, as they were left unemployed. Even when there were provisions for
domestic workers to travel for work with a pass, the lack of public transportation facilities
and rapid spread of Covid hindered their potential chances of availing jobs,” explains
Sonia George.
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Spending the lion’s share of their lives toiling in others’ houses, earning nothing but loans
and backaches, there are 10000s of domestic workers across Kerala whose livelihood has
come to a halt. Women workers collectively demand that the government provide some
relief package to the workers in unorganised sectors.

(Translated from Malayalam to English)



Jeevan Panayam Vechu Joli Cheythittum Avaganana
Mathram (Ignorance Is The Only Reward Even After
Putting Life At Stake For Work)

Shafeeq Thamarassery
18 September 2021, Dool News

‘The beauty that you see in this city today is a contribution of my labour too. And yet | do
not have a land of my own or a roof over my head. Tomorrow, if | am unable to work, |
have no idea how | will survive. Despite working in this garbage and dirt for decades, | am
penniless to consult a doctor and buy some medicines if | have falleniill.’

Vanaja is a clean-up worker at Haritha Karmasena under Calicut Corporation. Her normal
day starts at 4 am busy preparing breakfast and lunch for her husband and kids. Later
she also has to catch a bus to her workplace which is 8 km from her home. The work
starts at 6.30 am. Along with the unit members, waste and garbage are collected from the
vicinity and separated as organic and plastic. Finally, the work comes to an end when the
collected garbage is taken to the processing plant. Back home by 2 pm. Till late night she
is preoccupied with household chores. When all the shops got closed during the lockdown,
her husband who was a salesman lost his job and has always been at home since then.
There are also two school-going kids. Their clothes need to be washed, the house has to be
cleaned, cook meals and also take care of the needs of the husband and kids. Moreover,
she is victim to her husband'’s rebukes and taunts for coming home late after work. Not
a single day she gets to retire early. Ever since the husband lost his job Vanaja has been
the only breadwinner. Half of the 10k salary goes for the house rent. The rest half is used to
meet the other needs of the 4-member family. Vanaja says that she is left with no choice
other than to take up this risky job at this time of the pandemic. Let alone Calicut, clean-up
workers all over Kerala lead similar lives. Since they have no other means to earn a living,
they are destined to pick rags.

Society disrespectfully calls them ‘perukikal’or rag pickers, with little money that they earn,
they are destined to look after their families and also learn to resist the diseases rewarded
by their job. Most of their stories are tales of ignorance, burden and illness even after toiling
for so many years. The clean-up workers collectively criticize the government that they
are not even considered or provided any amenities while working in the most perilous
situations during this time of pandemic.

It was at the age of 24, MINI became a clean-up worker at Kaloor road, Calicut. She worked
for 15 years. In 2014, when she went for a check-up due to some health issues, she realized
she was diagnosed with cancer. Though she started the medication at Trivandrum Regional
Cancer Centre, there reached a point where she was made to meet both her household
and treatment expenses. She did not receive any help either from the corporation or the
authorities. Since she was an employee of a non-organizational sector, she did not have
any sort of insurance or other concessions. Mini says that her co-workers help her with
their meagre amounts.

‘For years | had collected garbage from various hotels and apartments of this city. Stale
garbage infested with worms were collected regularly. The trash from houses included
napkins and even used condoms along with other debiris.

People hardly obey when asked not to mix plastic material along with other trash. And
we separate them using our own hands. Often, we feel nauseated. We are unable to even
eat after working in this rotten garbage.We also get skin diseases and other infections. At
times we have a high fever. Still, we get back to work. After all, ours is not just a job or duty, it
is more of a social service. If we fail to work for a day, the whole place is filled with garbage.
The development that you witness in this city today is the result of years of our toil and hard
work. Our life comes to a dead-end if we fall sick even after enduring all these difficulties.
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This is our situation. This is also my experience. When | was diagnosed with cancer, no one
supported me except my co-workers.” Said Mini.

Kerala’s Garbage disposal system

Kerala’s waste management is primarily the responsibility of Local Self Governing Bodies.
Therefore, the garbage disposal system works at the Corporation, Municipality and Gram
Panchayat levels. Household waste contributes to more than 50 percent of Kerala’s
garbage. The collected garbage is segregated as organic waste and inorganic waste. This
whole process takes place under Haritha Kerala Mission, Suchitwa Mission, Kudumbasree,
Thozhilurappu Mission and Green Kerala Company. And hence a majority of Kerala’s clean-
up workers are women. 80 percent of them are Kudumbasree members. With the support
of the Local Self Governing Bodies, Kudumbasree Mission Haritha Karmasena was formed
and thereby the labourers were provided with the training.

However, studies show that the unscientific and unhygienic method of collection,
separation and disposal of waste are causing physical difficulties to the labourers. Today
in Keralag, there are more than 27000 Haritha Karmasena members who are Kudumbasree
members. The amount of money amassed by the Haritha Karmasena from the houses
and institutions where the garbage is collected, the unit members divide it equally among
themselves. From this, the labourers receive an amount of Rs 4000 to 6000 only. Besides,
taking the collected plastic waste to the recycling unit helps them to earn an average of
Rs 10000.

Earlier, the clean-up workers used to be men. Back then, there were special vehicles by
the Local Self Governing Bodies to take away the waste and garbage. Waste was mainly
collected from the roadsides, junctions and shops. The accumulation of organic and
inorganic waste in the household became a serious issue. And hence sanitation duties
were formed under various missions. The one formed by Haritha Karmasena became
conclusive.Collecting garbage from houses, flats and other institutions once a week,
solid waste on alternative days is the waste management method followed by Haritha
Karmasena. However, the removal of organic waste also became the need of the hour.
Accordingly, they began collecting waste from houses and flats around 7 am in auto
pickup vans.

Zoya Thomas, who has been working for various gender developmental activities including
Kudumbasree for the past 20 years’ remarks that comparatively, people from the lower
strata of the society and people with poor financial backgrounds approach waste disposal
jobs.“Though collecting waste does not belong to the ‘societal status’, this work also falls
under the gender discrimination in jobs. By taking up these jobs, they aim to prove that they
are capable of doing all sorts of work. Women working in this sector are socially, financially
and ethnically backwards. These women encounter stench and filthy situations”.

The spread of Covid and clean-up workers

In this time of Covid, to come in contact with all the houses of a particular vicinity, to
engage in collecting all their used remains, pose a threat. The spread of disease is more
in this case. Sabida, who is a clean-up worker and a member of the Kudumbasree, says
that even at this stage the Government turns a blind eye towards the safety measures
of clean-up workers."Generally, the work that we do is disease-prone and risky. And in
the midst of all these, is the Covid. At this point, the authorities ought to do something for
our safety. But other than providing certain instructions, neither the corporation nor the
authorities interfere in our matters. In this situation, we had to buy masks, gloves, sanitisers,
hand wash etc. all by ourselves. Some private firms and individuals helped us by providing
masks and sanitisers”, says Sabida.

The attitude of society towards the clean-up workers is another grave issue. Usually, when
someone is affected with Covid, they inform others and isolate themselves. However, the
infected family do not inform the clean-up workers regarding the disease which is a major
concern.”ltis saddening when the families hide the fact that there are infected members in
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their family. Often, days later, when other families inform us, we get to know that there were
infected ones in the houses that we had visited earlier. It is disappointing that since we are
working in the lower tier, they do not consider us as humans. For most of the families, it is
as if our illness is not a matter of their botheration.” Says Susheela- a clean-up worker.

In the initial stage, the clean-up workers were able to identify the houses, covid positive
cases, details of the people observing quarantine etc. thereby excluding those houses from
collecting garbage. However, later as the outbreak of the disease increased, it became
impossible to identify who all are infected or who all are under quarantine.

70 years old Devaki Amma, from Mankavu is still working, resisting her age-old diseases.
With osteoarthritis, she has difficulties walking. Still, she manages to collect waste from
several houses. Even at the age of 70, Devaki Amma is worried if she will have to get on to
the streets with her bed-ridden husband if her only source of income is done with.“In all
these tragic times, we put our life at stake to work. Nipah, flood, covid and what not. On
those days, we had never been in the comfort of our homes. During the flood, we used to
swim across neck-level water to work. And at the end of the day, ignorance is all that we
get. | spent a quarter of my life in the midst of the garbage of this town. | have witnessed
the growth of this city. The beauty of this city is a result of my sweat and toil. Yet neither do |
have a land of my own nor a roof over my head. Tomorrow, if | am unable to work, | have no
idea how | will survive. Despite working in this garbage and dirt for decades, | am penniless
to consult a doctor and buy some medicines if | have fallen ill.”As Devaki Amma said this,
her eyes were filled with tears.

(Translated from Malayalam to English)
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Grehokarmir Lockdown Poristhitir Chabi (Domestic
Workers Struggle During The Lockdown)

Jahida Parbin
7 June 2021, Dainik Jagran Adhikar

When we say domestic worker, we usually depict a woman doing housework in others’
houses. In many parts of the country, women are seen working as domestic workers. There
is a perception that only women have to do the housework. In a patriarchal society, most
women have to take responsibility for household chores. In addition, women workers are
not paid a fair price. They are also considered inferior in society as they work in other
people’s houses.

Besides, it is wrong not to pay a woman equal to a man in exchange for labour.

Although women work as domestic workers in urban households in a large number, some
domestic workers are seen in rural areas also. Domestic workers are engaged in household
chores in different ways, such as part-time or full-time. In addition to cooking and taking
care of the children in the house, a woman worker has to do everything from cleaning the
house to washing clothes, washing dishes, preparing tea and refreshments. They work as
housemaids and run their own homes. But the remuneration of all domestic workers is
meagre.

In comparison to their labour, they get a minimal amount of rupees fifteen hundred and
two thousand rupees per month. It is also essential to consider where and how to place
the child of a housemaid when she leaves her home to work as a housemaid in someone
else’s house. Who will look after the child left at home?

It is a matter of concern whether the house owner takes care of the protection of the child
or not if the housemaid takes it with her.

Does the owner take responsibility for the housemaid’s treatment if she is sick? Does the
owner deduct the worker’'s payment if she cannot attend her duty due to iliness for a couple
of days?

In such cases, there should be a benefit to the domestic worker. Looking at the situation
created by the lockdown, 100% of the domestic workers were absent from work. Flats or
houses in different parts of Guwahati where women used to work as housemaids were
shut down, and the housemaids were kept away from work. Moreover, women working in
non-government organizations taking care of and cleaning premises, preparing tea etc,,
had to lose their jobs. As a result, these women have to suffer from frustration, an uncertain
future and financial crisis.

In 2020, many domestic workers will be compelled to quit their jobs in the lockdown due to
COVID-19. This is because no one kept domestic workers during the lockdown. And since
the domestic workers were not allowed to work in those extended lockdowns, they were
not given, except by one or two employers, any of the payments or the meagre wages that
they used to get in exchange for the work. The owners did not allow any domestic worker
to work - part-time or full time. Therefore, it has been challenging for a domestic worker to
run her household in such a situation.

Thisisbecause mosthousemaids come fromthe villagestothe cities to work ashousemaids,
and the meagre wages they get in return, they send to their parents in the town or spend
in studies of their children and other things.

Thus, itis seen that alarge number of domestic workers are forced to live a life of uncertainty
after losing their jobs in lockdown. The cost of children’s education could not be paid.
Eventually, the women are deprived of the meagre amount they earn.
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Laili Begum, a 45-year-old domestic worker. This woman from a remote area of Dhubri
came to Guwahati as a child with her aunt. The flood-affected family had sent Laili Begum
to Guwahati due to the financial crisis. The idea behind it was that she might survive
somehow, be it by doing domestic work in someone else’s house.

For the past few years, she worked as a housemaid in others’ houses. But in last year's
Covid 19 lockdown, she had to lose the work done as a housemaid.

Her husband used to earn by driving, but he has not gotten any work since last year’s
lockdown and has had no income since. Therefore, both of them face a situation where it
is impossible to run the house without work.

Lily used to run the family with the earnings from working as a housemaid. However, losing
their jobs have pushed them into debt. Since there is no income from domestic work, she
runs her family from the earnings of a small pan shop on the sidewalk in Guwahati. She
borrowed Rs—2,500 from someone on interest to start a pan shop. Later, an NGO named
Foundation for Social Transmission supported her with an umbrella, bucket, mug, and
other essential things to run the shop efficiently.

The umbrella protected her from the rains and sunlight at the pan shop under the open sky
on the sidewalk. Otherwise, keeping the shop open in the sizzling sunlight is very difficult.
Moreover, rain would damage the shop. Laili Begum says, “She is running a pan shop, and
it is a new experience for her.

Starting a new venture is not a cakewalk. For Laili, it was challenging to keep the shop open
for extended periods due to lockdown. Besides, the sales volume was relatively low. On the
other hand, materials for the shop are unavailable. It happens so that betel leaf may not
be available when the nut is there. The customer, in such cases, becomes displeased and
does not appear a second time. And that’s why there’s no profit from the store, says Laili.”

She further added that one day for being late by a few minutes in shutting down the store,
the police had imposed a fine of Rs. 300 besides threatening to drag her to the police
station if it recurs in future. In these ways, domestic workers face financial crises and mental
turmoil. Purabi Das, a 32-year-old domestic worker, came from Dhubri to Guwahati. She
managed her family, earning meagrely by being a housemaid. Lockdown made her lose
all her work. Her husband, a construction worker, too, had no job because of lockdown.

They were clueless about managing their children’s education and putting food on the
table. They often eat starch as dal due to an absence of vegetables and essential grains.
If the lockdown is prolonged, the lives of many domestic workers like Purabi Das will be
further endangered. Mira Adhikari, a 36-year-old woman, has worked as a housemaid in
Guwahati for 20 years. Meera, with her husband, came to start a new life in Guwahati from
a remote village of Nalbari. They had no chance of earning in the village. Helpless, she
worked as a housemaid in the houses of various people. Her husband, a carpenter, could
not do any carpentry work due to poor conditions.

The family with two daughters runs meagrely. Whatever little the woman earned by working
as a housemaid, she spent for the family and education of the girl children. However, due
to the lockdown, she could not work and did not earn any money.

She had borrowed money at interest for her daughters’ college admission fees, dresses
etc. Meera has endless dreams for the future of her two daughters. She says that he has
worked as a housemaid so that she might build a better future for both the girls. Meera
wants to make her first daughter a nurse. She wants her second daughter to be a teacher
in the future. She is struggling through a difficult path pursuing her dreams. The lockdown
has put a strain on the lives of domestic workers.
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The women from the villages come to the city to work as housemaids to run the family,
bear the expenses of children’s education and look after the parents with whatever they
getin exchange for their services. Many women move from the village to the city to fulfil the
basic needs of the family and their daily lives by doing housework in people’s homes. But
the labour law does not say anything directly about them. The life of all domestic workers
without any rights can be described as a life of dark slavery.

Special care must be taken to ensure that domestic workers are treated well, adequately
fed, clothed, treated, cared for, and protected from sexual harassment.

For the good of both the employer and the housemaid, there should be a contract,
employment letter, identity card, timely payment, festival allowance, medical facilities,
education, amusement, sleep, and cleanliness. We should all think that the treatment we
seek from the person we hire should be the same as our treatment of all subordinates.

In various parts of India, non-government organizations are working for the rights of
domestic workers. In Guwahati, a few organizations have already taken the lead, including
the Grehkarmi Adhikar Suraksha Samitee (GASS - Domestic Workers’ Rights Protection
Committee), which has demanded assurance to the social security of domestic workers.

Leading the organization, prominent social worker Puja Nirala has taken various steps to
address the issues of lockdown that have complicated domestic workers’ lives. Puja says
that they are working relentlessly to ascertain the rights of domestic workers. Furthermore,
as a GASS entrepreneur or individual, she has trained domestic workers to make them
aware of their rights and security.

Puja Niralaya also said that they have recently held a protest meeting demanding
protection of the rights of domestic workers and called for the fulfilment of some demands
for domestic workers under the Unorganized Workers Social Security Act, 2008.

They call for speedy enactment of Social Security Act at the state level for domestic workers,
provision of pension of Rs. 3,000, provision of education and scholarship for children, affix
maternity expenses of minimum Rs. 20000, affix medical aid at Rs. 3,00,000, increase the
minimum wage to Rs. Fifty per hour, maintain registration and increase the number of
employees in the labour department.

In the meantime, a virtual seminar titled “Mann ki Baat” is instituted at the initiative of GASS.
Sumitra Paswan and Rita Das, two domestic helpers, took part in the online program to
portray the minds of all the domestic workers. They highlighted the troubles they faced
during the lockdown.

Regarding the importance of vaccination, Rita Das, a house worker in the unorganized
sector, said that online registration has deprived illiterate women like her of easy access
to vaccination. The two participants describe in the program that the house owners
(employers) forbade them to go to their homes as they work in multiple houses.

No worker without the vaccinationis allowed to work in the place of any employer. Therefore,
if a domestic worker goes out to work without being vaccinated, the householder is unsafe
and the domestic worker. Women who are called domestic workers do not get a worker’s
dignity even by working all day long.

There is no set time limit for permanent domestic workers. Or she can't spend the time on
her own.
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In addition, there is no fixed wage and no protection of rights for domestic workers who
temporarily work in a household. We have a law for workers, human rights law in our
constitution, but not all domestic workers are directly covered by this law.

All contributions of domestic workers are ignored as unorganized workers. And they are
deprived of all rights. Their rights need to be ensured by the government at the earliest.

(Translated from Assamese to English)
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Unheard Life Of Single Women From Unorganised Sector
Priyanka Tupe
8 July 2021, marathi.thewire.in

After my conversation with women in the courtyard of Buddha Vihar at Bharat Nagar Slums,
Chembur, | left uphill to meet people residing on top. | saw an elderly woman, maybe in
her late 60s, wearing a red sari, tanned skin with a mask, carrying a purse and bag of
vegetables. Nazma Qureshi, all tired and restless, was returning home from work; that is
when | met her. Nazma took me to her house, a seven by seven-room with four walls,
a roof, and a cemented passage with few utensils, the house smelling weird with a tiny
damp space as a bathroom. The narrow lanes, filthy surroundings outside the hut were
unpleasant views to watch. These were inhuman conditions for any individual to live in. But
Nazma breathes and lives in these circumstances every day. Further, COVID-19 worsened
Nazma's livelihood.

Before COVID-19, Nazma earned a living by working on construction sites as a labourer;
her primary role was picking concrete mix and taking it to another place. She earned
around Rs.250/- to Rs.300/- daily. Coronavirus induced lockdown dented her work. Even
her differently-abled son lost his job. However, in January 2021 somewhat their livelihood
was back on track. After that, all the responsibility fell upon her. For the last 20 years, after
the death of her husband, she had single-handedly taken charge of her family. During the
COVID lockdown period, they could not afford basic food. When Nazma got to work, she
bought vegetables for Rs.20. Other days they ate prasad from a nearby temple.

As per the schemes, each family is entitled to four kg rice and six kg of wheat on a ration
card from the ration shop. During COVID-19, the central government under ‘Garib Kalyan
Yojana’ provided free ration. Nazma received it only once. She is not a beneficiary of other
schemes such as ‘Shravanbal Yojana’ and ‘Sanjay Gandhi Niradhar Yojana’. Nazma says,
“Under Ujjwala Yojana we filled the form for gas, but then the kerosene on the ration was
discontinued. PM Modi just says Ujjwala Yojana, Ujjwala Yojana, but no gas was provided.
Finally, after waiting for so long, we took gas from my son'’s earnings, and now due to a
lockdown, he is jobless. Refilling gas costs us Rs. 850/-, from where should | bring money
with no stable job”".

Single Women and their peril

Nazma is not alone suffering the perils of Covid-19. Many single women have the same
distress to share; only stories are distinct. Shevubai Bhingardive, a 72-year-old, is solely
responsible for managing her finances. She runs a tea stall outside Bharat Nagar, HP
colony, for livelihood. After her husband’s demise and children’s unwillingness to take
care of her, she continued her husband’s business of selling tea. She wakes up at 5 in the
morning and works till 9 in the night. However, during the lockdown, her business suffered
terribly. Shevubai has no one to care for her health or even escort her to the hospital for
vaccination. The government made no efforts in providing jabs door to door for at least
single women.

Ration Card and the Struggle to Avail Ration

Bharat Nagar Slums is just one example to highlight the jeopardised life of single women.
Across the country, there are millions of single women from lower socio-economic settings
suffering in utmost poverty. The life of such women depends on the ration sanctioned
by the government. Anusha Kamble anxiously pointed out, “Are we animals to eat such
rotten ration, you won't even feel like touching it. It is full of stones, rat-goose dung. Do you
eat such filthy food!” Other women from the neighbourhood complained of irregularity
receiving ration or sometimes receiving less than entitled.

To confirm the complaints of women, | visited Hari Om Ration Shop. | withessed Sabina
Begum desperately requesting ration from the owner of Hari Om Ration Shop. Sabina
Begum was denied ration at a nearby ration shop, so she came to Hari Om. However,
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even Hari Om refused to give her the correct amount. On asking- why Sabina was denied
her right to ration, the owner dismissed my reservations with a vague answer and half-
heartedly gave her the food grains.

Women's rights & Governance Corruption

The pandemic had adversely affected vulnerable sections of society and mainly caused
a significant impact on single women's lives. These women face many challenges while
tackling economic issues, social security, providing a safe environment to family, education
of the children, and self-safety. Comparatively, single women undergo physical, mental,
and emotional stress due to a lack of support.

For the last 20 years, Shabana Shaikh has lived as a single woman. She hails from a small
village in Vajapur Taluka, Aurangabad. Shabana is a victim of child marriage and later a
premature widow. However, her sufferings never broke her spirits. While raising her child,
she also works as a social worker at the community level. Shabana exclaimed, “I am an
Anganwadi Sevika. My salary is Rs. 8000/ -. With the origin of coronavirus, my salary became
irregular. Even today, my salary is credited late and to save money we’ve cut down on
essentials such as tea”.

Shabana works for single women and their rights. She helps them avail government
schemes; while doing so; she faces many challenges posed by government officers.
Shabana, emphasising corruption, says, “Despite having all the papers in place, no work is
done without giving money. For further approvals, at least we need to Rs.5000/- to Rs.6000/ -
per file. In case, if we deny paying they purposefully find problems in the paperwork. It is
not feasible for a daily wager to visit government offices every now and then. It cost them
wages of a day and extra money on travelling. Hence, after a while, the woman lowers
her guard and pays the money to avoid the tiring process; due to this corruption, needy
women often get no benefits from these schemes”.

Did the relief packages do justice to single women'’s problems?

Amid the coronavirus-induced lockdown, the government of Maharashtra announced relief
packages for rickshaw pullers, domestic workers, and labourers working in the unorganised
sector. Under the package, women working in various fields from the unorganised sector
were supposed to receive Rs.1500/-. Primarily, this one-time payment was inadequate, and
due to chaos during implementation, it failed to reach many beneficiaries. Sunil Ahire, an
activist working with the Women Domestic Workers Association in Kalyan, states, “Majority
of women registered with us are single women. Few are widowed or abandoned by their
husbands. They worked in different parts of Kalyan and Ulhasnagar. During the lockdown,
not livelihood but also failed to avail the government-sanctioned ration. The reason was
either not having an Aadhar card or Aadhar linked Ration cards. To receive the help of
Rs.1500/-certain procedures are needed to be followed. First, fill the form online and attach
mandatory documents for which computers or smartphones are required. Many failed
to present correct documents, and few had no gadgets to allow them to do so; therefore
unable to register with the Maharashtra Domestic Workers Welfare Board. Inabilities to
register rendered the package useless.

Another challenge faced by women to avail themselves of the benefits was mobility. Ahire
pointed out, “we helped women to fill the form at the association office but still many failed
to do so. The immobility of trains, buses, and other public transport restricted women from
travelling to the office. Also, they were unable to afford rickshaws due to no work.These
challenges were not well thought of while declaring the attractive package”.

According to Ahire, these challenges come later. The major challenge was acquiring
membership of the State Domestic Workers Welfare Board. Women first have to get
themself registered with the District Commissioner of Labour office or Tehsil office. As a
part of the process, they needed to submit details of the employer such as name, phone
number and a signed letter. In addition, an Aadhar card, Ration card, age proof, and a
photo is required to verify the identity. The membership certificate and ID card are issued
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as per the will of the concerned authority. Many even failed to get the letters from their
employers due to fear of COVID-19.

Looking towards other schemes provided under the ‘Domestic Workers Welfare Board’
membership, they are of little help. Women can enrol themselves in skill development
courses at Yashwantrao Chavan Open University; other than that, it has no unique traits.
There is no clarity about the process to access the training course, as pointed out by Sunil
Ahire. Moreover, with the future aspiration of getting elected in Brihanmumbai Municipal
Corporation (BMC) elections, political parties are collecting records from women in slums
for registration. Further, nothing concrete is done, no relief is provided. Everything is just to
woo people for votes!

Women Waste Picker’s Dilemma

Similar to the domestic workers, women rag-pickers have their own story. 90% of women
registered with Kagad, Kaach, Patra Kashtakari Panchayat (KKPKP) are single women.
Approximately KKPKP, a Pune-based organisation, has over 8000 women listed. During the
pandemic, few women working with Swachh Abhigyan affiliated to the Pune Municipal
Corporation (PMC) were employed, especially women who collected waste from door to
door. Women, who earned their livelihood by selling garbage, scrap material for recycling
to Maharashtra Industrial Development Corporation (MIDC), lost all their work. Factories
and industrial complexes were closed, resulting in zero availability of work. These women
and their families were heavily dependent upon KKPKP. During this period, Swachh workers,
despite having jobs, we're burdened with an increased financial burden.

Maitreyi Shankar, an official at KKPKP, said, “due to the hostile environment, slum dwellers
were scared of waste collectors. So they opposed them, arguing that they could be the
potential spreaders of the virus.”

Exclusions of a tabooed section of women

Given the financial problems of single women, the relief package had ample loopholes.
What were the shortcomings? How was it to be implemented effectively? To answer these
questions, we contacted State’s Women and Child Development Minister Yashomati
Thakur but had no response.

Further, Renuka Kad of Aurangabad, a social activist working for single women'’s rights, said,
“Single women were acknowledged while formulating the policy. How was this amount
decided? Were their needs weighed before announcing such decisions The nominal
amount of Rs.1500/- was enough for an individual to survive, was it?” A single woman'’s
plight is not a priority for the government’s policy framework. However, it requires attention.
For example, there was an urgent need for policies to address these women during the
pandemic, but it did not happen.

A single women'’s definition cannot be restricted to widows, abandoned or divorced
women; it should also include transwomen and sex workers. These vulnerable sections of
women lack documents pushing them furthermore towards helplessness. These sections
were never part of the government’s plan, so they profited nothing from the policies. It is
not just about exclusions in the guidelines but about the violation of the human rights of
these women. One should look through this issue from the glasses of human rights.

(Translated from Marathi to English)
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Single Women: Need For More Inclusive Policies On

Social Security
Priyanka Tupe
8 July 2021, marathi.thewire.in

“He harassed me. During the night, | checked the door lock ten times just to feel safe.
Despite being sure, | was always fearful. | wanted to sustain my job, so | kept tolerating it.
Several times | thought of talking to his wife about his behaviour but never did. It became
unbearable. However, with a little courage, | told my cousin about everything and she
came to my rescue. | did lost my job and also my dignity. | was blamed for everything
that happened”, says Savita. Savita, a 21-year-old woman who works as a domestic
worker, was sexually harassed by her employer. Savita now takes care of her mother and
siblings. She worked as a house help in a society located at Hadapsar, Pune. During the
second lockdown, she was on the verge of losing her job as travelling from Sinhgad road to
Hadapsar was impossible. Apart from this, her employer was sceptical about the frequent
visitors they had at home. Savita was offered to work as a live-in house help with two days
off every month till the lockdown got over. Savita accepted it for her family as she was the
only breadwinner of her house. After 15 days of her arrival, the male member of the family
started harassing her sexually and touching her inappropriately. He also threatened her to
keep her mouth shut; otherwise, she would lose her job.

On asking- why no complaint was lodged with police? She said, “We are poor people. No
one would listen to us. My former employer confidently told me to do whatever | wanted. He
said none would listen to me because | was just a maid. His wife, too, refused to believe her
husband would do anything. She openly challenged me to complain to the police. Also, the
bureau that hired me told me not to get involved with the police. They warned me, saying
going to the police will do no good to me. The person will be released on bail immediately,
considering their financial status. This would also bring disgrace to my character and work
record. They also alarmed me that the former employer may file a reverse case of theft,
and no one will bail me out. So, | might lose everything- my work, my dignity. So, | decided
to forget everything and work somewhere else.”

