


Annual Report 2009-10

Life is a mixed bag of colours and it is this reasdy life is so interesting. This year
has brought to us the same kind of experience -hleeyear began one of our
major projects in East Singbhum, Jharkhand ( Gexbgeally based Programme in
India supported by Welthungerhilfe and EU) was mecdlly over and our
Midnapore, West Bengal project was nearing it'sshing line (Tribal Women’s
Development project supported by European PateficedThird World

Association). It was a different phase altogethemwas time to look back and
analyse our achievements as well as plan for tluedu..

But like they say — it is always sunshine aftenrai.at the end of the reporting year
we have already started afresh with a new projeEiast Singbhum, Jharkhand,
completed one short project based in Kolkata aadrad-way through a new project
in West Midnapore, West Bengal.

We are happy that we were able to once more carwalrd our legacy of
‘togetherness’. Our field workers have relentlesstyked together to fulfill our
goals and mission.

We are happier because this is our pre-Silver debilear and finally Swadhina can
proudly seat herself in the pedestal of a “vetel@elopment organization™!!

And we are happiest because amidst our trialsjlaiimns and successes we have
always received support of friends and well wishi&esyou who have made our
journey a lot easier. We understand that a ‘thank is not enough a word for a
friend but nevertheless in all humility we fold duands, bow our head and say
“Dhanyavaad ! THANKS!

- Swadhina Family



A Letter from East Singbhum

Dear Sister Saswati ,

Greetings from the interiors of Jharkhand! Our new project that has begun from January
2010 onwards has had a good start.As you would know our Baseline Survey covering 20
villages in East Singbhum of Jharkhand is over and we (Smriti di and myself) had the
opportunity to present this during the workshop in NewDelhi, organized by Welthungerhilfe
and conducted by Praxis.

The issues covered by this project is very close to our heart, especially mine —
empowerment of women through promotion of literacy and ensuring land, property and
related rights. This project | believe would definitely benefit the 1200 women belonging to
severely marginalized Scheduled Tribe, Scheduled Caste and Other Backward
Communities that we are targeting to reach.

| find it interesting that the project aims to link literacy, knowledge-building and right to
land and property. Being a field co-ordinator and worker for so many years | realize that it
is indeed a fact that most women in India are deprived of their right to land and property
inspite of legal provisions for the same mostly due to limited awareness at every level,
biased access to knowledge and lack of functional literacy. To address this problem the 20
Women’s Resource Centres (WRC) , as promised by us, have already been started —
alongwith the 2 Rural Libraries. We are sure that these centres as well as the libraries
would serve to improve the knowledge, information and awareness base of the women
and would eventually lead to empower them to ask for their own rights. And yes, the
“Navodaya literacy and awareness classes” for women are being conducted for 2 hours
daily at each of these WRCs.

. I must add that the Training for Navodaya animators from 8" to 10" January 2010 at
Nawab Kothi, Ghatsila has proved to be really useful — we now have a fairly good idea of



what should be part of the Navodaya curriculum, how these would be beneficial for the
women learners etc.

And to add to it, the Handbook for Navodaya Animators has proven to be a great handy

reference cum guide. Hopefully we will have more such booklets in future.

Oh yes, before | forget, we had a very good Gender Meet on 13.03.2010 at our Majhidih

Swadhina Centre .Nearly 33 of us attended. We could focus on certain relevant issues

like literacy as a tool of empowerment, the natural right of women over her land, gender

dlscglmlnatlon that we see all around More such meets are lined up for next month.
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This time we coincided the Good Governance Meets with World Water Day as was
decided in our Sharing Meet on 2 -4 March 2010. So we focused on the role of local



government in water conservation and support, how women can act to conserve water,
how women can take part in local government to promote these ideas. One meet took
place on 28.03.2010 at Majhidih Swadhina Centre and the other took place on
31.03.2010 at Sadhucharan’s house in Chirudih . Each meet was preceeded by a rally
by the local children and women. It was very interesting!
By the way the Awareness Posters that were handed over to us during our 8" to 10™
February 2010 Sharing meet in Kolkata are regularly being used by us in different
programmes — the women here have expressed a lot of appreciation for those. Really it is
so true that visual mediums have such great impact!!
Anyway, what more shall | write — yes, it indeed is difficult for us — the political
disturbances in the area, the frequent road blockades often upset our plans — all these
years | have fought against my Asthma attacks but these problems are so
unassuming....But don’'t worry — we are a determined lot...have faith on us!! We are in the
right path and our goals are clear. Meet you soon for our next Sharing Meet.

