On the last weekend before we left Bodhgaya we went out into the field for 2 days with Sandeep and Jyoti , a 28 year old woman working with tribal people in the forests of Jharkand, the next state over. She speaks very good English, has a degree in Rural Development and knows lots about Self Help groups, micro finance and women’s empowerment. First, we went back to the same Moosar settlement we were at last time. These are the very poor people with no land who are called tribals. We sit on a red and white mat on the earth behind their humpy dwellings. 
[image: image12.jpg]


There are some lizard skins on one dwelling and a woman shows Graeme how they catch a lizard about half a metre long and wrap its tail around its neck to immobilize it.
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Jyoti talks with the women about the value of creating a Self Help Group. They say they remember us coming a few weeks ago and yes, they have talked about forming one. The children crowd around wide eyed and snotty nosed, while I ask if the water pump blasting away on someone else’s field can be switched off while I film. Not so easy. Pump goes off, on, off for while, then on. Ok I give up/in. People are flooding their fields for wheat plantings, the second crop in the year. On our way we saw many golden fields of full headed rice, some fields being harvested, neat rows scythed and lying on the ground, hayricks being built and women and men threshing the harvested plants, beating them on a cleared surface. 

The woman who last time told us about the herbs, appears with a long pole with a blade at the bottom used for digging. I interview her and she tells us she is a widow with 5 children. They are all at school and she intends to send them to secondary school. She gathers and sells firewood and works as an agricultural labourer when she can. Her face is so open and strong, her bearing upright.
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Suddenly there is a flurry and 2 women from the nearby village we also visited last time, who are in Self Help Groups (SHG’s), appear. They are very strong characters who sort of shout that they have visited the Moosars twice since our visit and talked to them about forming an SHG but they have not been very open to the idea. It turns out that these Moosars are in line at the moment to receive a small grant to build a house on some government land nearby. They are worried that if they form a group it might threaten this process. Jyoti explains that on the contrary they would be in a better position to ask for their rights. As she tells us, a middleman is managing the negotiations for them and once he has taken his cut there may not be enough left to build a house. She has found that the people can’t see a way to save the remainder and often spend it on daily living not realizing this is their one and only chance in this lifetime of a secure home of their own. If they were more able to ask for their rights themselves which ARD helps with this may not happen. 

After some strong words on both sides, there is agreement to continue to work together, though I can see some trust needs to be built. I go inside one of the Moosar dwellings at their invitation. I have to crawl on the hard packed dirt floor, it’s dark inside, clean and bare. Possessions are piled at one end of the 12 to 15 metre humpy. A few water vessels, some material.  The sun is bright as I come out and give the lady I interviewed a bag of oranges, apples and pomegranates for her time. I am loath to leave these brave people and their wild haired kids. 
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 They remind me of Aboriginal people out in the outback in their closeness to the earth, the little girls carrying a baby on their hips, and the way the kids tumble, jostle, pinch each other almost as one organism.

Now we walk to the school on the way to the village. The women from the 2 SHG’s are gathered on the verandah. Jyoti points out that they are in a circle which is how they usually meet, so all are equal and able to see each other. She asks them about the progress of the groups. She is impressed with their understanding of the processes and their outcomes. They have been functioning for 3 years and have had 3 loans. The first 2 were smaller, some for agricultural needs, some for starting vegetable selling businesses, some to buy a goat, the last so each could buy a cow to create a communal dairy. The loan is given at 12% interest from the bank and each woman pays 2%. As there are about 12 women in a group that means that 12% stays in the group’s kitty and is banked and earns interest (about 7%). 
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SHG women looking at their account books
One woman told us that she borrowed from the group for a kidney stone operation for her son. She is so grateful and says that without the group her son may have died. She was able to repay the loan from the returns from the crops sown. Another woman told us how her life has changed. She is the treasurer of her group and goes now to the local town and deals confidently with bank officials and has access to the shops and services there. Before this she had hardly ever been to the town. We walk with the women to their homes and are given some milk to drink from their cows. It is kept warm over a fire to keep it fresh and bug free and is delicious.
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I interview 2 women, one a Muslim and one a Hindu about their lives and there is much laughter and telling of children, and grandchildren for the Muslim woman. Her day starts and is dotted by prayer. She looks after her grandchild while her daughter in law looks after the house. A woman moves to her husband’s family’s home after marriage in both cultures. When we ask them what their vision for their future is, one woman says they would like some vocational training for their businesses and to diversify into maybe soap or candle making. We have been looking at this need for some time but don’t have enough funds to cover workshops as Sandeep says we have to provide a venue, transport, food as well as tuition but Jyoti suggests that the women could cover a lot of the costs themselves and we could facilitate them to access the training. At first they are unsure but then start talking animatedly.