Lockdown and Sexual Harassment

Likewise, ample women experienced sexual harassment during the COVID-19 induced
lockdown. Similar incidents took place in Aurangabad. Social Activist Renuka Kad stated,
“Her brother in law sexually harassed a single woman working as a house help in the
Harsul area. She walked 10 km to a police station to file a complaint against him. However,
the police did not take her complaint seriously. They avoided registering her complaint,
citing the COVID-19 related workload. The lawyer intruded and then filed the complaint on
knowing about the entire incident.

Social workers reported multiple incidents of sexual harassment. Amidst the lockdown, the
sexual assault on single women increased tremendously. Although no statistical report is
released on the issue, such crimes occur repeatedly, claims social workers, researchers,
and activists.

Preeti Karmarkar is a social activist raising awareness about the Prevention of Sexual
Harassment in the Workplace Act (POSH) and is a member of the anti-sexual harassment
complaint committee. She says, “Our system does not find women'’s issues of utmost
priority. During the lockdown, women's issues found its place at the bottom of the list.
The whole administrative system focused on the main issue of emergency, forgetting the
by-product of it. Usually, women feel helpless concerning their issues, but the intensity
has increased during this period. Lockdown prohibited their mobility outside the house.
Removing frustration regarding their male counterparts became difficult. In the case of
single women, it has become even worse.”
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Niti Ayog called for reports from various stakeholders on the exploitation of women during
the COVID-19 period. On this, Karmarkar says, “We appealed to widen the definition of the
Disaster Management Act, so as to include organisations working on women'’s issues in
essential services. Since exclusion from essential services, we failed to connect on the
ground and work against atrocities on women. We tried to resolve these issues over the
phone with the administrative officials. From here onwards, the government should include
such NGOs in essential services.”

Nari Samata Manch published a survey report last year (July 2020) on the diverse effects
on men and women due to pandemic-induced lockdown. Eighty-one single women
participated in the survey, all of them at least having a bachelor's degree and a job or
business in terms of financial self-sufficiency. Six women (7%) said that violence against
them increased during the lockdown. However, the proportion was higher as 30 out of
81 women participants left the question-'Did they face any violence?’ unanswered. As a
result, the proportion of women victims may be higher than estimated.

Adolescent Girls Security and their Safety

COVID-19 brought restrictions on the working of schools and colleges. Students were
forced to sit at home. The female ragpickers worked when their children were at school
in the given situation. Now, it has become challenging as they are frightened of children
getting under the evil influence of the slums, such as substance use. So single women
started taking their children to their workplace. Women were also petrified of the sexual
harassment their adolescent daughters could face in their absence.

Kagad Kach Patra Kashtakari Panchayati (KKPKP) surveyed 3399 waste pickers from 15
administrative wards of the Pune district. Two hundred fourteen children accompanied
their mother to her work. Among them, 103 children were school-going, and 50 children
were yet to enrol in school. Data on girls depicts 40 girl children are going to school, and
21 had not yet started school. The data represents only one city. The results also raise
questions on the safety of children all over the state. In fact, as per the report, the lack of
safe childcare facilities has contributed to the increase in child labour.

An activist at KKPKP, Sayali Savita Pradeep, said, “These children were safe at the workplace

from the possible threat in slums, but the workplace posed other challenges:

+ Outside the home, there was a risk involving COVID-19.

» There was no safe zone such as the plank, parks, public library where kids could sit, rest,
play or read. Sometimes children were allowed to relax in the premises of the building;
otherwise, these children would play anywhere.

+ Children’s minds are negatively impacted seeing their mothers working in such an unsafe
environment.

Child Marriage at its peak

Child marriage increased in Maharashtra. The factors that pushed it were the pandemic,
followed by the lockdown of colleges and schools. KKPKP reported three child marriages
all over the Pune district. However, the numbers might be higher, as reported by Maitrey
Shankar of KKPKP. Pushpa resides in the Taljai area and works as a waste picker. Pushpa
is survived by four children (2 daughters & 2 sons) and a differently-abled husband. The
husband cannot work, so she is the lone breadwinner of the house. During the lockdown, she
fixed her 13-year-old daughter Kavita’'s marriage. When KKPKP officials were made aware
of the issue, they confronted Kavita’s parents and convinced them to cancel the wedding.
Senior activist Vaishali Sakpal said, “They were more concerned about daughter security
than her marriage. We also spoke to them about shifting their daughters to the hostel and
taking care of their accommodation and education. However, the couple cancelled the
wedding but disagreed with the hostel proposal.

Further, she adds,” When parents do not listen to us, we use the language of the law.
Finally, they more often listen to us, but there is no guarantee of stopping child marriage.
Sometimes they may get the girl married in a secret ceremony in their hometowns.
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Community leaders help us to monitor such situations. Nonetheless, COVID-19 made it
tough to reach out to Child Welfare Associations. Further, everything becomes complex
once the girl is married off. Everything depends on the girl’s firm will of getting out of the
marriage. Sakubai, a waste picker from Warje- Karve Nagar slum, fixed her 15 years old
daughter’'s wedding out of concern for her safety.

Marriage was postponed after the interference of the KKPKP. Later, Sakubai organised a
secret ceremony at the request of her daughter. Sayali added, “several times we counselled
her but she was firm on her decision of getting married. Often, girls escape poverty, the
slum environment, find marriage a life-changing opportunity. Child marriages cannot
perish within a day. Government has to provide free childcare facilities for single women's
children, study facilities for teenagers, playgrounds, and many more. This will help subdue
child marriage and adolescent addiction to some extent.”

Single Women & Disability

Regardless of their socio-economic status, single women have to deal with many social
security issues. The vulnerability increases when gender, socio-economic status, and
physical disability intersect. Writer, translator Sonali Nawangul is a disabled single woman.
She depends on her assistant for mobility. Sonali pointed, “Due to my social identity, |
was well received by the hospital for vaccination but what about other disabled women?
Currently, issuing of disability certificates is also debarred. The existing certificate has to be
renewed every five years. The renewal procedures involve visiting civil surgeons and getting
a complete check-up. Due to COVID-19, getting a doctor’'s appointment was stressful. The
pension of my parents was stalled. It is challenging for a single disabled woman to get
procedures done, especially in times of coronavirus. The administration should consider all
these problems and formulate policies”. Sonali's view reflects that policies for differently-
abled single women should be more inclusive. The levels and types of disability could be
different. The policymakers should consider all of the layers of the issue.

According to the 2011 census, there are 7.14 crore single women in India, while Maharashtra
ranks second among the states. 4,44,00,000 women live in rural India. In comparison,
62 86,892 women resided in Maharashtra. In ten years, this figure might have risen.
Unfortunately, the 2021 proposed census was not carried owing to the coronavirus
pandemic, so the updated figures are not available at present. Few NGOs have estimated
that around 20,000 women became widows after losing their spouses to COVID-19.

There is a considerable number of single women in the state. It is necessary to formulate
effective policies for them. Social activist Heramb Kulkarni has created a network of
volunteers through social media to help the government formulate policies. So far, the
government has come up with a few policies to help Covid -19 widows and single women
financially. Navi Mumbai Municipal Corporation started rendering financial help of Rs.1.5
lakh for business purposes. For self-employment-related equipment, it announced
assistance of Rs.1lakh. Packages are alright, but what about single women's social security?
The answers are nowhere to find in the current policies. The government requires setting
a discourse with stakeholders to develop a policy framework on social security. Otherwise,
thousands of Savita will succumb to sexual harassment, and lakhs of Kavita’s will get stuck
into the evils of child marriage.

(Translated from Marathi to English)



Ontaraina Amma...Corona Tho Pillalaki Dooram
(Mothers Isolated In Most Families Due To Corona
Pandemic)

Avula Yamuna
8 June 2021, V6 Velugu
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HOLDING WOMEN BACK : CUSTOMS AND
PRACTISES

Destructive beliefs and behaviours are deeply embedded in our society, keeping women
under the control of men. Despite the Indian Constitution guaranteeing women equality
before the law under Article 14, the articles in this section showcase the positive impact
of using the media to change attitudes toward regressive gender norms and practices. It
highlights successful approaches and critical insights to promote and highlight the rights
of girls and women. It is important for journalists to cover regressive age-old customs
because they deprive girls and women of their fundamental rights. For the Laadli Media
Fellows, this was a chance to advocate for the rights of girls and women, especially in
rural areas. Their work inspires others and to debate and learn about approaches to end
harmful traditions and the underlying social norms.

This section covers issues of one of the most marginalised groups - women. An interesting
article titled, ‘Amidst Covid, Rajasthan Villagers Hunt Witches’, by Madhav Sharma points
out the grim reality of social prejudices prevalent in rural societies that make a woman
‘a witch'. It highlights their journey from stigma to social exclusion and death by collating
various case studies from the Bhilwara district. It also shows how the pandemic has been
the worst period for ostracised women.

Haryana-based Bhartesh Singh highlights the critical challenges prevalent in Haryana in
his articles. His first article, ‘Haryana Sees Spurt In Child Pregnancy Cases’, highlights the
causes and consequences of child pregnancies. Cases registered under the Protection of
Children from Sexual Offences (POCSO) Act define a person below 18 years as a child. 54
pregnancies (more than four per month) were reported in Haryana last year. In addition,
it brings to light the absence of effective mechanisms for implementing the Medical
Termination of Pregnancy (Amendment) Act, 2021, under which the pregnancy can be
aborted up to 24 weeks instead of 20. His second article, titled ‘Elopement Of Minor Girls
On the Rise In Haryana’, highlights an increase in cases from 4.7 percent to 31.4 percent
despite COVID - 19. It draws attention to various provisions offered by the government and
their consequences.

In his third article titled, ‘Sexual Abuse Cases In Marriages On The Rise In Haryana’ highlights
the faultlines in-laws which violate women'’s right to privacy, health, life, and liberty due
to marital rape. He compiles viewpoints of various officials assigned to administer the
law appropriately, who point to the fact that there is an urgent need for the judiciary to
recognize marital rape as an offence under the Indian Penal Code, especially amid a surge
in domestic and sexual violence cases due to the pandemic-induced lockdown.

Poorvi Gupta, in her article titled ‘Ghoonghat Continues To Limit Women’s Autonomy in
Haryana’, showcases the patriarchal tradition, the ghoonghat or the purdah system, which
bars women from making progress. While doing so, she provides profiles of various women
and their effort to end this system.

UNICEF estimates that at least 1.5 million girls under 18 get married in India each year,
making it home to the most significant number of child brides in the world. ‘Vaillo Bibah
Ek Samaijik Byadhi (Child Marriage - A Social Evil)’, an article by Jahida Parbin, brings an
account of a 15 yr old girl married off to a 72-year-old man on for money and land. It
also highlights how children’s rights to health and education are exploited. Similarly Avula
Yamuna's article ‘Chinnari Pelli Kuthullu Akkuvaitunnaru (Child Brides Are On Rise In The
World)’ depicts the alarming increase in the number of child brides in Telangana during
the pandemic. The article dTc5 fAdTg : BT Foldl hIlall bl by Vijay Sharma also portrays
the rising cases of child marriages during COVID-19.
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Shafeeq Thamarassery’s article, ‘Sthreedhanakkola, 212 Maranangal, Prathikalaru (Dowry
Murders : 212 deaths; Who Are The Culprits?)’ highlights the rise in gruesome dowry murders
in Kerala. In doing so, he studies cases of families who were pushed into the bottomless pit
of debt by marriage and dowry expenses. Unfortunately, the existing social practises and
norms support this social evil.

On similar lines, Haroon Reshi, in his article, ‘Violence Against Women: A Reality That Goes
Un-Or-Under-Reported, And Largely Unnoticed In Kashmir’, highlights the plight of women
in Kashmir and how cases of domestic violence cases in the Valley point towards social
silence, tolerance, and inhibition.



Amidst Covid Rajasthan Villagers Hunt ‘Witches’ In
COVID Response Watch

Madhav Sharma
2 November 2021, countercurrents.org

On the 4th of October, 2021, an attempt was made to kill a woman in Bhilwara district of
Rajasthan by calling her a ‘witch’. The victim is a resident of Ulela village of Jahazpur block.
This is not the first incident of women being accused of being ‘witches’ and even killed in
Bhilwara district, nor will it probably be the last.

According to local social workers, this is the fourth incident in the district in the last two
months in which a woman has been declared a ‘witch’ and beaten up. Most of the incidents
of making women out to be ‘witches’ in Rajasthan are in Bhilwara district itself.

According to the complaint lodged with the Jahazpur police station, a person named Foru
from the same village started beating the victim Badam Devi (55) calling her a ‘witch'’. Foru
believes that his wife’s health is deteriorating due to Badam Devi being a ‘witch’ and she
enters his wife’s body.

To save her life, Badam Devi ran away from the fields and came to her house, but the
accused reached there with an axe in his hand. To escape from Foru, Badam ran again to
the fields and fell into a kutcha well. Earlier, Foru had broken her hand with the stick of the
axe. After falling into the well, Badam Devi somehow held a stone. She was pulled out after
several hours by the villagers working in the fields, alerted by the noise, who lifted her with
the help of cots. Injured Badam Devi was admitted to Jahazpur CHC, where she suffered a
fracture in one hand and serious injuries were found at various places on her body.

The police have registered a complaint under IPC sections 341 (wrongful restraint), 323
(intentional hurt) and 307 (wilful act likely to cause death). Apart from this, a case has
been registered under sections 3 and 4 of the Rajasthan Prevention of Witch Harassment
Act.

CI Rajkumar Nayak of Jahazpur police station said that the police arrested the accused
and presented him in the court from where he got bail. The woman is currently at her home.
Badam is lucky in this case, as the complaint has been registered under the Rajasthan
Prevention of Witch Harassment Act because in most cases the police register such cases
under IPC sections, which are more lenient.

Covid Response Watch spoke to Tara Ahluwalia, a social worker living in Bhilwara and
working since 1980 for the eradication of witchcraft.

“After a long struggle, we were successful in getting the state government to enact a law,
but till now the understanding of the police and the common people at the ground level
has not been made according to the law. This is the reason why the police register cases
of witchcraft under normal sections. This does not give justice to the victims. The accused
roam freely in the open” she says.”It has been 6 years since the Rajasthan Witch Harassment
Prevention Act came into existence. If convicted under the law, there is a provision of
imprisonment for one to five years and fine of 50 thousand rupees, but ironically, till date
no accused has been punished through this. Since 2015, more than 280 cases of witch-
making have come to the fore. Around 84 cases have been registered in Bhilwara district
alone. After the registration of the case, the accused roam out on bail. With this, the rest
of the village people also get the impetus to declare women as ‘witches’, Ahluwalia adds.
At the same time, she says, “The law has not been implemented effectively at the ground
level. That is why till date no one has been punished. In rural areas, the police have little
knowledge of the law. That is why they register a complaint by making the cases of witch
torture out to be just a case of quarrel”.



Rakesh Sharma , a social worker from Bhilwara, associated with the Dalit , Adivasi and
Nomadic Rights campaign in Rajasthan, also agrees with Ahluwalia.”Social prejudice
makes a woman a ‘witch’. That is why it is the responsibility of the law to punish the guilty.
Unfortunately this is not happening. Had the police done their job properly, hundreds of
victims would have been rehabilitated and the guilty would have been jailed” he says.

Retired Professor Rajiv Gupta from the Department of Sociology, University of Rajasthan,
Jaipur explains in detail about the process and purpose of declaring a witch. “Witch-making
works to create fear among people by making up stories. There are many elements of fear
and insecurity involved. This is the reason why even the people of the society are hesitant
to talk to the victim. This fear and insecurity passes on to the next generation as well,"he
says.

Lonely, elderly and Dalit women become targets

The main targets of this social evil are the destitute, elderly or Dalit women. More than
half of the cases registered are also related to land grab incidents. Bhanwar Meghvanshi,
a social worker from Bhilwara, says,”The social structure of villages in our country is very
complex. Sometimes the family members do not keep their elderly parents with them.
Taking advantage of this, other people in the family or other families take advantage of
their loneliness and weakness. Even today superstition is very high in rural society and
women are the easiest targets. Since she is destitute and does not have the financial
capacity to fight the case. That is why they are declared a ‘witch’” and socially boycotted
and there is often a conspiracy to grab their land.”

Journey from stigma to social exclusion and death

The women victims accused of being ‘witches’ are living in a very bad condition. Due to
being declared a ‘witch’ in the village, they have to live outside the village. Hundreds of
women have been socially boycotted.All this stress has a profound effect on the mental
and physical health of women. Chandi Bai was one such woman. Carrying the burden of
being a ‘witch’ for life, she died a few months ago.

About 20 years ago, she was declared a ‘witch’ in her village Chhipapur Pal. The village
of Chandi Devi is in Kotri block, about 65 km from Bhilwara. Chandi was living with Tara
Ahluwalia in their house for a long time.Tara believes the stigma of being a ‘witch’ was the
reason for her death. She says that Chandi wanted to get rid of that stigma throughout
her life, but the people of the village never accepted her as a normal woman.”Disturbed by
the daily taunts, she came to me. She did everything to get back in society and family, but
could not get rid of the stigma” she says.

The Covid period

The Covid period has been the worst period for women battling the stigma of being a
‘witch’. The lockdown of March 2020, which placed a lot of restrictions, had its deep impact
on rural areas as well. Even earlier, those accused of being ‘witches’ were forced to live
outside the village or were socially excluded. As a result no one went to meet or talk to
them. This isolation worsened during the lockdown. Access to social security schemes are
also less for such women. That is why they have to deal with the problem of even obtaining
state-provided rations. Rakesh says that transportation was closed due to the lockdown
and no help from outside could reach such women and their families.

While there has been no research study on the effect of Covid on women ostracised for

being ‘witches’ there is little doubt that the loneliness and economic condition of these
women has only worsened.
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Haryana Sees Spurt In Child Pregnancy Cases
Bhartesh Singh Thakur
6 August 2021, The Tribune

A 17-year-old mentally challenged girl, Monu (name changed), had to deliver a child born
out of rape by a neighbour. Even as the Child Welfare Committee (CWC) of Faridabad
pursued the case for abortion, crucial time was lost.

In cases registered under the Protection of Children from Sexual Offences (POCSO) Act,
which defines a person below 18 years as a child, 54 pregnancies (more than four per
month) were reported in Haryana last year. The Haryana State Commission for Protection
of Child Rights (HSCPCR) collected this data from CWCs at the district level. Fifteen cases
were reported from Gurugram, followed by five each from Palwal and Sonepat.

No abortion due to late reporting
54 pregnancies were reported in Haryana last year
37 in the first five months this year

In the first five months this year, 37 cases were reported, which is more than seven per
month. Only in 21 cases, the termination was carried out this year, either by the court order
or by the CWC concerned.

Prathna (name changed), whois visuallyimpaired, was just 14-year-old when her stepfather
sexually abused her. The crime came to light as she was complaining of stomach pain.
But by that time, she was 24-week pregnant and had to deliver the child, whom she later
surrendered for adoption. Her mother, who works as a maid and hails from West Bengal,
stood by her and got the case registered in June 2020.

Jyoti Bainda, Chairperson, HSCPCR, said, “Most of the victims are poor migrants. The
pregnancies are usually detected late. The victims remain in fear if the abuser is from their
family. Sometimes delay happens at the level of the CWC or medical board.”

Radha (name changed), 15, was sexually abused by her father for over two years. Her
mother had died a few years ago. When her father was arrested, she along with her four
siblings had to be shifted to a children’s home in Gurugram. Her grandmother refused to
take her.

The case came to light in October 2020, in Palwal. As the length of pregnancy was over 24
weeks, HSCPCR had approached the Punjab and Haryana High Court for termination. After
an opinion from the doctors of Fortis Hospital, Gurugram, the high court didn’t allow it. She
delivered the child in February this year.

On the complaint of Bainda that in case of child pregnancies the medical board takes a
long time in submitting its report_rendering medical termination not possible_the HC had
ruled in October last year, that the medical board has to give an opinion within three days.
Following the ruling, the health department issued instructions to all civil surgeons in the
state.

“l am happy at the children’s home (in Gurugram) as | am getting food on time. | am
being provided new clothes too. | want to study further and want to become a teacher,”
says Radha, during her counselling session. She has joined a school and has been taking
classes online.

Unaware of crime with her, she sometimes presses for the release of her father. “Radha’s
case set the precedent. We prefer abortions in case of child pregnancies born out of rape.
The CWC of the concerned district has to pursue the case for abortion after taking consent.
What is the future of a child born after sexual assault by a father or brother or cousin? We
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want CWCs and doctors to be sensitive to such cases. If the abortion is not carried out on
time, then we prefer newly-born children to be surrendered and offer them in adoptions,”
said Bainda.

Chandigarh-based gynaecologist Dr. Nirja Chawla said, “Teenage bodies are not fit to bear
pregnancy. Maternal mortality is high in them. They face a high risk of eclampsia, uterine
infection, and diabetes. The biggest impact is psychological as a child is having a child.”

Ironically, the state is yet to set up medical boards forimplementing the Medical Termination
of Pregnancy (Amendment) Act, 2021, under which the pregnancy can be aborted up to 24
weeks instead of 20.

Upasana Sachdeva, a Gurugram CWC member, said, “The cases of child pregnancies are
on the rise. Such victims hardly know the difference between good touch and bad touch.
They require multiple counselling sessions and follow-ups for mental wellbeing.”



Elopement Of Minor Girls On The Rise In Haryana

Bhartesh Singh Thakur
11 September 2021, The Tribune

For about three years, Meetu (name Changed) has been waiting at a child care institution
(ccl) in Sonepat to turn 18 years of age and get married to her lover. The boy is from a
different caste, so they had eloped. Later, the police found them after the girls’ parents
complained.

The boy was arrested for “abducting” a minor as per law. Meetu was sent to a CCl as she
refused to go with her parents.

Presently, the boy is out on bail. Coming November, Meetu would turn 18, the legal age for
a girl to get married. “During these three years, we could only meet during hearings of his
trial. | will marry him. He too has promised to marry me,” she says, in a feeble voice, during
her counselling session.

The CCls forbid all kinds of communication between a runaway girl and her lover. “Once a
boy flees with a minor girl, the police rescue the girl on the parents’ complaint. Usually, the
boy faces a case for abduction, procuration of minor or rape too if the girl reports about
sexual intercourse or there is evidence like pregnancy. He could get life imprisonment
too,” said advocate Manbir Rathi, who deals in such cases. “The police rescued the girls
following the registration of an FIR of kidnapping. And if she is a minor, the POCSO Act is
invoked in the FIR based on the allegations contained in the complaint,” said ADGP, Crime
Against Women, Kala Ramachandran.

As per the police data, there were 360 cases of abduction of minor girls in 2019 with rape,
which comes to 30 per month. Faridabad with 49 cases and Gurugram with 44 lead among
the districts.Such cases rose by 4.7 per cent to 377 (31.4 per month) in 2020 despite it being
the Covid year. Again, Faridabad (49) and Gurugram 38) reported the maximum cases.
Till July this year, 269 such cases have been registered, with 38.4 incidents per month.
Faridabad (25) leads, followed by Hisar (22).

Earlier, the age of consent was 16 years under Section 375 of the IPC. But the POCSO Act,
2012, and the criminal law amendment in 2013 enhanced it to 18 years."More and more
runaway minor girls in Haryana are opting to stay at shelter homes rather than going back
to their parents after the police rescue them. They fear being ostracised and could face
violence too,” said Chairperson, Haryana State Commission for Protection of Child Rights
(HSCPCR), Jyoti Bainda.

According to HSCPCR, in 2019 and 2020 (data maintained jointly for two years), there were
491 runaway minor girls (20.5 per month) who initially refused to go with their parents. This
year, till July 31, there were 303 such minor girls, which comes to 43.3 per month.The highest
number of cases this year were reported at Karnal CCls (66), followed by Panipat (57).

At a Gurugram CClJ, Rani (17) (name changed), who is five-month pregnant, is waiting for
June next year to turn 18. Her 21-year-old boyfriend is in jail. “I didn't go with my parents as
they were pressing for an abortion. Next year in June, | will turn 18 and will marry him,” she
says during her counselling.

“The boys have to suffer in jail. There are cases where in cases of pregnant girls, both

families get ready for marriage but there is no escape for the boy from the law,” said
Upasana Sachadeva, member, Child Welfare Committee, Gurugram.
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Sexual Abuse CasesIn Marriages On TheRise In Haryana
Bhartesh Singh Thakur
3 October 2021, The Tribune

A 31-year-old woman of Gohana (Sonepat) registered an FIR against her husband in June,
alleging that he had unnatural sex with her. She said her husband used to abuse her in
an inebriated state and when she resisted, he resorted to violence. She also accused
her husband of raping her. Since marital rape is not recognised under the law, the police
registered a case of unnatural act of sex under Section 377 of the IPC in this case.

The maximum punishment under Section 377 for carnal intercourse against the order of
nature is life imprisonment or a term up to 10 years.

Laws blurry on marital rape

Sadly, laws are blurry on the subject of marital rape. | believe that enforcing something in
the name of marriage or patriarchy cannot be justified by any standards. Discourse needs
to be initiated on it. —Preeti Bhardwaj Dalal, Acting chairperson, Haryana state commission
for women.

Porn changing sexual behaviour

Pornography is changing the sexual behaviour of couples. Initially, they do it as an
adventure. Later, in matrimonial disputes, women make allegations of unnatural acts. —
Nitin Sood, Advocate

In February this year, a 36-year-old woman also got an FIR registered against her husband
under Section 377 at Women Police Station Ballabhgarh (Faridabad), alleging that her
husband was an addict and not only he used to rape her but also performed unnatural
acts several times.

Such cases are not stray ones. A rise has been witnessed in the state in the cases where
women are alleging unnatural sex by husbands. These cases also involve Section 498A of
the IPC (subjecting women to cruelty).

The Haryana Police’s record says that in 2018, there were 544 cases of matrimonial
disputes, where women alleged acts of unnatural sex by husbands. Faridabad reported
the maximum cases at 90, followed by 89 in Sonepat and 55 in Panipat. These comprised
13.1 per cent of the total matrimonial disputes (4,154) in the state.

In 2019, cases of unnatural sex rose by 18.4 per cent to 644. The maximum cases were
reported from Faridabad (146), followed by Sonepat (99) and Panipat (56). These cases
comprised 13.2 percent of matrimonial disputes (4,867). In 2020, there were 611 cases of
unnatural sex reported. They formed 14.8 percent of the total matrimonial dispute cases
(4,22), a rise from previous years. Faridabad (104), Sonepat (81), and Yamunanagar (48)
topped the chart.

Till April this year, 284 incidents of unnatural sex were registered with Sonepat reporting
the highest at 56, followed by Faridabad (37) and Jhajjar (26). The percentage of such
cases in matrimonial disputes (1,730) rose to 16.4 per cent this year. In August this year,
the Chhattisgarh High Court ruled that forced sex with wife doesn’'t amount to rape
but underlined that “unnatural” sex with one’s wife is an offence. The Kerala High Court
judgment of July, on the other hand, described marital rape as physical and mental cruelty
and a ground for divorce. The Gujarat High Court in Nimeshbhai Bharatbhai Desai case in
2018 had commented: “Husbands need to be reminded that marriage is not a license to
forcibly rape their wives. A husband does not own his wife ‘s body by reason of marriage.”
The Justice JS Verma Committee, formed after the Delhi gangrape in 2012, also called for
recognising marital rape as an offence.

30



The Haryana State Commission for Women (HSCW) receives hundreds of complaints of
marital rape and unnatural act by husbands. Acting chairperson of the committee Preeti
Bhardwaj Dalal said: “Sadly, laws are blurry on the subject of marital rape. | believe that
enforcing something in the name of marriage or patriarchy cannot be justified by any
standards. Discourse needs to be initiated on it.”

However, police records say that Section 377 was dropped from 70 cases in 2018, 69 in 2019,
109 in 2020, and 19 this year (till April) for lack of evidence. “Most matrimonial complaints
have Section 377 but some cases are found false too,” said SP Sonipat Jashandeep
Randhawa.

The Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, 2005, identifies sexual abuse, but no
case was registered in Haryana in 2020 while only two were filed in 2019.

Malini (28) and Vijay (38) (both names changed) got married 10 years ago. In 2014, Malini
joined a nursing course. Later, Vijay became an addict to alcohol and started raping her.
He violated her whenever she returned from the nursing hostel. A mother of a 9-year-old
boy, she was not even spared during her periods.

When she complained, she was beaten up. “I complained to my in-laws and my parents
but in vain. He used to make false allegations of an extramarital affair. Even during my
pregnancy in 2019, he raped me,” said Malini, in her complaint filed in April this year before
Haryana’s Women and Child Development Department. Both have got separated now
after the Haryana Women Helpline intervened.

