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Introduction

In order to create  a network of elected women who could improve the functioning and viability of Panchayati Raj institutions (PRI) through their influence and advantage over policy decisions at the state level, the Ford Foundation began a series of grant actions from 2000. These supported the creation of associations of elected women representatives, facilitated by organisations in Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh, and Kerala. 

The Singamma Sreenivasan Foundation (SSF) initiated this process in the four south Indian states, in collaboration with other partner organisations, Gandhigram University (Tamil Nadu) Lok Satta (Andhra Pradesh) and Sakhi (Kerala).   The programme had two phases. The first phase of the programme was in between 2000-2002. The second phase of the programme begins in the middle of 2003 and it officially completed in December 2005. 

A summary of the work

The objective of Sakhi in this phase of the project was to create a forum of for strengthening the gender equality in society, to enable women to voice their ideas, concerns and priorities in the local panchayat meetings with efficiency, to use the strength of women collectives to improve gender relations in family and society..

 In this period we formed two networks of elected women representatives, one in Thiruvananthapuram and other in Kollam. Almost four hundred women members were participating in the network. The process of networking was basically done through seminars and workshops focusing on the process of capacity building of EWR’s, creating a platform where they could freely talk about issues faced by them as elected representatives and as women. Since the panchayats had to be actively engaged in local level plan formulation and implementation, the discussions on critique of development, on gender etc. helped the EWR’s to be creatively engaged in discussions and decision-making.

 We conducted seminars, workshops and exchange visits for the members. Also we used to conduct separate programmes for self-help group leaders. The members came with us to Bangalore for attending the programme organized by the south Indian federation of the EWR’s. 


In this period we were able to collect lot of secondary data related to the panchayat Raj institution. Especially we collected data on the gender related programmes happening in panchayats, data on gender budgeting etc. We attended and observed a number of gramasabha’s and panchayat committees. We organized one Inter-Agency meeting and attended another one in Bangalore. In this period the elected women representatives participated in all the campaigns and programmes that were organised by Sakhi. For example they actively participated in the women’s day celebration, the campaign on water conservation and  the campaign on violence against women etc.

In the first phase the networking process was held only in Thiruvananthapuram district of Kerala. In second phase we extended the networking to the neighboring district Kollam. Before launching the second phase we convened the advisory committee along with a few active network members to discuss the needs and priorities of the next phase of the programme.

The important suggestions by the advisory committee:

· Develop the technical skills (technical knowledge about the panchayat administration) of the members in the network. Try to make them capable to attend the governing body more effectively.

· Make them capable to handle the technical details of the panchayat administration.

· Interaction with the self –help groups is an important issue. The average number of self help groups in each panchayat  is 180. To work with the entire group is not practical. Select a few panchayat and work with the SHG leaders in the respective panchayats.

· From the women panchayat members and from the SHG leaders introduce 30 women gender trainers for rural women. Give gender training for these groups of women to involve the panchayat administration with a feminist perspective.

We restarted the networking process after a long break. Even if we try to ensure the participation of EWRS in all other programmes conducted by Sakhi, the long intervel of the project from first phase to second phase (ie. 2002 May to 2003 April)  weakened the network. 

In the first three months, we tried to restart the functioning of the existing network in Thiruvananthapuram district. As part of this, we visited some panchayats, telephoned the members and send letters. In this period, we conducted three block level meetings. This time the selected subject was “the importance of local and sustainable development.” Mr. Suresh who is an environmentalist and worker of the KSSP was the resource person for all these three meetings.

Opinion come out from the first round of Block Level meetings

· All the members were disturbed by the long break in the project.

· We arrange the programme in such a way that in the morning there was a class on any development specific programme and afternoon section is a general discussion on gender-related aspects.  

· All the members felt that the district level meeting is very important. That is the only way for them to meet everybody.

· Only the members from Nedumangad block need two three days continuous training. Because of some family problems some of them were not willing to stay at night. (Actually this comment created a big discussion)

· Recently, Government agencies like KILA are not arranging regular training programmes for women members. 

· Almost no panchayat committees were providing the TA for women panchayat members for attending Sakhi’s or any NGO training  programme. 

In between June 1st and September 30th of 2003 we conducted three block level meetings in Kollam , one district level meeting in Thiruvananthapuram and an 11 days long training programme in Kollayil Grama panchayat, Thiruvananthapuram.

Report of the district level meeting

On 29th August, 2003, we convened a district level meeting in Trivandrum. The session was about the technical details of the PR system, as demanded by the EWR’s. The resource person was Mr.Sadana Rajan,  from the planning board. He spoke of the legal and formal ways of conducting meetings, gram sabhas and then how to make decisions and implement them. He also spoke of the budget details and facts like how panchayats are graded on the basis of income/own fund.

