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Welcome to our new donors and newsletter recipients.

ARD has been having a busy time in India with Nairita, our recently recruited Program Manager, familiarizing herself with the women and gathering case studies such as the one below and helping to organize International Women’s Day. During the past month, staff have also supported 4 Social Work university students who have carried out detailed field surveys of all the 4500 women currently on the program: their family details, health status of all members and resources possibly available in the family and in the village. This is being followed up by focused discussions with each group to hear what direction they would like to take in the future.
Meanwhile in Australia, we had a wonderful evening at the home of Gabriel Rosati and David Hancock ‘India Close to My Heart’. Indian food, song, tabla, flute, Bollywood dancing and a presentation and film by Graeme and Wendy entertained the 68 people gathered. It was an evening of heart filled connection with India and each other, raised $2000 on the night and at present we have people committed to donating $275 per month who signed up on the night or since. Thanks to them and thanks so much to Gabriel, David, Joni, Rose, Shamila, Russell, Ali, Harmel and the musicians. The outcome from this event added all our other fundraising, is that we are now able to fund the establishment of another 100 groups or 1500 women, bringing the total number of women in the project to 6000! We will employ another field co-ordinator and 3 more women community organizers (women who have been in the groups). Our web address to tell your friends about is www.ard-india.org
A success story: A Dalit (tribal) girl whose mother has been in one of ARD’s Self Help Groups for 4 years has received top marks in her village in year 12. Traditionally parents encourage their children to leave school early so that they can work and bring money into the family. From being in the group her mother has learnt of the value of education through discussions held in the group meetings. Her husband wanted the daughter to leave school but she protested and convinced her husband to continue the daughter’s education, because of the income from the milking cow and also because she was able to make a small loan from the group to cover educational costs and to equate any money the girl would have received doing labouring. Now that the girl has received a top ranking, the state government has given her family 10,000 rupees ($250AU) to continue with her education.
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Meet Sumitra Devi of Parishram SHG 
I am Sumitra Devi aged 32 years from Mahuyaine village. I am a Hindu from Rajput community. I was a house wife and my husband was engaged in share cropper agriculture. As I was physically challenged it was not possible for me to carry out some other work also. I have 3 children. I lived in a mud house with thatched roof having only one room and kitchen and I had to manage everything within that. Suddenly my husband fell ill and died because of brain fever 6 years ago. 

My husband was the only earning member of the family and when he passed away our condition became much worse. My children dropped out of school and neighbours stopped talking with us. Our condition began to deteoriate gradually. With time it became so that we even had to struggle for two meals a day. It was wretched for a mother to see such a miserable condition of her children in front of her own eyes. I lacked any assets and hence I could not have a mortgage for getting a loan from the money lenders. Also the money lenders charged very high interest rates for the loans. My family profile is as follows:

	Serial No.
	Name of the family member
	Relationship with the head of the family
	Age
	Education status
	Occupation

	1.
	Late Narendra Singh
	Husband


	_
	Illiterate
	Farming

	2.
	Aarchana Kumari 
	 Daughter
	17 years 
	Class X
	 _

	3.
	Jyotsna Kumari
	Daughter
	15 
	Class VIII
	_

	4.
	Ujjol Kumar
	Son
	13 years
	Class VII 
	_


It became a very big constraint for me to run a family of 4 members. I was so desperate that sometimes I felt that no way out existed for me. I used to sit alone and cry at times over my misfortunes.

It was at that time Mr. Ashok from ARD visited our village. He held various meetings with the women and explained to us the importance of Self Help Groups (SHGs) and the reason for their formation. From these meetings I came to know the various aspects of SHGs but I was not sure if I should join in such a group. He also cited some of the other women’s groups who were saving money in this manner. But as many women from my village along with me were convinced, I too joined in the SHG.

We formed the SHG group in 2005 with 12 women as its members. With consensus we selected the name of the group as Parishram SHG and selected the leader and the treasurer of the SHG group. We used to each save Rs. 20 every month and Rs15000 was saved by us all. Our group then made a loan from the bank. I took an amount of Rs. 9500 as my loan and bought a cow with that amount. The cow was giving 3 kgs of milk and I used to sell 2 and a half kgs of milk everyday at Rs. 30 per litre which amounted to Rs.2250 per month and every month I used to sell 400 rupees cow dung cakes which is used widely as a source of fuel in the villages. Gradually my financial status improved a lot. I have started sending my children to school and my societal position also improved. Now I am no more looked down by the people around me. Also as I was physically challenged, the group got a handicap card in my name. Because of the handicap card, I am now able to avail myself of most of the government facilities and schemes. 
The group is soon going to get another loan and with that money I am planning to open a sweet shop in the village. Being in the SHG has instilled self confidence within me and now I am more able to deal with people and my whole life situation effectively. Had there been no ARD I can’t imagine what my life would have been.