In July, a Gurugram woman, Gurnaaz (name changed), complained to the Helpline that
she was being subjected to unnatural sex by her husband. Once, her husband brought his
friend too for group sex, she said. The counsellors helped her in getting separated from her
husband.

The Women Helpline has been dealing with such cases and many such cases are referred to
one-stop centres at the district-level, where there is a provision of one-to-one counselling
of husband and wife along with legal guidance. In the past two years, the centres have
dealt with 76 complaints of sexual abuse within marriage on reference from the Women
Helpline (data available jointly for two years). Faridabad alone contributed 29 complaints.

“Addiction to alcohol, drugs and pornography has amplified the problem of sexual abuse
within a marriage,” said Women Helpline manager Preeti Phogat. “Women are conscious
that it is wrong, but continue to sustain the abuse because of children and societal
pressure,” she added. “When an abused woman tells her mother about rape by husband,
she is told it is part of a marriage. A woman who has had a love marriage against her
parents’ wishes is not able to go back to her family,” she added.

Recently, Phogat handled a case of a couple working in an MNC in Gurugram as software
engineers. “On the woman’s complaint of rape by husband, we tried to talk to the latter. He
said it happens in marriages. It was normal to him. He thinks he owns his wife’s body,” said
Phogat.

A complaint of sex addiction also came where a mason in Jhajjar used to rape his wife
every day. The couple used to live in a small house with three children, their eldest daughter
aged 14. The woman complained that her husband doesn’t bother even about grown-up
kids.

In the National Family Health Survey-4 (2015-16) too, Haryana topped the chart in north

India with 8.4 per cent women facing spousal sexual violence, followed by Delhi (5.9 per
cent) and Chandigarh (4.7 per cent)
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“Wherever there is physical abuse, most of the time there is sexual abuse too. When we
counsel, it has an impact for some time. But then husbands return to their old habits,” said
Monica Bhardwaj, a call attendant at the Women Helpline.

Prof. Sandeep Grover of the psychiatry department, Post Graduate Institute of Medical
Education and Research (PGIMER), Chandigarh, who too has dealt with such cases, opined,
“It is more to do with sexual liberation that people want to experiment. Some women are ok
with it, some are not. There is a conflict of traditional values with sexual liberation.”

He added, “Pornography is changing sexual behaviour but there is no one-to-one
correlation with sexual abuse as it was there earlier too.” Gynaecologist Dr. Neerja Chawlag,
who had handled cases of sexual abuse within marriage, said women continue to sustain
abuse and suffer pain as they wanted to continue with the marriage.

“Sexual abuse is an outcome of other forms of abuse like mental and physical abuse. Men
exerting marital control end up abusing wives,” she said.



Ghoonghat Continues To Limit Women’s Autonomy In
Haryana

Poorvi Gupta
3 September 2021, yourstory.com/herstory

The ghoonghat continues to bar women, especially in the Hindi-speaking rural belt of the
country, from making progress.

“| felt suffocated under the ghoonghat (veil). But he would fight with me and force me to
draw the veil when in front of my mother-in-law or any other member of the family,” says
Shushma Bhadu Bishnoi about her husband, Bhagwan Das Bishnoi.

Embedded in a patriarchal tradition, the ghoonghat or the purdah system can be traced
back to the Vedic period in India. A tool of oppression, the ghoonghat has kept upper-class
women in seclusion and away from the eyes of men. Today, while times have changed
and women have fought and dismantled this discriminatory system to a large extent ,
the ghoonghat continues to bar women, especially in the Hindi-speaking rural belt of the
country, from making progress.

Forty-year-old Shushma got married at the age of 18 and came to her marital home in the
late '90s. Since then, for over a decade she was compelled to keep a ghoonghat — one of
the many visual signifiers of marital status among certain communities of Hindu women
in India. While the ghoonghat tradition may have been wiped out in most parts of the
country, it is still alive and thriving in Haryana.

“If I didn't keep the veil, my husband would snap at me. He would say that the ghoonghat
is our tradition, how could | resist it? We had several tiffs around it over the years,” recounts
Shushma, who belongs to a zamindar family in the village.

In 2010, Shushma became the first female Sarpanch of Dhani Miyankhan — a hamlet in
Fatehabad district, Haryana. It was for the first time that a Sarpanch was to be elected
from her village and the state mandate was that it had to be a woman Sarpanch. After
becoming the village Sarpanch, Shushma had to meet people outside the four walls of her
house and address meetings, all this while keeping the veil.

Lifting the veil

“My husband was worried about me lifting the veil, but he supported me in my decision to
contest for Sarpanch election as everyone rooted for me,” she recalled adding that only
after it started to create issues as she had to visit offices in Fatehabad and meet officials,
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did her husband allow her to lift the veil outside the house. “I thought lifting my veil outside
but drawing it at home was more problematic, so | told him either I'll lift my veil forever or |
won't participate in any of the Panchayat activities,” Shushma resolved and won the fight
over breaking the ghoonghat system first in her own house and then in her village.

In 2012, she convened a Maha Panchayat of 25 villages in her village government school
compound where all the women assembled and pledged to lift the veil once and for all.
“At that time everyone lifted their veil but if women went back to draw their veils again, |
can’t guarantee that. Initially, the men in the village got really upset. They even abused the
women in their houses.”"Nirmala Devi, 39, also lifted her veil for the first time at the Maha
Panchayat. “

When the Sarpanch of the village made us pledge to lift the veil, we all did. While things
have changed since, | still have to keep the veil in front of the older men in the family and
the husband of my daughters. | won't lie. It is a long-standing tradition so it's difficult to
forego it completely,” says Nirmala.

“Honor is in the eyes of the people, not the veil. Women can go around the village without
hiding their faces, but men need to have respect for the women in their own eyes,” Shushma
added. While Shushma'’s efforts brought some change in Dhani Miyankhan, almost a
decade later, the ghoonghat system is still alive.

Conditioned to cover the head

Just a few blocks down in the village, there was a procession happening to honor the
Gau Mata (*Holy cow’) where many women had their faces completely covered with their
dupatta. One of them, Tona Devi, 43, told us, “I don’t know what life looks like without the veil.
It has become a way of life and a way of respecting the older people in the village. | can’t
roam around in the village without the veil.”

Older women say that the tradition will die with them and that they don’'t encourage their
daughters or daughters-in-law to follow suit. But reality shows a different picture. Monika
Bishnoi, 25, a young woman married in the village keeps the veil in front of her father-in-
low and other men in the family. She, however, says that she can wear a top and a pyjama
at night when everyone’s asleep — a sign of modernity for her.

“I don't like it, but | can’t do much about it. | must keep the veil. | feel shy in front of my
father-in-law. Although | got married without a veil, after coming here, | have always kept
it,” says Monika.

With the ghoonghat system being passed down from generation to generation, it sees
no end soon. Apart from deterring women from living with freedom, it also perpetuates
the notion that if women are veil-free then crimes like eve-teasing, street harassment are
justified in villages. Today, when we speak of how victim-shaming — in cases where women
are blamed for their clothes in sexual harassment crimes — has only worsened women's
lives and put the cause of women empowerment several steps back, the ghoonghat
system has done no good.

How long before the ghoonghat system dies?

Despite women like Shushma and many others taking strong steps to curtail the veil, it
continues unabashedly in the villages. And when state governments propagate such
regressive traditions, it only further legitimizes the practice. In 2017, the Haryana government
issued an advertisement in Krishi Samvad, a government-owned magazine, depicting the
practice of ghoonghat with the caption — “Ghoonghat ki aan—baan, mhara Haryana ki
pehchan” (Pride of the veil is the identity of my Haryana).

Preeti Bhardwaj, officiating chairperson of the Haryana Commission for Women, weighs in
on it and says, “It is a paradoxical situation between the cities and the villages of Haryana.
Women, who are from the interiors but have stepped out and gone to the cities, have
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changed and no longer keep the veil. There are also several women Sarpanch who have
lifted the veil and showed an exemplary spirit to the entire village but then there are women
who are happy being under the veil also and that includes educated women as well.
Women tend to live by customs and traditions that have been going on for generations
and they don’t mind it.”

Bhardwaj adds that women in Haryana aren’t forced to keep the veil. While it may be true
for some, most women are conditioned to keep the veil and don’t know otherwise. There is
also a huge risk of being ostracized and mocked at by the community in the village that
scares the maijority of the veiled women from lifting it.

Rajbala Kataria, joint director of the Integrated Child Development Scheme (ICDS) in the
Haryana Women and Child Development Department, agrees that the ghoonghat system
is here to stay in the villages of Haryana. “It has been wiped out from the cities and among
the educated class, but it exists even today in villages. However, we have seen a change
over time where women don’t keep the veil in the house but draw it once they are out of
their homes,” says Kataria.



Vaillo Bibah Ek Samaijik Byadhi (Child Marriage - A Social

Evil)
Jahida Parbin
20 April 2021, Dainik Gana Adhikar

A shocking incident occurred at Mandia under Baghbar police station in Assam'’s Barpeta
district. Noor Mohammad, a 72-year-old so-called faith leader from Mandia, was able to
secretly marry a 15-year-old girl with the help of his followers. In addition, Noor Mohammad
tempted the child’s parents with gifts of property and a shop in exchange for the child’s
marriage. The girl's parents were daily wage earners, so they became financially strapped
as they did not have a job due to the COVID-19 lockdown. They were, thus, compelled to
marry off their immature girl child. Having learnt this, a prominent local child rights activist
Rafiqul Islam, collaborated with Bheraldi Rural Development Association and Madhya
Gaherpam Tiger Club and complained with the Additional Deputy Commissioner. After
that, Bheraldi Rural Development Association and Madhya Gaherpam, Tiger Club rescued
the victim child in legal procedure with the help of district administration.

Prominent social activist Rafiqul Islam said that child marriage deprives a girl child of her
rights. Although he mentions poverty as one of the main reasons for this, he cites several
other factors such as education, religious opinion, etc. Islam also says that the guardians
have become economically broke after lockdown, and whatever they had to spare is
used up during the lockdown. So, the parents plan to marry off the daughters because the
education or other maintenance of the girl child would be challenging for them. Parents
who suffer from such uncertainty are more likely to experience abhorrent incidents such
as child marriage. “Religion fraudulence, greed, privacy, compulsion, etc. are some other
reasons why child marriages take place. There are hundred other incidents of child
marriage happening without restriction and, so, new incidents are difficult to curb,” he said.

Based on his six-year career as a child rights activist, he says, “Some communities that are
more prone to child marriage are more likely to be marginalized - economically, politically,
geographically and socio-ethnically. And so they are backward in education and culture.
Child marriages are more likely to occur in communities that are deprived of social and
political benefits.” He has intervened in about a thousand incidents of child marriage.
Most of these marriages are successfully prevented. Breaking the ice, he lodged FIR with
police on his own, if necessary, against marrying parties involving children in various police
stations of Barpeta district. This brave up-and-coming young man is constantly trying to
prevent child marriage and create a stir in society against evil.

Mufti Nasir Rahman Kashimi, a prominent social activist from Mangaldaiin Assam’s Darang
district, has launched a campaign against child marriage. He is the president of Assam
Swacch Maulana Group (NGO), from which he starts study on child marriage and receives
a lot of information. In relation to child marriage, Mufti Rahman Kashimi said, “Lockdown
has incoherently affected in Assam along with the whole of India. Child marriage incidents
have been seen in various places of Assam. A miserable situation has arisen among
guardians due to job loss and difficulty finding a new source of earning. As a result, they
have lost orientation and taken measures like child marriage.

This is a great way to get acquainted (gain, obtain, and retain) with people you know and
love. It's a great way to get familiar (gain, obtain, and retain). Already able to collect a lot of
data. In fact, due to the lockdown, schools and Madrassas were closed, and the girls could
not go to school. And all the students and parents have forgotten their goals. There is no
problem as long as schooling is on. As schools are closed, the girls are sitting at home, and
parents take the chance of marrying them off, causing rise to child marriage.

The Maulana, therefore, starts researching child marriage through Assam Sweacch Maulana
Group and has already been able to gather a lot of information. After that, with the help of
local people, he managed to prevent child marriages and started campaigns to enhance
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awareness. Through awareness programs, online meetings, etc., he has sensitised society
to stop child marriage in general.

And in many areas, schools are closed due to lockdown. In this context, it has become
possible for unwanted child marriage to take place. The online education process has
also been responsible for child marriage. Young girls and boys are using mobile phones.
They are unable to choose the right path and misuse the mobile phone. He says that if
an average is taken, it will be found that child marriages increased during the lockdown
compared to other times. Maulana Nasheer Rahman Kashimi has been working through
the Global Interfaith Voice Alliance (GIWA), UNICEF, etc., to prevent child marriage.

He has recently conducted child marriage and menstrual hygiene programs with ASHA
Supervisors, ASHA Workers, students, and some learned women. He said he was continuing
his efforts to prevent child marriage by spreading awareness meetings, education, etc.

Mufti Rahman Nashihur Rahman Kashimi has thus created awareness in the society to
prevent child marriage and has been able to stop many child marriages. He has been
amply successful taken various steps to check such incidents. He is an enterprising social
worker. He has continued his efforts to stop child marriage and has prevented many child
marriages.

Child marriage is a social ill. For centuries, this issue has deprived women of their rights
and hindered their development. The parents faced various difficulties as the schools
remained closed due to Covid-19. Among these, many parents are encircled by complex
processes regarding girl child. There are several parents who, after enrolling children in a
school, received some financial support from the school for the provision of lunch. But they
were surrounded by multiple inconveniences due to the lockdown.

On the other hand, introducing the online education system has created a problem
for students of many governments and non-government institutions. This is because
thousands of students are deprived of online education because of the miserable financial
situation. Moreover, all these parents cannot lead an everyday life due to their poor financial
condition.

On the other hand, smartphones are required for online education. All these parents have
to spend their days amid severe financial hardship, so they cannot afford the money they
need to buy a smartphone. In this way, the parents are forced to marry off their daughters.
Again, many parents don't feel secure while their daughters work alone at home all the
while. Therefore, many parents think it safe to marry their daughters when they can neither
send them to school nor leave home alone.

Lockdowns in various parts of Assam and floods have led to increased child marriages.
Although the floods affect many areas of Assam, certain regions like Jadavpur,
Bamundangra, Rahampur, Kanchanpur, Satrakanara and some other char (sandbar)
areas skirted by the Brahmaputra and Beki rivers are severely affected. Every year the
inhabitants, especially the Muslims, lose their land, farms or homes in the floods, and the
cycle of struggles continue. In this situation, families find it difficult to feed themselves. It
becomes compulsory for them to marry off their daughters so that others in the family can
have their meagre meals. Lockdown due to COVID-19 during the last year on the one hand
and floods on the other rocked the sandbar areas of Assam. Incidents similar to these are
taking place in different parts of Assam.

Abida Khatun, a recently retired headmistress of Champupara High School in Chaygaon
of Assam’s Kamarup district, said in this context that awareness meetings and rallies are
conducted often by the schools to prevent child marriage. lll-effects of child marriage are
very often discussed with the guardians to know and protect their daughters from child
marriage.
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Mr. Ajay Kumar Burma, Headmaster, Duliajan Adarsh Balika Vidyapeeth of Duliajan in the
upper part of Assam, conducts frequent awareness meetings and various programs to
prevent child marriage. He also said that “child marriage is a violation of women's rights
and an obstacle to the progress of society.” He often meets with their parents personally
to make them aware of the demerits of child marriage. He says, “To educate all the girls
morally is one among multiple steps to be taken to prevent child marriage.” In the past
lockdown, one of his schoolgirls was caught in the act of child marriage. He involved himself
and saved the child from the situation.

We all need to know about the dangers of child marriage. Some physical and mental
consequences of child marriage are evident. Marriage causes considerable emotional
damage to the girl child.

Dr. Nahid Suraiya Islam, an experienced psychiatrist fromn Guwahati, says in this regard, “In
the case of girls, emotional development is not complete before the age of 18. The mental
development of a girl is not complete till she reaches the age of 18 years. The development
of personality is not complete. She is not in a position to adapt to the situation. Marriage
imposes some social and cultural values on the girl child. She faces environments similar
to domestic violence. She is not ready to be wife or mother emotionally or physically. Due
to her incomplete development, she is not able to express her likes and dislikes and in this
way her mental state deteriorates. If the husband does not provide any kind of emotional
support to the child bride in such a situation, the child is likely to lose his mental equilibrium.
It can also lead to anxiety or depression. “

This Guwahati based experienced psychiatrist, Dr. Nahid Suraiya Islam, talks about
child marriage and says that “child marriage is a complete impediment to the mental
development and therefore child marriage should never happen.”

Child marriage is emotionally damaging and physically damaging to the child. In the case
of child marriage, the most critical issue is physical harm to the girl child. In this context, an
experienced gynaecologist and obstetrician of Guwahati, “A marriage of a person before
the age of 18 are defined as child marriage. A child is not physically mature until they are
18 years old. Due to marriage, she is more likely to get pregnant at an early age, which can
lead to anaemia and loss of body cells, causing a threat to life. Of course, not everyone will
suffer the same fate in this regard.

A girl is not socially mature till she is 18 years old, and during this time, if the girl gets
married and goes to a different house, she is trapped in a social bond, and everyone along
with society exploits her. In this context, the parents do not take care of the daughters - in
educating them, moulding their personalities. So besides shaping her as a good citizen,
the parents sum up their responsibility to push her to a dark future.

After the marriage, a girl moves into a separate house, stays under the control of her
mother-in-law and suffers from physical abuse by her husband. In addition to this, unaware
of contraceptives and unable to take care of herself, she may get pregnant early and be a
victim of a miscarriage, anaemia, high blood pressure. She may even die. Child marriage
contributes to the increase in maternal and child mortality. Thus, child marriage can cause
a lot of physical damage to a girl child. So child marriage is never suitable for a girl. “

Child marriage is a significant crime in the eyes of the law. The Prohibition of Child Marriage
Act (PCMA), 2006, has outlawed the practice of child marriage. This law wants to stop child
marriage. It prohibits marriage between a girl under the age of 18 and a man under 21.

Child rights activist Rafiqul Islam says, “There are other ways to prevent child marriage,
including making education compulsory up to class ten, implementing government
schemes properly, and amending the existing laws on women. System has to be politically
strong. The ‘Village Level Child Protection Committee’, to be set up under the Integrated
Child Protection Scheme of India’s Women and Child Development Ministry could play a
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vital role in this regard.”"Government of India has enacted a number of important laws on
child marriage”, said child rights activist Rafiqul Islam.

The Prohibition of Child Marriage Act, 2006, implemented from 10th January of 2007, is an
essential act of the government of India to prohibit child marriage. Under section 2 (a),
“child” means a person who, if a male, has not completed twenty-one years of age, and if
a female, has not completed eighteen years of age. Section 2 (b) defines “child marriage”
as a marriage to which either of the contracting parties is a child. Under Section 9 is a
punishable offence for an adult male above 18 years of age to perform child marriage.
According to Section 10, it is a punishable offence to conduct, serve, manage, direct, or
promote child marriage. Finally, under Section 11, encouraging or allowing child marriage
is a punishable offence.

The punishment for child marriage is as follows: Conviction under Section 9, 10 or 11 carries
a penalty of 2 years' rigorous imprisonment or a fine of Rs. 1 lakh or both. According to
the judgment of WP (Crl) No. 68/2008 dated 12.11.13 issued by the five-judge bench of the
Hon’ble Supreme Court, the police must register a case based oninformation on cognizable
offence.

The offences under this Act under Section 15 are Cognizable Offense and Non-Bailable.
According to Section 154 of the Code of Criminal Procedure, 1973, any citizen can file a
complaint.

It is evident that all people, including the victims of covid lockdown and flood, become
financially strapped, so struggling to support their children, they are forced to marry off
their daughters prematurely. If we look into the matter, we find that specific causes behind
child marriage. If these causes can be identified and addressed appropriately, the path to
a better future for the girl child will be paved.

(Translated from Assamese to English)
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Chinnari Pelli Kuthullu Akkuvaitunnaru (Child Brides
Are On The Rise In The World)

Avula Yamuna
8 July 2021, V6 Velugu
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Sthreedhanakkola, 212 Maranangal, Prathikalaru
(Dowry Murders: 212 deaths; Who Are The Culprits?)

Shafeeq Thamarassery
28 June 2021, Dool news

Within 13 years, Kerala has reported 212 deaths resulting from dowry harassment; who are
the convicts? Why is the number of cases still high despite the stringent laws? A detailed
investigation.

A manual labourer from Mavoor, Kozhikode, Ahamed, led a difficult life for years. Every day,
out of the meagre amount he could earn, Ahmed would set aside a fixed sum towards
the wedding expenses of his daughters. He had to spend all his life savings to organise a
grand wedding ceremony for his eldest daughter Faseela. On top of his meagre savings,
Ahmed raised more funds through debts and loans for the wedding. He even gifted 20
coins of gold as dowry for Faseela’s in-laws. But, within days after their marriage, Faseela’s
husband, Jaisal and his family started demanding another five coins of gold.

Ahmed, dealing with severe financial struggles after the wedding ceremony, could not
meet this new demand. He had to inform Jaisal's family that he could not arrange the
gold, kickstarting Faseela’s days of ordeal at her in-law’s house. She had to face severe
harassment and torture from her husband and mother-in-law. They even denied her food
while she was pregnant. Finally, she had to yield to their threats and keep all her agony to
herself.

Amidst all this, Jaisal began raising a ruckus by accusing Faseela of carrying someone
else’s child and not his. He continuously insulted and defamed Faseela in front of friends
and relatives. Finally, Jaisal walked out of the relationship on the 38th day of their marriage,
asserting Faseela was ‘carrying someone else’s child.’

Faseela could not stand the vicious questions by her relatives and acquaintances after
returning to her parent’s home. She was still aching from the scars of emotional harassment
she had to face during the first days of her marriage. Jaisal and his family coerced Faseela
to get an abortion, but she did not comply. Faseela gave birth to twins and proved that
Jaisal was the father through a DNA test. However, Jaisal married another woman by then.

Faseela was a divorcee and a mother to two at a very young age. Yet, she struggles to
push her life forward, constantly fighting mental trauma and financial constraints. Faseela
is now moving courts to receive the compensation she deserves and the lawful alimony
to meet her children’s expenses. She further expresses her concern about finding a way
to live ahead. Faseela says that the only reason she doesn’t think about ending her life is
her children, who are dependent on her. She believes that she had to go through all these
agonies solely because Jaisal was eying only the money he would earn from this marriage.
(Names are not real)

When dowry hits, It's a headline again.

Due to the frequent dowry deaths, dowry has become a hot topic of discussion in Kerala.
As a result, dowry harassment and related deaths have flooded the news recently. Kerala
woke up to a dowry death news from Sasthamkotta, Kollam, on 21st June 2021. 24-year-old
Vismaya was found dead after being brutally assaulted by her husband Kiran Kumar, a
Motor Vehicle Inspector. Vismaya's parents had handed over 100 over of gold, 1.20 acres of
land, and a car as dowry to Kiran Kumar at the wedding.

It was reported that Kiran Kumar harassed Vismaya because he was not satisfied with
the car gifted by her parents. Friends and family have alleged that Vismaya's death is a
murder, not a suicide. Vismaya talked about her torture to her near and dear ones. Most
of her messages spoke of the torment she was going through at her husband’s house.
She had even shared with them several pictures of her bruises from the physical assaults
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she had faced. Vismaya was kicked in the face and beaten up. All these messages and
evidence were released to the public after Vismaya’s death. Kerala's social conscience
was just about recovering from the shock of this incident when more similar events were
reported from places like Vizhinjam in Thiruvananthapuram Vallikkunnam in Alappuzha.

24-year-old Archana was found dead with burn injuries in her rented house in Vizhinjam,
while 19-year-old Suchithra was found hanging in her husband'’s house in Vallikkunnam.
Another such event was a man who murdered his wife with a snakebite hit the headlines
many days earlier. Sooraj from Anchal, Pathanamthitta, hired a venomous snake and let
it loose on his wife Uthra, inducing a snakebite that took her life. Sooraj had extracted as
much money and assets as possible through dowry and decided to commit the heinous
crime when he realised he could earn nothing more from her.

In a similar case of dowry harassment, Unni, son of late cine actor Rajan P Dev, was arrested
a few weeks back. Moreover, Unni’'s wife Priyanka had committed suicide at her house in
Vembayam, Thiruvananthapuram. Vismaya, Archana and Suchithra’s ill fate has raised
the alarm regarding the social evil of dowry that is still prevalent, and discussions on the
tragedies triggered by this malpractice have rigorously sprung up everywhere.

Statistics speak

According to the New Indian Express reports, Kerala police have recorded 212 deaths related
to dowry in the last 13 years. Whereas, as per the criminal records of Kerala Police, the
state has witnessed a total of 66 dowry deaths during the previous five years. Furthermore,
official data states that 25 deaths were reported in 2016, 12 in 2017, 17 in 2018, and 6 in 2019
and 2020. At the same time, the number of harassment cases registered during this time is
more than fifteen thousand. Moreover, within the first four months of 2021, 1080 cases were
reported with husbands and in-laws as the accused.

As per the data from Kerala Police records, 74679 cases were registered concerning
atrocities against women between 2016 January and 2021 April in Kerala. Of these, 15114
cases were registered in 2016, 14263 in 2017, 13643 in 2018, 14293 in 2019, 12659 in 2020 and
4707 till April 2021. Most of these cases were reported as assaults from husbands and
relatives.

Atrocities against women

Crime 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021(Till April)

Rape/ molestation 1656 2003 2005 2076 1807 787

Sexual Harassment 4029 4413 4544 4579 4000 1331

Abduction 166 184 173 234 147 67

Harassment from husbands and relatives 3455 2856 2046 2991 2715 1080
Other Crimes 5455 4374 4397 3986 3529 1309

Total 15114 14263 13643 14293 12659 4707

Different cases get reported in the Women’s Commission, including domestic violence,
dowry harassment, atrocities against women. Among these, most of the cases belong to
dowry harassment. Between January 2010 and 23rd June 2021,1096 cases related to dowry
have been reported to the Women’s Commission.

During this time, a total of 8241 cases of atrocities against women were reported to the
Women’s Commission. These figures were apart from the 7775 cases of domestic violence
and 495 cases of abuse by the husband. According to the Women’s Commission records,
most crimes against women are committed in southern Kerala, and the least number of
crimes are reported from northern Kerala. In all the atrocities reported to the commission,
the Thiruvananthapuram district stands first in most cases. The least cases were reported
in Wayanad, closely followed by Kasaragod.
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Cases reported to Women’s Commission from 2020 till 23rd June 2021

District, Harassment against women, Dowry Harassment, Abuse by husband, Domestic
Violence.

Thiruvananthapuram 2544 447176 3476
Kollam 838126 39 656
Pathanamthitta 388 33 19 257
Alappuzha 617 81 33 447
Kottayam 682 60 38 692
Idukki 369 3513 249
Ernakulam 831 84 45 538
Thrissur 420 47 21 250
Palakkad 288 55 14 266
Malappuram 296 36 19 272
Kozhikode 385 44 30 266
Wayanad 126 20 4 101

Kannur 29416 31195
Kasaragod 163 1213 110

Total 82411096 495 7775

A survey conducted collectively by the central Women and Child Development department
and Rajagiri College has found that women between 20 and 40 years of age and from
a middle-class, upper-middle-class background face dowry harassment the most in
Kerala. The study also states that 78% of the victims are non-earning housewives, and
these women are most often silenced since they depend on their husband’s income for
survival. It further notes an increase in the atrocities against women, as elucidated from a
survey conducted in Kerala during the lockdown.

Statistics regarding victims of harassment

Aged between 20 and 40 years 80%

Unemployed wives 78%

Harassment faced in own home 92%

Women with qualifications equivalent to or higher than Plus Two 80%
lliterate 5%

Women from nuclear families 66%

Those who have own home 85%

Households controlled by the husband 60%

Alcoholic husbands 76%

Unending cases of homicides

We often come across news reports on women who lose their lives in accidents within
their households. These reports can be anything from ‘found dead in a well’ and ‘burnt to
death’, to ‘dead in a gas cylinder explosion’ and ‘died from electric shock’. Women'’s rights
activist K Ajitha, founder of ‘Anweshi’, a social collective for women, opines that each of
these news reports would have a brutally realistic story related to dowry harassment to
tell. But, unfortunately, most of these stay hidden or go unnoticed.

