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Attendees: Vishal(Asha-LA), Srikanth(Asha-Dallas), Vijay(Asha-Bangalore), Sridhar(Asha-Princeton), Sanjeev(Asha-Bangalore), Sabita(Asha-SV) 

1) B. Sireesha - Vijay (Asha-Bangalore) gave an overview about her work and that of Timbaktu Collective.

Timbaktu Collective is a voluntary organization that has been functioning for 15 yrs in Ananthapur District, Andhra Pradesh. Many areas work including working with disabled children, Panchayati Raj, women’s issues, gender isues, farming, etc. Asha has been supporting Timbaktu with the residential children’s school.

Description of MACT Society (Mutually Aided Co-operative Thrift Society): The financial side of the society is loans for emergencies, small businesses, etc. This has been very successful with registration of over 7500 women last year in the groups. Recent numbers are around 8500 with turnover of a crore. The other aspect that has made these groups strong is the family counseling and legal advising capacity, issues with marriage/dowry, domestic violence, etc. Society acts as a support system. This service is extremely useful and valuable, economic activity is basic but this is very important.

Sireesha is the key person around which the legal effort is revolving. These groups were receiving external funding (through a german foundation) to support all these activities and as they grow they are transitioning into a self-sufficiency model. However, in the transition it will be difficult for them to keep the non-finance related activities i.e. the family counseling facility going on their own. The fellowship will help Sireesha continue working on a full time capacity without a break.

The condition of women is pretty bad and the domestic violence is quite ingrained and people like Sireesha are rare and desperately needed to do this service. 

As in case of other groups Timbaktu is looking towards the younger generation who come from this area to provide the next generation of leadership and the hope is that she can grow beyond just this support and be a resource person for all of Ananthapur. 

Q & A

Q: Her CV states that she is studying MS law. How does time for this work out with her work with MACT?

A: She is doing the MS part time along with her work with MACT. She expects to finish this year. 

Action Item: Get estimate of timeline and hrs/week required for the MS.

Q: How did she get involved with the work of the collective?

A: Her husband has been working in the non-profit sector for a little while. He worked with Young India. He then started working with Timbaktu Collective and she was introduced to the work of the collective through him.

Q: Has she been with the collective for 5 yrs?

A: She has been consulting for the MACT society for the last five years.

Q: There is mention of the creation of a paralegal team to aid the functioning of the family counseling cell. What will be the training provided for this and what would be their function.

A: MACT society has found the cell to be very useful. What they have also found is that they are constantly working in the fire-fighting mode when problems have already escalated. This can be expected since there are over 8000 ppl who have direct access to the cell. The idea is to create a team that can make people aware of common situations and issues and perhaps provide the intervention at an earlier stage. The paralegal members of the cell will not have a formal qualification and will be learning on the job by working with Sireesha. The hope is that over time she can work on overseeing the work and the cell be in a position to address many issues. 

An example of the fire fighting mode that is really late is women dying under suspicious circumstances due to dowry or domestic violence. This is post the act and they want to act earlier and have a larger group with the help of Sireesha..

Action Item: Get a formal idea of what the cell that she would set up would do.
Q: There were 92 intervention in this timeframe. Are these brought to their attention or did they have to go to seek them out.

A: The society members are aware that the cell is active and when there is case is out there open and bring this to their attention.

Q: Is the cell use restricted to members?

A: MACT does not make a vigorous distinction to limit this to members, while majority of the cases were of MACT members itself. If the members are aware of an issue they will refer it to the family counseling cell.

Q: In case of deaths under suspicious circumstances, is this followed up with criminal cases. Is this followed up by a criminal lawyer? 

In general, cases are handled depending on the situation of how much legal vs social ideas are used. But, in cases of death it is taken in a legal fashion and sometimes even Timbaktu Collective does get involved. This is because many of these cases are rendered as accidents even though it is clear to everyone that it was a case of burning of the bride due to dowry. This is taken up and pursued in the courts.

Q: Has any crime been registered against these cases? Have any prosecutions occurred?

A: Last summer there were some cases registered, but not sure if they have reached the prosecution stage.

Action Item: Find out more details of past cases that have been followed up legally and resulted in prosecution.

Q: I’m trying to understand the extent of these issues in the communities, are the 92 cases handled last year just within the MACT women?

A: Majority of the 92 will be just issues within the membership numbers itself.

Q: It appears that the rate of these incidents is increasing 10% a year. Does this rate correspond to this being brought in attention or are social issues actually on the rise.

A: While some of these things are difficult to state categorically, the issues are prevalent in the communities and the raise is more likely due to these issues being brought forward due to awareness and increase in MACT membership.

Q: What is the general awareness of the men folk regarding these issues? If these are widely prevalent issues then can they address the root cause of the problem and work with the men?

A: The way men get involved is in the cases that the issues come forward and are engaged in discussion (not necessarily just the husband). However, in the broader context there is no specific work with men to change the prevalent mode of operation.

Timbaktu itself does have awareness campaigns regarding gender issues.

From Sireesha’s side right now the issue is addressing the present issues itself. Also, if the Lok Adalat has been put under the preview of Timbaktu Collective gains momentum it would be another avenue to raise general awareness on these issues.

Q: What is the Lok Adalat?

A: It is meant to be local court and is a non-judicial organization and it helps people want to resove issues out of the court. It is only starting this year. 

Action Item: More details on Lok Adalat


