‘Bodhgaya, land of enlightenment ‘say the signs flying on the flag poles along the road from Gaya to the town where the Buddha sat under the bodhi tree, where our project, Academy of Root Development has its office. Sandeep, his dad Jitendra and brother, Sourabh, meet us at Gaya station with bunches of roses and gladiolis and big hugs and smiles. Our Indian family.  Meetings, meetings, meetings fill our first week here in Bodhgaya. Mike, the UK man who also funds ARD’s activities has co-incided his trip to India with ours for the first week so we try to fit in as much time informing ourselves and planning as possible. First it’s the working paper which Sandeep and I spend 2 days filling in to get down all the latest info on what’s working and what’s not working for us in UK, India and Australia and then sessions with some of the staff and a man whom we employed as a consultant who works for Save the Children and has had a lot of experience in NGO’s and is very clear on processes.

We map out our vision, our focus, the steps needed to get there and the projected finances required. At present we have half the income that we ideally need to run the organization and to have the staff and the women in the Self Help Groups trained or, as the Indians like to say ‘capacitated’ to carry out their work. Our vision is to have a full time female Project Manager doing the planning, proposal writing etc. Sandeep is carrying most of this himself. He is unpaid, doing it for the love of the vision, and overworked. We would love to have the finances to pay him and employ this woman. We need a woman at the top! I am constantly in meetings where everyone else is a man and they are talking about women’s empowerment, women’s rights, women’s sexual and reproductive health! Any ideas on how to raise this extra finance would be gratefully received. We have explored corporate and government financing to the best of our ability.
Much of our staff is grass roots and so the record taking and keeping skills need to be improved with an organization of this scale. There are now over 4,000 women involved in the project. The women would like some training in managing small businesses and upgrading their vocational skills. Sandeep would like to bring the tribal people called the Moosar into the project at this point. This will need funds to help them establish Self Help Groups (SHG’s) and arrange loans from banks for small businesses when they are ready to do this. 
We go out to the field for a one day visit. After the usual 2 and a half hour bone jarring, dusty, bumpy drive to the village area, we park and walk some of the way as the road has turned into a bog as there is a leak somewhere in a pipe. This despite the fact that there is a drought and Sandeep says that his grandfather can only plant out one in ten of his fields (those nearest the tank which can leak some water).
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     Young women rolling incense
 We meet a woman carrying a huge bundle of incense sticks she has rolled and is taking to Guraru, the closest large town. She tells us she earns 9 rupees ($0.23AU) per day for this work. She is given the sticks, the powder and the gluey charcoal to roll onto the stick. The perfume is not provided, that is done else- where. She just provides her labour. She is not in an SHG. Sandeep explains to her that if she joins an SHG she will have greater livelihood security as the women buy the ingredients in bulk, do the work and then sell the products on. They therefore have a greater profit margin on their labour. He is also hoping that the women can be supported to buy the machinery for, and be trained, to do the perfuming. This is not done in the area and would cut out many middle men and transporting of the product, thus increasing the profit margin for the women again.  
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     Moosar woman outside her dwelling
Along the side of a small river we come upon a Moosar encampment. Small humpies about a metre high, made of bent bamboo covered with brightly coloured cloth are strung out along the bank near a hand levered water pump. Inside, the dwellings are neat and clean, the sunlight pouring through the cloth. What happens when it rains I wonder as there is no waterproofing. There is a communal kitchen for the 13 dwellings which has a tin roof on poles and an earthenware fire place with 2 holes to put pots on. One young woman is feeding the fire under the hole with twigs, another is pouring the water off a huge pot of boiled rice, while a third, who is pregnant, is washing her hair while clothed in her sari at the pump. They are all very beautiful, dark skinned, shy at first and curious about us. 