                                                                ***********************************
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On International Women’s Day 8th March 2011 ARD held a rally and gathering. This is the first time in this area (known as Guraru Block) where we work, that anything like this has ever happened. The Press were on hand to record the event. Below is an abbreviated version of the report from the day, written by Nairita, our Program Manager.
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Approximately 1253 women from 85 different villages arrived at the rally, brought by the Community Organisers or Animators employed by ARD. There were different slogans written on placards like “Stop child marriage” and “Taking and giving of dowry is illegal”. 

The women all lined up at 10 am and headed together towards the government office at Guraru 1km away. They stayed there for some minutes and then returned to the Sarvodaya Vidya Mandir school compound.
A program at the school followed with Indu Sahai, a woman lawyer fighting for the causes of women as the chief guest.  Government Officers, and local leaders of the villages also attended.

The leaders from different SHG groups came to the dias. A few SHG members talked of their successes as members of an SHG. SHG members sang a song related to the importance of the education of children. 

Next, the Program Manager of ARD, Nairita Roychowdhury, talked of the importance of International Women’s Day, a campaign started  by the suffragettes agitating for women’s right to vote 100 years ago. It honours their work, thus celebrating women’s success and focuses on  injustices against women which need to be addressed. A candle was lit to commemorate this special day. 
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Indu Sahai, a woman lawyer spoke now of the laws that are in India in favour of women. She enlightened us through her eye opening speech in which she highlighted some special acts and sections of the Indian Penal Code and their significance for Indian women. The special acts are: Domestic Violence Act, 498 A, Hindu Maintenance Act, Prohibition of Dowry and Child Marriage Act. She explained in brief the provisions under each act and in what ways they are beneficial for woman. Most importantly she stressed that there are laws in the country but, it should be the last resort of a person to seek the help of the legal system. As the legal system is full of loopholes and it takes an extended period of time to get the issues solved and get justice her advice is to first try to solve the issue within the home such that the problem does not persist. Be it the case of dowry or the case of child marriage, in the first instance one should try to solve these issues within the family.

After her speech, 5-6 women presented their case studies how their lives have changed since they have joined ARD. These women are members of different Self Help Groups like Saraswati, Sita, Sashi Prabha, Chanchala, Prakash, Prarishram SHGs. Different SHG members narrated their case studies and the way they save money in their group. Also they told how their condition was before and the impact that the SHGs have had on their lives. The Secretary and the President of the groups also narrated the way in which the groups practice savings and the various small entrepreneurial initiatives that are taken up by them. It was inspiring to learn how these women are saving and earning by engaging in various income generation activities like bangle making, small stationary shops and dairy initiatives.

The Block Development Officer, Arun Kumar Chobey now took the stage. He thanked the women for coming and told in brief about various development schemes that are in place in the Block.  The Circle Officer then narrated his experience of women’s empowerment and appreciated the crucial role of ARD in the process. He spoke about the importance of land entitlement rights in the name of women.

Observations from Nairita  The programme was very participatory with about 1253 women participating in the programme. The rally was immensely successful as a lot of people came to know about the work of ARD through the rally. Also the rally had a positive impact on not only the Block Development Officer but on all the officials. The women also enjoyed the rally very much. The slogans that were used in the rally like “Stop child marriage”, “Taking and giving of dowry is illegal” were the issues that India has been long struggling to overcome. When such issues are aired by the women for the women’s cause, it is truly an eye opening experience. However, the crux of the matter is this: the women should not only preach the slogans but they should also act practically in their lives in that manner. Especially in the state of Bihar where dowry and child marriages are still common practice such steps are an ardent need.

The session on legal empowerment was also very beneficial for the women because many women are not aware of these laws. As a result, the majority of   rural women are not in a position to effectively implement them. There are provisions for prevention of physical, social and mental exploitation of women, but despite this, there are ample cases where women bear exploitation in silence. 

Achievements of the Day: 1. Instilled a sense of oneness and confidence among all the women of the SHGs.  2. Provided a platform for the rural women to share their life experiences and thus encourage other women to join the process. 3. Allowed information dissemination about various legal issues related to women and awareness relating to schemes and programs at the Block level.  4. Provided a common platform where ARD and its work with the lives of these rural women could be appreciated and acknowledged and which will foster better liasons and leveraging with different government officials.
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To the right is a picture of Nairita with ARD’s recently acquired UPS (uninterrupted power supply. When I returned from our last trip to India I was talking to my friend, Diana in Sydney about how the power keeps going off in Bodhgaya. We can be a meeting,  and suddenly no fan, it’s sweltering,  we have to open office door, noise, computers constantly failing, no printer, no internet. Diana was appalled. “They can’t work in these conditions. What can be done?” “A UPS costs $1000, it’s a battery back up system. We can’t afford it.” “Well,” said Diana, there will be a cheque in the mail tomorrow.” And there was! Nairita and Sandeep, Graeme and I are all very grateful. Thankyou Diana.