One of the animators, Manju Devi, is here and we ask her about her day. Each day she walks to an SHG meeting in the morning and goes to another one in the afternoon. Throughout the month she covers 24 groups. She helps them with any problems, from accessing a polio program for a child, to bank and loan problems for a woman new to the program. Any issues she can’t deal with she refers to one of 2 field supervisors, or the project coordinator.  She is a vital, determined woman with a thick dark plait and a slightly nervous jiggling of her legs. She has a lot to manage I can see. 
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On our way out of the village we are given a typical meal of rice, dahl, chutney and some pickle, on stainless steel plates. With hand on heart we refuse the local water as we can’t risk the pathogens. While the others eat I wander towards the fields. The sun reaches towards the horizon. The hayricks which, look like African houses with thatched roofs, glow red gold and the goat bells jingle in the hush. A young woman comes down the path towards me, empty basket on her head. She squats in a field and weeds, putting the greens in the basket, doubtless to feed her cow. 

We sleep that night at our bare office in Guraru on the first floor on rented stretchers, Jyoti and me in one room, Sandeep and Graeme in another and the project coordinator in the front room to protect us. Everyone is very worried that word will get out to the Naxals (the local Maoist terrorists) that wealthy Westerners are here and they will attack and rob us. We sleep soundly despite the mosquitoes and wake up to do our stretches on the roof overlooked by (and overlooking) many friendly people who wave and shout “what is your name?” “where are you from?”. 

After some chai (the sweet inevitable accompaniment to all activities in northern India) we head off to another village which we visited 2 years ago. The women here have made loans for cows as well. We feel like we know them very well as we did a lot of filming and photography here last time and have seen the film at least 50 times. I tell them this and they laugh and laugh. We ask them how being in ARD has impacted on their lives. A thin woman with a fine nose and green and white sari tells us her husband was an alcoholic. She convinced him to come to her Self Help Group meetings and the other women explained the devastating effect that his habit was having on his body and on the family. Gradually, with their support over many meetings, he gave up drinking. Wow that was more than I thought was possible from our little project! 
[image: image8.jpg]



Another woman talks of the improved nutrition they have now because they can afford better food for their families. A woman tells that she had some long term gynecological problems but had done nothing about it. Her SHG supported her to understand the effect this problem was having on her and her family. They encouraged her to have an operation and now she is well. We walk to the home of Kalle Devi, a woman who last time we were here had been voted onto the Panchayat Samiti (local area council) by the other SHG women. On the way we come to a lovely little shop next to a huge banyan tree, selling sweets, homemade snacks, paan (the Indian chewing tobacco), matches, candles etc and spices. The owner, an  SHG member tells us she earns about 1,500 rupees or $38 per month. Her brother helps in the shop. 
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We come to Kalle Devi’s home. In the courtyard is a big concrete tank, built with a grant from AusAid, as part of a domestic waste program. Into the tank food scraps and manure have been placed. Inside, we see a good thick brew with worms squirming around. We dig our hands into a sack of sweet smelling, friable organic fertilizer taken from the tank, which is spread on the fields before planting. Previous to this, chemical fertilizer was used.
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 Kalle Devi explains that she is no longer on the Panchayat Samiti as the position must be open to different castes in a rotation, however she has been voted now onto a body called the Panch. She acts like a magistrate making binding decisions on issues of domestic violence, neighbourly disputes etc. She smiles as she recalls her early days on the Panchayat Samiti when she was afraid to speak up at all. Now her authority is so apparent, her bearing upright as she cuddles a baby we are told she has adopted, as his mother has died. We step outside the mud rendered courtyard and are shown a 2 storey house. This is her family’s new home, bought with the proceeds from her milk sales, worm sales and with a subsidy from the government she was able access. It is a fitting home for this substantial and gentle woman in her blue and yellow sari with the red powder on her parting to show she is married. 
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Towards dark we head for Sandeep’s grandparents crumbling old mansion, in Mahwhan village. His is a Brahmin family and it was his time spent in this village as a child and seeing the poverty there which has inspired him to ‘do something’. This ‘something’ now has 4000 women in 330 Self Help Groups in 250 villages, whose lives and those of their families and communities are forever altered and strengthened. At 23 years of age, Sandeep is totally committed to his vision. When he is not in the field, or meeting someone to do with ARD, he is thinking, thinking what to do, how to do it. And he is not paid. This bothers us enormously. His family is not well off. He is a rare young man as all who meet and hear of him tell us. His selflessness is quite extraordinary.

It has been a privilege and a pleasure to spend time with the women in their villages and with Sandeep and Jyoti. I am grateful for the learning in so many ways and and keen to see the project grow. There are so many directions where just a small amount of help could go such a long way.

Vocational training for the women and  professional training for the staff are so needed. Sexual and Reproductive Health programs and   continuing with confidence building programs for the women would make a huge difference. Taking greater ownership of the Income Generating Activities by buying raw ingredients in bulk, perfuming the incense, branding and market the products under a women’s empowerment label are hopes for the future. Having more income so that we can include more women such as the Moosars and also of course paying Sandeep and his father for the work they do, are also part of our dreams. We met people who have been running a Self Help program near Auroville in the south of India since 1995. They also have 4000 women involved, but they employ 16 staff. We have 10. They have a bequest which they have invested and use the interest from. It was a joy to hear of the programs they are doing with the women, some of whom are on their sixth loan.

So again, if you know of anyone who you think might be willing to donate only $20 per month (we have 23 dear people doing this) please give them the website address www.ard-guraru.org  where they can donate via Egive .

Thank you for going on this journey with me
Om Shanti
Wendy
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