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Welcome to Newsletter 11. We hope you enjoy spending time with the project in all its 
manifestations!

Graeme and Wendy Visit India 2011/2012
In the land of the Buddha, Bodhgaya, huge red and green banners on the streets and marigold 
and pink lotus decorations in the temples welcome the Dalai Lama, who will deliver the 
Kalachakra Initiation for the first 10 days of January. This will be the last time he will come to 
do this and 800,000 Buddhists are expected to come to sleepy Bodhgaya which is about the 
size of Brunswick Heads. 

We had a wonderful morning of discussion 
with about 25 women from 4 different Self 
Help Groups. By joining the program, the 
women improve their lives socially, 
emotionally, physically and financially. They 
told of how the Groups are functioning so 
that women share the meaningful events in 
their lives and support each other. The 
microfinance small businesses are helping 
them to have more standing in the 
community. They are less afraid to venture 
out to the local town.

                                                                               The 
staff explains to the women what their rights are 
legally, socially and in terms of Government policy eg. 
grants for Below Poverty Line families. After the group 
discussion, we had a delicious lunch of dal, cooked 
vegies, salad and sweet yogurt, on the rooftop of the 
home of Suman Devi. She is an Animator, employed 
by ARD to help new women start their SHGs , teach 
them about their rights and facilitate group bank 
loans. Here are Sarika (on left), Suman and me. Sarika 
was an Animator and has been promoted to assistant 
field co-ordinator, which means that she will oversee 

120 SHGs, as she has shown such promise and worked so dedicatedly. 

Our beloved ARD project is now in a more mature 
phase. We visit the field and speak to the women, 
some of whom have been in the program since 
2006. The woman in the photo leaning against the 
open doorway of her shop, first bought a cow, 
repaid the loan, then took another loan and set up 
a material shop, repaid that loan and took 
another, with which she established a chicken 
farm. Now she can afford to send her children to a 
private school which is much better run than the 
government school, and hopes they will continue 
to tertiary education.



We visited various income generating projects that 
afternoon. A woman with a shoe shop (a pair of good 
runners cost $4), an SHG member’s vegie patch where 
potatoes, eggplant, cauliflower and pumpkin are grown in 
rotation (during the wet season the field is left fallow). It’s 
been a great growing season, look at the size of the 
cauliflower plants. A woman demonstrated her use of a 
spinning wheel with fleece made possible by a loan. She 
makes blankets. Last we visited a field where a woman, 
together with her father grows paw paw, bananas, eggplant, and marigolds for garlands. It’s so 
wonderful to see the productivity of the women and their apparent health and well being. 
These women have been on the program for 5 to 6 years. Last year we visited a group which 
had only been formed the year before. The women were much thinner and their homes looked 
more run down and basic. What a big difference for them with relatively little from us. We have 
this time committed to sending $2900 per month which will cover the wages for 21 staff, office 
rentals and admin costs. Your donations and work at markets etc cover this! The lovely Nairta, 
whom we employed last year as Program Manager has sadly resigned to do a PhD. We will all 
miss her. She did a wonderful job of pulling together a lot of documentation we really needed 
to have. To take Nairita’s place, we interviewed many delightful Indian women and settled on 
Soma, 24. She is a member of the Dalit caste, the same as the women on the program and has 
a Post Grad degree in Social Work, a great role model for the women. We have also employed, 
Sunita, a mature age woman who will be the Adminstrator, taking over some of Sandeep’s 
work so that he can have some time off. He started with ARD at 14 and now he is 25, this is 
the first time he is going to take time out. An amazing young man, dedicated and full of vision. 

