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An experience of attending the first Mahila Sabha

After a long struggle and uprising of women’s movement, women now have equal rights to
participate and be elected as representatives. To enhance and strengthen women'’s political
participation, many constitutional and international laws and obligations have been
introduced. Some of such constitutional mandates are-Right to Equality under Article 14 of
Indian Constitution and Right to Equal Opportunity under Article 15. Further, to ensure
adequate representation of women, the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments Act,
reserved one-third of the seats in all local bodies for women.

Apart from the constitutional mandates, there are provisions of international convention
which ensure gender justice. For instance--Article 7 of Convention for Elimination of
Discrimination Against Women (to which India is signatory), obliges states to take
appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination against women in political and public life
and, in particular, to ensure that women are as eligible as men to contest elections to all
public bodies, that they have the ‘right to participate’ in contributing to government policy
and its implementation. Secondly, Article 25 of the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights, to which India is again signatory, states that “every citizen shall have the
right and the opportunity, without any of the distinctions mentioned in article 2 and without
unreasonable restrictions [..] to vote and fo be elected at genuine periodic elections which
shall be by universal and equal suffrage and shall be held by secret ballot, guaranteeing the
free expression of the will of the electors.”

Despite constitutional and international conventions provision to, there is a vast gender
disparity in regard to participation and representation of women both at the rural and urban
area. Under the Panchayat Raj Act, importance is given to local self-governance and further
to the decentralisation of power Panchayats are
given financial and administrative autonomy for e

preparing developmental plans for their Gram

Panchayat (GPs). In a democratic set up, Gram
Panchayat Development Plans (GPDP) planning
process should be participatory where all
community members participate in the planning
process. Such participatory planning is possible
when all members of the community meets at the
1 common platform  and
discuss about their concerns and issues. Such platforms can be
provided by regularising Gram Sabhas and Mahila Sabhas.

The political reality is that both in most of the places Gram Sabhas
and Mahila Sabhas are organised without quorum and the
participation of women is quite low. In our intervention block in
both Govindgarh and Banswara, , a majority of women shared
during our interaction that most of the time women are informed
about the dates of Gram Sabhas. Among the few women who
participate in Gram Sabha, shared that most of the issues related to women are not
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addressed properly and hence they lost their trust. Secondly, they informed most of the
times they don’t feel comfortable in sharing and discussing issues in front of male
members of the society.

Taking note of women'’s difficulties and constraints in participating in Gram Sabhas and with
PRIA’s interventions, for the first time Mahila Sabhas were organised in the Banswara and
Talwara blocks of Rajasthan. Mahila Sabhas have the potential to provide a vital platform
for women to raise their concerns and suggest improvements to the community. In 18 GPs
of Banswara and Talwara, for the first time Mahila Sabhas were organised and a total of
980 women participated. Women got the space and platform to express their daily
struggles like physical violence by their husbands, health of women, lack of adequate care
and support during pregnancy, women'’s lack of decision making power, etc.

This is a story of a woman who is popularly known as ‘Babli Bua’ among such women who
got the opportunity to participate in Mahila Sabha for the first time. She has been residing in
Kushalpura village for more than 40 years. But never had she got opportunity to participate
in a Gram Sabha.

Babli Bua happily managed her household duties throughout her life, and after her
husband’s death, she also took up the responsibility of a bread earner for her family. All
such responsibilities restricted her and this forced her to put aside all her desires.
Moreover, being a woman, her decisions and choice were never considered and gradually
she lost her confidence and hope of raising or demanding her rights. Looking at other
women of her village who were being discriminated against, and victims of various forms of
violence at home, she got the courage to speak up against such violence.

Alcoholism is one of the main issues in the village; women are facing physical violence
from drunken husbands. Babli Bua wanted to stop such violence, and she, along with other
women in the village went to Sarpanch office and demanded the closure of alcohol shops in
their village, but their demands were never heard. Since their demands went unaddressed
and unheard, she along with other women in the village started a movement, and with 300
other women she destroyed alcohol shops in the village.

But there was no stop to alcoholism in the village. Babli Bua wanted to raise the issue at
the political forum but she was clueless about how their voices could be heard. During that
time the notification of organising Mahila Sabhas was circulated in all the GPs and our
animator Manisha went with the notification and mobilised women to participate in the
Mahila Sabhas. Manisha informed Babli Bua about the Mahila Sabhas. Out of curiosity she
asked Manisha, what is Mahila Sabha? And what happens in Mahila Sabhas? Manisha
answered all the queries of Babli Bua and other women, and assured them their voices and
issues will be heard. With a ray of hope in their eyes, Babli Bua along with 30 other women
participated for the first time in Mahila Sabhas at Kushalpura GPs.
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For the first time Babli Bua and women put across their concerns and demands. Such
platforms gave a space to women to discuss about their struggles. With such discussion
many women like Babli Bua found their lost voices and now they know the right platform to
demand their entitlements. They are self-motivated to regularise Mahila Sabhas in their
village.

