Dear Friend of Academy of Root Development

Two locals, Graeme Batterbury of Lillian Rock and Wendy Royston of Tyagarah are about to return from a two-month trip to Bihar, in India. Eight years ago in Bodhgaya, the town where the Buddha became enlightened, Graeme met Sandeep Kumar, at that stage 14 years old. Sandeep asked Graeme to help him improve the lot of his village people, who are among the poorest people in India. The villages have no electricity, no sewage disposal and the rendered brick houses are small and dark, comprising 2 or 3 rooms for entire extended families. There is no reticulated water, with a number of hand pumps serving each village of about 2,000 people. Crops the families grow and the seasonal labour the men can get is not enough to meet the needs of the family, with drought also being a big problem. 

Sandeep and Graeme established the Academy of Root Development as a Charitable Trust in 2002. Since that time it has been working in these villages, helping to establish a school and over 125 Self Help Groups (SHG's) for women. 

The women involved in the project at this stage number over 1500. ARD has helped them form the SHG's and after some time of inter-loaning within the group, they have proven that they can save.  ARD has then assisted them to take out small individual loans of up to 4 times the amount saved (up to $200AU) from the District Rural Development Agency (DRDA). With these loans the women have bought sewing machines, cows, goats, pigs, established kitchen gardens and are making blankets and incense to sell in the local town, Guraru and the nearest city, Gaya.
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Women sewing garments for themselves and for sale to other villagers.
Dalit woman with a cow she has purchased through her involvement with Self Help Groups

This extra income has helped the family in difficult times, when there is no work and is making it possible for the children to go to school and for families to save for their daughters’ dowries. The experience is also giving the women confidence and skills as they have been learning group management, conflict resolution as well as basic accounting and record keeping. Groups also support individual women if there is a problem in the home, for example with a husband being violent. 

Some groups are now in the position of having paid back their initial loans and are making loans of up to $6000 AU to create group projects such as a large-scale dairy with a contract to buy the milk.

Graeme and Wendy toured some of the villages, delighted to see the pride and confidence of the women. However, they were appalled to see a village of Dalit people (the lowest caste) who have no land and are perched on the edge of the road in leaky thatched huts between the road and the rice paddy that belongs to someone else. The women proudly showed off their 3 goats or one water buffalo, a small start.   

Obviously this project needs funds. ARD was initially funded by a generous donation from a man in NZ. He recently died and ARD is in a critical position, searching to find funding to keep its office open and the office staff, project co-ordinator, and field staff employed. 'All these staff are needed to support the SHG's', explains Sandeep. 'The animators, who are the women in closest touch with the groups, walk each day starting at 9am and returning at 4pm to attend meetings of the various groups. They need to be there to help with any problems that may have arisen. Problems they can't deal with go to the field supervisors and anything they can't deal with goes to the Project Co-ordinator. It is this grass roots aspect of the program, which ensures its success.'

The cost of maintaining the program is AU$1,500 per month and local musician Leigh Carriage has stepped forward and is organising a Women Supporting Women benefit concert at the Blue Birdy on Wednesday December 5 starting at 7.30pm.

Jan Barham will launch the event and heading the bill is Lisa Hunt, with Sharny Russell, Elizabeth Lord, Nat Carey, Ange, Alicia Dawson and Leigh Carriage.
The evening will be an opportunity to see the latest photos and film footage of the work in the field and to talk to Graeme and Wendy. There will be an opportunity to sign up and make a regular donation to the project at this time. If you can't make the evening, check out the website www.ard-guraru.org or drop them an email at stageone@nrg.com.au

'If 100 people commit to giving $5 a week the program can be sustained. It would be wonderful to know that we can do that. Let's make a big start on December 5th,' says Wendy.