In the field a few days later, we went into three women’s homes and filmed them doing their 
daily activities, washing a buffalo, feeding their children, sweeping the house, grinding rice to 
make rice flour, sewing clothes for a customer.  We intend to make a new film showing them in 
their daily lives. It’s such a privilege to come into these women’s lives and in a small way, be 
part of them. They are very grateful, so upright and purposeful. They told us that the SHG is a 
really vital part of their lives, giving support to each other if they are sick, if their husband is 
behaving inappropriately, sharing their worries and 
concerns and also as a focus for learning about 
their rights and important health and social issues. 
We had lunch this day outside among the trees at 
Sarika’s house, and met her husband, children and 
neighbours. Sarika  has a cow,  is working as 
assistant field co-ordinator and also as a women’s 
and children’s health and wellbeing focalizer in the 
village. She told us that she left school in year 10 
and has decided that this year she will start 
university studies for a BA, studying at night. Most of her course is by correspondence. She will 
attend college in Gaya sometimes. Go girl! Her girls and a neighbour’s girls sang us some 
songs with much mirth and some shyness.

Bruce visits ARD
It took us 3 hours to travel 55 kms over bone shaking roads. I was struck by how remotely 
these women live, not by distance, but because of the quality of access roads. It became 
obvious that these women are isolated from the outside world.  There was such a large 
gathering of women who met us in one room for a discussion that I came to realise the 
importance that this organization plays in their lives. 



We were taken in with such warmth each of us garlanded with 2 hand-made strings of flowers 
obviously made with a lot of care and expense for these extremely poor people, where 

everything is precious. We were with them for 
nearly 3 hours. All the time the conversation 
was so alive and dynamic even through 
interpreters.                L to R: This is Elizabeth 
from Melbourne, me, Nairita ARD’s 
lovely,dynamic Program Manager who was 
acting as our interpreter, and 2 ladies from the 
SHGs, the one on the right is the  spinner in  
the next photo.

Following that wonderful meal on the roof, we 
left the animator’s house and she showed us 
the big fat buffalo she had bought with a loan 

from the bank arranged through her Self Help Group supported by ARD.  After some time we 
came to a woman spinning on a hand driven 
spinning wheel. She had been at the discussion 
that morning. I learned that this woman could 
spin the fleece now because of the possibility of 
the loan she had made through the help of ARD. 
Her spinning wheel had been sitting idle for 
generations because of the lack of funds 
available to buy the fleece.

We visited a material shop owned by an SHG 
member near an enormous banyan tree. By this 
time a huge crowd of inquisitive villagers had 
gathered around Wendy and Graeme. Wendy 
was trying to film and talk to the shop-keeper. 
Elizabeth and I had given up trying to distract the hordes from the filming as it was a hopeless 
mission. 

I realised how large this village is with four Self Help Groups, which were started in 2006. This 
shop-keeper had first bought a cow, had repaid 
the loan and now stepped up to own a large 
fabric shop. I am emphasizing the word ‘large’ 
because in India a shop can be a wooden box 
big enough to display a few wares. Now she has 
bought a chicken farm!! Fantastic to see 
someone expanding, with a little help, from 
virtually nothing.

Now we moved more to the outskirts of the 
village to look at a woman’s vegetable and fruit 
growing business. She is working in conjunction 
with her father. The richness of the soil 

producing lovely fresh green potato plants, eggplants, huge white cauliflowers and spring 
onions struck me. Every square inch was utilized, the beds bordered by papaya trees hanging 
with lots of green and yellow fruit. At the back was a row of bananas growing luxuriantly. It 
was lovely to see the pride in her and her father’s faces, as they showed us their work. This 
was another income producing asset for an individual family, who owned land but didn’t have 
the funds to work it. Productivity had become real, through access to a bank loan and support 
and information via ARD.