“gg I ggell Alge FHT Y | FH FHT FT Al FH HFHT gl 131, §HUT HoT H Falel gl AT
I TIH FIHT H && I G g TIH FHT H FIT GIAT 81917 ST He? Higell FHT FT 36397
Gl & &6 G H Fael Algelrd ST &1l IR TTAr FHY GHFR F FHEI3 TR G
oAl & Al IRT FoA §oFT G | 1T FXet F ZTOT A & FG FH IHIA GRAA FIS FX
TP | Flgell FHT H ST & & Fa HT §iTel IR gela g3 & R # T $r gE’T Algensit w
HIGT THT H HT et & T Gleaiea #3M”

- el F3T
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Case of Ganau Gram Panchayat, Banswara, Rajasthan

In 2016 Participatory Research in Asia (PRIA) introduced a project named “Reforming Local
Health Governance for Responsive and Effective Service Deliveries in Selected Blocks of
Rajasthan” supported by Azim Premji Philanthropic Initiatives (APPI) through Dasra. The
project has been focused on 104-gram panchayats in Jaipur and Banswara districts of
Rajasthan. Out of these 104 gram panchayats, 45 gram panchayats selected from the
Govindgarh block of Jaipur district and 59 gram panchayats in Banswara and Talwara
blocks of Banswara district.

Gram Panchayat Ganau:

Ganau gram panchayat is one of the backward scheduled tribe populated gram panchayat in
Banswara block of Banswara district, located at a distance of 23 Km from Taluk and district
headquarters. The geographical area of the panchayat is 716.16 hectare. According to 201
census total population of the village was 2127, out of which 1077 men and 1050 are women.
The panchayat functionaries estimate that the present population is more than 3000.
Society for Participatory Research in Asia (PRIA) started working at Ganau gram panchayat
from 2016 onwards. PRIA has undertaken a number of activities in the gram panchayat for
the improvement of maternal and child health indicators. These practices in Ganau have
made a visible impact in the gram panchayat. Here the study examines the activities
adopted by PRIA for the enhancement of Ganau and how they have impacted the
development of the panchayat =.

PRIA in Ganau:

There are various activities adopted by PRIA for the enhancement of Ganau gram
panchayat. Some of the activities are listed below:

Community mobilization: PRIA team in Banswara conducted frequent village or cluster level
door to door or face to face meetings with community members, especially women and
adolescent girls. These meetings helped build a good relationship between the PRIA team
and the community.

Role of Volunteers: Team identified some volunteers from the panchayat; these volunteers
helped PRIA in identifying the issues among women and child health. Volunteers played a
significant role in organizing various village and cluster level women’s meetings in the
panchayat. Volunteers also met with the community members in person to share the
maternal and child health indicators. One of the women volunteers in the panchayat named
Sangeetha shared, “I am pretty happy to be a part of the volunteer team in PRIA. Because
PRIA is working for our village development and it has been a great learning platform for
me. As of now, | have completed 104 households in the panchayat in spreading the
awareness on maternal and child health.”

One to one meetings with frontline workers: Frequent official and unofficial meetings with
frontline workers such as ASHA, ANM, etc. in the Ganau created a good rapport with them.
This rapport helped everyone in working together.

Meetings with Panchayat functionaries: Various meetings with panchayat functionaries
helped build a good relationship between the PRIA team and the panchayat. Several formal
and informal discussions were conducted in the panchayat with the Sarpanch and
Secretary. Significantly, the Sarpanch and secretary both are women, they have a good
understanding of the panchayat functioning, and were also very welcoming of PRIA to
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engage with their community. This positive attitude from the panchayat helped PRIA to
implement various activities in the panchayat.

Training for Panchayat functionaries: PRIA conducted various Gram Panchayat
Development Plan (GPDP) training for panchayat functionaries. These trainings majorly
focused on including more non-construction activities
(no cost low-cost activities), especially for improving
maternal and child health-related activities in the GPDP
plan.