K. Ajitha has been engaging in social work since the 1970s and has mainly focused on
women'’s liberation movements since the 1980s. She has been involved directly and
indirectly in hundreds of women'’s struggles during the past four decades. K. Ajitha states
that in most of these atrocities against women that she has handled, dowry harassment
was very evident.

“Once a lady was admitted to Kozhikode Medical College hospital with grave burn injuries.
Her husband and in-laws had intentionally poured kerosene over her and set fire. But they
threatened her before the police could reach and get her statement. Scared, she told the
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police that it was just an accident. She succumbed to death soon after. However, she had
revealed the truth to her brother before breathing her last. The brother contacted us, and
we could provide them legal aid and all other possible support. The case was investigated
later, and the in-laws were proved guilty. They were punished. This is just one incident that
comes to my mind at once. I've had to engage with many similar events in my life”, says
K. Ajitha.

What happened to the Dowry Prohibition Act?

The Dowry Prohibition Act was enacted in India in 1961. According to the law, any exchange
of money, wealth, or other property among the two parties in a marriage is a serious
offence. The Dowry Prohibition Act was amended in 1984. The offenders are entitled to
receive imprisonment for a period not less than five years or a fine of Rs.15000. The offence
is non-bailable.

Six long decades have passed since the law was introduced. Yet, the atrocities against
women are on the rise day by day. To ensure more protection for women, a new section
498(A) was incorporated in the Indian Penal Code in 1985. Prevention of Domestic
Violence act, intended to curtail the atrocities faced by women and girl children within the
households, is equally stringent in the country. However, data and records tell us that all
these laws are nothing but a joke.

Writer and social activist CS Chandrika states that each family will have to come
forward and act responsibly to ensure that the Dowry Prohibition Act is not violated. “It
should not be in vain that the country has a strong women’s act. This act is a result of
the nationwide protests and legal demands put forth by the revolutionary women and
women's organisations who have fiercely responded to the numerous deaths of women
due to dowry harassment”, says CS Chandrika.

P. Viji, a trade union activist who works among workers of the unorganised sectors, believes
that the patriarchal attitude of the executive system is one primary reason why the laws
enforced for women often go unprotected.

“It is deeply unfortunate that discussions relating to the dowry system come up only when
women are brutally murdered. Many among our society still believe that our girl children
are married off only to cook for the husband and to give birth to his kids. Some parents
even boast about the amount of dowry they gifted to their daughter’s in-laws. All these
circumstances can be changed only if our girls realise that their goal for life should be
financial and social self-sufficiency, not marriage”, says P. Viji.

Is the women’s commission a failed project?

Kerala women’s commission was formed on 3rd March 1996, following the model set by
the National Women’s Commission, with a solid intention to enforce laws for the social
betterment of women in Kerala and also for preventing crimes that are targeted at
women. However, hundreds of cases are still waiting to be solved before the commission.
The commission allegedly takes every case forward to off-the-court settlements instead
of bringing the culprits before the law.

“In most of the cases, while we get equipped to move ahead with strong legal measures,
the survivor or her relatives will approach us seeking a compromise with the other party.
They often fear that the woman'’s life will be affected if they move legally. In such cases, we
will be sometimes forced to go for settlement talks on humane grounds. This cannot be
considered as dereliction of duty”, says a member of the women’s commission who does
not wish to reveal their name.

A television programme aired by Manorama News with the former Women’s Commission
Chairperson MC Josephine was widely discussed on social media. A lady from Ernakulam
had telephoned to the programme and tried to share a complaint with MC Josephine, to
which the former chairperson responded rudely. The public criticised this and gave rise to
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an intense hue and cry to remove her from the position. Eventually, the state government
had to remove MC Josephine from the Women’'s Commission.

According to researcher and social activist Aswathy Senan, women who approach the
commission have been facing such unpleasant experiences for ages now. However, it
became a severe issue because the response occurred publicly in a channel programme.
Shefurther asks how many of us would have come forward to fight for justice if a complainant
had shared such an experience she faced from the chairperson behind closed doors while
in an examination.

“We consider the women’s commission to be a supreme institution which is bound to
safeguard women's rights and ensure justice. Unfortunately, even this institution is led by a
patriarchal value system. Unattended cases pile up before the commission, some of them
get washed away, and women are forced to withdraw their complaints all because this
value system rules here”, says Aswathy Senan.

When dowry tortures vulnerable families

In 2016, Velayudhan, a resident of Chevayur, Kozhikode, pawned the only asset he had
to hold his daughter's wedding ceremony — 9 cents of land on which his house stands.
He borrowed three lakhs from a bank with this land as a surety. For several months after
his daughter’'s marriage, Velayudhan paid the bank regularly. In an unfortunate incident,
Velayudhan fell and injured his leg badly. He had to take a break from his lottery selling job
for a while. This resulted in the accumulation of paying dues with the bank.

Loan and its interest increased his debt every day until he realised that the sum was too big
for him to handle. He informed the bank authorities that he could not repay this considerable
sum, following which they confiscated and attached his property. Bank officials sealed the
house. Velayudhan and his wife Sujatha did not have any other place to go. They spend
the entire lockdown period on the verandah of this house amidst the threat of Covid.

When the government had instructed all citizens to stay indoors due to the lockdown, this
elderly Dalit couple had to spend months on a verandah, facing many hardships, including
heavy rains. Then, they had to overcome such testing times during the autumn of their
lives, only for hefty loans to pay the dowry for their daughter's marriage.

V. C. Jenni, an Anti-Sarfaesi activist, has many similar stories to share. She has been
actively involved with families pushed into the bottomless pits of debt by marriage and
dowry expenses. Most of them even lost their homes and savings. For example, Jenni says
that many families in Vypin, Cherai, and Fort Kochi in Ernakulam have lost their homes,
falling prey to the Sarfaesi Act.

The dowry system lands these families into such misfortunes.

“Most of the commoners like manual labourers and workers end up taking loans from
banking institutions or private financial firms solely because they need money to marry
off their daughters. Their greatest ambition is to see their kids get married at any cost. So,
these economically struggling families pawn their only asset, which is most probably their
home, to get loans at high interest rates. Interest amounts slowly get accumulated on top
of the debt, and these poor working-class families will eventually fail to make the monthly
payment regularly. Following this, officials will confiscate their house and property. Each
district in Kerala has many such families who have lost their houses and land after holding
weddings for their daughters”, says V. C. Jenni.

Dowry harassment — can the reasons be confined to financial interests?

Experts from the field of mental health evaluate that there might be many hidden reasons
behind the alarming increase in dowry harassment, suspicions and murders. They assert
that frequent harassment towards a wife is not just a case of poor demeanour but an issue
of mental health that needs to be treated.
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Dr. Leela, a mental health specialist and counsellor at a private hospital in Thrissur,
observes that the commendable progress marked by women in Kerala’s socio-economic
and educational sector in the last few years. This has shaken the sense of dominance
nurtured by men creating an inferiority complex in them.

“Boys who receive unnecessary privileges from childhood will eventually start believing that
women are somehow inferior to them. They tend to consider women objects they can use,
and are taught not to respect women at all. This leads them to a stage where they assault
women physically and emotionally”, says Dr. Varghese Punnoos, Head of the Department
of Psychiatry, Kottayam Medical College, in a response provided to Deshabhimani.

The unwritten dowry law is prevalent equally in all social groups, irrespective of religion,
caste and community. The existing laws and systems are incapable of preventing this
social evil, which mainly affects socially backward, financially unstable communities the
hardest. Every year, many girls take their own lives or are murdered. Most victims tend to
tolerate all the oppressions and lead miserable lives. Our girls are struggling through their
lives, nursing their bruised cheeks and shattered hearts.

Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan had made strong statements regarding this issue in his
press meet. “ Do not forgive and tolerate. Never pass on such flawed visions and values to
our children. We, as a society, should reform our marriage system. We should realise that
marriage is not an occasion to exhibit the wealth of families. Parents should realise that
this barbaric system of dowry transforms our girl children to mere commodities”, says the
Chief Minister.

The government has also pointed out that the proper action will be taken against people
committing crimes against women. The Domestic Conflict Resolution Centre system works
in every district to prevent atrocities against women. This is a system in which the victims
can raise their complaints online, and respective district police heads can directly attend
to these complaints through the web. The government has now issued instructions to
implement this system effectively and immediately respond to the complaints received.
Another online venture called ‘Aparajitha’” has been introduced to receive complaints
regarding women's cybercrimes and find expert solutions.

(Translated from Malayalam to English)
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Violence Against Women: A Reality That Goes Un-Or-
Under-Reported, And Largely Unnoticed In Kashmir

Haroon Reshi
13 August 2021, Kashmir Images, Kashmir Uzma

On the evening of August 08, Laila Qureshi, a well-known psychologist and mental health
counsellor in Srinagar, through social media platforms, sought financial help for a female
victim of “domestic violence”, who according to Qureshi had been “brutally beaten” by
her husband causing her “a miscarriage” some time ago. The husband allegedly threw
her wife out of the house, and now she is living in a pathetic condition in a rented room.
Earlier last month, Qureshi shared the ordeal of a woman on her Facebook wall who was
beaten up and injured by her brother. She also shared a picture of a medical prescription
from SMHS Hospital confirming injuries to the victim. Ironically, the woman from Srinagar’s
downtown has already been subjected to alleged domestic violence by her in-laws, and
now she lives at her parental home, where her brother beat her up.

“The information about such incidents, occurring in every part of the Valley, comes into our
notice on a regular basis. | also get complaints about such incidents through social media
platforms. Usually, | try to meet the victims in-person to ensure their situation doesn’t go
out of control. In most cases, | do well to settle the matters by using counselling methods.
However, sometimes cases of serious nature come to me and | immediately inform
the police and other law-enforcing agencies about these cases,” Qureshi told ‘Kashmir
Images’, adding that the incidence of domestic violence has risen in Kashmir, particularly
since the outbreak of the Covid pandemic last year.

The situation in terms of domestic violence in the Valley can be gauged by the fact that
several deaths, allegedly caused by the domestic violence, occurred in recent months.In
early March this year, a 32-year-old woman, mother of two minor children, in Rampora
village of north Kashmir’'s Bandipora district, died by suicide. Her parental family accused
her husband and in-laws of forcing the woman to kill herself. In addition, they claimed tha
the deceased was being constantly harassed for dowry by her in-laws.

On April 07, Raja Banoo, 54, succumbed to burn injuries in a Srinagar hospital. She was
allegedly set on fire by her in-laws at Aakhoora Mattan of south Kashmir's Anantnag
district on March 25. As a result, she had suffered burn injuries on more than 50 per cent
of her body.During her treatment in Srinagar’s SMHS Hospital, Banoo had recorded a video
clip in which she accused her in-laws of assaulting her and setting her ablaze.This video
went viral on social media platforms. Her kin claimed that the victim had been subjected
to domestic violence since her marriage nine years ago.

A couple of days later, on April 10, a 32-year-old woman, a mother of two kids, ended her life
by suicide in the same district. Police registered an FIR against her husband for abetment
to suicide and domestic violence.Following the incident, the outraged relatives of the dead
woman torched her in-laws’ house. They accused that the in-laws of the deceased, who
was into the seventh year of her marriage, forced her to take this extreme step.

The National Family Health Survey (NFHS) conducted by the Union Ministry of Health has
revealed that 9.6 percent of women in the age group 18-49 experienced domestic violence
in 2019-20. In addition, the report released last year states that most sexual harassment
and domestic abuse cases occur in rural areas.

According to this survey, five per cent of rural women of age group 18-29 have experienced

sexual violence at the age of 18, while 1.4 per cent of urban women have faced sexual

violence at the age of 18.The latest data regarding the violence against women in Kashmir
is not available yet. However, 3,069 cases, including rape, molestation, and domestic 101

\(/iolenc):e in Kashmir in 2019, have been reported by the National Crime Records Bureau
NCRB).
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Women Helpline data, launched in October 2017 by the government, also suggests that
crimes against women are a matter of routine in J&K. According to last year’s data, as
many as 992 cases, including 619 domestic violence cases, have been registered through
this service only between April and September 2020.

Experts say that cases of domestic violence are under-reported in Kashmir. “We do not have
any research-based data available here to gauge the actual situation about domestic
violence. As per my understanding, most of the domestic violence cases are not reported
here, mostly because of the social stigma attached to these incidents. The cases are also
under-reported because of the traditional mindset of our woman folk. We traditionally
feed our daughters that they are supposed to be tolerant to the excesses by their inlaws.”
Ezabir Ali, who works for women's rights in J&K, told ‘Kashmir Images’.She says that J&K
lacks a proper investigating mechanism and law enforcement in terms of the crimes
against women.”Closure of the State Women Commission has added to the helplessness
of already distressed women.” Pertinently, the Jammu and Kashmir State Commission for
Protection of Women and Child Rights (commonly known as Women’s Commission) and
six other commissions were closed down in J&K following the abrogation of Article 370
twoyears ago."To establish a new commission here is indispensable. There were hundreds
of cases related to the crimes against women pending in the commission when it was
closed down. Government should restore the earlier commission here.” Vasundhra Pathak
Masoodi, a Supreme Court lawyer and the last person to head the J&K State Women'’s
Commission before it was closed down post-August 05, 2009, told ‘Kashmir Images’. She
added, “It is a matter of discomfort to see how domestic violence cases are cropping up
in Kashmir, which is otherwise a place where people are known for their high moral values.

“During my tenure as head of the Women'’s Commission, | came across many women who
have been tortured and harassed, even burnt for dowry. Even at this time, | get complaints
regarding domestic violence in the Valley through my personal contacts. The government
needs to restore the commission here,” says Masoodi.More than a year after the Women’s
Commission was closed down in J&K, the National Commission for Women (NCW) held a
three-day public hearing of the cases, including domestic violence cases, in Srinagar on
February 12-14 this year.After the event, Rekha Sharma, chairperson of NCW, told the media
that she had not expected that there would be complaints about the dowry issues, which
is one of the causes of domestic violence here.

Mir Suheel, a senior researcher at the University of Kashmir, who has plenty of case studies
about domestic violence in Kashmir, believes that women are usually being treated and
controlled like objects in Kashmir do not have souls and emotions.

“Womenfolk in Kashmir are continuously subjected to suppression. In many cases, they
are not allowed to speak up or express their feelings and emotions. Due to the constant
oppression, many women have even forgotten to complain or seek their rights. The taboos
have been attached to their mental states to the extent that they have stopped speaking
up,” Mir told ‘Kashmir Images’. He added, “Ours is a patriarchal society. It is almost always
the women who are subjected to domestic violence, not only after their marriages but
even before marriages at their parental homes. We have a large number of documented
cases pointing to the horrible condition of the women in our society”.

Jammu and Kashmir need a comprehensive policy to stop the incidence of domestic
violence and protect womenfolk’s rights. To prevent the rising crimes against women, the

UT needs a suitable investigation mechanism and fast-track courts to ensure distressed
women get justice.
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WOMEN AND CHILDREN: RIGHTS AND
ENTITLEMENTS

For many years women have been fighting for their rights, addressing inequality and
campaigning tochange laws, even taking to the streets todemand theirrights be respected.
The media had given women space to speak up and be heard, encouraging solidarity and
collecting shared experiences. However, they continue to be on the periphery of society
as various indicators show. The pandemic undermined fundamental rights, and we must
learn lessons from its impact on women to ensure that robust policies are put in place so
that they are no longer marginalised.

This section highlights the plight of women, children and sexual minorities when denied
fundamental rights. Puja Singh's article, ‘AT I G S I e O hdd’, depicts the
importance of breastfeeding and its benefits to promote good health for both the child
and the mother. The article highlights the poor ratio of breastfed children after birth in
Jharkhand and its effects. Inderpreet Singh in his article, TuATd felelT faeiaT bl Hergsila uges,
JE3ITd FACl Bhd dies dl dul-duf &d Hb it §afedr, focuses on the steps taken by the
Education Department of Punjab to change the mindset of the society toward gender
sensitivity. Efforts are being made to bring about gender equality right from school to
discourage the present and future generation girls from facing discrimination. Lessons on
respecting women and gender balance are being introduced in school curricula.

The article, ‘Gender Gap: Haryana Women Fall Behind In Vaccination Drive’, written by
Bhartesh Singh Thakur presents the stark reality of women falling behind men in getting
vaccinated. States lagging are Haryana, Punjab, Delhi, J&K. However, on the positive side,
states like Andhra Pradesh, Kerala, Puducherry, Chhattisgarh have recorded more women
getting vaccinated as compared to men. Although the Union Cabinet in January 2020
allowed women the right to get an abortion as part of reproductive rights and gender
justice, there remain some loopholes. In her article ‘How The New Abortion Law Fails To Give
Women Absolute Rights Over Their Bodies’, Shahina KK discusses the law and how it hampers
and interferes with the bodies of women.In addition, the law does not accommodate non-
medical concerns over the economic costs of raising a child, effects on career decisions,
or any other personal considerations.

Menstrual hygiene is yet another taboo topic that rarely gets written about in mainstream
media. In her article, 'How Pad Bank Set Up By Allahabad University Students Is Helping
Slum Residents Junk Rags’, Jyoti Yadav presents the challenges women and girls in slums
in the outskirts of Prayagraj face during menstruation. The poor economic situation led
to the inability to spend on pads, forcing them to use cloth. The locals are also unaware
of Jan Aushadhi centres providing pads at Re.l apiece. Jyoti emphasises that periods are
still a hush-hush topic, and menstrual education is still considered unnecessary. The Pad
Bank is an initiative that provides free pads to needy women and girls. ‘Thamizhagathil
Athigarikum Kuzhanthai Thirumanagal: Pen Kuzhathaigal Paathukapil Tamizhagam
Pinokki Selkiratha? (Is Tamil Nadu Lagging Behind In Girl Child Protection)’, by Indumathy. G
highlights the practices of child marriage She notes that child marriages have increased by
40% during the pandemic in the villages and suburbs of Chennai and therefore preventing
child marriages must become a necessary movement.

The translated article, ‘Adavallem Thakkuva (Women Can Run Home and Earn Money)’
also written by Avula Yamuna focuses on women and finances and how men primarily
dominate decision-making in the home. She notes that women are not involved in financial
matters in many families despite consistently managing the household budgets. They can
play an equal role in securing their family’s future just like men. But their essential function
103 is not recognized. The article focuses on the main question: When will we as a society
learn to accept women as decision-makers?
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According to ‘The Mobile Gender Gap Report’, 35% of active users in India are women.
Priyanka Tupe’s ‘Where ‘Digital India’ Is Out Of Range’ focuses on the widening gender
gap in access to education during the pandemic. Girls are missing out on education
because they can’t access online and distance learning and are the first to be pulled out
of school, put to work and care for younger siblings when families face economic hardship.
Despite having good academic records, girls do not get support from their families. Digital
education during the pandemic has worsened the disparity between boys and girls,
forcing girls to leave their education. ‘HAfEeaT3{ b 3MTee(vT oTal, felell a derchbicheul UTfeC, dulld
aﬁr:ﬁ%ﬁ:ﬁaﬁ@maﬁaz written by Inderpreet Singh focuses on the need of women's
education and empowerment which is the need of the hour rather than reservation. Even if
women are elected based on reservation, they lag due to a lack of education. On the other
hand, educated women have performed better than men. In the last article, ‘In Search Of
Freedom From Loitering To Uproot The Exploitation,” Priyanka Tupe, describes how children
with the assistance of the NGO CORO are instrumental in bringing water and electricity
to their village apart from starting an Anganwadi. The NGO also helped in mobilising the
youth in breaking gender stereotypes by having boys perform tasks that were traditionally
looked upon as roles for girls.
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Gender Gap:Haryana Women Fall Behind In Vaccination

Drive
Bhartesh Singh Thakur
4 August 2020, The Tribune

Even as the share of women deaths in total Covid casualties jumped to 37.5 per cent in
Haryana, their share in the vaccination remains smaller than men.From the start of the
pandemic to March 31, there were 1,030 (32.6 percent) women deaths out of 3,155 total
casualties. But the share jumped to 37.5 per cent on August 3, as the last four months-April,
May, June, and July-alone contributed 2,588 female deaths.

However, till July 29, against 1,000 men who received the Covid vaccine dose in Haryana,
only 806 women reached vaccination centres for the jab. This is far fewer than the Census
2011 sex ratio in the state which was recorded at 879. Even the projected sex ratio is 887 in
Haryana for 2021, as per the Census of India report on population projections (2019). These
facts have come to light in a reply of the Ministry of Health and Family Welfare (MoH&FW)
on August 3 to a question on the gender gap in vaccination in the Rajya Sabha. Till July 29,
in Haryana, 62.78 lakh men have received doses against 50.63 women, as per the CoWin
portal.

The figure of Punjab is worse with just 797 women receiving the vaccination against
1,000 men. The projected sex ratio in Punjab for 2021 is 903. Chandigarh too presents a
poor picture with 777 women receiving doses against 1,000 men. The projected sex ratio
here is 847 for 2021. On the other hand, more women have received doses in Himachal
Pradesh than men. Against 1,000 men, 1033 women have received vaccination here. Here,
the projected sex ratio is 972 for 2021. Andhra Pradesh (1,201), Kerala (1,083), Puducherry
(1,037), and Chhattisgarh (1,001) too have recorded more women getting vaccinated in
comparison to men. But Dadra and Nagar Haveli (427), Daman and Diu ?586), J&K (714),
Delhi (740), Nagaland (751), and Uttar Pradesh (757) are on the lower side.

Overall, in the entire country, 876 women have got vaccinated against 1,000 men. The
projected sexratio is 948. The MoH&FW reasoned, “At the beginning of Covid-19 vaccination
program, pregnancy and lactation were contraindications for vaccination. On the basis
of the review of available scientific evidence and consensus of stakeholders, Ministry of
Health and Family Welfare has approved vaccination of lactating women on May 19 and
of pregnant women on July 2”. It added, “Further, States/UTs have been provided detailed
guidance on preparing counselling and vaccination plans for pregnant women”.

Prof. Aswini Nanda, from Centre for Research in Rural and Industrial Development (CRRID),
Chandigarh, who has been studying vaccine hesitancy, opined, “The gender gap has to be
understood in terms of factors such as pregnant and lactating mothers are late entrants,
women being confined to households, and need someone to escort them to vaccination
centres, and they tend to ignore their health for the family. They have less access to
information on benefits of vaccination.”

“Several women are under the influence of rumours on social media that vaccination
could affect their fertility and that they wouldn’t be able to conceive. We are fighting back
to negate this,” said Sunita Rani, Secretary, ASHA Workers Union, Haryana, who is posted in
Sonepat.

“The percentage of women will rise as the government has allowed pregnant and lactating

mothers. It is not that rumours are influencing women alone. But men also get influenced,”
said Pravesh, President, ASHA Workers Union, who is posted in Jhajjar.
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How The New AbortionLaw Fails To Give Women Absolute
Right Over Their Bodies

Shahina KK
19 April 2021, thefederal.com

When 24-year-old Neha and her partner Naveen (names changed) got pregnant, they
approached a private hospital for abortion. The hospital initially refused to do it and asked
whether this was just fun and they would marry someone else later.Later, they demanded
225,000 for the procedure. Unable to afford that amount, Neha and Naveen, who are
medical students, went to the government-run Thrissur medical college.

The junior resident doctor there refused abortion and gave her a prescription as follows:
“Came for MTP, unmarried,;

1) All investigations

2) Report with parents of the girl (father or mother) for MTP and admission”

Despite being a 24-year-old woman and a medical student, Neha was denied her right
to abort the baby and had to face humiliation as if she had committed a sin.Neha had
this experience just two weeks after the new law—The Medical Termination of Pregnancy
(Amendment) Act 2021—came into effect with the clearance of the Parliament and the
assent of the President of India.

The Act gives the right to seek abortion to unmarried women too, as it replaced the term
‘married woman and her husband’ in the original act of 1971 with ‘a woman and her partner.
However, several hospitals and doctors refuse to change.At the time of writing this report,
Neha and her partner were looking to raise money to get the abortion done at the private
hospital.

No different for married women

Isitany better for married women? Probably not. Seena (name changed), assistant professor
of English in a private college in Kerala, wanted to terminate her second pregnancy as she
did not want to have a second child for the time being.

Despite being a clear case of contraception failure, Neha was rejected by two hospitals
and had to undergo a humiliating experience as if she had been committing an offence.

“Iwent to a private hospital in my home town. The doctor was highly reluctant even to listen
to me. | tried to explain that | had been using Copper T and it was a case of contraception
failure. She said she would take the Copper T out through a surgical procedure and there
is a chance for terminating the pregnancy along with it, but she said she will certainly not
do it if there is a heartbeat for the foetus,” says Seena.

She rang up another hospital from where she got a very harsh reply at the front office.
“They told me that they would only take cases of women who took pills for abortion and
developed some complications. This is literally an attitude that pushes women into unsafe
methods to terminate pregnancy,” says Seena.

The new MTP Act

The much debated MTP Amendment Act widens the realm of medical termination of
pregnancy. Key among them is the extension of the gestation period for abortion from 12
weeks to 20 weeks.

Abortion after 24 weeks is allowed upon the advice of two doctors. This was not allowed
under the previous law. Pregnancy over a period of 24 weeks could be terminated only
upon the advice of a medical board if substantial foetal abnormality is found. This also
was also not allowed according to the previous act of 1971.
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Is the new law progressive?

Despite having forwardlooking provisions, many think thatthe law is stillnot progressive.”The
MTP Act has never had a right-based approach. It came as part of a family planning
programme. It is a provider-control act rather than one empowering a woman to exercise
her choice,” says Dr. Shubhasri B, steering committee member, Common Health, a coalition
for reproductive health and safe abortion.”Even if there are socially acceptable reasons,
still there is a medical board to decide.”

The amendments don't change the paradigm of the act. Despite extending the gestational
period and widening the scope to include unmarried women, it still demands spousal
consent and socially legitimate reasons for the termination of pregnancy, such as
pregnancy out of rape or having foetal abnormality.“It is still not a matter of right. It only
brings another group—the medical board—to the earlier list of authorities empowered to
take decisions over a woman’s choice,” says Dr. Mala Ramanathan, working editor, Indian
Journal of Medical Ethics.According to a 2015 study conducted across six states in Indiq,
a maijority of the abortions happen through unsafe methods and outside the realm of
authorised healthcare institutions under the supervision of a medical practitioner.

Most abortions happen by consuming pills provided at the chemist’s. There is no idea
whether these women get proper advice on how to use the pills for the termination of
pregnancy, nor any record of follow-up on whether these women had any post-abortion
complexities which might lead to further problems concerning reproductive health.

The social taboo around abortion remains a major hindrance.

“The morality concerns grounded in and out of religion is a very strong reason for making
abortion inaccessible to those who deserve it. | know several doctors who are very
determined that they wouldn’t provide MTP service unless on medical grounds, no matter
what the law says,” a gynaecologist and assistant professor at a government medical
college in Kerala told The Federal, adding that this pushes many women to rely on drugs
purchased from the chemist’'s and to administer the same on ‘Google knowledge'.

“Even doctors use terms such as ‘illegal pregnancy’ to refer to the pregnancy of unmarried
women. The fact is that there is nothing called legal or illegal in the realm of law.” says Dr.
Mala Ramanathan.Even after the amendment, the control lies very much with the provider
(doctor/hospital). “It is the medical practitioner who has the final say on abortion, not the
woman who wants it,” says Dr. Subhasri who is also an obstetrician gynaecologist.

A woman'’s right over her body still remains an alien concept, according to many doctors
and experts who stand for a rights-based approach in matters regarding reproductive
health.”Let alone abortion, women do not have the authority even to take an independent
decision of their own on contraception and sterilisation. | have often come across women
waiting for the consent of not only the husband, but his mother and other family members
even to insert copper T,” says Dr. Indira, gynaecologist at a private hospital in Kochi. The
infrastructural requirements specified in the law makes the availability and access to
abortion service further restricted. For administering abortion service, any healthcare
facility requires licence authorised by the district medical officer. The non-availability of
licenced services and competent doctors make abortion service highly inaccessible to
women in rural areas in India.

There are doctors and healthcare facilities making a deliberate choice not to take a
licence for MTP. “Institutions under religious establishments deliberately keep away from
taking licences. It makes it easy for them to deny the service. Apart from religious and
moral reasons, there are other factors as well,” says Dr. Mala Ramanathan, who adds that
abortion is seen as a ‘dirty job’ and those who are ready to do it are considered greedy to
make money. This is yet another factor causing resistance to abortion within the doctor’s
community, according to her. “Women are heavily dependent on the private sector for
abortion services. One reason is confidentiality. The public sector might not assure the
privacy and confidentiality they wanted,” says Dr. Subhasri.
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On the other hand, there is no institutional mechanism to regulate and control the private
sector which makes abortion service a money making business.Experts unanimously
agree that there is a complete lack of transparency with regard to the abortion service
happening in the private sector.