And her daughter was saved!
Introduction: Gunj Jabari Khatoon, 40years old is the 
resident of  Indil village. She belongs to Other  Backward 
Caste ( government classification). Her real name was 
Roshan Khatoon before marriage but after marriage her 
name was changed to Gunj Jabari Khatoon by a person 
who made her Identity card. She is a landless woman 
with a a mud house. Her family includes her husband 
43years old, one daughter Rehana 17 years old and four 
sons, Danish 11yrs who is working, Sonu 10yrs, Khurshid 
7yrs and Firdaus 5yrs. Her source of income is incense 
making. Approximately 3 kgs of aggarbatti is produced by her working from 6am to 8pm. 
She sells incense for Rs.60 ($1.20 AU) per kg and Rs 50 ($1 AU) is her day’s expenditure. 
Only Rs 10 is saved she uses for her daughter’s education who is studying in class 10 and 
to purchase medicines and clothes. 

Problem: Before joining ARD, her economic condition was utterly deplorable. She could 
only provide her family members with one meal a day. Poverty had deteriorated her 
condition day by day. She and her husband worked as laborers in the shared cropping field 
to earn some money which was not sufficient to take care of the family. She could not send 
her sons to schools due to utter poverty Two years ago, Dinesh Majhi; an animator of ARD 
met her and described the importance of SHGs by saying that the group is a micro-credit 
unit in which members can make small savings every month and by regular monthly 
savings, the members can borrow  money and refund that money with the interest decided 
by members of the group. This way they do not have to beg for money from anyone.  He 
inspired the women in her community to form an SHG. 16 women of the community 
including her were inspired and formed group named as Payal Swayam Sahayta Samooh or. 
Payal SHG on 29.09.10.The women started saving Rs.30 per member per month. She 
deposited 540 in 18 months and got the tangible benefit, when one day after coming back 
from the school her daughter Rehana fell sick all of a sudden. She was vomiting and had 
loose motions. She went to Doctor who said to make arrangement for needles and water 
before the daughter’s condition worsened. She had no money at home and sought the help 
of neighbours which were helpless.She was desperate. Her heart was pounding with 
distress.

Solution: Sundari Devi ,the secretary of the Payal SHG, heard about it and with the help of 
other members gave her consensually Rs 1000/- from the savings of the group. The doctor 
treated her daughter well and helped her to be out of danger.

Outcome: This way, Gunj Jabari Khatoon’s 
daughter got the medical aid at right time. 
Soon daughter Rehana got cured. All the 
members of the SHGs together helped Gunj 
Jabari Khatoon to save the life of her daughter. 
Gunj Jabari Khatoon says irrespective of the 
fact that she is Muslim in SHG while other 
members of the SHG are Hindus. All the 
members helped her to save her daughter’s 
life. She is healthy now and doing well in her 
studies. Gunj Jabari Khatoon expresses her 
extreme gratitude towards them. She hopes 
all the members of the SHG will always get 
such kind of help from the SHG which indeed 
is useful. They shall soon start some income generation activities by seeking loans from the 
bank.    

     
     (Report by Animator Dinesh Majhi)



New and Previous Staff

During this visit we interviewed and employed two new staff members. Sunita Goel is our new 
Administrator  and  will  take  over  much  of  the  work  which  has  been  done  in  the  past  by 
Sandeep,  the  Convenor  of  ARD.  As  the  organisation  has  grown,  so  has  the  workload  for 
Sandeep and so we are now at the point of needing someone full time in the office to oversee 
and manage the day to day administration tasks, leaving Sandeep free to go into more depth 
with his liasing with various local and national government departments, banks, funding bodies 
and also to develop and strengthen his vision of ARD and its immediate and long term future. 
It will also, for the first time since he was 14, (he is now 25), and made the first tentative steps 
towards creating ARD, allow him to take some time for himself and for some study, both of 
which are sorely needed by him. We wish Sunita every success and are very grateful to have 
her enormous depth and breadth of experience to draw on. Her bio is below, and shows her 
dedication towards the underprivileged people of India.