Ratri Choupal: PRIA team organized night meetings
(Ratri Choupal) with villagers in the gram panchayat as
the villagers are busy with their agriculture and
household chores in the day time. PRIA organized these ;
meetings mainly for encouraging discussions on Pic.1: Mahila Sabha in Ganau
women’s issues and concern and also spreading

awareness on the importance of women'’s participation in Mahila sabha and Gram Sabha.
Mahila Sabha: PRIA has focused on organizing Mahila Sabha in the gram panchayat to
enhance women’s participation in the decision-
making process. Mahila sabha also helps women to
raise their issues and worries on of a common
platform, so that their voices will be valued.

Gram Sabha: PRIA was focused on organizing
effective Gram Sabha in the Panchayat. The team
members focused on mobilizing a community for
more people participating in the gram sabha for
effective decision-making process.

Impact of PRIA’s work in Ganau:

There are several impacts visible in the Ganau gram panchayat after PRIA introduced its
activities. Some of the impacts are listed below:

Mahila Sabha: Ganau gram panchayat organized first Mahila Sabha in the history of
Banswara district. Mahila Sabha was a great success because of women’s participation. The
initiative of Mahila Sabha enhanced women’s political participation and raised women'’s
voices in various forms. In addition to that, it also helped to identify various gaps in
accessing adequate and comprehensive health services by women.

Gram Sabha: Another significant impact of PRIA in the Ganau gram panchayat is Gram
Sabha. Gram panchayat started organizing efficient Gram Sabha. Active community
participation in the Gram Sabha was noticeable, especially women’s participation. Women
actively participated in the planning process of Gram Sabha, unlike earlier times.
Introduction of low-cost no-cost activities in the GPDP: At earlier times like all other gram
panchayats, Ganau was also less aware of the planning process and the panchayat was
also focused on construction activities. When PRIA identified this issue, the team conducted
some GPDP training which focused on the importance of low-cost no-cost activities in the
GPDP. In the GPDP 2019-20 panchayat has given importance to the low-cost no-cost
activities.

Significantly, gram panchayat Ganau also invited PRIA to be a part of their planning body,
which is a body of panchayat functionaries mainly focused on planning. The panchayat

Pic.2: Gram Sabha in Ganau
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requested PRIA’s support in the planning process. This is the first time in the history of the
panchayat they invited an outside organization to their planning body.

Sarpanch Ganau: Smt. Galab Devi, Sarpanch Ganau gram panchayat, comes from a very
humble background and belongs to the scheduled tribe community of Ganau gram
panchayat. With no formal education and having never been to school due to social
hierarchies, Smt. Devi has still been elected as a sarpanch in the panchayat for the second
time. Through she was in her second tenure period, at the time when PRIA met her in the
Panchayat office she was covering her face with a ghunghat and did not even speak a word.
Her husband (Sarpanch Pati) was dealing the panchayat matters; she was just like an
acting sarpanch in the panchayat. When PRIA focused its work in the panchayat, team
members started meeting Smt. Devi frequently and conducted formal and informal
discussions to make her aware of her role and responsibilities in the panchayat.

Despite having no formal education she was open to all discussions with PRIA. After the
number of discussions Smt. Devi realized her role in the gram panchayat development and
started working on it. One of the positive factors in Ganau is that the panchayat secretary is
a woman and she is very smart and supportive. When they started working together, the
community was also welcoming, especially women members in the panchayat. Smt. Devi
started attending various women’s meetings conducted by PRIA, which created a rapport
among Smt. Devi and women members in the community. Women in the panchayat started
sharing their issues with Smt. Devi, and this was reflected in the successful Mahila sabha
and gram sabha. Through various activities with PRIA Smt. Devi enhanced her confidence
and nowadays does not cover her face with ghunghat and she can speak confidently
without any fear. In the National Consultation on Decentralised Participatory Planning in
Rajasthan organized by PRIA in Jaipur on 3l1st July 2019, Smt. Devi represented her gram
panchayat and talked in front of all participants and panellists on how PRIA helped her for
the development of the panchayat.

Women Power in Ganau:

As we already said, the Ganau gram panchayat is running by two women, Sarpanch Mrs.
Galab Devi, and Secretary Mrs. Damini Pandya. These two women are working together and
supporting each other for the betterment of the gram panchayat. Both of them have a good
relationship with women residents in the panchayat. Women also feel comfortable in
sharing their concerns with the sarpanch and secretary. This
leads to the betterment of women, girls, and child-related
issues in the panchayat. The functioning of Ganau gram
panchayat shows how the rapport between women can impact
the environment of a gram panchayat. The secretary Mrs.
Damini Pandya is a well-educated young lady; she helps the
sarpanch to understand the functioning of the gram panchayat
activities.