On one side, the privacy of the woman going for MTP needs to be guarded, on the other, the

secrecy surrounding the abortion service in the private sector makes the women extremely
vulnerable which often results in financial exploitation.
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How ‘Pad Bank’ Set Up By Allahabad University Students
Is Helping Slum Residents Junk Rags

Jyoti Yadav
1 August 2021, The Print

Shuruaat Pad Bank — set up in January 2021 — offers free pads to beneficiaries. It has
around 300 beneficiaries from slums across Prayagra;.

Prayagraj: For Sarita Bansal, 41, a daily-wager who lives in a slum on the outskirts of
Prayagraj, rags had always been the undisputed resource during “that time of the month”,
or menstruation. It is a practice she passed on to three of her four daughters who have
already hit puberty.

Sanitary napkins, she told ThePrint at her kutcha house on a rainy day this week, were out
of the question. “It is so costly. Who would pay Rs 30 per month?” she said, under a leaking
polythene roof. “There are already 4 menstruating women in the house. It means we have
to spend Rs 120 a month. My next daughter will be hitting puberty in a year or two. That
means we will have to spend at least Rs 150 a month.

“l earn Rs 500 in 15 days by making dalia (wooden baskets) and my husband is out of work
on most days. The lockdown made it more difficult as we did not have any means to earn
our bread.”

A neighbour of Bansal at the slum, known locally as ‘Alopi Bagh Chungi’, echoed her
concerns. “We have been used to using clothes for ages now. It's uncomfortable in the
beginning but we learn to adjust to it with time,” she said, adding that her daughter had
many complaints about it. But the situation is changing for Bansal, her neighbour, and
around 300 women from slums across Prayagraj — Lal Kothi, Lookarganj, Tularam Bagh,
Hari Nagar Basti and Namani Basti — with the emergence of the ‘Shuruaat Pad Bank'.

An initiative of a group of current and former Allahabad University students, the bank — set
up in January 2021 — offers free pads to beneficiaries. All they have to do is reach out to
them around their expected menstruation dates. Run on donations, the bank is an offshoot
of an education initiative for the underprivileged — ‘Shuruaat Ek Jyoti Shiksha Ki’ — founded
in 2016 by Abhishek Shukla, 30, who did his postgraduation in social work from Allahabad
University.

“During the lockdown period (at the time of the second wave), the bank really became a
lifeline for us,” said Renu Devi, one of the beneficiaries.

A hush-hush topic
The slum where the Bansals live accommodates around 3,000 people from the Scheduled
Castes. Most residents are daily-wage labourers who alternate between different kinds of
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work — from rag-picking to plastic collection and serving as waiters at weddings. The two-
room Bansal home has walls caked with dung that crack during heavy rain. They don't
have a toilet, much like most of their neighbours. “We go outside in the dark,” said Nandini,
15, one of Sarita’s daughters, pointing to a place at a distance, when asked about access
to basic hygiene.

Before the pad bank camein, the awareness about menstrual hygiene was next to negligible
as well.Menstruation, which is associated with many myths in Indian households, remains
a taboo subject for many people. The hush-hush treatment given to the biological function
forces many girls and women to resort to unhealthy measures like rags to address the
bleeding.Menstrual hygiene is important not just for a girl’'s physical health — poor hygiene
practices may make her vulnerable to infections — but also her confidence and mobility.
As UNICEF points out, it may affect her attendance in school as well as participation in
community life.

Since 2018, as part of a central government initiative, sanitary napkins have been given
out at Jan Aushadhi Centres around the country. The pads are priced at Re 1 apiece. But
the women at AlopiBagh Chungi that ThePrint spoke to said they had never heard of the
scheme.lt was this lack of awareness that Abhishek and his fellow volunteers sought to
tackle with the bank.

‘We have come a long way’

The idea for Shuruaat Ek Jyoti Shiksha Ki, Abhishek said, struck him after a chance
encounter.”One day, | was at a red light and spotted a young girl. | asked the girl, who was 8
years old, why she didn’t go to school. She replied that she had to look after her 5-year-old
brother,” Abhishek added. “I was so bothered by the thought of an 8-year-old girl looking
after her 5-year-old brother, | started this education initiative and got it registered the
same year.

“Within 6 months, more students joined the initiative (as volunteers) and started teaching
the kids. We took classes in open spaces such as parks,” he said. “As the pandemic hit the
country, we had to rent a two-storey building so that the kids don’t drop out. We also take
care of their tuition fees.”As of now, Abhishek said, 150 students — 80 of them girls — are
enrolled with the group. Out of the 80 girls, 50 are also beneficiaries of the pad bank.

The pad bank emerged when the volunteers noticed the lack of awareness regarding
menstrual hygiene among their girl students and their families. A monthly workshop
followed, where they sought to disseminate information about menstruation and the
requisite hygiene practices. Two of the volunteer teachers, Anjali and Shalini, both aged 28,
also started a conversation about periods in the classrooms.

“From not mentioning the word periods in our day-to-day conversation, to asking for the
pads without any hesitation, we have come a long way,” said Anjali.“But we faced rigidity
from the community. They reacted to the menstrual talk as if it was some alien concept,”
she added. “It was justified on their part as the first thing that comes to their mind is earning
their bread and butter.”

Abhishek said the pad bank was the result of months of continuous efforts. “The word
spread fast and we have women from different slums as beneficiaries,” he added.The
biggest challenge for the volunteers, he said, was to maintain consistency. “We did not
want women to use it once and then go back to age-old practices in the absence of
free pads. We maintain records and do follow-ups. According to our registered numbers,
most women have had access to menstrual hygiene for six months at a stretch now,” he
added.”"We look forward to the day when Nandini’s sister does not have to use a cloth
instead of a pad,” he said. “We are working in that direction. With individual support, we are
able to sustain the bank.”

(Edited by Sunanda Ranjan)
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Thamizhagathil Athigarikum Kuzhanthai
Thirumanagal: Pen Kuzhathaigal Paathukapil
Tamizhagam Pinokki Selkiratha? (Is Tamil Nadu
Lagging Behind In Girl Child Protection?)

Indumathy.G
7 July 2021, Hindu Tamil Thisai
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Adavallem Thakkuva (Women Can Run Home And Earn
Money Also)

Avula Yamuna
6 August 2021, V6 Velugu
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Where ‘Digital India’ is Out Of Range!
Priyanka Tupe
8 July 2021, marathi.thewire.in

Bhagyashree Bokad is from the Bhoirwadi area of Pimpalgaon, a part of the Junnar region
of the Pune district. She is a first-year B.A. student of Annasaheb Waghire college located in
the Otur part of Pimpalgaon. As the daily commute to the college from her residence is not
feasible, she lives in the tribals’ government-provided hostel. The daily bus makes only one
trip between Bhoirwadi and Otur. If it is already overcrowded, many girls from Otur will miss
their college. During the COVID-19 crisis, as the college education in the entire state became
onling, it proved to be a crisis for the likes of Bhagyashree. Her family sustains an income
dependent on daily wages, and there are three students in her family - she and her two
brothers. They shared just one smartphone. Under these circumstances, Bhagyashree had
no recourse other than to join the daily-wages workforce while her younger brother would
attend lectures on the mobile. In a challenging situation like this, the family scrambled
together, working on daily wages for a few months, and managed to purchase a mobile
phone worth Rupees 10,000. Apart from that, Mr. Anil Sable, a local government official and
author-activist, helped them acquire a second-hand laptop. It was then Bhagyashree'’s
education became streamlined again. Nevertheless, sporadic electricity supply and
unreliable internet access continue to be hurdles in this process.

All these are recent developments specific to the lockdown and its aftermath. However, it
does not mean all was well before, for the education of girls like Bhagywashree who hail
from the local Mahadev Koli, Katkari, Adivasi communities. A big part of the problem was
about technical education and its resources. The nature and the extent of unemployment
are such that even people with a degree in conventional subjects are jobless - let alone
these girls. These girls cannot afford education in professional subjects. So they go for
nursing courses besides their conventional B.A. and M.A. courses. And when this is not
sufficient, they further go after courses like typing, computer education, spoken English,
soft skills - stuff that everyone in today’s world needs. But in this day and age, it is a luxury
for these girls to handle a college-lab computer - let alone have a laptop of their own.

Says Bhagywashree, “If Anil uncle (Mr. Anil Sable) from the Aashramshala (government-
run) had not paid my fees for the MSCIT or the typing courses, then | would not be able to
do those. There is no way my parents, who are daily wage workers, would afford it. Even
| have to go for the same farm jobs in my spare time. It helps get food on the table, but
where is the money for a computer?”

This is the ground reality of hundreds of girls like Bhagyashree. Mr. Anil Sable, a IV-grade
employee of the Government-run schools for tribals, has paid nearly 25-30 girls’ fees for
the MSCIT course. His sole mission is to educate the economically deprived class girls from
the Junnar area. Lately, he has received much support from some folks from the literary
community like Mangesh Kale, Cicilia Carvallo, Shivkanya Shashi, Jayashree Joshi, Gulab
Sapkal. NRIs like Praveen Kshirsagar too joined in the effort.

We have witnessed a precarious situation in educational systems in the wake of the
COVID 19 pandemic and its aftermath. All the ballyhoo about the “Glory of the New Digital
India” aside, it is abundantly clear that millions of Indian students dealing with the lack
of infrastructure and resources face complex realities daily. Even in the absence of the
pandemic, things like ‘Digital India, Digital Education’ are nothing but pipe dreams for
millions of these students. It is a far fetched dream for many of these girls even to have
their email account. ‘Come on, who these days deals with this!” one might wonder. But
|, for one, have seen how these girls are finding something for writing an email to be a
monumental task.

Girls from a few villages in the Aalephata part of the Junnar Tehsil of Pune walk 5-6
Kilometers every day to reach school. They attend school after taking care of the
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household duties, working on farm jobs in summer and winter vacations, traversing
through challenging terrains, at times, facing the risks of the leopards. Finally, overcoming
challenging obstacles, they graduate from secondary school. After that, the million-dollar
question: what next? “Career counselling” is a luxury most tribal girls cannot afford. There
is a significant disparity between the urban class students who have ample opportunities,
avenues, and amenities and these students from deprived classes from distant regions.
Acute poverty, lack of resources, years of famine, depleting income and eroding land pose
daunting challenges and consume whatever energy and will they have left. How will they
build the necessary resources to carve a career out?

Venturing out a mere 70 to 80 KMs out of Pune, one can quickly meet these struggling
students. Such is the plight of the Mahadev Koli and the Thakar communities residing in the
hilly areas. They sustain a tiny piece of farmland upon which some unreliable rice grows.
The recourse is to do hard labour in brick factories or someone’s farms or fishing - equally
unpredictable and bringing in hardly an income. Young children save some money for
their education from their share of hard labour. Girls have it worse than boys as, besides
school-work and labour at workplaces, they also have domestic duties. And in a family
with siblings, if there is just one resource like a laptop computer available, then the male
heir becomes its rightful owner. Often the family scene is that the girl would work on a farm
while her brother attends online lectures.

The gender disparity in educational resources is not a gift of the pandemic. It has been
a trend that has followed decades since women’s education itself made its humble
beginning a century and a quarter ago. The pandemic just made the problem acute. Alfia
is a young girl from the Govandi area of Mumbai. When her father lost his factory job, he
started manufacturing masks. It barely provides for the family. The only smartphone in
the family went to the elder brother appearing for the crucial year of higher secondary
entrance. Says Alfia, “Of course my brother’s important year meant he would get the smart
phone. In any case, | could not secure college admission despite scoring 71 percent, thanks
to our poor conditions. My teacher was even ready to pay my tuition fees, but where would
one get a mobile phone?”

Because of this, Mr. Anil Sable made it his mission to get computer technology education for
these Adivasi girls of his area. When asked why he specifically helped girls when even boys
need this, he responded, “These girls lead all their lives in an acute sense of deprivation.
They know they are not meant to receive higher education and expect themselves to
get married off early. In the likely event of them getting married even before their basic
education, there ought to be something that would help them get a job. These days a basic
introduction to technology is an absolute must. There is a high degree of alcoholism in
Mahadev Koli, Adivasi class people. The chances that these girls will deal with uncertainties
are substantial. This is why | spend all my energy on the girls who are much less privileged
than the boys.”

Mr. Anil Sable made his initial expenses to get these girls MSCIT course admissions. As a
result, approximately 25 girls have completed the course - along with typing too, in some
cases. Reshma Pote, Rekha Bhalchim, Kasturi Bhalchim, Gauri Dabhade, Asmita Waje,
Vrushali Dharade - to name a few.

“Afterall, how much should an MSCIT course cost?” might be a question a well-to-do person
might ask, but 4000 rupees is still a considerable amount for many girls to pay for a course
like MSCIT. Shilpa Bokad added to this, “Owing to the lockdown, everything was closed,
including the schools and hostels. It costs a hundred rupees daily to go to the Tehsil and
attend the course. How do we arrange this money everyday? If one takes the morning bus,
the class is over in an hour and a half. Then we wait for the evening bus. Eat our homemade
lunch somewhere. There is not even a public toilet for us anywhere. But Anil Sable Uncle
allowed us to stay in the hostel during this time.lt is a problem not just to pay for the course
fees. Even the commute is a problem. Someone like Sheetal Barde received a bicycle from
Mr. Sable, who took assistance from his friend.”
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When the girls were asked as to how this course is helping them, says Shilpa Bokad, “We
would have to go to tahsil place and visit a Net-cafe to fill out any online exam or admission
form prior to this. A hundred Rupees for the commute, additional hundred plus at the Net
cafe and more for getting photocopies and additional prints. So we used to lose a day’s
worth of wages just for this. With the completion of course we can at least fill out the forms
all by ourselves. Who knows, we might land a job tomorrow. Here is some hoping for it.”

While spending time with these girls, | observed how getting to handle a computer, getting
to see it, use it, and own it is a dream-like situation for these girls. Something ordinarily
available to many women is not the case for these girls. Studies are conducted under the
“Digital Divide” research area as to how this unequal and unfair distribution of resources
affects the deprived class people, especially women. The National Statistical Organization’s
survey was published last year in September. Data was compiled between July 2017 and
June 2018, according to which, only 10 per cent of Indian households have a laptop or
mobile/tablet/desktop. Only 25 per cent of households have internet connectivity (this
includes mobile internet, wi-fi, broadband etc.) While 42 per cent of urban houses have
net connections, only 15 per cent from the rural areas did. Kerala is the only state with
moderate success, with 67 per cent urban connectivity and 39 per cent rural connectivity.
This helps us gauge the nature and the extent of the ‘Digital Divide’ in India.

While dealing with the dual challenges of lack of connectivity and technology training, |
came across d shocking aspect revealed by these Junnar Adivasi girls. They mentioned
that they were never exposed to a computer throughout their school years, let alone
receiving any training. No one has ever seen the computer lab of the school. Says Shilpa
Bokad, “Every day a yellow car would visit our school. It had a few computers. Every class
would get half an hour daily to visit that car for the computer training. And yet most of us
would not even get to touch a computer.”

Upon hearing this, | tried to contact the Project Officer of the Junnar Ghodegaon region,
Ms. Jagruti Kumre. | meant to ask questions about the lack of attention paid to the tech
education in schools, whether there was any truth to what these girls were saying, and
whether the Adivasi department of the state can impart them a better education about
what the Government policies are. But, unfortunately, | never got any response from that
side.

Mr. Anil Sable has published a collection of Marathi poetry titled “Tahora” a few years ago.
His latest collection of Marathi stories, titled “Piwla piwla pachola”, has been published
by Papyrus. He is finding his footing as an author. Lone soldiers like Mr. Sable are trying to
get the Adivasi girls of his region some “Digital Space”. Of course, even boys would deal
with these problems. Hence | inquired with Mr. Sable about the situation with the Adivasi
boys. He responded with a resigned tone that the boys seem significantly less inclined to
education in general. It is essential to understand the complex socio-economic factors
behind such shocking realities. | consulted Dr. Milind Bokil, a renowned author, researcher
and scholar of Adivasi life.

“In Junnar, Alephata areq, reside 3 tribes mainly. Mahadev Koli, Thakar and Katkari. Of these,
Mahadev Koli and Thakar possess tiny pieces of land. All that is located in the remote hilly
areas. Katkaris do not have land of their own. They try to sustain through hard labour and
fishing. Of course there is a vast gap between the income from agriculture and that of
factory jobs. As a result , the male members of the Katkari household deal with a lot of
frustration dealing with the low income, family responsibilities and failure to meet them.
Sometimes accidents happen at the workplace and that throws them to alcoholism.
Sometimes alcoholism leads to workplace injuries. It is a vicious circle. It is not only the
story of Adivasis. It is the case for male members of all deprived classes who are victims
of frustration and alcoholism. They find little interest in education as it is not catered to
the life they live. It is also a question of use of the language. The education in our system
is not skill-based and there is little hope in landing any employment. The employment
opportunities in this class were very low even before the pandemic. Compared to this,
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there is much greater inclination among the Adivasi girls for getting educated. They have
the fear of getting married off early if their education stops. So, to support their families,
to postpone their own weddings these girls show tremendous zeal in pursuing their own
education. Women in these areas of Maharashtra have evolved tremendously and its
good effects are visible in the Adivasi areas. The women'’s self help groups have brought
women together and even that has some positive effect.”

Bokils is a well-known Marathi author who thoroughly studied Katakri tribals and their
social problems.

(Translated from Marathi to English)
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In Search Of Freedom From Loitering To Uproot The

Exploitation
Priyanka Tupe
30 September 2021, marathi.thewire.in

They stepped out to experience freedom! At first out of their homes, then in their allies, and
then further out; in the police station, in the Government office, and suddenly even in the
hill station of Matheran with no one parenting them, except their own Ratna taai. While
exploring the expanse of their freedom, they saw that it is not restricted only to their own.
So what exactly did they do?

Bheem Nagar, the ghetto on the edge of the Mumbai suburb of Mankhurd, is besieged by
sledge and mud all through the heavy monsoon. One would wonder if we are anywhere
near a modern metropolis - let alone be a part of it, a labyrinth of seemingly endless
rows of rundown, dilapidated housings along the overflowing sewage lines. Conspicuous
by their absence are basic amenities like street lights, public toilets, any semblance of
civic facilities. The Lumpen class residents of the area come from a diversity of castes
and creeds with Dalits and Muslim predominance. Despite more than 75 years since our
Independence, this part of the Mumbai Metro is waiting, striving to receive their share of
basic electricity and water lines facilities to the household. The school children have to
walk 4 kilometres to the nearby “Chita Camp” to fetch clean water for themselves and
their families.

Says Pooja, “The moment we come home from school, we are meant to make a dash to
get water - forget getting fresh or even change of clothes.” Says Fahim Muhammad, “It is
even difficult for these girls of our area to go fetch the water. No street lights in the dark
evenings. There are a bunch of drunks and druggies assembled on the roadside. We are
even scared of going to classes on those by-lanes. Girls fear molestation or worse. Boys
are afraid of mugging and other violent crimes.”

So in such encampment live the girls like Vandana Dongardive, Savita Pradhan, Kesar
Shah, Alifia, Shah Jehan, Rugsar Bano, Rolly and their friends Fahim Muhammad, Jaykish
Vishwakarma, Vishal Chauhan and others. All these are between the ages of fourteen and
twenty-two. They have formed a group of their own - they call it the “Power Group”. The
Power Group helped these girls and women find a better life and earn their freedom to
vent outside their house and out of the ghetto. The story of the likes of Vandana achieving
their liberties is essential but equally important is the story of their friends helping them
in the process, and together they understand and share the values of gender equality
through the various initiatives and programs.

Story of the Anganwadi for Children that they started

Overthe pastfour years, these young men and women of Bheem Nagar have come together
through the ‘Yuva Mathan’ program of the CORO organisation. CORO has been an NGO
active for the past 25 years in Maharashtra, specifically working for women empowerment
and gender equality. It aims at developing leadership among economically struggling
communities.

Among the main objectives for these young men and women are to work together to better
their communities, creating a gender-equal environment. They hold their weekly meetings
to discuss the immediate needs of their locality. They figured out the dire need for an
Anganwadi for the local community during one such meeting. So the group conducted
an area-wide door-to-door survey. A survey of 400 to 500 families to measure how many
pregnant women, young - breastfeeding mothers, toddlers, undernourished teen girls
there are in the community was conducted between December 10th to 15 of 2020. After
completing the study, they corresponded with the state’s Women and Child Development
department and shared the survey results with the Block Development Office. They sent a
petition to start the Aanganwadi in BheemNagar and diligently followed up on the petition.
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As a result, a Government-run Aanganwadi started on January Ist, 2021, in Bheemnagar.
Kalpana Todkar is the official overseeing this Anganwadi. Ratna Mane, the community
leader, says, “The Anganwadi is the hard work of these children. It is working efficiently.
These young children are its overseers. | am just a witness to all this.”

These young folks aged between fourteen to twenty-two years not only helped to start
the first-ever Anganwadi in Bheemnagar, but they also made some substantial efforts
about bringing electricity and water supply lines to the community. All these are school
and college-going students of economically struggling classes. Through the common
program for the community, their studies, their sports activities, they are also trying to
learn and espouse gender equality.

It was evident that these young children had much better evolved in terms of gender
equality thanks to their work with the CORO and their grassroots leader Ratna Mane.

Says Faheem, “We did not treat the Eunuchs with any respect in the past. We would ridicule
them much like how others would.. After coming here to CORO, we realised they, too, are
people like us.”

Rolly, a 15 years old enthusiastic girl, shares her thoughts “l always loved to dance but there
was no support for it from my family. Ever since | was connected with Power Group, | was
able to pursue my hobbies.”

Says Rugsar Bano, “We used to face a lot of resistance at home about venturing out of
home."Why should girls loiter out?” were the kind of questions we would deal with. But ever
since our parents met Ratna taai, Abraar khalu, we are free to go anywhere. When we
went to the hill station of Matheran, that was the first day in our lives that we experienced
total freedom without anyone questioning anything. That feeling cannot be described in
words.”

Abraar khalu, the favourite uncle of these children, strives to create an environment
so that these young boys and girls can mingle healthily and work together to address
the community problems effectively. At the same time, values like gender equality and
secularism are ingrained.

When | visited Bheem Nagar the first time, | met these young men and women at the
residence of Abraar khalu, who has been associated with CORO for a few years. Mr. Abrar
Salmani runs an “Ekta Welfare Association” initiative in Bheem Nagar that addresses local
issues. A pleasant, smiling older man, Abraar khalu. A person with almost no primary
education, the doors of his household and office are always open for the young people of
Bheem Nagar. He sometimes feels overwhelmed witnessing the progress of these young
people. He says, “When | arrived here years ago, there was nothing but mud here. We had
to struggle for everything in this locality - we struggle even to this day. Sometimes it is the
red-tape, and sometimes the local politics pose challenges. But thanks to CORO, these
young people have become so efficient and smart. It is as if they are the ones who hold the
keys for our area. Some of these girls who spoke about lack of basic facilities like electricity
and water, those who gave ‘Media Bytes’ to some journalists, even received threatening
calls from the local goons, but that did not deter them.”

These tiny girls are fighting on multiple fronts, all simultaneously. Hailing from poverty, they
deal with the patriarchy at home, even for their primary education. They are vulnerable to
the elements on the street for their safety, yet their fight continues. Their spirits are high.
Each of them aspires to be a doctor, teacher, or social worker. And in their budding teenage
years, they are exploring the space for creativity, knowledge, and equality.

In all this struggle, we witness certain newfound confidence in them. How has it become
possible? Mr. Rahul Gware, the head of the 'Yuwa Manthan program’ at CORO, shared “We
encourage them to solve their own problems. We provide all kinds of support including
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scholarships , grass-root-level leadership etc. As regards Gender Equality, these young
men and women learn it from the fact that no matter whether you are a boy or a girl,
you have to fetch drinking water. But it is our aim to make sure this type of equality - the
one which has arisen out of pure needs - is not the only Equality they know and follow.
Our attempt is to make them see that at the basic level we are all equal no matter what
our gender is. Community leaders like Ratna have made a tremendous impact on this
program. Rather than delivering heavy lectures to them, she tries to propagate these
principles through games and songs and music.”

Vandana, Kesar, Rugsar, and all the young women from Bheem Nagar who are with them
are not striving to earn their freedom only to loiter and mingle with boys - of course,
these things are integral to their space. But they have the objective of putting their entire
community on the path of progress. They are mindful of the freedom yet to be achieved
for everyone - freedom from all kinds of exploitation, all types of darkness. | felt immensely
inspired by the story of their freedom and was compelled to write this story about them.

| have no doubt left in my mind that these young women will never cease to work towards
putting their entire struggling community on the path of freedom from exploitation, from
the patriarchy, from the unfairness of the social structure surrounding them.

(Translated from Marathi to English)
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STRENGTH IN ADVERSITY

The pandemic has put new and unforeseen pressures on all of us. Adding to that, there
are the pre-existing social and economic burdens and personal trauma that people are
dealing with. Yet, in such a time of unprecedented struggle and upheaval, some people
have shown exemplary resilience and strength. Stories in this section highlight breaking
barriers, change and courage before, during and following the aftermath of the pandemic.

Grassroot governance is always given an extra thrust, when women are elected to
panchayats and bring women-centric reforms to the forefront. Ranchi based Puja Singh,
has highlighted in her article, ‘AT AFIAT o de3t M Uagd &t dedie’, how Anju
Kujur, the panchayat head, has worked tirelessly towards literacy, connecting youth with
employment and getting couples married who are in a live-in relationship. Puja, in her Hindi
article, JTidl bl ELDBE A 60% AlGSIC, deed Tal dedie, has also highlighted the changes
brought forward by women who have won the panchayat election. In her article, Vijay
Sharma, a writer from Ghaziabad, in his article ‘Ferb GAIdl & &N A Bl BrAThed,
has highlighted the story of Aarti Tiwari, who became the youngest District Panchayat
member from Chaudharydih ward of Balrampur district. The article highlights how she
won the election and her high priority development plans. Under the same umbrella is
another article by Delhi based Poorvi Gupta, ‘Here’s How Haryana’'s Youngest Female
Sarpanch Spent Five Years In Power,” where the story of Rekha Rani is brought to the fore.
Twenty-one-year-old Rekha Rani became the Sarpanch of her village, Chapla Mori, in
Fatehabad district in Haryana. She was one of the few women in the town who was from
an SC/ST background with the necessary educational qualification as mandated by the
State Election Commission.

Vijay Kumar Sharma, in his article, ‘®ifds- 19 3fmefmefl gfaidar & dredfde a1 Aler, has
brought to the fore youth who provided immense help by becoming virtual volunteers/
warriors when the second wave of Coronavirus hit the nation. Their stories of reaching out to
help patients and their families through social media platforms such as Whatsapp, Twitter,
Instagram, and Telegraph are reported. Shahina KK, from Kerala, has also showcased social
volunteers in Kerala in her article, 'How Kerala is nurturing young volunteers for crisis’. The
Social Volunteer Force was set up after the devastating floods of 2018, and today itis a 3.78
lakh strong team, which has reached out to the needy during the pandemic.

‘Pandemic & Burden Of Caregiving: How Women Fought All Odds To Continue Taking Care
Of The Sick’, an article by Aritra Bhattacharya, gives an account of two women and the
challenges they faced during the pandemic as primary caregivers. Attention is drawn to
the lack of spaces for collective grieving for caregivers and families faced with death and
the need for more mental health volunteers to whom people can reach out.

Thousands Of Tribal Women Chart Their Future After Vocational Training’ written by
freelance writer Madhav Sharma, is about 4,300 women in the Dungarpur and Banswara
districts of Rajasthan. They have become self-reliant and set up their enterprises after
undergoing skill development training offered by the Dungarpur Municipal Council and
local non-profits. Until some years ago, they had not even stepped out of their houses, and
today they are travelling all by themselves to big cities like Delhi to sell their goods.

Jyoti Yaday, in her article, ‘Education By Girls, For Girls — How Ayodhya Group Is Helping
Students Stay In School, College’, highlights the initiatives of girls who have set up study
centres in Ayodhya for girls to prevent them from dropping out of the education system
in the absence of regular classes or digital access. To incentivize participation, girls are
also taught sewing at the centres. Yet another powerful article by Jyoti Yadav, ‘Don’t Want
To Live Like A Victim — How A Women's Adalat In UP Is Empowering Survivors Of Abuse’,
showcases the great work done by Chingari Adalat — a women'’s self-help group in
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empowering women about their rights and talking about issues like domestic violence
and sexual abuse faced by them.

