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Women in Blue

Bela is a village with 3500 population,
like in most of the villages, there is no com-
1 munity centre or a place for the villagers to

gather together. The tree just in the outskirts
. of this village has become CEuvre des Pains'
24 meeting place for years now. Under this tree,

y many programs for the development of the
4 village have been conducted through many
resource personal.

The meeting there in August 2015 was
really remarkable. It made us extremely
' happy, because we could see the change for
which we have been working for happening
in there. The women started to question the

existing corrupt system and try to fight against injustice !
They started to gather courage to face the higher officials responsible
for the development of their villages and go as far as they have to
get their rights. This is really wonderful ! Last year, they went to
the Block Development Officer to get the Ration Card for the vil-
lagers. Now they went to meet the Sub District Magistrate for the
compensation which was promised.
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The Ration Cards

The Indian ration card is mainly used for
purchasing subsidized food and fuel for cook-
ing and lighting the house. It is also used as an
important tool for providing proof of identity
and a connection with government databases.
India's Public Distribution System (PDS) op-
erates based on the ration card, including its
functions of identity, eligibility, and entitlement.
Since it is voluntary to obtain ration card, many
are not well aware of its benefits and don't take
the initiative to apply for the scheme.

There are rations cards for those who are
Below Poverty Line (BPL) and those who are
Above Poverty Line (APL). The BPL ration card
entitles the holder family to more benefits, for
example, more food grains and kerosene at
more subsidized rate.

There are plenty of problems with the PDS
ration system. There are millions of ineligible,
fake and bogus ration cards ! At the same time,
there are millions of poor without any ration
card...
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A PDS shop exists in each village. Often,
the PDS owners in collusion with government
officials divert the subsidized food supply and
petroleum to black market. There is an inflated
number of ration cards, bogus ration cards,
fake people (imaginary, dead, real person but
not eligible) and duplicates from other areas.
The ration quota of fake people and unused
quota by real beneficiary is shown as fully
used-up and the products are diverted to black
market, causing huge subsidy loss of public
money.

There were many families in the village of
Bela without proper ration cards. 70 women
from the village went to meet the Block Devel-
opment Officer and requested help to get the
ration cards for all the villagers. The officer
directed them to the person in charge of this
section and after one year, they all received
their ration card !

Sabri Husain is one of those who got a
new ration card. Her family has 6 members.
With this new ration card she will be able to get
_ 2 liters of kerosene oil,
v R — 2 kg of sugar
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The Mahilamandals in their
blue uniform made a strong
impression in the town of
Sambhal.
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On the way to meet the Sub
District Magistrate... Let's go !

and food grains with a much reduced price.
They will be able to save a good amount with
this new card.

The Relief Fund for the
agricultural loss

2015 was a bad year for the farmers in
the area of St-Anthony's School. Their paddy/
wheat, which was getting ready for reaping was
destroyed by unusual rain and storm in the
month of March. The government took up the
issue and declared that the farmers would get
a compensation 1200 rupees per biga (6 biga =
1 acre) from the government relief fund. That
news was welcomed with joy but as months
passed by, people started to loose their hope.
Some villages got the money, but Bela was not
in the list.

In the month of August, women from Bela
got organized ! They gathered under the tree to
plan their course of action. After several meet-
ings and discussions, they came to a decision :
to go to the higher officer, the Sub District
Magistrate at the District head quarter !

Every Tuesday the Sub District Magistrate
(SDM) has to be present in his office to attend
to the petitions of the common people. This is
the only day people can surely meet him. This
office is in the city of Sambhal, at the district
head quarter. They decided to go to his office
to explain their problem. They hired a trac-
tor from their village and shared the expense
for the diesel for the transportation When
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they reached Sambhal, they
marched together with slo-
gans to the SDM office and
met the officers.

Jena, our field staff was
part of them to support their
march and to guide them
but stayed behind the scene.
Sheela Devi, one of our se-
nior member of Mahilaman-
dal (women's group) took
the leadership, she lead the
group and discussed the is-
sue with the SDM. The SDM
looked into the matter and
told them that the bill has
been sanctioned, but the
money is not yet released.
He said : « As soon as the money come to the
account, Bela village will be the first village
to get it ». He agreed to speed up the process,
however, even till now they did not get the
money. Women kept going to enquire and now
they received the information that their money
reached the local administration and they will
get it soon. It is sad however to see that the
money sanctioned to help the villagers as a
relief in emergency has not yet reached them
even after 8 months ! This is nothing unusual
in India, this is the way things work there...

A group of women marching towards the
office with much determination was a first time
in the history of the city of Sambhal ! Mean-

Y Sabri Husain had to fight to get the ration card...

In India, corruption is everywhere and most of the
time government programs don't reach the needy.
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Dear all,

J want te Wish you all a Mevy
Christmas and FHappy New Year!
J want to thank you for felping me
to study in St.lnfiony's Scheol. My
parents were not abile to send me to
schaal, but your help has brought me

We celebrated Christmas on the
23“ after aur exams. New, we have
10 days helidays. We wexe se excited
to matke chruistmas cuil and decorate it.
Lifee Deevali, the festival of light, we
celebrate Christmas alse, Christmas
Fapa gives us sweets on that day !
We are happy te see the Baby Jesus
in the cuit !

while, they got the attention all around : « Who
are these women in Blue sari ? », « Where are
they coming from ? », « How could they organ-
ise themselves ? » These three questions were
in the mind of all the people around, including
the district officers. Many newspapers covered
the story and the importance of this event was
highlighted. Women usually don't come out in
open or show themselves in front of men.

The group was happy and proud about
what they did, it gave them even more courage
and confidence ! There are lot of obstacles on
their way, but their courage is stronger now
than the opposition.

Women who were confined to their kitchen
are not only getting out, but also challenging
the existing system. We were so happy to see
this transformation for which we have been
working since the beginning of our projects.

« Panchayat » election

Local self government in India since 1992
has been formalized under Panchayat raj
system-rule by village committee for 5 years.
It was intended to create greater participation
in local government by people and more ef-
fective implementation of rural development
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the sponsored students
f St-Anthony's School

programs. The Panchayat election in Samb-
hal district, the area of St Anthony's School
Dugawar was on December 9. We used to tell
our field staff to prepare our Mahilamandal
women to contest the election. They used to tell
us that our women are not ready for it yet. We
could not understand why a selected member
of our women's group could not win the election
in the village even after having a lot of influence
on the women.

This time, to our surprise, we saw in each
of these villages 8 or 9 people contesting. Most
of them are people with no educational back-
ground, they sell their land and spend all the
money trying to persuade the people to vote for
them. Contestant distributing sari to the wom-
en, alcohol to men, good meals to the children,
are the common sight during this period in the
village. In the village of Rahrai, where we are
currently building the new St-Anthony's School,
one of the persons from whom we bought some
land spent all the money he received from us in
this election... in vain ! He was very sure to be
elected but was disappointed when the result
came. Why are those who have no interest or
experience in politics stand for the election ?
Because, if elected, they can divert the money
which is allotted for the development of the
village into their own pocket during the next
5 years ! Winning the election is like winning
the lottery...
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