The sessions were very relevant as the government rules keep changing and women members were not aware of many details. There were several questions related to the power of LSGI’s regarding transferred institutions, the need for Citizen’s charter etc

Formation of the network in Kollam District

The process of networking began in Kollam in 2003. Two local animators were identified who established contacts with all women members, collected names and addresses, assisted in planning and organizing the logistics of the meetings 

67 EWR’s attended the initial district level meeting. The network and Sakhi was introduced and issues of women in Kerala were discussed in detail. Another NGO called SAHAYI is conducting regular capacity building programmes in Kollam and hence they were aware of some isues . yet they wanted the network as aforum where they can share personal issues in a ‘woman to woman’ space

Subsequently three sub district level meetings were held  ( at Chinnalada, Karunagapally and Kottiyam) EWR’s in Kollam are better educated  and generally from middle class families as compared to Trivandrum. The awareness on issues is also is better here

Most of the discussions in thses initial meetings were on issues faced by women in Kerala, like violence against women, trafficking of young girls by sax rackets, neglect of older women by children; issues of disabled women etc .As EWR’s, they are confronted with many of these problems and they expressed the need to have broader linkages to intervene effectively in these issues. Kollam district lack the presence of women’s groups or any movement. So the discussion moved to the need for networking and also how to make the Vigilance cells effective at different levels in collaboration with the Stat e Women’s commission

Training programme for self help group leaders in Kollayil Grama Panchayat

Kollayil Grama Panchayat is situated in the Neyyattinkara thaluk of Thiruvananthapuram District. It is an agricultural area. Panchayat was ruled by LDF. Including the president there was thirteen members. Four of them are women. All the standing committee chairpersons and vice president are men. All the women members were regular participants of the meetings conducted by Sakhi. Kollayil Grama Panchayat is trying to promote them as a self-reliant panchayat. We are continuing the work with Kollayil Panchayat.

There is a good supporting group working for the welfare of the panchayat. Unfortunately, all of them are men. Mr.Suresh, the resource person in our last block level meetings, is one among them. He is the one who help us to create a good relation with the panchayat. 

The Panchayat requested Sakhi to organize capacity building programmes for women leaders of SHG’s (self help Groups). A three tier system of leadership exists.

Each ward has several SHG’s and they are linked as ADS (area development society) and from all the ward level ADS, a panchayat level committee called CDS (community development society) is elected

The request was to organize leadership training for about 1000 women leaders.
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We prepared a training module for this programme. We conducted twelve one-day sections. 60-100 members were participated in each day. All the panchayat members, officials and other social workers participated in the programme simultaneously. Very lively discussions took place on gender, development and the possibility to make the panchayat self reliant. A family budget exercise was carried out and the women discussed the products which can be made by the SHG’s itself without depending on multinationals like washing powder, detergents, cleaning liquids etc. 

Report of the second round meetings

From 1st October 2003 TO 1st February 2004 we conducted five sub-block level meetings in Kollam and five sub-block level meetings in Thiruvananthapuram. 

Thiruvananthapuram

This time the subject that we selected for tvpm was Health and People’s planning. Dr.Manju Nair, who is working in the health service department and currently doing her research on the subject related to the topic of health and people’s planning, was the resource person for this programme. She began with a question as to how the contribution of women in the planning process of the health projects in panchayat can be made sure. She also raised two more questions, i.e “What is health? What is the relation between health and planning?” By arranging some group discussions among the participants we were able to begin the group discussion. After this we asked to them that as a panchayat member what are the health problems that they face in their daily life? Who is preparing the projects for the panchayat? Whether any of the issues that   were raised here has been mentioned in your project plan? Is there is any relation between the issues and the project? 

 Almost all the panchayats in Thiruvananthapuram had similar experiences in the health sector. Main issue arising in every panchayat was the epidemic diseases. The discussion further moved on to the reasons behind these diseases. Waste management and dirty water (disposing waste material in the water) was found to be the reason behind these diseases. When the disease broke out only then would the authorities go there and sprinkle the medicine, which controls the disease on a temporary base. No permanent solution has been found for the controlling this. Allotment of money for health sector has been made which in reality goes to the construction sector so that this leaves no money for providing needful health services to the people. These project plans fail because the officials who are not aware of the problems in the panchayat make these plans. When a project plan is prepared one should know the panchayat and also the people residing there. Women panchayat members should take the initiative in helping to make these plans as they know their own panchayat very well. The main points of the discussion in the session were the role of women panchayat members in the planning process. 