In 2010 we employed our first Program Manager, Nairita Roychoudhury. She resigned late in 
2011 to do a Phd. Nairita brought to the job her vibrant knowledge of the Social 
Service sector and an energetic approach to any task she took on. She created 
many essential documents for the organisation such as our HR manual and many 
monitoring and evaluation tools for use in both the field and in the management. 
These documents are essential for applying for funding from funding bodies. She 
also  wrote  proposals  for  funding  for  mushroom  cultivation  by  the  SHGs,  an 
innovative  program  presently  under  consideration  by  the  National  Bank  for 
Agriculture and Rural  Development (NABARD), for a pilot project to improve the 

lives of the children of brick kiln workers who live in very deprived conditions (this is with Save 
the Children at present) and for funding from the International Women’s Development Agency. 
We are sad to see her go, know that ARD has benefitted hugely from her input and wish her 
every success for the future.

Our new Program Manager is Soma Haldar. Soma has worked in Jharkand, a neighbouring state 
to Bihar, where we work, and has had experience with SHGs in particular in encouraging them 
to improve the marketing of their goods. She has many ideas for implementing these ideas in 
ARD and we look forward to her input and the development of these and other ideas. Her 
gentle,  youthful  energy  and  Sunita’s  mature,  outgoing  energy  will  make  a  wonderful 
complementary team. Sunita and Soma’s bios in their own words are below.

Sunita Goel
Background: Daughter of the Late Shri Ved Prakash Goel (Retd Assistant Director General of 
Ordinance Factory) and mother Mrs. Vidya Rani Goel , a housewife but a qualified and very 
enterprising woman, Sunita was brought up in an urbanised and congenial atmosphere. Her 
parents provided her with a good education and gave her full freedom to choose her own way 

of life. After attaining professional qualifications she was absorbed 
in one of the premier management Institutions of Uttar Pradesh, 
teaching and training management students. Later, she joined the 
industrial sector and was placed in prestigious positions in Human 
Resource  Management  of  various  companies.  Her  destiny  was 
driving her to do something else, and while applying for various 
jobs,  she  suddenly  got  an  interview call  from one of  the  social 
service organizations of District Chitrakoot which is considered a 
pious  and  pilgrim  land  of  exiled  Lord  Rama,  where  almighty 

performed social services to His fellows and deprived kewats (a caste) and suffering saints of 
His time. While working with this organization in Chitrakoot, she studied the most deprived and 
disadvantaged section (women, children and aimless youth) of the society. Her heart got filled 
up with sympathy and she wanted to do good for them in order to remove their sufferings and 
improve their socio-economic condition. For the last 10 years she has dedicated her time and 
energy to uplift the socio-economic condition of the vulnerable segment (may it be women, 



children, astray youth, small, marginal and landless farmers especially women farmers etc) 
through various organizations serving deprived people .

Education:  B.ED., M.SC., PGDBA (Full Time), PG Diploma in IRPM and SDM (HRD)

Professional Experience: More than 22 years including Institutional, Industrial and Social 
Sectors.

Approach to Women’s Empowerment : Like in any other country, the socio-economic 
status of women is still a matter of concern in India. The women have been deprived of their 
rights to life, education, safe motherhood and decision making. They have been relegated to a 
backward position where men are dominating. Attempts need to be made to ameliorate their 
condition and empower them physically, socially and economically. They need to be awakened 
with regards to their rights, entitlements and government welfare schemes. This will benefit 
them and train them to earn their livelihood and bring sustainability to their status.     

Why does she want to work for ARD?: ARD is focused on the most important issue of 
economic and social upliftment of vulnerable women through SHGs and linking them with 
banks and other government departments and schemes to improve their socio-economic 
status in the family and community. Attempts are being made by the organization to empower 
the women members of the community to take their own leadership, advocate for their rights 
and entitlements, earn their own livelihood and participate in decision making with respect to 
family matters, community matters and Panchayat (Local Self Government), matters. It is quite 
challenging to make an effort to bring women, especially, of the State of Bihar into the main 
stream of development and upgrade their socio-economic status which has compelled Sunita 
to decide to join ARD.

