Note: Opinions expressed in this site visit do not necessarily reflect those of Asha for Education

Random Ramblings

I always wondered as to how India has always carried this incredible impression in the international community as a successful, proactive and a participatory democracy when in fact the ground reality tends to give a different perception. Especially, when the headline news in the Indian media always speaks on a daily basis about human right violations, corruption, Govt. red tapism etc (of course the list of problems is too long to mention). Have we set our standards so low that we have started to call this a successful democracy?

Although I carried this impression for the most part of my life (and I still do in certain proportions), I started to rethink my opinion lately. Courtesy: my visit to a few remote (tribal) villages in chittoor and nellore district recently. In my visit, I could see how a collective effort of the people can catalyze a social change in our society and how our Indian constitution, though touted as a blunt-edged knife, facilitates people to speak their will, if they wanted to. I could see how our democracy could manifest itself in social welfare, if the society is ready to participate in governance.

To cut the story to chase, I have recently been on one of my most memorable trips to rural India. The purpose of the trip was to visit an organization called Sahanivasa, a long time partner of Asha Boston. Sahanivasa recently proposed a project focusing on the rehabilitation of the Tsunami effected villages in Tada mandal of Chittoor district in Andhra Pradesh. Although, my primary intention was to assess the needs of the tsunami rehabilitation effort, I also wanted to understand the organization's other academic and non-academic projects in various parts of Chittoor and Nellore districts of AP.

The trip started off on 31st of August with a 13 hour train ride to Sullurupet town. Volunteers of Sahanivasa picked me up at the station on the morning of September 1st.  I started my site visit, along with Mr. Chenniah and a couple of other APVVU volunteers. Our first destination was a village called “Gollala Mulugu”, a quintessential tribal village. This village, recently recognized by the government, has 53 families in it. However we could see only about 20 families staying there on that day with the other 30 families migrating to various other larger towns in search of jobs. I was told this was quite typical in tribal culture and that the tribals prefer to stay nomadic. The tribal villages in this area are primarily dependent on fishing in the back waters of Pulicat Lake. During the Off-fishing season, the villagers usually go hunting, work as agricultural laborers, watchmen etc. I could see only a few mud built houses in the village and apparently the families without any houses stayed under trees, railway platforms etc. There were no electricity or water connections in the village.
None of the 53 families have either ration cards or voters ID issued to them. I was told that not having voters ID has been a great drawback for some of the villages in this area. Politicians tend to complete ignore the villages since they don’t have any electoral value. We talked with the villagers for a couple of hours about their problems with getting their ration cards, finding jobs etc. It was interesting to see women participating in the discussions very actively. Apparently, tribal societies are quite matriarchic in nature and women have an important role to play in the day to day decision making in the village. We were told by the villagers that the children regularly attend the government primary school nearby the village (about 4km from the village), although I suspect the truth in the statement considering the fact that I saw a lot of children playing around the houses on a Friday morning. Mr. Chenniah told me that the tribals usually don’t send their children to school regularly (its a cultural thing) and that Sahanivasa is working on inculcating a habit in those tribal communities to give due importance to child education.
Apparently all the 53 families in this village received land title deeds from the Govt. along with an assurance that they will get Rs.25k for pakka housing if they commit to settling down in the village with out resorting to seasonal migration. Although this sounded like great offer from the government, the problems involved in it came forth slowly in my discussion with Mr. Chenniah. Firstly, the land granted by the Govt. is close to the Pulicat lake and the marshiness of the land doesn’t allow the construction right away. The land has to be first leveled, toughned and then only can a house be constructed in that land. All this increases the cost of house construction to around Rs50k-60k and Govt. doesn’t bear the added cost. Besides the government doesn’t allow changes to the house designs based on geography. Government of Andhra Pradesh funded the land leveling in a few villages under the food for work scheme when this zone was hit by severe drought a few years back. Although it might sound counter intuitive, some of the villages in this area were actually waiting for a drought season so that they can get the government funds for various developmental activities (Otherwise no one cares about their village).
In my discussions with Mr. Chenniah I was told that one of the major problems the tribal communities in this area are facing is the sanction of SEZs (Special Economic Zones) by the govt and the consequent loss of lively hood for tribals in the off-fishing season. Well it turns out, all is not hale and healthy with the great Indian SEZ story. An idea that began as emulating the Chinese success story is all set to become the wrath of the already marginalized and oppressed Indian poor man. All the villages that fall into the domain of SEZ are required to leave their homes and migrate out of that area. Govt. called it a day by simply providing a less than modest compensation package to all the people who lost their lands. If you come to think about it, however, there are a lot of untied ends the govt. left loose in the rehabilitation process. First of all, what about all the landless laborers (like the tribal agricultural laborers) who lost their lively hood? If they migrate out of their villages they would not only loose the land on which they are dependent on, but they would also loose the proximity to the fishing waters which is their primary lively hood. Also, where would all the villages migrate to if they have to move out? Govt. isn’t offering any help. Wouldn’t the ecological balance of the areas be severely disturbed due to all that mass migrations? More over, if a person who is skilled only in farming/fishing has to do something else as a result of relocation, who would train him with the required skill sets? If the government doesn’t properly address all these migration concerns, the SEZs might turn into yet another parable of how short sighted governmental policies can turn great business ideas into socio-economic disasters at large.