Regards,

Rina Acharjee
Bordih ( East Singbhum )

Midnapore Tribal Women & Children Dewelopment
Programme:A VidReport

When | reached our Humgarh office in West Midnapore it was quite late - about 7:00 p.m.
Since there were no buses | had to tag myself along with a group of tourists in a private
car who were coming this way. When | reached office as usual there was a power-cut and
| somehow could find a candle and lit it. Thankfully | was judicious enough to buy some
bread on the way, otherwise | would have had a tough time to cook in this dim light.

The next morning | set off early, at about 6:30 p.m — | took the early morning and reached
Loginoari. The NFE classes had just started and There were about 17 children. They were
learning from the primer “Sahaj Boi” that we had given from Swadhina. | greeted the
children and asked a few questions — name of animals, birds , alphabet recognition etc.
Most of them could answer the questions. | spoke to the animator separately — | asked her
what was the next step she was planning. She said that there is a good response from the
students, as well as parents about education —

she enquired the plan for “Good Hope Pre-primary Education Centre” in the area.

| informed that details of the plan will soon be chalked out and probably by middle of June
we would be able to start at least one centre.

My next stop was at Baribot where a Women’s Committee Meet was being conducted —
about 35 women were present at the meet. | was pleased to know that the 2 local
Women’s Savings Groups Bhagyalakshmi and Hathat Sangha were functioning quite
well.While Bhagyalakshmi had savings account in the local bank, Hathat Sangha had a
post office account. The women seemed very happy since they were able to utilize the
money to purchase domestic animals and dry leaves for leaf-plate making.
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| handed over the Savings Group formats ta Rani Mandi, Secretary of ‘Hathat
Sangha’ and Chandmoni Hembram, the President of ‘Bhagyalaxmi’ groups and
explained how it would be easier to maintain the group records through this formg(tr.‘
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It was 1:30 p.m by now and Pratima — our animator at Baribot offered me lunch at her

house. | had a simple meal of lentil, rice and spinach curry. | reminded her of the worker’s

meet that we were going to have at Noari Swadhina centre and set off for Noari. Pratima
said she would soon join me at the centre.



When | reached Noari | found that the other local animators had already arrived. Parboti,
Ahladi, Bhaduri, Sitamoni were waiting for me. We decided to wait for sometime for
Pratima. Within minutes Pratima too arrived and we were ready to begin.

| briefly explained the agenda of the meet- 1) Technical closure of the project — in terms
of grant 2) Evaluation of the activities 3) Handing Over. Sitamoni gave a welcome
speech on behalf of the animators. | then explained that as per the discussion we had
already had during our Sharing Meet our grant from donor would cease from January
2010 onwards and as per our earlier decision the programmes would now be handed over
to the respective women’s committees.
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All the animators said that this issue has already been raised in the Monthly Women's
Committee meets and they have agreed to carry forward the work. | then asked the
animators to provide a feed-back of the project. Parboti said that all the 10 Women'’s
Income Generation and Savings groups were functioning well — each with their own Post
Office or bank account and having their respective President, Secretary, Treasurer. She
said that the NFE centres were a good support for the local children and expressed the
willingness to continue
these centres. Pratima was the next to speak. She said that the Trainings for the Women
Leaders and the small village-based Awareness Camps on SHG, Animal Care, Women'’s
Right were especially beneficial to the women since they seldom have the opportunity of
self-improvement. Sitamoni, who spoke next , said that the scope for making Compost Pits
helped people to go back to organic farming to a great extent and people are now using
cow-dung manure as fertilizers. Bhaduri said that health camps were quite beneficial. She
gave her own example where her father has improved his failing health by consuming
simple, home-grown papayas which was advised during the Health Camps. She also
added that the Cultural Programmes had a definite positive impact on the people.

Finally I concluded the meet by saying that the process of handing over of roles and
responsibilities to the Women’s Committees should initiate from next week onwards and
hoped that they would be able to carry forward the good work. We concluded the meet by
singing “Manush to ekdin jaagbei jaagbe”. It was 5:30 by then and the sky was already
purple — signaling sun-set. | had to leave otherwise | would miss the bus. There was also
a slight drizzle by then. And finally when | reached our Humgarh office it was 6:30 pm. |




hurriedly put some rice to boil in the pump stove. | hurriedly sat down to write my report
while the rice boiled it had already begun to rain outside. So here | am finishing off my last
few lines of this visit report and | want to close-off fast because the bulb is already
flickering and power may go off anytime soon. Hope it does not rain

incessantly, otherwise | will never be able to catch the early morning train to Kolkata.