Soma Haldar
Background:  I’m Soma Haldar daughter of Mr. Bipin Bihari Haldar and Mrs. Manjita Haldar. 
My father is a teacher in a government school and my mother is a health worker in the 
government health dept. I also have a brother who is studying BSc in Chemistry (Hons.). My 
father was born in a poor farming family in a village in the Sundarban, the delta area of the 
Ganges near Kolkata. He went to Kolkata for higher study and struggled very much for his day 
to day life i.e. college fees, buying books and daily food and lodging etc. My mother was born 
in an urban area to a rich family but her when she was 5 her father died and her mother died 
when she was 14, so she grew up under her elder brothers and sister and she also struggled 
very much during her time of study. 

I also spent my childhood in the Sundarban, like my father and wandered in different 
wonderful places and saw the creativity of nature. For my higher studies I stayed in Kolkata. At 

the time of my Rural Development Study there were monthly two 
field visits in different states of India like West Bengal, Jharkhand, 
and Madhya Pradesh. After I completed my professional study I 
started work in the development sector as a new rural 
development professional. Over the last year I visited different 
states of India like Orissa, Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh, Rajasthan, 
and Uttar Pradesh and now in Bihar. I couldn’t find any difference 
between the causes of the problems and sorrows of the people in 
those areas. My career objective is to make a position, wherein I 

can contribute my past education, experiences, strong capabilities and skills to create self-
confidence, self-reliance and lastly development of those rural vulnerable people who are 
under privileged in the society.  
Educational Qualifications: 1. M.Sc. in Integrated Rural Development and Management 
from Ramakrishna Mission Vivekananda University in 2010.
2 .B.Sc. in Geography (Hons.) from Calcutta University in 2008. 
Professional Experiences: *Program Officer of Livelihood at ‘NEEDS’, Deoghar, Jharkhand.
*District Project coordinator of Basic Health Care & Support at ‘Suchetana’, Barasat, West 
Bengal.

Approach to Women’s Empowerment and Rural Disadvantaged People: We know that 
women are the main pillar of a family. So when a woman, gets freedom in her thinking and is 
healthy physically and mentally then her family as well as a society will be healthy and happy. 
But in India women are deprived by the male dominated society. They are always dependant 



on men, like in childhood on father, in wifehood on husband and in old age on their son. For 
this reason they slowly lose their self-confidence and self-reliance. So at first we should build 
self confidence by awakening their inner energy. 
We also need an integrated development approach as follows
   

  

In Australia
While Graeme and Wendy were in India, a band of stalwart supporters ran the market stalls 
and deposited over $1000 into ARD's account. We and the women in India are so grateful. 
Thank you Linda, Nicky, Micky,  Jozie, Pam, Bob and Sean. Also grateful thanks to Simon for his 
egg donations for sale at the stall and to all the people who gather goods (from far and wide) 
and donate goods as well. We no longer rent out cars as they were getting to old for it to work 
well for ARD, so we are hoping to sign up many new monthly donors, especially as we have 
increased costs due to raising the field staff wages and employing Sunita. Do you know of 
someone you could encourage to sign up monthly, or if you are not donating monthly, would 
you please consider doing so, for this so worthwhile cause?
Our website is www.ard-india.org and you can follow the steps to donate.

Love and blessings from

Graeme and Wendy

Educational 
empowerment

• Need basic education as well as higher education

Social 
empowerment

Economic
empowerment

• Promote the economic empowerment of women and girls, provide 
them  training in life skills, micro projects, credit facilities and 
market linkage 

• Linkage with different types of Govt. policy and programmes 

Political

empowerment

Increase women’s participation in ‘Gramsabha’ (Local Council) 
meetings for decision making and planning, thus increasing the 

sustainability of community development initiatives .

• Organise the women with SHGs, CBO etc 

• Broaden gender and socio-cultural awareness among women 

• Increase awareness about legal rights of women, different type of 
social problems, superstitious beliefs of society 

http://www.ard-india.org/