Sandeep explains to them about SHG’s. Yes they have heard of them and would like to form one. The only income for them is from working as occasional labourers on other people’s land. The government has decreed that they are entitled to land but the bureaucracy at the local level has not come up with the titles. One hurdle is that they don’t have documents proving who they are. A second problem is that some agriculturists have been using government land for agriculture. How to take the land from them? Graeme suggests ARD can advocate for them. Sandeep says “let’s help them to put food in their mouths and teach them how to advocate for themselves.” One woman pulls out something which looks like a small dried corn which she peels the outer layer off, saying it is good for increasing breast feeding mother’s milk. The bark of a native tree which is crumbled between her fingers is a good antiseptic. The porcupine quills are used to open wounds and as sacred objects.
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We walk along a ridge between two rice paddies, climb over a fallen palm and enter a village. Two SHG’s are sitting on a large mat in a clearing near a small white Hindu temple. 
They welcome us with namastes, garlands of flowers and tinsel around our necks, and small plates of cut up apple, sultanas and biscuits. Four women stand up and sing two songs about the value of thrift and saving. One woman talks earnestly about the need for training, and they are all very enthusiastic in response to questions about how having a small business has changed in their lives.
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Apart from the obvious income, it also has taught them to work together in a group, to take notes at meetings, keep books of who has paid what into the kitty and also has brought them into the town to meet bank managers and buy ingredients. All are new and expanding activities for them. 
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SHG women singing about the value of savings and credit

We wander around the village for the rest of the day, meeting their cows, watching them roll incense, visiting the local mosque (one group is half Hindu, half Moslem), being given tea and biccies in someone’s home and admiring the small vegie plots next to houses, the water trickling into them from the hand pump’s use. Everywhere we go everyone is warm and welcoming and we are trailed and led by crowds of children.
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A few days later we discover that there is a special Bihar government exhibition in Bodhgaya about the government’s role in helping poor people in the district in all fields. Sandeep and I go a few times and all sorts of Government officials approach me and want to ask me my opinion of the exhibition. When I tell them about our work with ARD, I am invited to sit down and we exchange business cards and hopefully good connections are made for Sandeep.  Sandeep and others assure us that our involvement lends credibility to ARD. Both Indians and westerners are more confident that ARD is not some shady Indian organization taking money and embezzling .[image: image7.jpg]



Over the next few weeks we meet many people from different organizations whom we are planning to work with or have partnerships with already. Pathfinder works with Adult Sexual and Reproductive health. They take groups of 14 to 18 year old young men and women and teach them the importance of having the first baby at 18 or preferably 21 and spacing the second 3 years later. They also teach about safe sex. These are touchy areas as child brides are still common in Bihar and when the young people come home and tell their parents about these courses, they often make big disturbances saying their children are being encouraged to have sex out of marriage. Pathfinder has found that in areas where their program has been running for 9 years, the birthrate has dropped by 23%. We hope to bring these program sto our women, however we will have to finance them. 

Priya, whom we have a partnership with, works in the area of women’s empowerment and governance. Some of our women attended a one day workshop where they learned about the different levels of government, roleplayed talking to government officials and practiced talking to members of the press. Together with us, they are arranging a series of Gram Sava (village council) meetings of which all adults are members to raise awareness of issues important to women and where the women who were at the workshop will practice their new found confidence.
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Everyone is curious to see themselves on film

Samoolam is a new NGO working on environmental awareness in Gaya. We met Usha, a Gaya women who has a Master’s in Rural Development and is a Ford Fellow. We hope to collaborate on village and city environmental programs with her. Udyogini offers assistance in creating businesses plans, training women in vocational areas and marketing. They sound really good but want a lot of money for their assistance. 
We spent altogether five weeks at Bodhgaya and have many more tales to tell but I will save them for the next newsletter which will come soon.
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Rice fields on the way to our villages
You, our trusty donors make all of this possible. Thankyou!

 We have 23 people donating monthly and some others donating annually and as one off amounts. As well we fund raise through hiring cars and having market stalls. If you can think of someone whom you would like to show this newsletter to or email it too, we would be grateful. If we doubled the number of regular donors, we could bring much more to our women. Also if you would be willing to increase your donation by even $5 a week, that would help enormously. 
Much love and appreciation.
Om shanty
Graeme and Wendy