- Manoranjan Bairagi

Humgarh Swadhina Office
West Midnapore

WOMEN'’S LAND AND PROPERTY RIGHTS

-Smriti Sarkar

Land and property rights is one of the major tools of empowerment for women. Often we
speak of “empowerment” as something “we acquire” and not as something that is our
natural right. Land and property is one such thing that should be our birth-right — on the
basis of who we are, which family we belong to and not just in terms of what efforts we
take to acquire it. While keeping a woman out of the decisions related to land and property
acquisition it is often cited that since a woman is not directly considered a primary bread-
earner of the family and nor is she involved in enhancement of the property she can only
be the indirect beneficiary and not a direct owner. There are indeed legal provisions for
ensuring some basic level of justice to women but the social norms are often so biased
that it is difficult to implement the law. And the biggest problem is the lack of awareness —
especially among women. Keeping this is in mind a project on creating grass-root level
awareness has been initiated in 10 villages in West Midnapore, West Bengal from Mid-
November 2010.




The project aims at improving the land and property rights of 600 & more women
belonging to the backward section of the tribal society. This is being done through :

- Awareness Generation through publication and distribution of posters, booklets and
video films on the issue.

-One day village based meets to spread awareness on the issue of women’s land and
property rights.

- Signature drive for women where they were taught to sign their names as a strong tooll
of empowerment and for obtaining land rights.

- Socio-legal Leadership Trainings to develop village level women'’s socio legal advocacy
groups to guide women on socio legal awareness.
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- Seminar on Land Rights and Social Empowerment for Women to discuss land rights
policies and related social empowerment issues.

- Vasundhara Parav (Earth Festival) observance to emphasize on the relationship
between land and women.

The activities have begun in full swing and it is believed that this is a small step towards
bridging the gap between policies and reality. More such action oriented programmes
would be undertaken to ensure that women are empowered through obtaining their natural
right.



A conversation with Mrs.[BSuganthi & Mr.P.Gnanadhas,
Kanyakwam, Tamil Nadu

(Excerpts from a conversation with Mrs.D.Sugantid 3r.P.Gnanadhas —
who have been actively working in the Kanyakumegion for about 20
years now)

Srichandra (for Swadhina-Kolkata): So tell me Suganthi Ma’am and Dhas Sir how do you
feel coming so far away from Kanyakumari to attend out Annual Gathering in Kolkata ?

Suganthi : Like every year, this year too we were very excited when we received the
invitation to attend this Annual Gathering (“Anandam”). Ofcourse the three-day long
journey is tiring but ultimately when we reached the destination and met many of our old
Swadhina friends we felt that our tiredness melted away.

Dhas: Yes, | think it is a different excitement altogether when we get to meet you all.
Srichandra : Ofcourse we get to meet you all when we go to Kanyakumari and keep Co-

ordinating regularly but still since it is an Annual Gathering could you update us on your
current activities?

Suganthi : Surely. As you know we are working for 10 villages near Colachel seacoast
area in Kanyakumari district, Tamil Nadu by bringing in positive changes in the lives of 400
women and 300 children belonging to fisher-folk families. Right now 5 pre-primary
learning centres called Good Hope Schools for neo-literate children are being conducted.
Though there are many schools in the area, there are no proper scope for developing the
preparatory base for the children since they mostly belong to illiterate fisher-folk parents.
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Then we have 11 \Women's Groups to help each other with small loans at the time of
family need or to start a small income generation initiative like rope making, pickle
business, copra business, dry fish business etc. Also regular One-day Meets or
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Awareness Camps are organized to help raise social awareness among women members
like health awareness, AIDS, prohibition of dowry system etc.

Dhas: And not to forget the Kitchen Garden Programme. We have already
distributed the various vegetable seeds like pumpkin, gourd, spinach, cucumber
etc. This has helped them get healthy food, some them also sell these at times.

Srichandra: So tell me, has Swadhina been able to create any impact among
the local people through her work ? What is your perception Suganthi Ma’am ?

b
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Suganthi: Yes, of course! We have been active in the year for near about 20

years now.Time again we try to improve the lives of people in and around the area with
different activities. | think we were able to provide maximum benefit during the Tsunami
disaster — the catamarans (boat) and boats that we provided were able to help the
fisherman get back their livelihood, the books, bags, school dresses have made it possible
for the children to get back their education and ofcourse the houses that we re-built have
provided shelter to so many people. Infact the houses — having the same colour scheme
have been so well-built that even now people refer to the colonies as “Swadhina colony”.