India has reported 10,677 deaths by suicide in the farming sector during 2020, accounting
for 7% of total such demises in the country according to National Crime Records Bureau
(NCRB) data. The leading causes of such a harsh step are debt, family problems, and crop
failure. However, little is known about what happens to the farmer’s family after his death
by suicide. Inderpreet Singh has in his Hindi article, TuITd & folerer fd&Teil d Huigel & ufedrel
& fo5T 3simen &t fobeur, g &g 2gl g &b gPpoh hl BTe’ has featured the work of Kiranjeet,
the daughter of a farmer who ended his life. She has formed an organization named
‘Pind Bachao, Punjab Bachao’, which helps destitute wives and supports the education of
children of farmers and labourers who have died because of suicide.

130



Hf%@? AfTAT o I3t dgId UArad ohi dedie

13 305 2021, THTd HEE

SITATcpd S &b 8T GaTdd bl dedie daTd b BTel chithi §ces 2al & | UdTdd ol Higesl Ffedn 3iv]
PUIC ol 3Tl GATId o BN b fSCIad FfAeT IUBHE] dhelol & dabe folgarel i dTale Sofrd,
&opdT ufidel off 28 wiist T fadTg e, & a3l bl Tilgel & abe g Did ol g, Sfterfd
Pufe o IATdT fob FgTeT G A 6000 & 3ifefch BT 2gd € | 5 I17d b &b 3 e I[ch doTlol bl
Sp1aT fobdll ETel &1 3{TaTer, SIuivITe <hi saeRll vie J[ess(d il di fabdl &, el &l ITid of Gepdl ddic
& ol dres wilel (fdelr emel & Tgal dres uils) bl helche Jog AT A Zgal Dbl cull e |
& D1 & 3{dfd 37Uel GTTId d §Tge b held 250 BN ol f[ddig Berd | 3itel Uamdd & I &
e dg, guidf, AT bl ATele Dol b off sfigr Io1dT | I7id & felaids T&l he foicare & e oe
3T folafe cheel ot Uarer oft fabdl & | &l Y SIomIIe & ST Plerss fadbier o dgd garsil & oilg
e ¢fciaT AT |

Helol T oft BRf fHA & | 5 U b Ufedes STTdTell ot of INe Sobe INid ded]e dechal i dhIth]
HETIdT UcTel ohi |

B et A ATEl anfefas fRIfa St of Elal o HIeuT Ufd I[8 b &b a1 faT enct & uid dTesl &
Zgal ol AToTqg ft | fdhol cffel &iTes Uges 2018 & FAfHAT ol Uges & g1 HATH 31 & 36T bl ilal chi
T1E fewrdt | et aherane UaATuT UA oft feosTar | fdal g1 ATafAh die Ue Ufd Ucsi o &U 3 ¢8 28
2 1319 Cloil A e HeraH bl Bl e 31Ta videl ATUel b e g |

AT A I1id Bl TArATCSIAL fadSer: .

19Tt s3ich &b Sad] UHITId ddfdiTel i Tesldel faehol &b oiTdl & 8ft TiTell oiTdT 8. §efdh S 3 3 Uard
aﬁa@mﬁ@aﬂ ey ol oft TTTdl & | fologlol ity & Teslael &idt ob |l of oileTehe 31U JATef
ol AfgsT3 Dbl g & 1gel T YT ol | HTBU of IATT b TEDIE! TNl T BTe
ITid & BT deb UgdTal o1 YaTel ol fhd & | &fmel € erel 3{dt I1ia ohi dfgest ARSI
Ui @¢ 3TcTotafe dailol obT off TTe fa5dl 8 | Sk o5 S1Eg b AgAT & e Sbe ITDH
Wﬂésaﬁﬁwﬁaﬁﬁaﬁa@wﬁaﬁmﬁ%ﬁmwaﬂlWW%,GW?W
& Toalder Al A € vig! € IfTeTdl 38 s 81¢ SeTchdl &) UTdT € | 57 J1Td ol Tealdel fdchul o oTral
& off AT AT & | [ O 3(5TdT g fobedTal off 3ol Hd b A TBIAT BINT e Soldal e ea
& | TIAeT Il & Sahe 3og dATdbe IUcer] dhelol ol ohidl fasdl difcs I8 3iMfefah dee fales &idbs |

& &egl: 8i9TdTef] fddhl of ST fas AfEAT &b ameder & & Tolder Wdt & d1e | &1d feail &t
Sfoiar feba) | o181 & & 50 Ul fAST | 38 U9 &bl 2018 A Td A SIMY 312 31T 3000 & 3ifekp
T UTeT dTe &1 gl & | $adb U 35-50 SU3 Ufd fobe! fads 28 8 | el ot f3atis gatehl aoreht
SGdl gl 8. 3d 5 SIuITe & &l 31191 §6oll & | ailfds dgald chdl 31T golohal vdIeT & | Jfedn of
291 1idl e ATResl IR0 bl SIoITE & Tligel 9 HEedquT sffiepl folafref |

fded g1a &1 I1ia o1 ugemdt wewrd gfdem:

3Neaistt g&is & I0MEl daiad siavfd ged I1id gl Shdid 105 T & | 98 IMid eeahlel Alofoll & Yt
deg A dfdd T | 38 I1d 1 Afgest AfEaT &ftdT et o & emer d Wig e dfdem ugaitel bl oTof!
| 9g ddrdt g fob 31del Uardd df Jcdald HfAe IUBS dhelel & chabe adliq JNid ogl dheld 500-
600 IT T&d 2. 3o1 ddb AT UEdTal bl bl ST Foid &l o[ fasd I3 J1id & Bl Bl had
ToTITUTeTT 3iTE ToTld &b HAY &l Ul fabdT SITdT T | dd 5 I1id ohl dechiel dlulell & vilgel &b [T o1 d
UelTel bTdelld dhe AT ITd ot UMl & wTel &b UaTd fobd | §feeT 3imare ol &d held, elg, fauiest
I FIALTEL T b UgaTal o YT fasd | g e Afaifd o1 6ol e AfRsI3M bl 3TcIfotafe Toflal
I pifelel fdhd | U ITTehe IoThl TN Fleadlel & W3ahe elels] g dab dellard difdb ITid o BN
D AIDBIL! BIaf TR TD | ATl & AlEHI3M bl TcUD Wt & Als difds dg T o1efe §ef Db |




TH 31 YTId A BIRIel fEHT B9Ma & AT RTES &e &t Afaar

Mawzomaﬁgwmqﬁm & | Iehes] UITad ot Hfedar et &off of damad

%%ﬁm%%ewm | JoTehi TIfAdd O ¢ fob fabeft aft eatedn ol Siall facsol Ue Wiel
|

W@WWQ@W?IWW@ 3Tt Uidl o518 ©g goTle g [dg gardi g fd
Ui Ygedl §TC oIl vfidche HEAT daf al &t ohl Faredn 81eT o[ | TgT HeH Uges g, UToft
ST, ey o1 1 fabd | AT & davefsT & 500 @ BT AT BT | 58D HBTaT
fo¥et ITial & aMaedehal b SHeEe oS bl UTelfAdbaT Tl | 129N b el I erd-yfderd bral
BT | BIds S1301 A TZ-HL ATdse 2Tela], ATED, dfoteTsule ol [AdeuT fabd | Sdds 3esTal d1ge Bl
ol I 31 IV bl T 3iTol Ue 2Tela], Tgol ,&Tol ohl AdERIT dhedid 301 & T H AfgH13il
B ARTED fad bl 36l TRamsfl bl ovahe 39T 3T | 3d AR it off AT € Sfgerds Uamad
3The 2l ¢ 1312 TaTeeT off a1 & | 31 BISIST bl vdbe Uchdh UTHTUT T Bielal el &b BT
UfRd B¢ AepIdeuT dbg 91T 28 & T gaTTel TaTd hielell oeh & a1 |




W@gaﬁ AIDBIE A 60% AfGHIC, g6 et dedie
F@am 2021, Y8fTd &2

it : Gemad & AfRST ASAT o 3Tehe IMid ohi ger 3iie f&ei Glell dgcsel df d7eg il . Te Ufdare ol

& AT 37 U1 hl &Y ST d6c5 2al & | U d TolTd bl d1d e dl aY 2015 & Gardd

9 Bte 60 Bierct AfRBIC ofid de AT Foft off | 30t armefeld eftel 50 Bler & weld 10

31feleh Efict U d wrfaol &lal 9 &thes el | ATell 3(Tsft 3mefard Zfict ue af 37T §ab 28l &,

I Ao e off, 3o191 oft Iw fdg Sl ol &2l e 3oglel ufld auf cherd | S&f deg 4398 AT

A A Bd 2640 T H AfEBIC AMEAT ST o INid] bl TehIe & AT | g &1 & d IidT bl
e 3ite feen gemal A &Ift

Yot1d giat <l dardt

319 fope & UITAId YoiTd glet ol 393fte vivft & | 5 Tolrd o 3T aft Ioglal hate chefal 2[& 8ff dhe ot
& | 53 T2 3fofdTel 3IITAT il 28] & b 60 Whierdl & aft sifekes 2fiel ug AfRAIC HIfdod glal A dthes
g’raﬁéél50tﬁaaaﬁ3m@asﬂﬁa€3mml5—20tﬁaa3®m3ﬁimsﬂ?ﬁﬁm
ahd g

;

gp

w Add Uges a¥f 2010 H e & Garad Jqalld g3 1 ad 50 HBidal smefad
Ue &l JoTchl Ufid €8 | Uge31 |1C a8 &elch &U & dldTol oigl 3Tl off | 88 deg Iial bl eiechre ot
Jotch! Ferad] i fRediardt e, ofobel vid Uikl &S §1¢ Yof: 2015 3 YATad Tolld €31, dl 2leee &
AT 3oTchl e et | IoTht i ATdTeT b ST & It | ATofl s q&u-afgcsr g off Fotta
5% Thd] T | T H AfGHTT e o7t gt | 3ot YeTol Uethiedidl b 3MTele Ue SMeTlod Hiel Ug Jeiid
gt 3fle Teft 10 thidd! efiet ue ofid grfde i | 50 Whierdt e dl Ioidh 3imefeld 2el &l | & dds 60

oIS Jorchl 28t | &1 a1 e digee 3 folal AAfgesI3i ol efic ATHTed g, 3o &fie! Ue alrd
553l I Ioglol chate hel et € | IoTol Sgae Ugefel off 28l &, folerds 3MTelre Ue fise ofeidl & ot

|

Arerfores- 3feles afe) A oft aores

AT AMBAT BT G & AT D 3iTe 3HTfefep el e off T&I & | d 31Ul Ue| ol Seadles e
ATAT D P G2 Bl A >IN & | ARG g 31 B 3MMflh [ABIE Bl chabe YATed & |
mmﬁ%wm% [ T fdhTeT €1 221 & | BI9T bl 5Ty fees] 22l € | 31191 9eal b fT Iid 3ie
ATl & foST AAfeefst off g gl eg € | ITidl o Sl & AENS & | 82 Ble-Ts 1] 9 JoTen]
ST § | ITid 9 o1 T ahelall & 31T fdhel deg ohId glell & | & Ue Ucdel U & d afflerd] fotar 2gt
& | I dhles & aft HIBUT BT 31391 &Y G&Tal bl fHST | BI97 bl Iicg bl & oyabe dfcdatelel o
ST aft TT9TEeh dedt otute 3t | TSI HEdT chelel 3 off Hag h |

AR AfEAT A B _ ' '

Ffge3T BT of UeTdd &g U2 bIh! hId fasdl g | et off 3qal Garad 3 ikt i fasd 2 |
DIeIol DId A BT bl AGE & e dadlotele b BT ARG fdd | IT7d 3 darefoters U B
ﬁaﬁaﬁamﬁmqﬁrema&ﬁaasméa?ﬂa@s%%lgawﬁaww T[olTdl b fadly
éﬂgﬁ%l?ﬁmwﬁﬂawmawaﬁ & o5 BT Tl g 31T AT & BN

F‘Igﬂl Ill

- oflar G ATt Mg, fdeedt damad Jfeaar

“PIeIol] Bl A UITId Tde US hIth] BId fhd | B ht AGE da & »dbe &2 UL B dfadersd
BHed 28 | T&i dob bl daefiolers] & fAT BN &bl AFTED deol &b a1 Y BIAN | 3F ddb 50
ufderd & siffes AU & darefiel AT g 1 319 & 5T off qaTdt el & 1 5T a1 mils]
¢ THUT AFGHT3T I TIoTTE 31 39T F6Tol &b T BT ol oht diferel g9ft | arfds 3iY bt

afterdt gefti-
- offar <dff, st darad Jfean

133



e GATIdl & N1 81 ol BhIdThey
fawg eraf

15 39T&d 2021, ¢folds d&uT fAe

Jaevcel A Tad ohal 391 b folesl UaTdd 3regel 3Med! faret of 3fUeit fateret 3ie fautel &rel fasar
& | 3Mmedt 31 3uel fAes & GaTddl ol SIThed el Dl ddTe g | 37T hgoll § fas JaT erofsfifd
3 3MTEI T AT 31 TToldT Glell bl 33T &N | afess Uzichle fautd erdf of 3a1d fdedre & ard
aﬁl'mﬁﬁimmw@ﬁ@@%aﬁzwaeﬁaaﬂq@@%aﬁm
& TATHIL! 3EUAIS ol fhoIdIce G2 g, Talth ehe uid o gt e gl ZareRd 3ile felel & o
9 I DI Dol hl viced & | ATeredl 9gd bdl & 371e 3Tl 31 Ig Pifelel bt fob ge
gchi ol felell fAes | gersidzil o1dg il o “act aansi-aet uersi 3¢ “ue afedi - g¢ dfeai” v
SIS b1 ATHIE el & I | ATl &1 &aft I1ial & FTsch 3iie TaTeRd bl dgde oidT fadidd el |
IcATE 3f1e SATHATAUTH & el §2 T d1d Iaevael b deseldye bl oig 3i1e gaT fotest Usitad reaef
3Medt fqaTdt of el & | 5& UG UL Iolchl Idel BIA-BIAT3M 3¢ AlGs131 &b 5T Teb [T ol dig
2 | S UgS b 3Nt of daft TTetefifa & a1 9 B T oTgt o et Ufdare ot erotofifaes-
ATHATAD AT d Dl Wd JoTch vided Ust dl dg HG ol 2idh ofal 2ichl | Ug &aflesal &b dI¢ af 3oglol
WWﬁﬁﬁ&ﬂﬁﬁﬁWﬁﬁ%ﬂﬁﬁ%ﬁmaﬁmil

3Tt FdTd & fob “die fUdT UelTel 28 € fdaol oldh & Ue-Tosed ofal Urd | 98 T &Y fasdlTal &
Sfdsel Jogial gAel Befchdl i felfeld theal Ue wile fedr | g2it auig & 3iua g2 ufddre & 31aft aob
&olldch ol Udter ¢ol arest 3f arahaest g1 et hifeler gff fob ereT & 3faiTa o Aerrd] s bt
UeTs of &abol UTd | UfEET T esl bl dilgof doilel ob UdTe g9 | ol 3ffatafach i g, 3ifefep
33T 2T 32T AT o aulg & el oY THes alg! Aol 22 &, IoTdl & 3fie pr3dfe |
PR ol Terdt ST 3t fadTet sruel ergunfda o ff aft hicges o1 fava g, fAeg fasme
& oTel 1 28T s Ihes qob uil JoTdh aTel U 3fie arsla 9t aref off, 37T Tob a8 fAdwiardt & ofs 718 &
SITdl HelfchaheUl i fAUTd & &al ared! 3Hdt of 5 o1 Srfdcd ‘b -1 3T 3= fererm ordt
2Tl 1 I1d el & | 5T 912 A ag UlRaTe 3T afdss uerfepmifRal & era &9ft |

3medt o P Y1 Teh fecseIey Teaiishdl g | 3oidh T 3i1e ittt & Yerel shrefehdf edret Hollge
faaret o <erdldie are & foiesl Ueimad daed ol Ul glisics bl & Bidh Uges 3fdlelch 3iTedt bl &l
HeTol A 3T ST | 8121 3 Jofchl UG ohl w5181 3MTecl] bl faesT 3i1¢ held 3116 gulle it & Tolld uliddhe
gcel &l aad e 39 bl fAesT Garad dqed dof I8 | oid foiesl Gardd siedial o oiid ol a1d] 3iTe
al teAdt o daTd erotefifdes ereflaeul ol ¢&Id T Ucel ATITeHY folsl TTe STTdfl bl AiuTl JoTd Tdh
ST1aT 3Mecit o1 oft & 1 uTeT of 8ft 57 g2, T 3ie U BIAT glot o SiTd 3iTedt Ue & faser foar 1 g
e AT AfgesT b fST 3rmeferd o |

3MTedlt & JdIfac, e T T HATeTAd! & foieiel & BN o 5T Hw heel ol YU fded & |
3ogiol pB dldhe &l gl 5gol & f3T Ufdd foba | 97g) faTer & b 3ia 3 Jofchl 3ile Aderarsit
b 3(UEIT b 3feTET U 8l &l oTgl, Ie foied of 91 decsld lal &f oTet ot eafdl gift | damad] ol
817 & BIIThe] b BT qTe Bl | & ThaTTa TuisT € | ol 8171 SeTdl 318d €, dgl <hrel gl
hiferer g19ft fob fAesr demad dqed i efiel ue ofid @eft ucarferdt & &7 o1 serae famre & |

31101 & Tlelte] T Uged 3e397 folesl dol de3elaTye ohl Ghes 3HTaTal Sedhlel 3fichel o fRerd & digdd
T O STHUTH § o5fcbol ofed Ufdeld & wTaT 3TaTe Ged 316 &l IT7dl 3 2gdl & | Bal A Tgh Jniail ot
ACDBIE Yol UiTal & GleTel hIth! EeTfardi 2l | STauTfdd folesl Uardd aie ot off foiest Uarad areaer
FAd 90 Ufderd J6ed JaT & | gefl & el iedt & ofet g1 a1e gt ol TTae et 35 ol e
GaTdd 37eief dofol ol fedbie aff Guf &1 IATE |

g Yool UE fob 31d 3TUdh &1ef foles ob g 3ifeiehrel 3iie afdts aidT aft AesTgahle & die ue vl
Gl 3T 397 3 8ft 9 Ei91 | T & Dig fGarehd dl ofal 3MTCIMT 2 TSt b hgall & fob,“dfel fobeft deg
ferend oTgl g1 2el § | &aft ol YT SgdT 3i1e Toig A T8I 8 | 3iTedl! Bhedl & fob, 8 T Abelg
& Tl 9 3T £ | Siidd! hods & leldl b (6T P8 ot oTe] e dobd & | 3FTT gaTe e gal
ToTefifa & 3T dl eTuTeflfd 3iie TToTdT Slofl ohT 8{caT 9T | i &le UITIdt 2ToT o a1 b §Te 3 Jgels
amwwﬁ%ﬁzﬁ@ermﬁsdﬂmmmﬁwmmmqmeWaﬁ
BTAIoTT & 3SI&U 5d BV e &h| gl HaTTuT & Ufd 3{Ual eTfdical & foldget T ecbey fo3an g | ot
s STdT3il 31T demvfafafery of Tt § 38 UL T2 3ddal ol AT Hail|

134



gl & g ST GaTad] A HAfGI3f bt afiardl aet g | I8l 54 Ufderd dAfgcsIC Yelel, sdoft &l
&31ch UIH 56 Ufderd ATReIC fiesT Gardd 3redef doft & | §e1 deg Udrdd! 9 ifgesl Ufdfeifelcd 53.7
yfderd g, At el T agls imearur Bie & off sifelds 2 | wmw%ﬁsﬁwﬁam%}?ﬁaﬁ
AATT3 3T 3T h T3l ol eraflel e Urafachdrai & 3Mee YT Th fHicsl Alufell Hedl
g 31T folesT Aotert 3 edfighd It ot Aotetail & fobanfodd fasdT AT & | foiesT Ufdse Teh deg &
ITial <l I TATHIE &l it & foreiap oI AUT 9 I UaTad & wsabe et uarad off gt g1 fPreadiy
GATIdt 2ol RIaeRT & dgd folesT UdIId ol oIt HfeldsTe UeTel fahC ITE g1 faends 3ite dtag off
et Uarad & e 918 gid 8

135



Here's How Haryana’s Youngest Female Sarpanch Spent
Five Years In Power

Poorvi Gupta
26 August, 2021, yourstory.com/herstory

Twenty-one-year-old Rekha Rani became the Sarpanch of her village Chapla Mori in
Fatehabad district in Haryana as she was one of the few women in the village with the
necessary educational qualification.

Rekha Rani was just 21-years-old when she became the Sarpanch of her village Chapla
Mori in Fatehabad district in the Haryana hinterland in 2016. It was for the first time that
Chapla Mori was going to have its own Gram Panchayat separate from Dhani Miyankhan
and Salam Khera, which had been the case for decades. The state election commission had
made it mandatory for Chapla Mori to have a female Sarpanch from SC/ST background
who had educational qualification up till eighth grade.

Rekha, who had completed school, was the only woman in the hamlet ticking all the boxes,
and hence the elders (men) in the village decided that she would hold the post. When
this decision was made, she was still a few days short of the legal age of becoming a
Sarpanch, and was working in a Burger King franchise in Chandigarh.

Rekha Rani in her village in Haryana

Rekha lucked out in becoming a Sarpanch as she was one of the few women in the village
with the necessary educational qualification, and there’s a reason for it. Her village, even
to this day, only has a primary-level school, and to study further, children are forced to
travel to Bighar, a neighbouring village almost five kilometres away with no proper road
infrastructure. Add to it, the regressive and patriarchal social construct of a typical Haryana
village that consistently subjugates its women. However, belonging to a comparatively
progressively family, Rekha was allowed to study further.

“I would go to Bighar on a cycle, which would take me at least half an hour to and fro to
attend school. There was hardly any other girl accompanying me a few years ago, so the
journey would be lonesome, but | wanted to study as much as | could,” Rekha says.

“I was good at studies, but my family didn’t have enough money to let me study further.
Hence, | had to quit studies after | passed Class 12 and look for employment opportunities,”
adds Rekha, who went on to do vocational training under Deen Dyal Upadhyay Grameen
Kaushalya Yojana after which she got a job at Burger King in Chandigarh in 2015. At that
time, her father Bansi Lal, a farm labourer, was the sole breadwinner in the family.

This was the first time Rekha stepped out of her house to move to not just a different
village, but a city altogether. “I learnt how to be responsible for myself when | moved to
Chandigarh. | felt | could make decisions for myself without any intervention, and that my
parents trusted me enough to send me to a far-away city. | really liked that. In Chandigarh, |
loved how people communicated with each other,” reminisced Rekha. Her journey inspired
many families in her village to educate their girls and send them out for work too.

At the tail end of her first month at work, Rekha’s first salary of Rs 10,600, minus the Provident
Fund (PF) was handed out to her. She returned home after two months in service and gave
away Rs 10,000 to her parents that she had saved after paying for her essential expenses.

Change in the village

During this time, her father told her that she must file her nomination for Sarpanch in
October 2015. She contested against Nirmal Rani and won the elections by 220 votes after
polling 610 votes. Rekha’s mother Krishna Devi was the happiest after she became the
Sarpanch. “She has made me proud for the coming three generations and changed the
lives of everyone in the family,” said Devi, adding that it was only after Rekha became
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Sarpanch, we could build a house for ourselves. However, due to the pandemic, the house
continues to be under-construction.

“I continued my job in Chandigarh after becoming the Sarpanch for two years as our Gram
Panchayat was new and there wasn't much work. But slowly, the village locals started to
object that every time my signatures were required for official work, they had to wait for
me, so | quit my job in 2017 and moved back to the village for good,” says Rekha.

Despite becoming a Sarpanch, Rekha took some time in settling down, while her father
primarily tended to the duties. While she would go with him when the panchayat convened,
she was hardly the decision-maker. In cases of conflict resolution, Rekha'’s position didn’t
help much as the male elders of the village proved their dominance.

During her tenure, which ended early this year, she may not have drastically improved the
quality of villagers’ lives as she claimed at the beginning as the government school in the
village continues to be a primary school teaching students only from pre-nursery to Class
5. But she built two sheds and managed some repair work of the roads.

Women don’t stand a chance in gender agnostic elections

While Rekha and the villagers agree that her becoming a Sarpanch is a major push for
other women to become a Sarpanch in the future, when pestered on whether she would
have a chance if the elections were on a common gender ground between men and
women, Rekha hesitatingly says,

“If | was to contest against a male candidate, | wouldn't even have a chance to contest.
Maybe things will change in the future. Maybe men will think that women should also be
given a chance to become a Sarpanch if the elections were to be gender agnostic.”

Asmani Devi, an anganwadi worker from Chapla Mori, feels proud that a woman became
a Sarpanch in her village. “We see a whole lot of progress of women in the village in
comparison to the past. But still women can't possibly become a Sarpanch if there is no
reservation.”

One of the elders in the village, Hanuman Bishnoi (70), believes girls in the village don't get
as many opportunities to study more as men do. “We don’'t have a proper higher secondary
school in the village for girls to study. Boys take their motorcycles to study in other villages,
but girls can’t. But if girls get better opportunities to study, they will do better than boys as
they are more disciplined,” says Bishnoi.

History is witness to the fact that Haryana Gram Panchayat elections haven’t seen a woman
win Sarpanch elections from general category where there is no reservation. Although it
cannot be said with surety, women hardly ever even contested against male candidates
in Gram Panchayat elections.

Whatever change has come for women to join the governance is through the 73rd and
74th amendments to the Constitution in April 1993. However, close to three decades have
passed, butthe on-groundreality has hardly seen any difference. Women may now become
a Sarpanch on paper, they are almost never the showrunners, it is mostly overseen by their
immediate male family member — in Rekha's case, it was her father.

Dr. Santosh Dahiya, national coordinator of Sarv Jaatiya Sarv Khap Mahila Mahapanchayat,
has been working with women Sarpanch for over a decade now. “Women who are
compelled to become Sarpanch out of reservation don't take their jobs as seriously as
those who show a passion to contest elections and then become Sarpanch. Contesting
elections fair and square is also a huge part of the process, it tells you what you have
earned and how to use that position but women who are served the position on a platter
don't value it,” shares Dahiya.
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She further expounds that some women who become a Sarpanch without any hustle do feel
motivated to contest in the election again when there’s a reservation, but the percentage
of such women is miniscule. “It's mostly their husbands, father or brother who do most of
the work, while in some cases women don’t even leave their rooms, let alone houses.”

On whether women can contest in general Gram Panchayat elections, she denied squarely.
“Men just won't let women contest elections if the seat isn't reserved for women and they
just can’t have it. Currently, there’s a very small percentage of men who will allow women
in their family to even contest in the elections even if the seat is reserved for women,” she
added.

However, Dahiya believes that even forced women'’s participation in Panchayat
elections is important

“Women may become Sarpanch for whatever reason, but at some point they have to
meet people because of the position they hold and that pushes them out of their comfort
zone. It also motivates other women around them to contest elections the next time who
may think they can better manage the post of a Sarpanch than the woman before them.
So there definitely are some positive outcomes to it as well.”

While stories like those of Rekha are inspiring and encouraging, we must understand the
real and grassroot change it brings. If at all there is any change in the mentality of the
people on how they view their women and their representation, or is it just on papers that
the representation of women sarpanch is growing in the state of Haryana?
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How Kerala Is Nurturing Young Volunteers For Crisis

Situations
Shahina KK
3 June 2021, thefederal.com

Social Volunteer Force was set up after the devastating floods of 2018. Today it is a 3.78
lakh strong team of men and women, which has reached out to the needy during the
pandemic.

Rekha is a volunteer at a Domiciliary Care Centre for asymptomatic COVID patients at
Punnapra in Alappuzha in Kerala. One day, she was serving food for the inmates, when one
of them complained of breathlessness.

The volunteers at the centre called for an ambulance, but they were told it would take about
10 minutes to reach. Rekha and her colleague Aswin decided not to wait. They quickly put
up the PPE kits and drove the patient to a nearby hospital on a scooter.

Doctors realized the patient’s condition was deteriorating and quickly put him on oxygen.
In half an hour, his condition improved and he stabilized.

While this might have been a routine job for Rekha and Aswin, they were not prepared for
the media scrutiny that followed. A video footage of the two volunteers hurriedly carrying
the patient on a scooter went viral. Some television channels reported that a COVID patient
was taken from the First Line Treatment Centre to another facility by “sanitation workers”
because of insufficient medical care. It was also reported that the patient was shifted on
a two-wheeler because no ambulance was available, which was interpreted as a serious
lapse on part of the government.

