 EMPOWERMENT OF RURAL WOMEN: AN EXPERIENCE 
(A paper presented by Sr.Josena Of SARWA (St.Anne’s Rural welfare Association) Bangalore, India, at the conference on “working together for the common good” organized by COMMACT International at Brisbane, Australia, from 28 – 30 October 2008)
SARWA (St.Anne’s rural welfare association) is a voluntary service organization involved in rural development, socio - medical and educational activities since 1994 in Kolar District of Karnataka state.

We work with people of 4 taluks (blocks) of Kolar district.  Our programmes cover 76 villages. The major section of the the population in this areas are scheduled castes and scheduled tribes (SC/ST).  Socially and economically these villages remain at the lowest place. 

At present 250 women Self Help Groups (SHG) are functioning under this programme.

The People 

75% of the villagers belong to scheduled cast and tribe.  People are very Caste conscious. Dalits (Low-castes) are suppressed by the upper class people.  Discrimination between men and women, child labor, poor wages and high rate of school drop outs are prevalent.  The upper castes own the agricultural land, business and other economic activities.  The poor are landless daily labourers/coolies.  Women and men get very low wages which is not sufficient to meet their day today needs.  It clearly indicates that the agricultural labourers of our project areas do not have sufficient income to send their children for studies.  As agriculture depends on monsoon, the poor do not get regular employment.
In political field the upper class people are playing a key role.  The politicians and their false promises exploit the people.  Poor do not have any political representations.  It is always the rich and upper castes who dominate the political power.

Women are an oppressed lot in these villages.  Forced and early marriages and desertions are very common.  Male domination prevails.  The conditions of women are very pitiable.  They lack power to fight back and assert themselves as human beings.  Literacy rate is very low among women compared to men. Women are not allowed to join Panchayat meetings (local administration) and public celebrations along with men.  Women are not allowed to choose their life partner.  Widows are not allowed to get married.  Many rights are denied to women compared to men.  Due to ignorance and lack of initiative they still remain indoors away the main stream of the society.  Their health condition too is very poor.  Nothing is being done to improve their living conditions.
Our Involvement

We work with women, youth and children.  The women self help groups are involved in Micro credit/ Income generation activities.  We organize leadership trainings and awareness programmes.  Adult Literacy is conducted.  Health care programmes like medical camps, mobile clinics, hospitalization of patients, maternity care etc., are undertaken.  Personality development and leadership trainings are organized for youth.  Tailoring, embroidery and computer training courses are being conducted for young girls and boys.  Agriculture & animal husbandry training activities are held regularly.   Awareness programmes on HIV/AIDS and health preventive methods are organized.   We have a school for slum and drop out students where we educate 900 students. We also provide boarding facility to poor and orphan children.
	OUR OBJECTIVES & OUTCOME

	Objective (s)
	Results
	Activities

	1. Formation of 250 SHGS

- Empowerment of dalit women through promotion of leadership qualities
	- 750 women gained leadership qualities.
- 250 SHG’s formed.

- Social & economic status in society increased.

- Became aware of laws & human rights.

- Exercise their power in politic through Panchayat Raj & empowerment of dalit women.

- Take part in Panchayat election & Gramasabha. 
	- Formation of SHG’s in 70 villages.
- Training on SHG concepts leadership qualities.

- Trainings on saving habits & financial management.

- Training on Government schemes, Panchayat Raj, Gramasabha, Social problems & gender.

- Encourage them to stand for Panchayat & Taluk election.

- Training on human rights & laws, violence on women.

- Exposure visit to legal aid centre.   

	2. Economic sustainability.

 - To provide self employment.
	- 120 women have gained knowledge on agriculture, dairy unit, got rearing & poultry.
- Preparation of pickle, Jam & juice.

- They have their own business.

- Saving habits have been increased.

- Economic problems decreased.

- Started income generation activities.

- Have income for their sustainability. 
	EDP training (Entrepreneurship Development Programmes)
Eminent persons will be invited from agriculture & animal husbandry research centers & small scale industries to handle the trainees.

