The Academy of Root Development is a not-for-profit charitable organisation that has been working with Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribal people in Guraru block, Gaya district in the state of Bihar, India for the past three years.

ARD is currently implementing a Self Help Group (SHG) strategy as part of it's Sustainable Futures Programme in this area. The organization plays a strong catalytic role in organizing women at the grass-root level, where importance is accorded to social inputs as well as economic inputs to build mutual linkages for integrated development and livelihood security.

Through the project, ARD aims to bring about a generational change to break the cycle of child labour.

The project currently involves 48 village groups, through which more than 500 women of the target demographic are participating. ARD aims to have 100 villages involved in the programme by the end of March 2006.
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Self Help Groups

The programme brings under-privileged rural women together around the common activity of "saving and credit", facilitated through the establishment of formal Self Help Groups (SHG's).  "Saving and credit" is a vital platform for the sharing of common problems. The choice of saving and credit as the rallying point was primarily for two reasons:

(a) it has been consistently found to be a good tool for community organization and consolidation, and

(b) it gives members of these poor families immediate relief from the exploitation of moneylenders.

Group meetings and individual contact with participants is the primary task of the ARD project staff at this stage and is an integral part of the process to build solidarity among the group members.

Group meetings are crucial to the empowerment of the women. This process creates confidence and mutual support for women striving for social change. In this forum women members try to critically analyze their situation and slowly develop the collective strategies to overcome their difficulties. This process help to raise the awareness level and creates confidence among group members.

The continuation of group meetings will act as a vehicle for the promotion of economic activities. The essence of SHG is that it lays the foundation for self-reliance through building up an institution. This formal and informal group meeting and capacity building and training develop the capacity of target women and strengthen the process for women's empowerment in the future.

Livelihood Opportunities

The identification of livelihood opportunities for the women is discussed in the group meetings. At present the majority of women are involved in daily labour at brick kilns, stone crushers and in agriculture. Some of the women are also involved in agarwati (incense) manufacture and agricultural activities at household level.

In future there is scope for scenting and packaging of agarwati, tailoring and embroidery, as well as poultry farming, diary farming and kitchen gardening within the farming sector, to raise the income levels of the women.

ARD will establish vocational training and supplementary education programmes to support the women in the development of individual employment opportunities and is seeking to establish strategic partnerships and engage with appropriate sponsors to implement the next stage.

Funding proposals are available on request and an overview of each stage of the project can be obtained by contacting the Academy of Root Development.

Other ARD Initiatives

ARD is also developing a programme of Health Awareness camps in the area, designed in three components – "the preventive, promotive and curative aspects", which will augment the Sustainable Futures Programme.

The first health camp was organised on 2nd July, 2005 at Bararora villages under Barora panchyat. The programe was managed under the supervision of two medical officers, Dr. Binaya Kumar the child specialist and Dr. R.K. Chandel. Two staff nurses, Smt. Geeta Devi and Smt. Anita Kumari accompanied the doctors and actively devoted their precious time for health check-up and immunization of children.

The ultimate outcome of the Sustainable Futures Programme will be the establishment of Health Centres at each Panchyat that will provide Health Awareness and simple medical treatment facilities. These Centres will be serviced weekly by a visiting Mobile Health Clinic, staffed by a doctor and nurse and able to deliver more critical health services.

To contribute in financial and/or physical ways, or for more information, please contact the Academy of Root Development.

In India:

Head Office: Opposite Main Temple, Bodhgaya, Bihar, India

Phone: +91 99 3467 3790

E-mail: sandeep_gaya@yahoo.com 

In Australia:
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Phone: +61 (0)2 6689 7098
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