The details, however, started trickling in later and it became evident that the two volunteers
were not from a First Line Treatment Centre, but a Domiciliary Care Centre. Media persons
too corrected information about ambulance and sanitation workers.

Volunteer power

Rekha, 22, is a member of the Democratic Youth Federation of India, the youth wing of
Kerala's ruling CPI(M). She is one of the lakhs of volunteers who are helping COVID patients
with food, medicines, other necessities and logistics.

It all began in 2018 when heavy rain-triggered floods inundated several parts of Keralg,
displacing thousands from their homes. Many people came forward to help and formed
small groups and worked out rescue operations.

Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan, with a mission to tap this overwhelming response from the
people during floods, decided to formalise it and launched the ‘Social Volunteer Force'.

Soon, lakhs joined the force. As on May 17, 3,78,077 volunteers have registered with the
Social Volunteer Force, of which, 88,857 are women. All the women are in the age group
of 18 to 40. Once they join, they are directed to the ward level committees or respective
police stations to carry out a range of duties like providing food and medicine to COVID
patients, taking care of the elderly, assisting the police in implementing lockdown rules
and cremating bodies among others.

Sreekant, an engineer who assists the police now, recalls his days during the 2018 floods. “I

was working day and night while rescuing people. After the rains stopped and water level
dropped, we provided food to people in relief camps for weeks,” he said.
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As a police volunteer, Sreekant, besides 20 others, helps cops monitor COVID positive
people in quarantine in Kottayam. “We visit those who tested positive and are living in
home isolation. They are given medicines or food and connected with the local health
team. | cover 10-15 houses a day. We also assist the police in implementing lockdown
rules,” he says.

There are 24,816 police volunteers across 481 police stations in Kerala. A total of 3,456
volunteers were engaged with the fire and rescue service after giving them special training.

Rekha, who took a critical COVID patient on her two-wheeler, had also received special
training from the Fire and Rescue Service. “While rescuing people during floods, | realised
that we need special skills and training for such operations. Hence, | decided to join the ‘Fire
and Rescue Civil Design’, a special wing to train civilians. We were given training to handle
accidents such as building collapse and fire besides natural disasters such as floods and
cyclones,” says Rekha.

There is a Rapid Response Team in every municipal body with 20-25 volunteers each.
While they usually respond to emergencies, their activities have increased during the
pandemic, especially at places where lockdown is in force or where there is a need for
urgent distribution of food, groceries or medicines. The volunteers also check on COVID
patients at homes and Domiciliary Care Centres.

Vishnu Sankar of Padiyur in Thrissur district along with a team of volunteers distributes
food to truck drivers and other passengers on the highway. “We distribute around 50 food
packets a day. We had done this last year too when lockdown was announced,” says
Vishnu, who is also an activist of All India Youth Federation, the youth wing of CPI.

The food packets distributed are often sponsored at the local level and prepared at
volunteers’ homes.

The social volunteer force is a concept that Kerala has borrowed from countries like
Singapore and Thailand, says Amith, education and communication expert with
the government of Kerala.

Life and volunteering

Volunteers like Sreekant balance livelihood and volunteering. “I run a construction firm of
my own. During the first and second waves, | mostly spent my time volunteering,” says
Sreekant.

Mir Mohemmad Ali, state coordinator of Social Volunteer Force, said the volunteers are
obviously not paid.

These volunteers are also members of some political, cultural and professional
organisations. Sreekant is the Kottayam district president of ‘Registered Engineers
Association’, a professional organisation of engineers and supervisors.

Political organisations like DYFI, AIYF, local arts and sports clubs, libraries and Kudumbasree
units provide a number of volunteers who are on the field attending to the needs of COVID
patients, elderly and bed-ridden people and even for performing cremation of those who
died of COVID when the family members and relatives of the deceased are scared to do it.

Recently, pictures of Manjusha, a native of Vellayani in Thiruvananthapuram and a bank
employee, were seen on Facebook helping in the cremation of a person who died of COVID.

“This was an old woman living alone. She was admitted to the Medical College and Hospitall

where she died. | was informed about it by someone from the hospital and so | rushed in,”
says Manjusha, state convenor of Bank Employees Federation of India (BEFI).
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Manjusha remembers the Ockhi Cyclone of 2017 as quite devastating. “| witnessed lives
being uprooted by the cyclone. Our organisation, BEFI, was into relief activities in the
coastal areas. We distributed rice and other food material to people living in relief camps,”
she said.Volunteers like Manjusha and Rekha are often asked if they are not reluctant to
cremate strangers. Both the women volunteers answered what meant: “Everyone is the
same at the face of death. We have no option but to do it when relatives and even family
members are scared to touch the body of a person who died of a pandemic.”

Harish Kumar, a businessman at Vazhoor in Kottayam and a volunteer with Fire and
Rescue Service, has been volunteering even before the flood. “I am a member of Blood
Donors Kerala (an organisation that has members across the state and even in Gulf
countries). My organisation played a pivotal role in flood relief and rescue operations,” he
says.Harish recollects the days and nights he spent under torrential rain in country boats
with fishermen rescuing people held up in water-logged houses.Harish now works with the
Police and Fire Service on call, at times attending to the requirement of a COVID patient in
First Line Treatment Centres, sometimes to carry someone critical to the hospital, and at
times cremating the dead.

What fascinates Harish about volunteering is that there is no class difference among them.
“People from all walks of life are doing the same work—daily wage workers, businessmen,
teachers, civil servants and all. We have learned great lessons from the flood. We can deal
with any calamity if there is a collective will,” says Harish.
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Pandemic & Burden Of Caregiving: How Women
Fought All Odds To Continue Taking Care Of The Sick

Aritra Bhattacharya
3 August 202], indiatimes.com

On May 4 this year, Mumbai resident Brinelle D'Souza’s family of five — comprising herself,
her father, daughter, son and housekeeper tested positive for COVID-19. Although none
of them showed any symptoms in the initial days, D'Souza was on the edge for she didn't
know when things might take a turn for the worse, more so because her daughter’s oxygen
saturation was falling.

“As my family’s principal caregiver, | was doing a number of things, including consultations
with doctors, organising diagnostic tests, annotating reports and medical advice, procuring
medicines and groceries, besides helping with cooking, cleaning and other household
chores as my housekeeper was also infected,” said D'Souza, Chairperson of the Centre for
Health and Mental Health, Tata Institute of Social Sciences, Mumbai, and Co-convenor of
public health advocacy group Jan Swasthya Abhiyan.

“But the most stressful part was not knowing what turn things would take — What if any of
us fell severely sick? Would we find oxygen or hospital beds? Would we be able to afford
treatment that cost lakhs? We had good medical advice but COVID is unpredictable and
medical knowledge still evolving. | suddenly felt responsible for four other lives, and couldn't
keep away from thinking, “what if | make the wrong decision?” she recalled.

D’Souza’s fears and doubts intensified further when her father’s oxygen levels started falling
rapidly a few days later, and she had to decide where to admit him. “Private hospitals were
often into irrational care, including excessive use of drugs like remdesivir, tocilazumab and
steroids so we wanted to avoid them.I had a friend who was a senior physician at Shatabdi
Hospital, a government COVID facility that was close by. He assured me that my father
would be managed well.

Her father, Noel D'Souza (79) was admitted in Shatabdi Hospital on May 10. Although stable
for the first two days, his condition deteriorated on the night of the May 12. He was put
on a ventilator and passed away in a couple of hours. D'Souza herself started showing
symptoms within a day of being diagnosed with COVID infection. Her oxygen saturation
dropped, and she had severe diarrhea and weakness. But she did not seek hospital
admission because there was no one else to follow up on her father’s treatment and take
care of family members.

“The day my father died, | was sitting on the floor outside the ICU with my daughter, both
of us very sick. We were not allowed to enter the ICU. The doctors said that my father
had developed early stages of COVID pneumonia and we would be vulnerable to it given
our reduced immunity levels. So, | could not even see my father one last time,” she said,
drawing attention to the unresolved grief and fears of death and dying brought on by the
pandemic. “I got admitted later that day. My oxygen level had fallen to 70. While leaving for
the hospital, | made it a point to tell my children that | loved them immensely and always
had their best interests in mind as | wasn't sure that | would come back,” she added.She
was discharged from the hospital on May 23, and had a very slow recovery. In addition, she
suffered from survivor’s guilt. “Even now, | keep thinking, should | have admitted him to a
private hospital? Would he have survived, then? The lack of physical support, of relatives
visiting and collectively grieving, has only worsened these fears and anxieties,” she said.

Pandemics, Caregiving And Women

D’Souza’s case is emblematic of how the pandemic has complicated the task of caregivers
in significant ways. It has added to their work burden, drained their financial reserves,
heightened their fears and doubts, compromised their access to support — especially
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physical support from relatives and health care providers, and forced them to confront
thoughts of death and dying rather closely.

An overwhelming majority of those encountering such circumstances are women, largely
because they are consigned to care-giving roles in most religious discourses and social
institutions, including the family, where they spend most of their time. Their tasks as
caregivers typically include a host of chores like cooking, cleaning, ensuring the household
has enough stock of groceries and kitchen requirements, and monitoring and looking
after children and sick family members. Whereas even in the healthcare industry globally,
women comprise 70 percent of the paid care-giving workforce in roles like nursing.

Given these circumstances, UN Women issued a policy brief in the early stage of the
pandemic warning of its impact on gender equity. “Evidence from previous epidemics
illustrates that women and girls take on the bulk of unpaid or poorly paid care work in
families and communities when formal health systems are unable to cope with the rising
tide of infections,” it stated, and warned, “Rising demand for care in the context of the
COVID-19 crisis and response will likely deepen already existing inequalities in the gender
division of labour, placing a disproportionate burden on women and girls.”

Extra Pressure, Urgent Steps

Emphasising on the “extra pressure on carers” owing to the pandemic and related
lockdowns and restrictions, UN Women recommended member states to take a number
of urgent measures.

These included recognising care workers, both paid and unpaid, as essential workers so
they were exempted from restrictions; expanding their social protection, including through
cash transfers and reduced work hours; providing them with a minimum level of childcare
services; and prioritizing access to food and basic services.

Healthcare workers and activists associated with public health advocacy groups like
Jan Swastha Abhiyan said none of these recommendations were acted upon in Indiqg,
compounding the challenges confronting caregivers amidst the pandemic, and leaving
them without any institutional support.

Challenges, Fears And Lack Of State Support

Testimonies of caregivers from West Bengal and Maharashtra exposed the lack of state
support, and provided insights into the challenges and pressures they encountered during
the pandemic.

Like most others, Kolkata resident Chandana De spoke of the immense fear and anxiety
she underwent in April this year when her largely bedridden 90-year-old mother suffered a
head injury from a fall in the bathroom. “It happened late at night, around 2-3 AM. | applied
ice and dressed her injury after the bleeding stopped. The next day, | tried my best to get
a doctor to see her, but most were unwilling to visit home, and the one who agreed did
not come owing to some misunderstanding. Suddenly, towards the evening, she started
becoming breathless,” recalled De, who lives alone with her mother on the outskirts of
south Kolkata.

Neighbours stepped in promptly to help her, and measured her mother’s saturation,
blood pressure and sugar level, which was found to be low; she also developed speech
impairment. Concerned if the head injury was severe, De and others took her to Peerless
Hospital, where doctors examined her and said she had an internal hemorrhage, and
required immediate hospitalization with ventilation support.

“But they were unable to show us any reports stating there was a hemorrhage. Besides,
even a 3-4 day stay in the ICU would cost at least Rs 3-4 lakh, which | did not have. So we
took her back home. And then for five days, all | did was talk to my mother, | was sacred she
would die, and did not sleep a wink, but neighbours visited often, and provided us food and
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strength,” said De, whose mother recovered significantly in ensuing weeks.

Despite being the sole caregiver for her ailing mother, De was notrecognised as an essential
worker. She received no exemption or social protection from the state to contend with her
mother’s illness, neither provision of food and basic services, like doctor visits at home.

The circumstances facing Sikha Bhattacharjee, a retired government employee whose
husband was hospitalized five times due to COVID and post COVID complications between
May and July this year, were similarly distressing. Based in Asansol in West Bengal, she
struggled to find doctors who would physically examine her husband Tapan Bhattacharjee
through his sickness as most doctors saw patients via video calls or behind a screen. She
also faced immense difficulty in accessing oxygen and ambulance services and hospitals
providing quality, affordable treatment and care each time her husband’s sickness
worsened.

“Most numbers of government approved service providers for ambulance and oxygen were
either switched off or out of network area. And many who answered refused after getting
to know the patient was positive,” she said. Equally critical of COVID volunteer groups,
including those associated with NGOs, civil society groups and political parties, she noted,
“Most groups make huge claims about helping COVID affected people on social mediag,
but their work is largely limited to delivering food, grocery and medicines to homes of
patients. They don’t even enter the homes of COVID positive patients, leaving deliverables
at the doorstep! And when it comes to support in emergencies, with oxygen cylinders and
ambulance, all they do is forward the numbers of service providers who either don't answer
phones, or promise to call back, or ask for a huge amount of documentation, like details
of the patient, copies of identity cards, and photographs showing oxygen saturation — all
while someone is dealing with an emergency!”

Like in the case of D’'Souza and De, neighbours and family members helped Bhattacharjee
tide over emergencies. Even then, she struggled to comprehend how her husband was
doing when hospitalised, especially since chances of visiting him or interacting with
doctors was absent or severely curtailed. These uncertainties, and the additional work
burden, severely affected her physical and mental well-being.“Even now, on days when
my husband does not keep well, we are gripped by fear and anxiety — Will he survive?
Will he have to be hospitalized again? Will doctors and nurses take good care of him, and
inform us about his progress.My blood pressure has dipped a lot lately while palpitations
have increased — and often, | feel like I'll go mad,” she said.

Impact On Mental Health

Mental health professionals said the toll of the pandemic on caregivers was immense, and
included anxiety and depression most commonly, but also Post Traumatic Stress Disorder
and survivor’'s guilt, especially if they lost patients or relatives.

Mumbai-based psychiatrist and mindfulness teacher Rajendra Barve drew attention to
the compassion burnout among professional healthcare workers, including doctors and
nurses, as a result of uncertainties surrounding the pandemic. “Even in critical ilinesses like
cancer, there is a well-established protocol and the diagnosis and path of treatment are
very clear. But in the case of COVID, there is hardly any protocol or prognosis, and even
doctors are not very sure about what might happen to patients in future. Plus, there are
long duty hours, increased demand for care from patients, high risk of infection and the
labour of working with PPE kits, which is very cumbersome and tiring. I've seen a lot of cases
of burnout among resident doctors and nurses in recent months, but the biggest casualty
for caregivers is compassion burnout — where they are too tired and appear indifferent,
less warm and understanding towards patients and their queries,” said Barve.

Brinelle D'Souza, Chairperson of the Centre for Health and Mental Health, Tata Institute
of Social Sciences, Mumbai whose father passed away recently, drew attention to the
lack of spaces for collective grieving for caregivers and families contending with death.
“Because of the pandemic, you can’t go for funerals. There is no one to condole or wish
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you, stand by your side and comfort you physically as in regular times. There’s no scope for
grief and grieving,” she said, and stressed that the distress facing poor women was more
severe, especially in cases where they lost their husband. “The loss of the breadwinner
creates deep financial distress, and | know several women who were often forced to make
desperate decisions like selling their jewelry or taking micro-credit on high interest to pay
for the treatment of family members, or put food on the table, pay house rent,” she said,
drawing on her work as a public health activist.

“What we need urgently are safe spaces both online and offline where people can talk and
grieve collectively. We also need strong social security measures and comprehensive relief
packages from the state, especially for the poor and marginalized. These will help reduce to
some extent the distress that many households and caregivers are experiencing. We also
need community mental health programs. For this, we must train community members as
mental health volunteers, whom people can reach out to in times of distress,” said D’Souza,
who was involved with Jan Swastha Abhiyan’s efforts to train community mental health
volunteers in Mumbai during the second wave of the pandemic.
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Thousands Of Tribal Women Chart Their Own Future
After Vocational Training

Madhav Sharma
17 April 2021, gaonconnection.com

About 4,300 women in Dungarpur and Banswara districts of Rajasthan have gone on to
set up their own enterprises after undergoing skill development training offered by the
Dungarpur Municipal Council and local non-profits.

Dungarpur and Banswara, Rajasthan

Dungarpur and Banswara, two predominantly tribal districts of Rajasthan, are infamous for
poverty, malnutrition and high disease burden. While most young men migrate for work,
the women are left behind to look after the children and elderly. These rural women lack
employment opportunities and face economic hardships.

But joint initiatives by the local municipality and non-profit groups are helping tribal women
in these districts script their success stories.

Women are being trained in sewing and embroidery and taught to make sanitary napkins,
masks, papads, diyas and candles.

Today, about 4,300 tribal women — 800 in Dungarpur and 3,500 in Banswara — are reaping
the benefits of such training imparted to them in the last two years.

“There are no big companies or permanent means of employment available locally. The
men go to Gujarat looking for jobs, but what will the women and girls do?” KK Gupta, former
chairperson of Dungarpur Municipal Council, asked Gaon Connection.

Towards self-reliance

It was in 2018 that the Dungarpur Municipal Council began training centres for women in
six wards with 10 sewing machines each. Eventually, these were merged into four centres,
where about 200 women undergo training. During training, raw material is provided to
them free of cost.

In two years, about 800 women have left the centres after receiving training that gives
them a shot at earning. The centres operate in Shastri Colony, Sonia Chowk, Ghati and New
Colony. One of them has been handed over to a non-profit institution called Unnati, and
the other three are run by the Dungarpur Municipal Council.

Hansa Shrimal, a trainer at the centre run by Unnati, told Gaon Connection that, earlier, her
centre used to operate with a batch of 50 women. At present, because of the COVID-19
pandemic and physical distancing norms, it is down to 25, “Most of those who attend the
training are in dire need and shoulder the responsibility of their families,” Shrimal said.

Among the current trainees at Shrimal’s centre, 12 are divorced or widowed and the rest
are survivors of domestic violence and other hardships. “During the pandemic, a million
masks have been made at these centres. We are providing free training to women in
need,” Shrimal said.

Many of the trainees now work independently. “They take raw material from us and work
from home,” said Shrimal, adding that tribal women who used to migrate to Gujarat with
their families in search of a livelihood have also opted for this training.

Seema from Phoonali village, 20 kilometres from Dungarpur city, earns Rs 5,000 a month,
after being trained at Unnati. It allows her to look after her two children well. She used to
suffer domestic abuse, and her husband, who used to earn Rs 6,000 a month, lost his job
during the pandemic.
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Like Dungarpur, tribal women of Kushalgarh tehsil in Banswara district are becoming self-
reliant with their craftsmanship. Usually, the highest migration of tribals from Kushalgarh
tehsil is to the neighbouring state of Gujarat. Nidhi Jain, a social worker, began Pratidhwani,
a skill development centre, in the region in December 2016 with 55 women from the tribal
community.

Today, about 3,500 women are associated with the Sakhi programme of Pratidhwani and
learn to do a variety of things along with sewing and embroidery.

Soumya Kharhiya, who is associated with the Sakhi programme, hails from the tribal
community at Potliya village in Kushalgarh. Kharhiya said, “In 2018, | joined Pratidhwani
and learned stitching. Today, | am self-reliant and work at the institute itself. | made about
thirty thousand masks during the lockdown.”

Kharhiya added, “Before 2018, | used to earn less than three thousand rupees as a domestic
helper. Now, | earn up to ten thousand rupees from sewing. | am the sole earner at home
and still am able to run my household comfortably,” she said.

“The condition of women in tribal districts is worse than that of men on every scale. In such
a situation, women will gain social equality with men only if they are financially capable.
Seeing our work, the TAD [Tribal Area Development Commissioner] has given us the
responsibility of linking women in other areas too with the project,” Jain said.

Jain pointed out that along with skill development, the confidence of women has also
received a boost. Some have even gone on to set up self help groups and make pickles
and papad. Others pick up employment in the field of sewing.

“Until some years ago, they had not even stepped out of their houses. Today, they are
travelling all by themselves to big cities like Delhi to sell their goods,” she added.
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Education By Girls, For Girls — How Ayodhya Group Is
Helping Students Stay In School, College

Jyoti Yadav
27 July 2021, theprint.in

Ayodhya: When the Covid lockdown first kicked in last year and talk of classes shifting
online began, Rani Sonkar, a17-year-old Ayodhya student who had just taken admission in
a college, was thrilled. Eager not to miss out on lessons when her college reopened digitally,
she picked up work as a part-time domestic worker and bought herself an Android phone
worth Rs 6,000.

Then she waited, and waited, and waited. A year and a half later, the wait continues for
Rani, who should have ideally started the second year of her BA course this session.

Her college — Kanta Prasad Sundar Lal Saket Mahavidyalay, a government institute —
never held any online classes at all. And in the meantime, Rani, who lives in a 200-square-
foot room with her mother and elder sister at Ayodhya’s Dilkusha locality, saw her life take
a different direction from what she hoped.

“| started waking up at 7 am. | would cook food, wash dishes, do the laundry, and then
accompany my mother to work. At the posh houses, | would see mothers helping their kids
with online classes. | felt left out and vulnerable,” she told ThePrint. “I feared | would forget
all my learning skills by the time the college reopens.”

But something happened a month ago that assuaged Rani’s fears to some extent. She
received a call from Jagriti, an MA second-year student at the same college, who asked
her to join a local study centre she was helping start.

The study centre, titled ‘Apna Taleem Ghar’ or ‘our home of education’, is one of three set
up in as many Ayodhya localities by the Awadh Peoples Forum (APF), a youth collective
looking to prevent girl students from dropping out of the education system in the absence
of regular classes or digital access.

It is a largely informal set-up, where volunteers associated with the NGO — drawn from the
same areas as the students — help girls keep up with their curriculum. The centres also
offer students alternative literature — books about Ambedkar, classics, texts on menstrual
hygiene and social issues — that has been donated to the APF.

The idea is to keep them in the loop of education. To convince families to allow their
daughters to participate, the centres offer tailoring training as an incentive.

It is an initiative the girls at the centres express much gratitude for.”"Mobiles are owned by
either fathers or brothers. So, even if our government schools had started online classes,
we would have never been able to join because the agency of mobile phones lies with the
men,” said Khooshboo Nishad, 19, who studies at the centre in Murawan Tola.

50



Khooshboo cleared her Class 12 last year but has yet to take admission in college.”This
study centre gives us solidarity,” she told ThePrint. “We can at least talk about books here.
The pandemic has totally changed the fortunes of underprivileged girls like us. Five of my
friends got married,” she said. “Many are now helping families earn bread and butter.”

Learning on rooftop
Dilkusha, where Rani resides, is largely inhabited by vegetable sellers, domestic workers,
e-rickshaw drivers and garbage collectors.

“We are daily-wage labourers. After the government announced the lockdown, we thought
we would die of hunger,” said Rani’s mother Reeta Devi, 42. “The employment is still irregular
due to the weekend lockdown. Some days, we have food on our plate, and some days, we
struggle hard.”

She said she is due to pay Rani’'s second-year admission fees — Rs 6,000. “This is when she
did not have any classes this year,” she added.

The study centre opened in the locality caters to 14 other girls besides Rani. The number
is higher at Murawan Tola, a Dalit basti of hundreds of half-built houses and congested
lanes, which is located 6 kilometres away from Dilkusha. Since no house here was deemed
big enough to accommodate a centre where dozens of girls would come to study, local
resident Anjali Nishad, 21, offered her rooftop for the purpose.

On 24 July, when ThePrint visited the site, around 20 girls had come together under the
open sky to study at the makeshift centre. Their ages ranged from 12 to 22 years.

As of now, the three centres — the third is at Buchniganj, a colony primarily inhabited by
daily wagers — run by the Awadh Peoples Forum cater to around 100 girls.

For the girl child
Talking about the origin of the initiative, Afag, one of the members of the social group, said
they wanted to ensure girl students stayed in the education system.

“For the last four years, we were working for the cause of girl child education and set up
schools in Bahujan bastis. As the pandemic hit the country, the schools were shut,” he said.
“Since the girls belonged to families of daily-wage labourers who lost their employment
in the second Covid wave, there was a high chance that they could be withdrawn from
school and married off.

“That is when we started Apna Taleem Ghar, a study centre for the girls and by the girls,” he
said. “We selected a few team leaders who then listed the vulnerable girls and convinced
them to join the community class.”

When Awadh Peoples Forum started the study centres, the biggest challenge was to
convince the families, said Ashish Kumar, another member of the group. “To convince the
families, we offered a tailoring course so that the girls could come to the centres. So, we
have one hour to study and one to learn sewing.”

Jagriti, a team leader with the initiative, noted that such an incentive is required because
their families “are not that educated”.

“We don't have an idea to look up to. No girl has ever achieved anything. So, education is

not the top priority,” she added. “I had listed 32 vulnerable girls who were either on the verge
of dropping out or who did not have any access to mobiles. But, so far, 15 have joined.”
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While the study centres are helping girls keep up with learning, the fact that many students
haven't been able to access online lessons at their schools/colleges for months on end
paints a grim picture for education goals.

Reached for comment about the potential implications, Santosh Pandey, the Zilla Basic
Shiksha Adhikari, said the administration is at work to address these concerns.

“We are appointing prerna sathi (inspiration companions) in the district, where educated
youth will reach out to these students. In the coming month, each and every student will
be connected to online classes. We have directed teachers to identify the vulnerable
students,” he added.



‘Don’t Want To Live Like A Victim’ — How A Women'’s

Adalat In UP Is Empowering Survivors Of Abuse

Jyoti Yadav
16 August 2021, theprint.in

Banda: “Chup Chup rahna, ghut ghut jeena, ye baat humein manzoor nahin (Don't talk
about your sufferings, bury your feelings, we don't accept a life of suffocation like this).”

This is the motto of Chingari Adalat — a women's self-help group operating in UP’s Banda
district that has been empowering women to break the shackles of silence imposed by
generations of patriarchal society and talk about issues like domestic violence and sexual
abuse faced by them.

Started in 2019 by the Vidya Dhami Society — an NGO registered in 2001 by a local activist
who goes by the name of Raja Bhaiyya — Chingari Adalat works as an informal ‘women’s
courtroom’, dispensing legal advice, ensuring victims have access to legal recourse and, if
needed, providing them with financial help in their legal battle.

Atthe centre of operations are three women — 35-year-old Mubina, 54-year-old Meenakshi
Gupta and 50-year-old Pushplata. While Meenakshi and Pushplata have been social
activists working for marginalised women in the Bundelkhand region for the past three
decades, Mubing, is the one who connects with the victims, speaking their language and
explaining to them the legal parlance often used by Meenakshi and Pushpalata that many
of them don’t understand.

Meetings are held every Sunday, where lawyers are also present to advise the women. The
Chingari Adalat workers first hear out the women and counsel them. If legal recourse has
already been sought, the documents are studied and further action advised. Others are
told how to approach the police and legal set-up. The Adalat’s workers follow up with the
police and lawyers on the cases as and when needed.

“Due to poverty, many women are not able to hire good lawyers. We provide financial help
also. This way, we ensure that women have a sense of security and solidarity. When they
move ahead with their legal battles to get justice, Chingari Adalat tries to become the
force behind them,” Raja Bhaiya said.

According to the data shared by Chingari Adalat, it received 346 complaints of domestic
violence in 2019. The number rose to 477 in 2020 and, in 2021 they have already received 311
complaints till the end of July.

However, according to Raja Bhaiyya, the number of complaints received in the past year-
and-a-half should not be considered to be representative of the extent of the problem,
since “fewer women could access the justice system meant for them during Covid times”.

“The true picture of domestic violence during this period might not be reflected in the total
number of registered FIRs registered pan-India,” he added. His views are shared by police
officers across districts in UP, many of whom told ThePrint on condition of anonymity that
not every victim of domestic abuse reaches out to the police. This has been even more so
during the pandemic.

“Due to public transport being unavailable for many months during the lockdown,
vulnerable women could not leave their homes and fewer cases of abuse reached the
authorities,” said a police superintendent in UP. “Also, the police were overburdened with
Covid management during this time.”



‘He married another woman’ Meenakshi, Pushplata and Mubina were seated under a guava
tree in the premises of the Vidya Dhami Society in Banda’s Attara town, when ThePrint
caught up with them on a Sunday. In front of them sat 34-year-old Naseem Bano, shaking
with fear, anxiety and nervousness. Years of alleged domestic abuse, coupled with the
financial difficulties she was facing, had made Bano a nervous wreck.