	3. Personality development and leadership training for youth.
- Develop leaders among the young generation
	- 600 youth gained knowledge on leadership quality & physical development.
- They realized their own responsibilities in the society.

- Gained more knowledge on legal & human rights.

- Helped them to live in society without any suppression.

- Competate with other people in all their walks of life.

- Transit the message to their friends & family members.

- Started to expose their talents & overcome fear.

- Potential leaders of tomorrow


	Training on personality development & leadership qualities, attitude change, moral & ethics, civil rights & political decision making, savings, self employment schemes, inter caste marriage & dowry system. 

	4. To equip the women & youth with skill development.

- Economic empowerment 
	100 women & youth girls get employment in government & other institutions & can earn for their day to day expenses.

Better living in the society.

- Become self employed.

- Improved standard of living.
	Vocational training on tailoring & embroidery.

	5. To promote total health & hygiene
	- 5000 women & youth become aware of health related problems.
- Clean & healthy atmosphere.

Reduction in MMR, & IMR

- Awareness on HIV/AIDS.

- Attain health facilities 
	- Health camp & awareness programmes on health & hygiene.
- Periodical medical checkup.

- Awareness on immunization & nutritious food.

- Awareness programme on HIV/AIDS. 

 -Maternity and health care centre for the people.

	6. Networking
	- United we stand strengthen unity.

- Share, learn & exchange ideas from one another.

- Became aware of dalit rights, laws & strength.

- Effective network & linkage established within the organization and in the community.

- Collectively strength. 
	- Share common goals & objectives.
- Exposure & exchange programme

 -Net working with NGO’s who are addressing same issues in the region districts & states

- 

	7. Literacy Programme 
	- 900 slum children got opportunity for education.

- ensures safety for the children.
	- opened a school for Slum children          and drop outs.
- Boarding facilities for orphans & poor children


Conclusion

We are happy to state that we found a lot of changes in the women.  They are able to decide for themselves. They have learned the art of decision making.  Their awareness and knowledge on various issues have considerably improved.  They are now capable of demanding the Government to avail government projects /schemes to improve basic amenities and their various needs.  Women save monthly an amount of Rupees:151280 from their 250 SHGs having a memberships of 3782 women.  Savings habit has increased remarkably. They are also linked with various nationalized banks.  They get loan to start income generation programmes at the village level, like sheep rearing, milch animal, petty shops, small business, tailoring and embroidery, mobile canteen, preparation of agarbathy, juice, jam and pickle, washing powder, phenol etc. All these bring more income to each family thus enabling them to improve their life style.  These different activities and programmes are successful in many of the villages and they earn money for their livelihood and are able to lead the family in a better way.  They have gained better knowledge in health, hygiene, child care, nutritious food, breast feeding and environment.  Children do not dropout from school. Some of the SHG women were elected as Grama Panchayat presidents as well as members in the Panchayat and Taluk elections.  The youth have better realized their responsibilities. They are courageous and responsible.  In general the socio-economic status of women, youth and children has substantially changed as a result of our project activities.
A Success story
Parvathamma lives in a small hut with her husband and 3 children in Dodasiva village . She is very poor. Her husband is unemployed and she was finding very difficult to manage the family.  She had a lot of problems at home.  She works as a daily labourer in farm land earning Rupees 25-30 per day.  Her earning was not sufficient for the family.  She had borrowed money for various family needs and was in debt. One of her friends introduced her to join the SHGs organized by SARWA.  She started to save Rs. 10/- per week along with other members. After 6 months she requested the group members to give her a loan and she was given a long of Rs.2500/-.  With the loan she started small petty shop near road side, and now it has become a provision/department shop.  She was successful in her business and she could build a small house of her own.  Her husband helps her in the business of running the shop and her children are studying in school. She has cleared all her debts. Now they are happy and secure.
We are very grateful to our well wishers, funding organizations, and friends who help us generously for the upliftment of the rural poor especially the women and children.
May the Lord bless them abundly and keep them always under His loving care.
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