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

Visit to Village Self Help Groups 

I recently accompanied the core ARD team on a visit to a number of villages within the project area with a view to introducing the District Development Manager (DDM) of National Bank for Agricultural and Rural Development (NABARD) to the work being done by ARD.

NABARD is the primary Govt. of India department responsible for rural infrastructure and ARD is seeking approval for a proposal to further the work being done with Self Help Groups (SHG's). 

Each SHG has a village level coordinator who has been trained by ARD and who receives a small monthly remuneration under the SHG Programme. The representative undertakes responsibility for organising SHG meetings, mediating between members and general advocacy within the village.

The most striking thing that I observed was the tangible empowerment of the women involved. In each group we were welcomed in song by a small number of women who sang about their life, their difficulties and their passion about the self help groups.

Women spoke strongly of their desire to improve their situation and to gain some measure of security and financial independence. One group showed us hand-held personal fans that they had fashioned from recycled plastic bags and other materials. Village level skills and innovation are waiting for an opportunity.

There was a strong sense of occasion as the SHG members gave their reports and confirmed their savings schedules and many other women who were not currently involved in a SHG gathered around to see what took place.






Women the world over have great ability to manage family, food and income generation, but in a strongly patriarchal society such as India their role in village decision-making and policy development is minimal and seen as threatening. Money that might be generated individually is often taken by a dominant male member of the family before the woman can utilise it.

Centuries of subjugation have led to a situation where only in recent years have women begun to re-establish themselves on Panchayat (cluster village level) representative bodies. A number of women from the SHG's are candidates for the current Panchayat elections which in itself is testimony to the empowerment they are undertaking.
Self Help Groups have actually evolved to the point where they function as Mutual Help Groups.

To offer support or learn more, please contact the Academy of Root Development:
In Australia: stageone@nrg.com.au or in India: sandeep_gaya@yahoo.com 

or by visiting our website at www.ard-guraru.org