Kollam

In  Kollam Sakhi provided one day Gender training programme for the elected women members. The participants of these meetings had a basic idea of Gender. When we started delving deeply into Gender in relation to family the participants got slightly disturbed. Even if these participants agree that there is discrimination within a family structure they are also of the view that these concepts won’t change. Even then, they are ready to discuss the issue. Some of them were even ready to share their family experiences with us. 

2004 February to 2005 February
· Inter state conference of elected women representatives (February)

We Participated in the national level convention of elected women representatives that held in Bangalore. Six members from the network of EWR in Kerala and two members from Sakhi attended the programme. There were more than 200 members from Karnataka state. The EWR’s from TamilNadu and Andhra were also presented. Ms.Ammini Amma, Ms.Jayasree (Kazhakkoottom Grama panchayat) Ms.Girija Surendran, Ms.Rema Devi, Ms.Aleyamma Kurien,& ms.Usha (Vattiyookavu Grama Panchayat) got the opportunity to attent the programme. They consider this as a great opportunity to mingle with the EWR’s from other states. Same time they got a chance to share their views with Nagma Heddulla, the former deputy speaker of Rajyasabha. But we strongly feel that all the arrangements were discriminatory. The academicians and women representatives were treated in a very different way.  

· Women’s Day Celebration (first and second week of March 2004)

In this year as part of the women’s day we conducted two programmes (1) a campaign for protecting water resources,(2) one day film festival for women. The network members participated in both these programme. 

The campaign on protect water, protect life was in the context of the issues in Kerala. The ground water level in the state is dangerously decreasing. Both national and multinational companies are exploiting and polluting our water resources. And people are careless about protecting water. We organized poster exhibitions and discussions in seventeen centers of Thiruvananthapuram District from March 2nd to 6th. In various centers women representatives organized meetings in villages and schools and collaborated with the programme 

· Leadership training programme for self help group leaders

In February & March we conducted two leadership-training programmes for self-help group leaders. The participants came from all over Kerala.  Number of women leaders from various grama panchayats in Thiruvananthapuram participated in this programme. We consider these women are the leaders for tomorrow. We selected these people with the help of EWR’s in our network.

· One day Seminar on the importance of environment in local planning (11th June 2004)
We organized this programme in association with Thanal. This programme was conducted as a district level workshop. People from Thanal prepared a questionnaire that helps the members to identify the environmental issues that they are facing in their own panchayats. With out changing the concept of the present form of development we cannot overcome this situation. We conducted this programme as part of the world environment day.

· Role of women in Local planning and Local development.22nd &29th of July 2004 

The aim of this series of seminar was to give awareness to the elected women representatives on gender based planning. And help them to conduct the gramasabha’s effectively. The resource person was Mr.Jagajeevan, who had a great experience with the whole decentralization programme. The whole panchayati raj system was disused in this programme. What are the gains that they can achieve from this system, and what are the difficulties they faced. What possibilities they find out from all these system. These sections were in a very interactive way. The response of the women was interesting. They said that even if they are not able to contest in the next election they should continue to cooperate with the process that is happening in the panchayats. 

· One day workshop on the formation of Jagratha samithi (13th sept; ’04) 

On 13th September 2004 we conducted a meeting on the formation of the jagrathasamithi (village level vigilance cell). Panchayath members from Thiruvananthapuram and Kollam participated in this programme. We conducted this programme on the basis of the new government order from the social welfare board that gives suggestions to the panchayats for the formation of the vigilance cell. This was the 6th GO related to this issue. Lot of the women representatives are not even aware of the Government Order and they are not that much aware of the role of the vigilance cells.  We discussed with the state women’s commission about this and they are willing to cooperate with Sakhi to talk to the network members about the need of the vigilance cell. Ms.M.Kamalam, the chairperson of the state women’s commission, inaugurated this programme. She spoke about the nature of the cases that the commission handling daily. She  said that if the vigilance cells are active then the commission can act more powerfully. Because the intervention of the vigilance cells will help to share the responsibilities of the women’s commission.

On the afternoon we discussed about the study that we conducted on the gender based violence in Kerala. This also helps them to identify the issues that the women are facing in the village.

· Seminar on Gender based violence (26th Nov; 2004)
As part of the campaign against violence against women Sakhi conducted a one day seminar for elected women representatives. Sugatha Kumari (former Women’s Commission chairperson) inaugurated the seminar. This workshop was attended by 50 EWRs. 