We left Gollala Mulugu after spending a couple of hours there. The second village we visited is called “Khasim kandriga”, another tribal village. The story of this village sounded like a facsimile of the previous one; Migration problems, not enough funding for housing, loss of land and jobs to SEZs etc. Just like gollala mulugu, this village also hardly had any pakka housing and half the actual population was in its migration cycle. The villagers here were complaining about the corruption in the nearby government hospitals. They told that the pregnant women wouldn’t get medical attention unless they pay a bribe. The women of the village were also complaining that the hospital authorities would pocket Rs 50 out of the Rs 500 they are entitled to as a medical benefit from the govt. after delivering a baby. 
Note: Two months after my visit, Mr. Chenniah informed me in one of the e-mails that APVVU has organized a collective peoples protest in front of the hospital against corruption and also formally submitted a complaint to the district collector’s office resulting in the doctors being seriously reprimanded by the collectorate office. 

Our next pit stop was an ST village called Chenigunta. Right away, I could see the difference between a tribal village and an ST village. This village had pakka housing, paved roads, electricity connections and a well maintained government primary school close by. Mr. Chenniah told me that this village has had an active APVVU involvement for the past decade. Soon after Tsunami, AID funded the formation of cooperative society in this village. The people of this village use the cooperative society to represent themselves to the government and to fund the repair of their boats and nets.
On day two the schedule was to visit the Sahanivasa’s before/after school tuitions in various villages and to visit the sites where NREGA work was going on. I did this visit with Ms. Suria Rajani. My general impression about the schools was they were well maintained. Sahanivasa appoints teachers to teach the tuition hours and they do a good job of coordinating with the govt. school teachers to avoid any conflict of schedules/interests. What impressed me the most was that Sahanivasa teachers seemed to give emphasis to the overall child personality development rather than just academics. The children reflected good confidence levels when talking to people or when answering questions. Sahanivasa volunteers seem to take particular interest in making sure all the children in a village go to school. During the visit Ms. Suria Rajani was inquiring students if they aware of any of their friends or children in their neighborhood who don’t go to school. If they come across any such children, Sahanivasa volunteers counsel the parents to send their children to school.
After the schools, I concluded my trip with a visit to a village where NREGA work was being implemented. We did the NREGA visit in a village called “Kurichivedu”. NREGA is perhaps one of the most progressive and interesting bills passed by the Indian parliament in recent time. This bill seems to hold the potential to bring a huge change in rural India. This bill on one hand can reap the rich human resources available in rural India to develop the most essential infrastructural facilities and on the other hand stem the migration of farmers/rural workers to cities. APVVU, Mr. Chenniah told me, was at the forefront of the efforts for a long time to have the NREGA bill passed in the Indian parliament.
When we arrived at “Kurichivedu”, work was under progress in a near by lake (strengthening the lake bund/embankment). Ms. Suria Rajani showed me some of the works that have already been completed like the road that was paved to the near by burial ground, a few rain water harvesting pits, a small rain water draining duct to prevent inundation of roads during rainy season etc. It was interesting to see the majority of workers were women. NREGA is unique in the sense that it emphasizes equal opportunity for men and women to participate in the work. They would get the same wage too. 

