It’s always an inspiring and humbling experience to visit the field and meet the women when we visit India. This year when we go to the field, we visit one village which has two Self Help Groups (SHGs). We take an auto rickshaw from Bodhgaya to the train station in Gaya, a local train to Guraru and then a hire car to the village as there is no public transport in the area. It takes us 3 hours to get to the village from Bodhgaya. On the way from the station, we pass fields of rice with palm trees on their borders. We move quite quickly from fertile areas where water is plentiful to the area where ARD works which is much drier[image: image1.jpg]


. There has been a drought here for the past 2 years, so many people have been unable to plant crops or are only planting out a small number of their fields as that is all they have water for. The villages are laid out in such a way that in each village there are some landowners who have quite big and substantial houses with farm machinery, a truck or car, quite a few livestock and some fruit trees and vegie gardens. As we go deeper into the village we come to the area where the women we work with live. The houses here are small, single storey made of mud brick and are thatched. You enter the house through a wooden doorway into a small courtyard and off this are a few rooms with no windows to the outside, so all light must come from the uncovered roof of the courtyard. The kitchen has a small mud brick fireplace on the dirt floor with 2 or 3 holes on top. Underneath is a dung or wood fire to heat the pots sitting on the holes. The other rooms have a few string beds and some saris on a clay shelf. All the rooms are very dark. It had rained the day before we came (it’s supposed to be the wet season but there had been very little rain).  Everything was slippery with mud in the courtyard as well as outside the house. 
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We meet the members of the first SHG group. We are welcomed with flower wreaths, under a tarp in an open area between some houses. Chairs are set out for us and the field staff while the women sit on the ground on mats. These women have only been in the program for 2 years and have had one small loan. The group has bought a rice threshing machine with an attachment for pumping water. Some families do some share farming on the landowners’ land and use the machine for this. The group also has set up electric wires from the machine so that each house now has a light and a power point as there is no power line here. There is a quite complicated financial arrangement to ensure fairness with regard to payment for the use of the machine for group members. 

One woman tells us that her husband died a year ago. She says that without the support both social and financial of the SHG, she doesn’t know what would have happened to her. She only has one son and 4 daughters, 2 of whom were married young. Due to the influence of talks among the SHG members, she has decided to keep her 2 younger daughters at school and to delay their weddings until after they are 18. I encourage her to talk to them about spacing babies 3 years apart which is the family planning policy here, to allow women to regain strength after birth, before having another, and an aid in reducing population.
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A woman tells us that she is so glad to be out of the clutches of the money lenders and borrowing from a bank. Money lenders charge 10% per month for loans, that is 120% per annum!  Once someone is in their grip the family can be tied to the debt for generations. The lady in the picture on the left is holding her bank pass book.
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We visit the second Self Help Group. They are all sitting on the ground in a small alleyway outside one of their houses. There are a few chairs for us balanced on the sloping ground. We are served tea which is laced with spoonfuls of sugar and Graeme and I eye the milk in it which looks decidedly green. I am extremely cautious at this point about my stomach, having had a very exhausting bout with a parasite and bacteria. While talking, taking photos, filming with my video camera and juggling the two cameras along with the tea cup on my lap, I manage to surreptitiously pour the tea onto the ground smiling at our hosts all the while.  We are introduced to the President, Secretary and Treasurer of the SHG. The president calls the meetings and goes from house to house letting people know of the time and place. The treasurer (whose photo is on the right) takes each woman’s contribution for the loan repayment and pays it into the bank. The Secretary organizes meetings of visitors to the group (one time someone came and talked about HIV AIDS) and introduces topics of social import for discussion. We leave the village accompanied by a group of high school girls who giggle and hold my hand. At one stage one of them grabs a sickle and basket and mimes cutting fodder for  a cow, which we see women doing along the sides of the roads all the way to and from the village. It’s so wonderful to meet these women, to see how they live and to know that they are now empowered to make changes in their lives. I will write more in our next newsletter of some of the latest developments in the field.
The train to Gaya is 3 hours late. We crowd onto the train and I manage to perch on the edge of a seat made for 4 people along with 5 others. A Brahmin entertains us with songs of Lakshmi, a 2 year old breastfeeds on an exhausted very poor mum. An orange sari clad woman crouches in the doorway, a man comes through with warm biscuits on his head to sell. Fields of rice flash past. The man opposite sleeps.
While in Bodhgaya this time we have interviewed for the position of Program Officer for someone to work alongside Sandeep, the Convenor of ARD. We have employed a lovely young woman called Nairita. She has a Masters degree in Social Work from Tata Institute of Social Sciences. She topped her year in field work there. She has also had some experience working with SEWA which works with SHGs and has led a program in Rajasthan working with itinerant brick layer families. Her grandmother lives in a village and she spent much of her childhood in the village environment, so is able to move between academia and the village smoothly. Her mother and father are both teachers at secondary level and dad also lectures at uni. She is very bright, a strategist and understands the social work sector well. I think she will be a great asset to ARD and will bring the much needed skills of monitoring, evaluation and grant proposal writing to ARD (for which we have had to employ consultants), as well as being a model for the women of what is possible. We have also reorganized the field staff so that there are now 9 women working in the field. These are all women who have been in SHGs and are now helping new SHGs establish themselves. 
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Sandeep, Graeme and I visit Shanti Niketan, where we meet up with Nairita. She starts work on Oct 25th after the Durga festival. Shanti Niketan is a university town. Its name means peaceful place and was started by Rabindranath Tagore, India’s Nobel Prize for Literature winner. Tagore was also a social activist. Nairita did her undergraduate study here. It’s a delightful town, peaceful and green with large trees and lots of cultural activities. It is a good opportunity to all get to know each other better and also to visit a village where the women have been in an SHG since 2005. The area is famous for many wonderful crafts: leather work, cane weaving, Katha stitch sewing etc. These women do the intricate and beautiful Katha stitch on clothing and saris and people come from all over India and abroad to buy them. Here I am looking at one of these beautiful pieces. They sell some of their work via a co-op, some to an organization which is committed to fair trade prices and they take orders as well, from individuals. We are impressed with the work and the money possibilities but realise that the focus of empowerment that we very strongly pursue with our women is perhaps not as strong here. This is what Nairita said to me when we left there.
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While we have been here, we have met up with Sitanshu who is a man in his 50's with much experience in the social work field and especially with SHGs. Sandeep has been working with his help since last July. He is a very good mentor for Sandeep, works as a consultant for many large organisations and is charging us very very little for much time and many written documents, for which we are very grateful. Together with Nairita we spend some considerable time working on a document titled ARD Current Status and Intended Actions as well as enjoying the peaceful atmosphere of the town. The photo shows us all working together. I will post a better one of Nairita in the future. We also visit a beautiful little glass temple in Shanti Niketan which is non denominational. Below is Sandeep with us outside it. From Shanti Niketan Sandeep, Graeme and I travel to Darjeeling and are completely enchanted by the mountains and the friendly Buddhist atmosphere and prayer flags…but that’s another story! 
Please pass this on to friends and family and if you would like to make a donation click on www.ard-guraru.org. We have 32 people donating $20 or more per month. We hope to get to 100 by the end of 2011. Can you help us please? 
Smiles, Namaste and Om shanti from  Wendy