Srichandra: And what do you say about this development project that we are
undertaking in this post-Tsunami period ? What do you say Dhas Sir ?

Dhas: See, during the Tsunami period we were one of the first NGOs in the area to
respond to the rehabilitation need of the people and we were the first ones to complete the
rehabilitation programme in a successful manner. In the post-rehabilitation period we felt
that there was a need to “carry on” with life. Much of the development work that was
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planned during the pre-Tsunami period had remained stalled all this while, hence there
was a need to revive those efforts once more. The present work that is being done is
precisely that...we are concentrating on awareness generation, education of children and
economic support of the women. We believe that this would be beneficial and would have
a long-term effect on the people.

Srichandra: Dhas Sir, why is it that you involve yourself so dedicatedly in all the
activities of Swadhina inspite of the fact that you are not a staff or Swadhina directly?

Dhas: 1 like to work for the people who are around me and when | find that Swadhina is
trying to do something positive for the people I try to contribute my bit.

Srichandra: Any last word Suganthi Ma’am?

Suganthi: Romba Nandri ! Many thanks — on behalf of all the people of our area in
Kanyakumari to Swadhina for thinking about our people and their need.

Non-violence and Social Empowerment of Wo men

- Saswati Roy

Swadhina, India, in collaboration and funding support of A.J.Muste Memorial Institute has
carried out a series of trainings for the period 2009 - 2010, on Non-violence for women
leaders from the slum and grass-root region. The theme of the event is Non-violence and
Social Empowerment for Women . The first phase of the programme included Training of
Trainers on 20-23 August 2009 for Grass-Root Leaders from slum areas and follow-up
workshop at slum areas on 5™ of November 2009.
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The second phase of the programme included an orientation training cum workshop
held on 6™ of February 2010.
The training on Non-Violence and Women as Peace-makers began on 20" August 2009
The training began with groups songs presented by all the women participants. This was
followed by lighting of the inaugural candle by the Founder Member of Swadhina,
Mrs.Supta Mukherjee.
Mr. Diptendu Mukherjee explained to all the purpose and objective of the training and the
background. He began by telling about A.J.Muste Memorial Institute, which were the
funding body for the training. He said that the theme of the training was based on the
saying of A.J.Muste - "There is no way to Peace. Peace is the way".

T S R : -
He explained by saying that "Peace" is not a goal to be achieved, it is a path that we must
tread. We should build circumstances and our social system is such a way that Peace is
our way of living, where we cannot think of an alternative between Peace and Peace-less
ness. But unfortunately today we are all living in a volatile and violent social system
where we have to seek Peace, work towards Peace situation. He explained the objective
of A. J. Muste Memorial Institute and how they are working towards achieving world
peace. He also focused on the issues that are the thrust areas of the International Non-
violence Training Fund.

On 21% August 2009, there was a discussion on the type of work done by the women in
their respective areas for women'’s development. Following this each woman was asked to
identify one basic problem in their area, society or family which led to peaceless-ness or
violation of women'’s rights.

In the next session the participants were divided into four groups and each group was
asked to take up any one issue, which leads to violation of human rights of women or
leads to direct violence on women. The groups first discussed the topic amongst
themselves and then came up with four street theatres which were then demonstrated.
The next day, on 22" of August 2009 there was a discourse on the issue of : "Women as
Peace-makers” by Srichandra. She said that wherever and whenever there is war or war-
like situation, it is the women who are the prime victims, along with the children. Ranging
from war-related death, to psychological trauma to physical abuse- war has always
caused distress to women. She also pointed out that on the other hand, it is the women
who can actually act as peace-makers and can prevent a war from happening all together.
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Smriti Sarkar spoke next on the issue of:"Domestic Violence and Women”. She said that in
our Indian society violence against women is a norm and not an exception. She felt that as
women we are always afraid to speak out and that we need to be proactive as women if
we want to change the situation.

Diptendu Mukherjee in his topic “Understanding Peace-less-ness” highlighted the fact that
currently the global cause of worry is the fact that there exists a situation of “Peace less
ness”, which can just not be equated with war. He pointed out, through an interactive
session, the various causes for this peace-less ness. He felt that small, grass-root
initiatives can go a long way in addressing these situations of peace-less ness.