When we arrived at the work location, we had a meeting with the workers under the shade of a banyan tree adjoining the lake. Ms. Suria Rajani seemed to know most of the women by their names. I was told that Farmers Union (APVVU) was active in that village for the past few years. Tamil was the native language in this village (due to its proximity to Tamilnadu). Ms. Suria Rajani inquired the workers about (mostly in tamil) how the EGA work was going on and if they were getting paid regularly etc. 
Apparently, this part of the state sees a lot of migration from villages to cities like Bangalore and Chennai during the months of Dec to May. The villagers tend to migrate along with their families in hope that they might be able to employ their children in cities. This is not only exposing the children to the hazards of child labor but also leading to children dropping out of school during the academic year. Migration, as such, is causing a lot of other concerns in these villages. Especially in tribal villages, when families keep moving from place to place, it becomes practically impossible for either the govt. or an NGO to create any facilities or infrastructure like hospitals and schools for them. Because of their constant nomadic nature, govt. doesn’t recognize their villages, give them voters ID, ration card etc.
Before NREGA, these tribal villages had no option but to move from place to place during off-fishing or off-agricultural season. But with EGA in place, they have a source of livelihood during drought and off-fishing seasons. Not only does EGA help in preventing children drop out of school, it also has the potential to address other major issues like the spread of AIDS, stop farmers suicides etc. (Migration of rural population is one of the leading causes for the spread of AIDS). 
After my site visit on day two, I had elaborate discussions with Mr. Chenniah about the implementation schedule of the Tsunami project and the scope and concept of the NREGA proposal. Without a doubt, EGA bill has the potential to change the socio-economic landscape in rural India in the long term. But as with any other legislation, it is practically impossible to make it foolproof. Middlemen coming into Illegal nexuses with corrupt govt. officials to swig away the EGA funds are to be expected. The only way corruption can be stemmed is by proactive people’s involvement in the implementation process. People should start questioning the officials for transparency in the process and get proper information about creation of rosters and disbursement of funds. And as such, it feels like RTI (Right to Information Act) should and will become the primary weapon for people.

At the back of my mind I am skeptical, if that will happen. Is our rural population educated enough to even know that they can question the govt. officials? Can we expect them to be wise enough to ask for their rightful information when they are ignorant enough to borrow loans at 50% interest rate? I don’t think so. This leaves us with the question as to how can we make sure that these cutting edge laws like RTI and NREGA don't face the same unfortunate fate as a myriad of other Indian legislations that died a gradual death as saplings. What challenges do we, as an organization, have ahead of us?
It is a very interesting time in the history of independent India, when the govt. is taking steps to provide its citizens with rights that it never gave before. I am speaking of bills like Right to Education, Right to Information, Right to Employment (EGA) and Right for Food. But given our semi-socialist and semi-capitalist governance structure, proactive participation of people is of prime importance to make sure these laws are implemented properly. And I guess that is where organizations like Asha come into the picture. We should do what ever it takes to make the uneducated rural Indian be aware of his rights and be able to fight for them. We should make him strong enough to fight his own fights instead of we fighting it for him. At a different level, I think we should also have it in our agenda to spread awareness in the Indian middle class about these laws and try to invoke them into action. Coz it has always been the middle class that has set the trends and cultures in our country. Make no mistake, that’s when I think India can become a true participatory and successful democracy.