· Seminar on disaster management (26th Jan; 2005)

Natural disaster like Tsunami was a very new thing to Kerala. The tsunami affected panchayat -Alappad Grama Panchayat- in Kerala is situated in Kollam district. And the women members in Alappad panchayat are members of the network of elected women representatives. Sakhi conducted a one-day seminar on disaster management for the coastal panchayat members of our network. The programme is on Karunagappally .(Alappad Panchayat is situated in Karunagappally Block) Dr.John Kurien (CDS), Dr.K.G.Thara (Institute of Disaster Management) and Mr.A.J.Vijayan (Protsahan) lead the sections. Members from the coastal panchayats of Thiruvananthapuram and Kollam districts attended the programme.

The members of the network visited Alappad and express their support to the people in the affected area.

Another project (CapDeck ) of Sakhi is also going on in Alappad. As part of that six local staff are working in the panchayat and our intervention is through them. The staff went through trauma counseling training & is undertaking counseling and work with women and children.


As part of the process documentation we made report of the above process and take the profile of the selected elected women representatives. 

· State level NGO meeting “ Gender based planning for local governance in Kerala -Issues and Concerns (8th 9th & 10th of Feb; 2005)

We Conducted a meeting of NGO’s and organizations who are working with panchayati raj institutions in various part of Kerala. This seminar on “ Gender based planning for local governance in Kerala -Issues and Concerns” The Key note address was by Dr.Devaki Jain. Ms.Sarada Muraleedharan I.A.S spoke on Gender and Decentralized planning. A few Panchayat presidents, some members and people who are studying the issue attended this three-day programme.

The three day workshop deliberated on various issues and concerns which are very relevant to local planning from a gender perspective

· Residential Training Programmes for Elected women representatives

This programme was in response to a long felt need to train selected EWR’s to be gender trainers. Two batches of EWR’s selected from Kollam and Trivandrum had separate three days session one in May, 2005 and another in July .   A total of 45 EWR’s thus got trained

The topics covered were the following

Status of Women in Kerala ; Gender analysis ;Practical and strategic gender needs; How to prepare a gender sensitive plan and budget;  Women’s Component Plan: Empowerment of women through SHG’s;  importance of Vigilance cells etc. A study visit to a neighboring gram panchyat was undertaken which demonstrated the possibilities of integration with centrally sponsored schemes

This process was very much appreciated as the EWR’s capacity as trainers to help and support the networking process of new members can lead to significant impact. Moreover the confidence they have gained and the analytical skills being developed will also help their abilities as women political actors in their own parties

· One day seminar of former EWR’s

This programme was conducted on Oct.28th (soon after elections to local bodies in Kerala) with the members of the network to review and share their experiences in the process of selection of candidates, election campaigns and in contesting. 40 EWR’s took part. Most of them had contested but only one person was elected. 

The sharing revealed the pains experienced by many from their own parties after their term was over and their struggles to survive that.

Ms.Suman Kolhar who had come to participate in a conference in Trivandrum at that time participated in the meeting and addressed the gathering. The members generally welcome the idea of Suman that women should find stay in politics and find a space in politics and create a difference

· One day seminar with Newly elected member s and former network members

On Nov 26, 2005, a historic meeting of the newly elected members took place in which 300 elected women from Trivandrum took part. 

The new members were eager to learn how they can be efficient political actors at the local body level and keenly listened to all the talks .Ms. Sugathakuamri, the chair person of the women’ commission chaired the gathering and addressed the EWr’s. Ms.Aleyamma Vijayan and Mr. Madan Mohan explained the decentralized  planning process and the possibilities of action through the Local Self Governments. Some of the former network members shared the advantage of being in the network. 

 In the question answer sessions , very active participation was visible and the evaluation saw the members requesting for more such interactions as well as residential training programmes. 

Other programmes

In this period we collected lot of secondary data related to the panchayathi Raj institution. Especially we collected data on the gender related programmes taking place in panchayats, data on gender budgeting etc. We attended and observed a number of gramasabha’s and panchayat committees. Two Inter-Agency meetings took place during this period.

 In this period the elected women representatives participated in all the campaigns and programmes that were organized by Sakhi. For example the programmes that we conducted as part of the women’s day celebration, the campaign for water, the campaign against violence against women etc.

We have completed writing the profile of 17 elected women members but unable to publish it due to lack of funds from this project. We plan to publish it eventually

Conclusion

We were very happy to have been involved in this programme and more than the EWR’s, we learned a lot about the gender discrimination in politics and the double work burden experience by EWR’s. We also saw how a networking process can strengthen the EWR’s but how little political parties are ‘investing’ on women. The issue of 5 year rotation is a major issue.

The capacity building programmes of elected women and men need to be seriously thought about by mainstream political parties and state training institutes and it will go along way to even improve the quality of the polity in our country

Aleyamma Vijayan




December 2005

Daya.J

Mercy Alexander
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