The role of Sarpanch Pati (husband of the sarpanch) is very
limited in the panchayat unlike other women heading gram
panchayats. Family support of the sarpanch is very noticeable.
The male members in the Sarpanch’s family don’t even interfere ¥/
in the panchayat matter, whereas many women-headed gram Pic.3: Smt.Galab Devi
panchayats in the country are actually run by the male members

of the Sarpanch’s family. Interestingly we came across through a statement which
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delivered by Sarpanch’s husband. Once, the sarpanch planned a trip to Jaipur from
Banswara to attend the national consultation organized by PRIA. The sarpanch asked her
husband to drop her from village to Banswara to catch the bus, that time the husband said
that, “PRIA team is coming from various parts of the country to Banswara; if they can come
over here and work then why don’t you travel alone up to Banswara?”

When PRIA came to Ganau gram panchayat the situation was not like this, the sarpanch
was very shy and the secretary had just joined. Both of them were not actively participating
in the functioning of gram panchayat. Later on various formal and informal meetings as
well as capacity building training, technical support training etc., were organized for the
elected representatives including, Sarpanch and Secretary and were conducted by PRIA,
these training had a lot of impact. PRIA also gave assistance in the community mobilization
activities of the gram panchayat through door to door visits, cluster level women’s
meetings, etc. As PRIA’s efforts in Banswara were also headed by women, it was easy for
PRIA to get along with the Ganau Panchayat. Rural women are always comfortable in
working and sharing their ideas with women; this factor had a huge impact in the case of
Ganau.

Like any social transformation, these two women have shown the courage to take their
destiny into their own hands, to beat hindrances at every stage. Gram panchayat Ganau is
an interesting and refreshing model because the practiced system has now been replaced.
Though the government has been supporting women participation at the grassroots level,
the number of active women sarpanches and secretaries in the country is still very limited.

At the initial year of the project intervention, we experienced that women in the Ganau gram
panchayat were not comfortable in raising their worries and voices, but now in our third
year of the project, successful Mahila Sabhas, increased women representation in the Gram
Sabha, increased people participation in the planning process, introduction of no-cost low-
cost activities in the GPDP, etc. have seen a new movement of revolution.
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Maternal Health and Community Ownership

The Gram Panchayat of Sandersar of Govindgarh block is about 10 Kms from the
Govindgarh head office. There is a health-sub center in this Gram Panchayat. The primary
health center is eight Kms away from the village. There is a Community Health Center at a
distance of 10-12 km and the District Hospital is at a distance of about 48 km. PRIA has been
working for the betterment of maternal and child health in Govindgarh since April 2017
under the project called Apna Swasth Apni Pehel (ASAP). As part of Apna Swasth Apni
Pehel, PRIA organized small group meetings with the women of the community, with the
purpose of discussing their health, and generating awareness among them about women
health issues. From September 2017 to November 2017, the Govindgarh team of PRIA
organized 45 women meetings. It was found in these meetings that the women of the
Panchayat were not aware of the precautions and measures to be taken during
menstruation. Along with this, it was also found that they had little information on how to
take care of pregnant women. Upon realizing the problem, PRIA, under the ASAP
programme, conducted various group discussions among the women of forty-five gram
panchayats of Govindgarh block.

PRIA had organized a meeting at the Anganwadi Centre of Sandersar, in which there were
discussions regarding women's health and the nutrition of pregnant women. During this
meeting, a woman told the group that her daughter-in-law is pregnant and the ANM had
told that her haemoglobin fluctuates between 4-6 g/dL. The daughter-in-law was eight
months pregnant at that time. The other women present in the meeting expressed their
concern and asked the woman if she feeds her daughter in law properly. To this, the woman
replied that she offers her everything and insists that she eat, but the daughter-in-law
refuses to eat. “We don't know what to do and whom to consult about it”, she said in a
dejected tone. The mother-in-law further said that she does not even have enough money
to consult a doctor. The PRIA team met the pregnant woman (Kavita Meena) and observed
that she looked frail and was also feeling dizzy. After looking at Kavita, the PRIA team
advised the mother-in-law to immediately take her to the doctor, get her blood transfusion
done after consulting with the doctor. She was also advised to take the ASHA along with
her. After the checkup, the woman was sent to her home to take rest and her family was
instructed to take good care of this woman. The Anganwadi Workers were also told to keep
a check on her health.

When the PRIA team discussed Kavita’s condition with the ANM and ASHA, they told that
Kavita had been living at her parents’ home from the past 5 months, so they were not fully
aware of her condition. The next day, the PRIA animator shared the whole incident with
Trilok Bunkar, who is a volunteer with PRIA from the same village and introduced him to
Kavita’'s family. They were told to share their and issues about Kavita's health with him. The
PRIA team also told the family that Kavita will get free medicines and delivery facility in the
government hospital under the Bhamashah Yojana. They were also advised to take Kavita
for regular checkups so that there is no complication at the time of delivery.