Married in 2006 to a tailor, the abuse started within a few years of the wedding, she claimed.
Finally, in 2013, Bano filed a case of domestic abuse and dowry harassment against her
husband. According to her, he had also started demanding more dowry as an excuse for
harassment.

While her case is still pending in the Banda district court, she claimed the court directed
her husband in 2016 to provide her interim financial support. But Bano, who has an 11-year-
old daughter to support, alleges that she has not received any money from him since.

The Chingari Adalat women sing the organisation’s anthem

The breaking point for her came in July, when a close relative sent her photos of her husband
with his new wife. Bano claimed he remarried under an Islamic custom that allows him to
do so without divorcing her first. She has, however, not filed any police complaint against
him for the remarriage.

‘He married another woman while | am running from pillar to post to find a job to feed my
daughter,” she said. Once a teacher at a private school in Attara, with a monthly salary of
Rs 3,300, Bano lost her job last year when the school closed due to the Covid pandemic.

Now, she has no support even from her own family. While she has enrolled herself at a
tailoring course, she has no income as yet. “My parents are no more. My two brothers don’t
help me at all. | am managing to survive on the ration and free gas cylinder provided
by the government. One of my three sisters has offered to take care of my daughter till |
manage to get an income,” she said.

As Bano broke down, Mubina brought her a glass of water, Meenakshi gave her a bracing
hug, and a group of workers associated with the NGO picked up the anthem of ‘Chup Chup
rahna, ghut ghut jeena, ye baat humein manzoor nahin’, to the beats of a tabla.

Finally composed, Bano, gets up to go to the nearby hand pump to wash her swollen, tear-
streaked face. Her place is taken by 16-year-old Fiza, a victim of alleged sexual abuse.
‘Uncomfortable with questions at the police station’

A resident of Banda Town, Fiza was alone at home — her mother had gone to collect ration
— when a neighbour forcefully entered the house and attempted to sexually abuse her
in June, she alleged. Over the next two months, she claimed, he attempted it twice more.
Both times her mother, a daily wage labourer, was not at home. Her two brothers work in
Ghaziabad, and Fiza and her mother are the only ones in the family living in Banda.The
mother-daughter duo did not have the courage to go to the police station and file an FIR.
Instead, Fiza’s mother, who knew of Mubina’s involvement with Chingari Adalat, decided to
contact her. According to Mubina after she had explained to them the severity of the crime
and the legal recourse available to them, they decided to approach the police.

‘But at the police thana, | was very uncomfortable with the way questions were asked
about the harassment. At Chingari Adalat it is different. | can see dozens of women with
similar experiences and | can share my ordeal without being judged,” Fiza told ThePrint.
Fiza's experience of discomfort with the legal proceedings is not isolated, claimed Mubina.
The activist, who said she has been accompanying victims to police stations and courts
for a while now, claimed that the language used at these places is intimidating and
“patriarchal”. Many survivors she has accompanied, didn’t share their true experience as a
result, she said, because they “feared being misunderstood, shamed or judged”.
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The gathering at Attara is representative of the way the organisation works. Weekly
meetings are held every Sunday at the premises of the Vidya Dhami Society. According to
Raja Bhaiyya, about 15-20 women come on an average at every gathering, and like Fiza
and Bano, are counselled and provided legal help. Banda lawyers Manjar Ali, Rajender
Singh, and Dwarkesh Singh take turns to be present at the meetings to help the survivors
with legal advice.

From education to empowerment

When Raja Bhaiyya had started the Vidya Dhami Society in 2001, it was with the aim of
providing education to girls, he said. Over the years, however, the NGO moved into
highlighting human rights, agriculture and health-related issues in the region. A turning
point came in 2019, when the NGO team saw women had stopped coming to the weekly
baitakhi — a gathering organised to educate people about government welfare schemes
and to create social awareness.When they enquired about it, they found it was because of
the patriarchal mindset which imposed “purdah” on the women. Slowly, they also started
hearing of cases of abuse which the women found difficult to express.

Thus was born the Chingari Adalat, a platform that would give voice to the sufferings often
faced by rural women in silence, said Raja Bhaiyya.

‘We traced individual cases only to find that survivors of domestic abuse were not
participating at the baithaki. They were also not reaching the authorities due to the hostile
environment in police stations and courts. At Chingari Adalat, the survivors are heard,
counselled and helped in fighting their legal battles,” said Raja Bhaiyya.

The Covid pandemic in 2020 and the resulting nationwide lockdown impacted the working
of the organisation. Meetings of the Adalat were suspended for many months. After the
second Covid wave, as the weekly gatherings resumed, Raja Bhaiyya said more and more
women started turning up, eager to find an outlet for their sufferings.

The biggest challenge for the organisation, according to Mubing, is to make survivors
aware of their own power and strength, to make them understand that they are not the
“weaker sex”.

“It takes several rounds of meetings and earning their trust, to bring them out of their
trauma. We don't tell them what women are commonly told here ‘samjhauta kar lo* or
adjust. Rather we do the hand-holding in the beginning and they turn out to be well
prepared for their battles,” Mubina added.

The confidence and determination to fight were clear in Bano, as she left the gathering.

“Mujhe niranay chahiye, muaavja chahiye aur ab peedit hokar nahin rahna (I want closure,
compensation and don’t want to live like a victim),” she told The Print.
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FROM INSIGHTS TO ACTION : THE REAL
TRUTH

In the policy-programme cycle, implementation plays a key role in achieving the policy
objectives. However, implementation is not automatic, and it may be faced with various
problems at each successive stage. Effective implementation requires a hierarchy of
command and the capacity to coordinate and control. The media plays an essential
role as a watchdog and keeps surveillance on the implementation of the policies. This
section covers articles highlighting the differences in policy pronouncements and their
implementation.

Despite being the world's second-largest digital market, India lags behind Pakistan
regarding Internet speed according to Ookla’s Speedtest Global Index. Vijay Sharma in
his article, fefdiece f&dree: Th gdhlobd' highlights a digital divide prevalent in India,
which includes any uneven distribution in the access to, use of, or impact of information
and communications technologies across communities. He cites the ‘education divide’
that India’s rural and urban areas faced during the lockdown.

Shahina KK, based in Thamarassery, Keralag, in her article, ‘'Why The Road To Adoption In
India Is So Long And Winding’, highlights the lack of rigour in implementing the Juvenile
Justice Act that keeps children in institutions instead of providing them with a family. She
corroborates this argument by focussing on the vast gap between the total number of
children living in shelters and those in specialised shelters.

History suggests that women are faring well on developmental indices, yet there is a gap
between the specified percentage of representation and actual representation. In the case
of Tamil Nadu, the representation of women in various fields is not adequate; a handful
representing the entire state is a testament to this gender bias. ‘Tamizhaga Arasiyalil
Pengalukana Prathinithithuvam Enga? (Where Is The Representation of Women in Tamil
Nadu Politics?)’, an article by Tamil Nadu based Indumathy. G addresses an important
question - Why the State of Tamil Nadu needs more women politicians?

‘'Sex Workers in Asansol Sitting On A Ticking Time Bomb Of HIV/AIDS’ written by Aritra
Bhattacharya, highlights the suspension of Targeted Interventions Under National AIDS
Control Programme’ in Asansol, West Bengal, for the past four years. This suspension
has denied sex workers in Asansol access to mandatory screening for HIV infection, free
condoms, counselling on safe sex and anti-retroviral treatment.

When a Madras High Court judge exclaimed that he needed counselling to understand
LGBT issues better, it won him praises. But it was also a pointer to the slow yet firm changes
in the societal perception of the LGBT community and their problems. Indumathy’s article
‘Valimaiyadaiyum LGBTQ+ Samugathin Kural (Strengthening voices of LGBTQ+)’ deals with
similar perceptions hinting towards change around LGBTQ Issues in Tamil Nadu.
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Why The Road To Adoption In India Is So Long And
Winding

Shahina KK

18 June 2021, thefederal.com

After three long years of search and struggle, Sreya and Nikhil (hames changed), a
Bangalore-based couple, managed to adopt a four-year-old boy. Sreya says she initially
wanted a baby girl, a newborn, if that would have been possible. But the options were
limited, and the couple finally went with the boy. It has brought happiness and joy into the
lives of the childless couple. They are so relieved that they managed to adopt a child after
so long.

But it is not as if there were not enough children to be adopted. According to UNICEF, India
has 26 lakh children orphaned or abandoned. These children largely remain on the streets
or child care institutions (CCl)—registered or unregistered—and most of them never get an
opportunity to have a family, parents, siblings, relatives or a better life.

According to a study done by the Ministry of Women and Child welfare in 2018, the number
of ‘adoptable children in India was less than 50,000. India has 9,589 Child Care Institutions,
of which 32 per cent are registered under the Juvenile Justice (JJ) Act. According to the
details provided by these institutions, there are 3,70,227 Children in Need of Care and
Protection (CNCP) and 7,422 Children in Conflict with Law (CCL). Most of these children
living in CCls spend their childhood and adolescence in these homes, go out to work and
start living a life of their own at the age of majority, without getting an opportunity to know
what a family is.

Several studies have corroborated an enormous gap between the actual number of
children abandoned and orphaned and those being adopted. “Though we have around
10,000 child shelters, the number of adoption agencies is only 340,” says Smriti Gupta, CEO
of Where Are India’s Children (WAIC), a Pune-based organisation working for the rights of
the orphaned children, adding that India is yet to develop an adoption culture.

She says that while several factors keep children in institutions instead of providing them
with a family, a key factor is the lack of rigour implementation of the JJ Act.

The reluctance of the Child Care Institutions to register with the Specialised Adoption
Agencies, the preference of parents for very young kids and the unwillingness of relatives
to give the child for adoption are some other factors.

Procedural lapses
As per the procedure established by law, CCls have to register with Specialised Adoption
Agencies (SAA) under the JJ Act if they want to send the children for adoption. The Child
Welfare Committee then makes an adoption inquiry for every child and ensures the child’s
adoption eligibility.

“All children are not completely orphans in the strict sense. Many of them might have one
parent or relatives who do not agree to give the child up for adoption for several reasons,”
says Gupta. “There might be emotional factors, but it is also a fact that relatives have an
eye on the property left to the child by either of the parents and are thus keeping the child
in their control.”

According to experts, the one solution is to make rigorous periodic analysis by the CWC on
whether the relatives have a genuine interest in the child’s welfare.

Usually, ChildLine or the Specialised Adoption Agency will present the child’s case before
the CWC. “They step in to enquire if the child has any relatives who are willing to take
care of him or her. If they are to be taken in by relatives, the relatives must go through the
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appropriate checks. If there is no relative who is willing to adopt, then the child would be
declared legally free for adoption and thus should go to the adoption pool,” says Gupta.
The Juvenile Justice Act does not ensure a periodical review of the adoptability of a child
living in a shelter. There is no fixed period or mandate to conduct a periodic review of the
child’s status. So even if the law or child’s situation changes, the adoption possibility is not
re-evaluated. Currently, regular checks happen at the CWC's discretion, which can vary
widely.

Preference for young, ‘normal’ kids

On the other hand, there is the issue of preferences of the adopting parents. “The agony of
waiting for childless couples occupies the dominant narrative in the discourse on adoption
but nobody will tell you about their preferences,” says Sunil Arora, the Executive Director of
Bal Asha Trust, an authorised adoption agency in Mumbai.

“Most of the parents want very young and ‘normal’ kids. It is generally difficult for children
beyond eight or ten years to go into adoption. Similarly, physically challenged children
also are not chosen,” Arora tells The Federal, adding that this sort of preference leads to
repeated rejections of children.

Although there are 52,000 children in the adoption pool and 30,000 families are waiting for
adoption in Indig, the average number of children being adopted a year is roughly 2,000.

“There is a need to change the perception,” says advocate Shireen Merchant, a Mumbai-
based lawyer who deals with adoption litigations. “Foreign parents prefer older children,
but such Indian parents are very few.”

Long stay in shelter homes

Once a child is assigned to a Child Care Institutions (CCI) or shelter, the child can end up
spending their entire childhood at that institution, facing significant physical, emotional,
and psychological risks. Furthermore, there are no checks or parameters to determine
whether the child should continue an institutionalised life or whether the child should be
made legally adoptable.

CCls, too, are reluctant to send children into adoption for various reasons. The vast gap
between the total number of children living in shelters and those in specialised shelters
corroborates this argument.

“We have found that the institutions keep the children in their custody indefinitely, asitis a
source of funds and grants,” says Gupta.

Adoption rights activists demand that funding agencies and governments make it
mandatory for childcare shelters to link themselves with authorised adoption agencies
and ensure that children are eligible for adoption.

CCls also do not request CWCs to review the adoption eligibility of children. As a result,
children with no family, untraceable family, or unresponsive/unﬁt family continue to be
reassigned to shelters rather than be evaluated to be made legally adoptable.

lllegal adoption and unregistered homes-a cause concern

As per data provided by the Ministry of Women and Child Development, out of 9,589 CCls/
Homes analysed, 91 per cent or 8,744 are run by NGOs. The state’s share in this regard is
9 per cent (845 CCls/Homes). Out of the 336 adoption agencies all over India, 20.2% are
government-run, and 79.8% are non-government run.

This leads to another problem wherein parents go to illegal institutions for adoption.
“I have met many parents looking for illegal adoption. They go to unregistered institutions

and take a child as this is an easier process for them,” says Aparna Bhatt, a Supreme Court
lawyer.
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Aparna, who often represents organisations related to adoption, says the procedural flaws
and the deficient number of children in the adoption pool make them go for illegal adoption.
The parents who go for unlawful adoption are aware of the legal tangles involved in
unlawful adoption, yet they go for the easier and quicker route. Tamil Nadu has the highest
number of CCls/Homes with 1,647 CCls/Homes, followed by Maharashtra with 1,284 CCls/
Homes and Kerala with 1,242 CCls/Homes. These three states account for 4,173 (43.5%)
CCls/Homes across the country.

The Federal’s lawyers and activists unanimously expressed one concern—the absence of a
check and balance system on unregistered Child Care Institutions in the country.

“Anything can happen-from child trafficking to child abuse,” says Gupta. Experts hold the
view that India does not have an adoption mindset yet. ‘Right to family’ for a child is not
widely understood. Identifying and moving eligible children through an adoption inquiry
demands a lot of effort, but keeping the child continuously in a shelter is an easier option
which becomes the default preference.

Many child shelters acknowledge that children want to live with a family in a home they

can call their own. Yet, they admit there is a reluctance in exploring that path and putting
children up for legal adoption.
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Indumathy.G
31 May 2021, Hindu Tamil Thisai
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Sex Workers In Asansol Sitting On A Ticking Time Bomlb
Of HIV/AIDS

Aritra Bhattacharya
17 September 2021, gaonconnection.com

For four years now, the ‘Targeted Interventions Under National AIDS Control Programme’ is
suspended in Asansol, West Bengal, because of which mandatory screening for HIV and
free condom distribution to sex workers have stopped. This has put a spanner in the works
for India’s fight against AIDS.

Asansol is West Bengal’s second largest city and home to a large number of coal mines,
factories and migrant workers. In its red light areas of Chabka, Lachipur and Sitarampur,
thousands of sex workers eke a living. But, for the past four years, they have neither
undergone the mandatory screening for HIV [human immunodeficiency virus] infection,
nor have they received any free condoms or counselling on safe sex.

These are all part of the activities of the central government’s ‘Targeted Interventions
Under National AIDS Control Programme’ being implemented by the National AIDS Control
Organization (NACO).

Murshida Sheikh, a sex worker from Asansol, has been running from pillar to post to get
these activities restarted in the red light areas of this district headquarters of Pashchim
Bardhaman, which is located about 210 kilometres from Kolkata.

Two months ago, on July 7, Sheikh wrote to the project director of the West Bengal State
AIDS Prevention and Control Society, Abhishek Tiwary, highlighting the dire status of the
sexual health of her community members and their clients.

“More than a thousand sex workers live in the red light areas of Chabka, Lachipur and
Sitarampur... These areas are full of mines and factories, close to the Jharkhand border,
and situated along National Highway 2.. STD [sexually transmitted disease] and HIV cases
are increasing here, and blood tests are completely suspended,” the sex worker wrote in
her letter.

“We are not getting condoms and the ICTC [Integrated Counselling and Testing Centre] is
located over 18 km away and difficult to travel to,” pointed out Sheikh who is also president
of Asansol Durbar Samiti, a community-based organisation associated with the Durbar
Mahila Samanway Samiti, that represents over 65,000 sex workers in West Bengal.

When Targeted Interventions stopped

Till 2017, the NACO's Targeted Interventions (Tls) worked efficiently in the neighborhoods in
Asansol, with a number of services and facilities aimed at monitoring and improving the
health of sex workers.

These workers underwent blood tests every three months to check for HIV infection, a doctor
offered them free consultation and medicines for sexually transmitted diseases and other
ailments thrice a week, and each one of them was provided with seven condoms per day.

Peer educators and outreach workers raised their awareness about HIV/ AIDS and sexual
health and counselled them about safe sex practices, including the use of condoms. If
required, the sex workers were connected to anti-retroviral treatment centres in case they
tested positive for HIV.

However, things ran aground in early 2017 when sex workers and their families in red light
areas accused some of the activists implementing the Targeted Interventions scheme
of corruption. “They had no experience or exposure to sex work, did not even consult us
about what interventions were required on ground, and swindled money,” Rabi Ghosh, field
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coordinator with Asansol Durbar Samiti, told Gaon Connection.

“We wrote to the district magistrate and the state government, complaining about
corruption. We said we were ready to run the scheme on our own with full accountability,”
said Ghosh, who is himself a son of a sex worker from Chabka. “But, after March 2017, funds
for the scheme were stopped, and the scheme has not been restarted despite several
letters and deputations to authorities,” he added.

Ghosh was an outreach worker under the Targeted Interventions scheme till March 2017
when things came to a grinding halt. According to him, even the mandatory HIV screening
for sex workers has stopped and not a single screening camp has been organised by the
government in the red light areas.

“We did conduct blood tests in the neighbourhood on a few occasions with help from the
Durbar Mahila Samanwaya Samiti, but these were few and far between. The distribution of
condoms and awareness and counselling activities have also come to a complete halt as
there are no funds,” Ghosh complained.

Sex workers and their family members receive ration distributed by local NGOs during the
second wave of COVID-19. Photo: Rabi Ghosh.

Importance and scope of Tls

Targeted Interventions, designed and implemented by the NACO in collaboration with
state AIDS control societies and NGOs/ community based organisations, constitute the
cornerstone of India’s fight against HIV/ AIDS.

Aimed at high risk groups like sex workers, the interventions include funding and institutional
support for one peer educator and one outreach worker per 100 and 250 individuals,
respectively. These educators and workers provide condoms, lubricants and medicines to
beneficiaries, and monitor their health.

Educators and workers are also supported by a doctor, a counsellor, a project manager, a
project director and other staff at the cluster level, who organise regular health check-ups
and awareness programmes, including mandatory HIV tests for all sex workers every six
months as per the NACO guidelines.

Activists and community representatives from the sex workers’ community say that
Targeted Interventions have been suspended in many red light areas in the country
including places like Asansol that have a large floating population. This, according to them,
has severely compromised India’s fight against AIDS and left sex workers and their clients
highly vulnerable to HIV and other infections especially in the COVID19 pandemic.

“In addition to Asansol, targeted interventions for sex workers were suspended in many
other parts of West Bengal like Islampur, Alipurduar, Panjipara and Suri for varying durations
in the last two to three years,” Protim Roy from Durbar Mahila Samanway Samiti, told Gaon
Connection.

“Since there was no periodic screening among sex workers, we just don’t know if they were
HIV positive. Plus, during the lockdown, many of them returned to their native place, and
carried on with sex work there, often without access to condoms, leaving the possibility of
HIV infection and transmission wide open,” Roy said.

TIs suspended in several parts of India

Not just in West Bengal, Targeted Interventions have been suspended in other parts of the
country too. “Take Ajmer in Rajasthan, for instance — our data shows there are around three
thousand five hundred sex workers in the district, and their clients include foreign tourists
who visit Ajmer all year round,” Amit Kumar, coordinator of the All India Network of Sex
Workers — a forum that represents over 500,000 sex workers from 17 states in the country,
told Gaon Connection.”Patna in Bihar has over four thousand sex workers and is also an
important tourism centre. Tls were suspended in both Ajmer and Patna, for over a year or
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more. There is no medical camp or condom distribution happening exposing sex workers
and their clients to high risk,” said the coordinator.

There is no official data in the public domain on the functioning of Targeted Interventions.
The last annual report on these interventions available on the NACO'’s website is for the
year 2018-19.

Emails with detailed questions regarding the functioning of Targeted Interventions, and
instances and reasons for suspension were sent to NACO officials Bhawani Kushwaha,
deputy director, Tl, and Shobini Rajan, deputy director general, but these queries remained
unanswered despite reminders.

Spike in HIV infections

While there is no official data on the functioning of Tls and their impact on HIV incidence,
activists from sex workers’ collectives and advocacy groups feared HIV cases were on the
rise, more so owing to disruptions caused by the pandemic. In some cases, these fears
were backed by evidence.

“Many sex workers who have been testing negative for years indicating they practised safe
sex, have now tested positive for HIV,” Meena Seshu from SANGRAM (Sampada Grameen
Mahila Sonstho), a forum of sex workers in the Sangli, Satara and Kolhapur districts in
Maharashtra, told Gaon Connection.

“When we spoke to them, we learnt that in many instances, when the sex workers returned
to their native place during the early phase of the COVID-19 pandemic, they carried on with
their work, but with no access to condoms,” Seshu added.

There was also the problem of sex workers not being able to insist on the use of condoms
in rural areas, whereas in the urban centres, the awareness about the risk of unprotected
sex is a lot more, she pointed out.

According to Seshu, it was because of initiatives such as the Targeted Interventions in red
light areas, that fresh HIV cases were detected. “We were able to conduct periodic tests,
detect the cases and link them up with Integrated Counselling and Testing Centres,” she
explained. “Suspension of the scheme, even in small pockets, means a break in micro-
managing clusters with high risk of infection, which can be disastrous in our efforts to
prevent HIV/ AIDS,” the activist warned.

“Not providing sex workers with condoms, lubes and doctor consultations and medicines
for STDs, even for a few days, makes them vulnerable and puts their lives in danger,” Seshu
stressed.

Amit Kumar from the All India Network of Sex Workers drew attention to the problems posed
by lack of updated information on the Targeted Intervention scheme in the public domain.

“Say, | am a sex worker or have multiple sexual partners, and am concerned that | might
have contracted HIV, who am | supposed to talk to or where am | to find information on
testing centres and treatment,” he asked. Yet, NACO does not provide any information on
Targeted Interventions, Kumar said.

“Even when the interventions are suspended, the sexual act does not stop, and the chances
of HIV infection and transmission increase substantially,” Kumar pointed out. “But if we are
in the dark about where to look for fresh cases, the fight against AIDS will receive a big
blow,” he cautioned.
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students-is-helping-slum-residents-junk-rags/706249/

3. With No Routine Check-Ups Or ASHA Workers, Up’s Chitrakoot Sees Rise In Home Births
During Covid - https://theprint.in/india/with-no-routine-check-ups-or-asha-workers-
ups-chitrakoot-sees-rise-in-home-births-during-covid/710937/

4.’'Don’t Want To Live Like A Victim" — How A Women'’s Adalat In UP Is Empowering
Survivors Of Abuse - https://theprint.in/india/dont-want-to-live-like-a-victim-how-a-
womens-adalat-in-up-is-empowering-survivors-of-abuse/714454/

Shafeeq Thamarassery

1. Sthreedhanakkola, 212 Maranangal, Prathikalaru (Dowry Murders: 212 deaths; Who Are
The Culprits?) - https://www.doolnews.com/detailed-report-on-dowry-system-in-
kerala-456.html



2. Aa Thozhilali Sthreekal Engineyinnu Jeevikkunnu (How Do Those Women Workers Live
Now?) - https://www.doolnews.com/how-women-workers-in-the-unorganized-sector-
live-during-the-covid-time-623.html

3. Veettujoli Cheythirunna Aa Thozhilali Sthreekal Evide Poyi (What Happened To Those
Domestic Help Workers Who Used To Work At Your Homes?) - https://www.doolnews.
com/where-did-those-domestic-workers-go-special-report-896.html

4. Jeevan Panayam Vechu Joli Cheythittum Avaganana Mathram (Ignorance Is The Only
Reward Even After Putting Life At Stake For Work) - https://www.doolnews.com/report-on-
situations-of-cleaning-workers-during-covid-time-632.ntm]

Haroon Reshi

1. Violence Against Women: A Reality That Goes Un-Or-Under-Reported, And Largely
Unnoticed In Kashmir! - https://thekashmirimages.com/2021/08/13/violence-against-
women-a-reality-that-goes-un-or-under-reported-and-largely-unnoticed-in-kashmir/

Avula Yamuna

1. Corona Kastalu Adavallake Akkuva (Corona Difficulties Are More For Women) - https://
www.v6velugu.com/corona-difficulties-are-more-for-women

2. Ontaraina Amma ...Corona Tho Pillalaki Dooram (Mothers Isolated In Most Families Due
To Corona Pandemic) - https://www.vBvelugu.com/mothers-isolated-in-most-families-
due-to-corona-pandemic

3. Chinnari Pelli Kuthullu Akkuvaitunnaru (Child Brides Are On The Rise In The World) -
https://www.v6velugu.com/child-brides-are-on-the-rise-in-the-world

4. Adavallem Thakkuva (Women Can Run Home And Earn Money Also) - https://www.
vBvelugu.com/womens-can-run-home-and-earn-money-also

Indumathy.G

1. Tamizhaga Arasiyalil Pengalukana Prathinithithuvam Enga? (Where Is The
Representation Of Women In Tamil Nadu Politics?) - https://www.hindutamil.in/news/
tamilnadu/654497-women-in-tamilnadu-politics.ntml

2. Coronavum Pengalin Velai llapum (Corona And Its Ripple Effect On Careers For Women)
- https://www.hindutamil.in/news/opinion/columns/671808-corona-and-the-loss-of-
women-s-jobs.html

3. Thamizhagathil Athigarikum kuzhanthai Thirumanagal: Pen Kuzhathaigal Paathukapil
Tamizhagam Pinokki Selkiratha? (Is Tamil Nadu Lagging Behind In Girl Child Protection)-
https://www.hindutamil.in/news/tamilnadu/690401-is-tamil-nadu-lagging-behind-in-
girl-child-protection.html

4. Valimaiyadaiyum LGBTQ+ Samugathin Kural (Strengthening voices of LGBTQ+) -
https://www.hindutamil.in/news/reporters-page/700687-voices-of-Igbtqg.html
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Priyanka Tupe

1. Unheard life of Single Women from Unorganised sector - https://morothi.thewire.in/
corona-and-single-women-issues-1

2. Single Women: Need For More Inclusive Policies On Social Security - https://marathi.
thewire.in/corona-and-single-women-issues-2

3. Where ‘Digital India’ Is Out Of Range! - https://marathi.thewire.in/digital-india-out-of-
range-trible-girls-are-struggling-to-take-education

4. In Search Of Freedom From Loitering To Uproot The Exploitation - Priyanka Tupe. -

https://marathi.thewire.in/girls-of-bhimnagar-mankhurd-mumbai-trying-to-find-
freedom

Jahida Parbin

1. Vaillo Bibah Ek Samaijik Byadhi (Child Marriage - A Social Evil)-
https://dainikganaadhikar.com/20042021/page4.html

2. Grehokarmir Lockdown Poristhitir Chabi (Domestic Workers Struggle During The
Lockdown) - https://ganaadhikar.com/e-paper-07-06-2021/

3. Lockdownoto Bahi Thoka Nai Anganwadi Karmi (No Lockdown For Assam’s Anganwadi
Workers) - https://ganaadhikar.com/e-paper-14-06-2021/

4. ASHA Karmisakal Samaj Paribartanar Bahok (ASHA Workers - Bearers Of Social Change)
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Ringside View
Fellowship Articles on Covid and Gender
Registered Office

Shetty House, 3rd floor, 101, M. G. Road, Mumbai - 400 001.
Tel : +9122 22626672, +91 22 22672411

Postal Address
Bungalow no. 3, Paramhans CHS, Near new RTO, Next to Hotel VITS
Sharanam, Eastern Express Highway, Thane (W) - 400604.

Tel : +91 91679 02776
info@populationfirst.org
www.populationfirst.org

Facebook: http:/ /www.facebook.com/groups/Laadli
Blog: http:// laadlimerilaadli.blogspot.in/
Twitter Handle: Laadli_PF
Instagram: Population_First

Contributions to Population First are exempt
from tax under section 80G of Income Tax Act.
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