The next session was another interesting session which was a debate by a panel of
women selected from the participants. The topic was: “Do women themselves in some
ways contribute to the gender injustice in society? ”. The post-lunch session was
based on individual testimonies of slum women.

The fourth day, 23" of August, 2009 was designated for future planning. The suggestions
were varied and unique but all stressed on the need to organize women at the local level,
promote awareness through regular meets and rallies, form action groups of women, side-
by-side promote the empowerment process through Self-Help Groups, Literacy cells etc.
The programme concluded in the evening with each participant giving a feed-back of her
thoughts on the training programme.

A one-day follow-up workshop was organized for the slum women on 5" November 2009.
This was organized at Howrah Sporting Club and attended by 34 participants.
Inaugurating the workshop Jyotsna Sinha, veteran Women's Activist and President of
Howrah Women Association said that it is very important for us, women to be active
participants in the empowerment process, only then we will be able to combat violence at
all levels .

Saira Begum said that she belongs to typically muslim area and works in such an area. It
is often difficult for her to approach and talk to women but she says she never loses hope.
She keeps going again and again to the same house to convince the women about
education and health.

Shila Dhara in this context spoke of her own life. She was a victim of domestic violence
herself and was tortured daily at her husband's house. One day she was also set on fire
and her in-laws tried to convince everyone that it was an act of suicide. Thankfully she
survived and walked out of her in-laws house with her two sons. Gradually she started
working and earning for herself and her sons. Today she is quite established and feels
proud of herself.

Diptendu Mukerji spoke next. He felt that violation of rights is one of the biggest forms of
violence. If women do not get what is their natural right, it is gross negligence and is one
of the extreme forms of violence.

The workshop ended with thanksgiving from Jyotsna Sinha and Diptendu Mukeriji.
Swadhina conducted the training cum orientation of women from slum regions of Kolkata
on 6™ February 2010 at Y.M.C.A (Wellington Branch) in Kolkata. The main theme of the
day was promoting Gender equality, empowerment of women, with the focus on
identifying and addressing power imbalances and giving women autonomy to manage
their own lives. Altogether 35 participants attended this workshop cum training
programme. The programme was inaugurated by the president of Swadhina - Ms Smriti
Sarkar. She explained the significance of the orientation workshop and the objective of
A.J.Muste Foundation in supporting such programmes and trainings for building grass-root
level women leaders.

Shefali Dey, another representative of the slum region, thought that it is a women’s equal
responsibility with men to earn for her family and not to be dependent on others.
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Mr Subir Adhikari Secretary of Y.M.C.A (Wellington), the next guest speaker, He said that
women’s empowerment is possible only when she becomes aware of her rights. The
awareness generation can be done by organizing different meetings and discussions at
the grass-root level through different organizations. In this context a paper was presented
on different government rules and laws for providing protection to women against
domestic violence by Sutapa Sharma from Swadhina, Kolkata. Following this presentation
an interactive session ensued with each of the participants analyzing the positive and
negative aspects of the law and rules regarding domestic violence and abuse of women.
This was followed by drama presentation by young slum dwellers from “World Vision”
organization. The programme concluded with vote of thanks by Smriti Sarkar.

SPECIAL PROGRAMMES AT A GLANCE

Date Programme Pl ace
00052000 | Rabindra Jayanti Pr ogramme | Kokata
18.05.2009 Good Hope Teachers’ Orientation Ghatsila
19.05.2009 Food Processing Tra ining Mosaboni
04.06.2009 Sit-n-Draw on Envir onment Mosaboni
15.08.2009 Children’s Fest Mosaboni
14.11.2009 Y.M.C.A Week of Pra yer Kolkata
25.11-10.12.2009  Fortnight of Action Agai nst Gender Kolkata / Ghatsila
Violence Midnapore/ K anyakumari
Bondih
14.12.2009 Human Rights Day Kolkata
28.12.2009 Children’s Fest Kolkat a
29.12.2009 Swadhina Birthday Kolkata /Kanyakumari
Midnapore/ Bonkuchia
Bondih
22-26.01.2010 War Resisters’ Internatio nal Conference Gujarat
15.02-17.02.2010 Kanyakumari Orientation Meet Kolkata
06.03.2010 Women’s Day Kolkata
08.03 - 09.03.2010 Women’s Day-World Vision Kolkata
09.03.2010 Women’s Day-Y.M.C.A Ranaghat
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