After a day or two, ASHA took Kavita to a nearby PHC for a health checkup where the
doctor told her to get a blood transfusion done. Here, she was given one unit of blood.
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Later, 3 more units of blood were transfused to the woman. The volunteer from PRIA from
Sandersar helped the woman complete the hospital formalities. After about 15 days,
Kavita’'s haemoglobin was tested and the report stated that the amount of haemoglobin was
10.4 g/dL now. Later, Shimla Jagind, a member of the power group (the power group is
formed of the women of the village with whom PRIA had conducted many meetings and
several capacity building trainings. This group consists of active women who play an
important role in various program and events of the village) went to Kavita's house and told
her about the importance of nutrition during pregnancy and motivated Kavita and her family
to ensure a good diet for her. When Kavita was about to complete the eighth month of her
pregnancy, her haemoglobin level was 10.4 g/dL. However, at the beginning of her ninth
month of pregnancy, she went to see the doctor in CHC Govindgarh, and it was found that
her haemoglobin has again reduced to 6 g/dL. When the PRIA Team and ASHA spoke to
Kavita's family about it, it was found that Kavita did not take a proper diet herself and other
members of the family could not take care of her as they were busy with their farming
activities. The doctor referred Kavita to the district hospital due to her low haemoglobin
level. Also, the doctor said that the delivery should also take place in the district hospital
itself. The volunteers and Kavita's family called an ambulance and took Kavita to the district
hospital. The doctor at the district hospital admitted her and transfused blood in her body.
Later, Kavita was discharged and brought home. After this incident, the volunteer, Trilok
Bunkar and the power group member Shimla regularly met Kavita for the next 15-20 days
and advised her to eat properly. During this time, PRIA’s Animators kept checking Kavita's
health status through their visits and they also advised the volunteers to visit Kavita's
house along with ASHA.

When Kavita went into labour, her Hb level was 9 g/dL but she was still taken to the district
hospital as a precautionary measure. Trilok Bunkar, a volunteer from PRIA of the same
village, provided an ambulance for her. Kavita gave birth to a healthy baby through normal
delivery the next day. Currently, both Kavita and the child are healthy.

PRIA’s role in this entire incident - PRIA has prepared 3-4 volunteers in each Gram
panchayat of Govindgarh block, who take the issue of maternal and child health seriously in
the village and take forward these issues to the concerned authorities. PRIA organizes
capacity building workshops quarterly to develop the capacity of these volunteers. In these
workshops, the volunteers are provided with information related to maternal and child
health. Trilok Chand Bunkar, a volunteer of Sandarsar Gram Panchayat made use of the
information provided to him by PRIA in the above-mentioned incident. He informed PRIA
about Kavita’'s condition and shared it with ANM and ASHA from time to time. Moreover, to
prevent such incidents from happening again, Trilok Chand Bunkar organized awareness
meetings in his village for the betterment of the health of adolescent girls and women. In
these meetings, the PRIA team also gave information about government schemes catering
to women's health to the women of the community. Along with the women of the
community, ASHA, ANMs and the women representatives of the community also
participated in these meetings. Thus, PRIA focused on the community empowerment,
participation and ownership of locally-based interventions that are essential for increasing
utilization and access to services.
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The women in the villages are not aware of their health. Therefore, ANMs and ASHAs
should organize awareness meetings every month. In these meetings, the public
representatives of the villages should also be called, so that the panchayat is informed
about the health status of the village and the panchayat can take up these issues in their
developmental plans.
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Maternal Health and Mothers: Much more than just numbers

In Dhodhsar, | had the opportunity to accompany Poonam, a Govindgarh PRIA Field
Animator on one of her field visits with the aim of meeting with mothers in the early
postpartum period, and hearing their stories for my independent study on accessible
psychological support systems for mothers. The stories were very valuable and we
collected many pieces of valuable information that day due to the trust that Poonam and
PRIA had previously built within this community. During one of our interviews, a mother felt
comfortable enough with us to share her troubles. She asked questions and eventually
began to speak about how her child was not willing to eat meals. Her daughter would only
drink milk and refused to eat any other food. The mother was worried about how to give her
child proper nutrients.

In this situation, Poonam (field animator)
spoke to the mother about nutrition and
possible solutions. She opened up a space
with the ASHA, the mother, and me to
share experiences and discuss ideas.
Poonam shared the importance of milk,
fruit, and other proteins and how perhaps
blending them together in the milk could
be one short-term immediate solution,
amongst many others. Everyone was very
responsive to her suggestions. In
particular, it became obvious that being
able to share such worries safely, and in a
place where someone was not only
hearing her words, but truly listening and becoming invested in her situation was
invaluable. The mother agreed with these unique solutions and acknowledged that she had
not thought of them before. The mutual gratitude from all participants, in learning not only
from, but with one another was expressed.

oondm mid—interview with stakeholders,
listening to them to understand their stories and
the challenges they face.

This short story is another example of how
the work PRIA can do through animators
and field staff can go so much further than
the numerical outputs in our maternal
health focus. Our work does not end with
the Panchayats. It should be and through
our field animators, is, built on these one on
one conversations and specific solutions
formed together, where we are able to
understand and know individuals and the
situations that they face. | saw this many
other times with the Govindgarh field team staff as well. The relationships they have formed
will forge the way for putting people, especially mothers, first. All of these moments are
accomplished through our animators. They are valuable, essential, and the base of the work
PRIA is doing- walking alongside people, and importantly, caring.

Speaking with the family on possible nutrition
solutions.
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Success through Mahila Sabhas

Ganau is a large village situated in the Banswara tehsil of the Banswara district of
Rajasthan and is currently inhabited by 1600 families. The population of Ganau village is
4553, out of which 2367 are males and 2186 are females. It has a literacy rate lower than
the average literacy rate of Rajasthan. In 2011, Ganau village had a literacy rate of 49.91%
compared to the literacy rate of Rajasthan which was 66.11%. The male literacy rate in Ganu
is 66.55% while the female literacy rate is 33.45%. This panchayat is divided into nine wards
and the main crops produced here are maize and cotton. For the provision of maternal
health facilities, the Ganau Panchayat has two health sub centers. A total of 146 institutional
deliveries were conducted by these Health sub centers in 2017-2018.

The Panchayat of Ganau village is unique because it has a woman Sarpanch. The Sarpanch
of the panchayat is Ms. Galab Devi and the panchayat Secretary is Ms. Damini. PRIA along
with the Ganau Panchayat, organized a Mahila sabha for the first time with women of the
panchayat. This had never happened before in the past. To prepare for the Mahila Sabha, the
PRIA team organized a meeting to plan the Mahila Sabha and discuss the participation of
women in it. This meeting was attended by 15 women. At the end of the meeting, each of
these women was asked to bring at least 10 women along with them on the day of the
Mahila Sabha.

The panchayat Secretary, Ms. Damini
shared with the PRIA team that she
was unsure if these women would
bring other women to the Mahila
Sabha. To this, the PRIA team
explained that it is very important to
bring at least 10 per cent (455) of the
total population (4553) of the
Panchayat to the Gram Sabhas. This
often doesn't happen due to lack of
planning. Moreover, half of this 10 per
cent are women. In order to bring them to the Gram Sabhas, they will have to be brought to
the Mahila Sabhas first. The PRIA team assured her that they will work together with the
Panchayat members to maximize the participation of the women in the Mahila Sabha. Later,
the Sarpanch, Ms. Galab Devi and the PRIA Animator, Ms. Maneka Kumari went for the
home visits to mobilize the women to attend the Mahila Sabha.

The Mahila Sabha was a test for the Panchayat and a challenge for the PRIA Team. The
Mahila Sabha was held on 24th January, 19. After the meeting, the Sarpanch and the
panchayat Secretary in their feedbacks said that the number of women that participated in
the Mahila Sabha was much more than the number of men that usually participate in the
Gram Sabhas. They further added that the biggest takeaway from the Mahila Sabha was
that if work is done with prior planning, it mostly results in success and increased
learnings. Later on, Mahila Sabhas were organized in 18 panchayats of Banswara and
Talwara.
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Mahila Sabha
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After the Mahila Sabha was successfully held in the Ganau Panchayat, a relationship of
trust was formed between PRIA and the Gram Panchayat. As a result, the panchayat
Secretary, Ms. Damini invited the PRIA team to help in the planning of the panchayat's
program on World Environment Day. Thus, X AT A S

a preparatory meeting was organised by
the Panchayat along with the PRIA team.
This meeting was attended by the
panchayat  Secretary, L.D.C, ASHA,
Anganwadi worker etc. The meeting is also
attended by PRIA team. The discussions in
the meeting were about the preparation of
the program, the participation of the people,
and how to make this program memorable
for the people.

It was suggested in the meeting that

MGNREGA work is going on in the village. There are five places in the Ganau panchayat
where MGNREGA work is ongoing and each site has at least 60 men and women involved.
So, if the people involved in MGNREGA work at all the five sites are invited to attend the
World Environment Day program, then nearly 200-250 people will be able to participate in
the program and benefit from it.

As per the expectations, the
women and men of Ganau
Panchayat wholeheartedly
participated in the program and
expressed their enthusiasm
through their singing and
dancing. It was also announced
by the Sarpanch, Ms. Galab Devi
and the panchayat Secretary
that starting that day, every time
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a child is born in any household of the Ganau Panchayat, the Panchayat will celebrate it by
making the mother plant a sapling in her courtyard. This tradition was started off by a
mother of five days old child planting a sapling in her courtyard in the Ganau Panchayat on
World Environment Day.
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Whom could she blame?

The keywords from the title -“She” and “blame” are two common words that signify violence
against women. Violence against women can be defined as “any act of gender-based
violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or
suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of
liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life (Declaration on Elimination of Violence
Against Women issued by the UN General Assembly: 1993)”. Such gender based violence
has adverse effects on psychological, sexual and reproductive health.

Since ages women have been victims of different forms of gender- based violence, whether
at home or in the outside world. The day a girl child is born, she is subjected to regressive
societal norms, traditions, and different forms of violence. By the time she attains puberty,
she is under societal pressure to get married, and after she gets married she is again
under the pressure of norms to get pregnant and to give birth to a male child. This does not
end here; over the years a woman also undergoes governmental pressure to control the
booming population of our country.

Any woman in such circumstances often thinks of who is to blame and to whom she can
complain about such violence?

Such kinds of gender violence can be witnessed in every part of the country and in every
rural and urban space. Here, we would like to share the story of a group of women in
Rajasthan who are regularly subjected to such violence. The story was shared by the
women themselves to our animator Maneka Damodar during her regular field visits to one
of the interior villages in the Banswara district of Rajasthan. Maneka’s regular presence
and her work for the community developed trust among women of the village. They felt it to
be a safe space to talk to her about the endless violence they been facing inside their home
which they won'’t be able to share in any other platform. This story shows how PRIA through
their work and interventions is opening up space for women to talk and highlight their
concerns.

These group of women felt that being born as women is a curse and a burden to the society.
They were forced to get married at an early age. They were completely ignorant about any
household and family responsibilities at the age at which they got. Somehow, they managed
to survive in the family with lots of pain and disappointment in their heart. After a year of
marriage they were again subjected to family and society expectation to bear a child and
once again they had to be submissive to such expectations. In their hearts they did not want
to get pregnant at an early age, but no one asked about their choice. In the course of time
they became pregnant multiple times without their consent or choice. So the guestion is -
where is the safe space for them to express their disappointment and who could they
blame?

All this while they fulfilled all the expectations that came in their way, but their struggles
didn't end there. As the days passed violence from their husband and family also
increased. There are many instances where they were physically and verbally abused by
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their husbands. Apart from such abuse they are also victims of marital rape at their own
house, which was supposed to be a safe space for them. They further shared that their
husband would go out for work in morning and in evening by the time they reached home,
their husbands would be drunk and force them to have sexual intercourse. They faced
abuse if they they try to resist. Such forceful acts made them pregnant multiple times.
Sometimes they went for abortions and sometimes they had to continue with their
pregnancy. They were raped even during their pregnancies. After multiple pregnancies
they faced many complications like weakness, tiredness, dizziness, and sometime post -
partum depression. Some women share that after their childbirth they felt disconnected
with their new born babies. While many others shared that they were now too bodily and
mentally tired to take care of their children and other family members.

Every night they sleep with the fear that they have to fulfil their husbands’ expectation and
have to face abuse. They have now tried to adapt to such a violent environment because
they realised that there is no end to their problems. They asked Maneka, “whom could we
blame? And where can we go to discuss our issues?”

This is true—where will they find a place where they can discuss about their issues without
being judged? The world is fighting to end gender violence and in the interior of places like
Rajasthan and other parts of India, women have adapted themselves to such violence. Will
such women ever get a platform to express their disappointments and will they get courage
to stand up against such violence?
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Are women safe from preventable deaths?

As we know, maternal deaths are preventable deaths and such deaths can be prevented
when a pregnant women receives comprehensive pregnancy care and support. In India,
especially in rural areas, there is still a gap in the availability and affordability of health
services. There are many structural failures and socio-cultural practices due to which
women are deprived of adequate care and services. Considering all such factors, PRIA
through the project ‘Aapna Swasth Appni Pahel' (ASAP) adopted a holistic approach to
address ‘maternal health’ at the governance level in Banswara and Govindgarh in
Rajasthan. Our animators and team are constantly making an effort to bridge the gaps and
link pregnant women to their entitlements and healthcare services.

Banswara is one of the less developed districts of Rajasthan and with low health indicators.
The level of awareness with regard to maternal health care is very low. There are many
women whose pregnancies are not registered, and hence they are deprived of basic
preventive and precautionary care. This is story of Rajni who is among such women, whose
pregnancies went unreported; she was not aware of her entitlements like ANC, schemes,
and food and nutrition. Our animator successfully linked her to health care institutions and
services.

This is Rajni, who lives in the village in Nawa Khera Panchayat in Banswara block. Rajni
was nine months pregnant with her third child. Rajni is from an economically backward
category.

Her pregnancy was not registered and therefore she did not
receive any ANC. Rajni informed animator Narayani Basuniya, that
she was not informed about ANC during her pregnancy. Narayani
found that Rajni was very weak and constantly felt dizzy and
weak.

In further interactions with Rajni, she informed Narayani that
during her entire pregnancy period, she did only one sonography
test. The test was done in a private hospital. Rajni was sad and in
a shattered voice she told to Narayani that “up fo these eight
months | have not taken any medicine now | have one more
month, it would be a great help if you help me delivery my baby
without any complications ’.

Narayani gave her full support and confidence, and said that she will help her and Rajni can
call her at any time. The next day Narayani took Rajni to the nearest PHC, and got her
pregnancy registered for ANC. After that she took Rajni took to nearest Anganwadi for
vaccination and Mamta Card preparation.

Naryani met ANM, Asha, and health workers of the panchayat and informed them about
Rajni's situation, but all of them shared that, we had already given her Mamta card.
Narayani contradicted them and informed them that she knows Rajni personally and she
has not received her Mamta card yet. Then ANM, Asha and Health worker assured
Narayani that they will make her Mamta card as soon as possible. After a few days,
Narayani followed up with Rajni and she shared that the Asha worker had been visited her
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many times but till now she has not received Mamta card. Immediately Narayani went to
meet the Asha worker and ANM to check whether she has given Kali's Mamta card or not,
both of them said that they had not yet given the card. She insisted both of them to make
Kali's Mamta card and it hand over immediately and that she would not leave without the
card. After that, they made Kali's Mamta card immediately.

Further Narayani came to know that, there are many other pregnant in their 5™, 6" or until
the 7" months of pregnancy, who had not received their Mamta cards. Our animator made
ANM and Asha prepare Mamta cards for all the pregnant women who did not have them.
Further, the animator made Rajni and other pregnant women come to the Anganwadi,
where Asha and ANM distributed Mamta cards to all of them.

After this incident, the PRIA animator gathered women in the village and provided further
information about the importance of prenatal care. At that meeting all of them had a group
discussion about the need for health care and timely health check-ups for pregnant women
in the panchayat. This discussion created awareness among the community. This is a pure
example of the commitment and role of PRIA animators as agents of social change. This
effort of Narayani helped in the following ways:

e All the women received information about the Mamta Card

o Need for timely health check ups

e Given more information about government schemes

e Provided awareness of institutional delivery

o Distribute Mamta cards among all the pregnant women in the panchayat.

If women are deprived of basic health care during pregnancy, then how can we assure safe
motherhood for both mothers and unborn children?
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Democracy in everyday life

A unique development, not heard of or practiced in any of the intervention blocks, has been
regularization of Rafri Chaupals. These meetings are organized after dusk and have
become a platform for people to engage in a democratic dialogue. They were initiated by
PRIA in January 2019 and are now being initiated and organized by volunteers and local

representatives

On 10.09.2019, a Ratri Chaupal was organized in Etawa Bhopji village of Govindgarh. It was
different in two aspects. First, it had
overwhelming participation by women,
showing a marked increase from all the
previous chaupals or even Gram Sabhas.
Second, the Sarpanch and her husband
mobilized people from their Gram Panchayat
through door to door visits. The increased
participation by women can be ascribed to

the woman Sarpanch taking initiative to

organize other women. In the past six Figure: Ratri Chaupal with overwhelming women's
articipation

months, three such chaupals have been particip
organized in Govindgarh through community initiative, and five5 have been organized in

Banswara/Talwara.

To sum up, these processes have led to both people’s increased political engagement and
the emergence of strong leadership in Gram Panchayats. More importantly, they have led
the community and its leaders to view their Gram Panchayafs development as a process

that goes beyond the boundary walls of Panchayat sabhagaar and sarkari dastawez.
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