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INDO-DUTCH EVALUATION OF THE MAHILA SAMAKHYA PROGRAMME
JANUARY 1997

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The task of the evaluation mission

The task of the Indo-Dutch evaluation mission was
to review the progress of the programme over the last five years and assess its impact in 
terms of empowerment of women, and
to assess and analyse processes of empowerment at the sangha level.

In addition to this the mission was asked to look into financial management issues.

For the evaluation a set of leading questions have been formulated by the National Programme 
Office related to, among others,

the impact of the programme on women’s personal and family life in terms of women's 
autonomy,
the ability of the programme

to create a foundation for a grass-roots level women's movement, 
to facilitate women's political participation, 
to evolve a focus on women's legal rights,
to address women's issues cuning across caste and class divides; 

the emerging trends in terms of pace, growth and impact; 
the interface of Mahila Samakhya with other educational programmes like DPEP; 
the adequacy of the reporting system in providing insight into the programme; 
the expansion strategies in Mahila Samakhya.

To guide the evaluation a set of parameters in the form of a matrix has been developed by a 
committee of State Programme Directors. The Terms of Reference including the matrix are 
attached to this report (ANNEX 1).

The findings, joint conclusions and recommendations of the mission based on the field visits to 
various districts in four states: Andhra Pradesh, Gujarat, Karnataka and Uttar Pradesh are 
presented in the Main Report. The findings jn d  conclusions for each of the States visited are 
reported in supplementary reports. Supplement A (Andhra Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh), B (Gujarat) 
and D (Karnataka).

Main findings and conclusions

Mahila Samakhya has taken a formidable task upon its shoulders and has succeeded in 
reaching out to women who have otherwise remained unreached, invisible and voiceless. From the 
first attempts to establish rapport with the poorest women in the villages, to gain their trust and 
confidence in a sometimes hostile environment, to start a process off through collective reflection, 
decision making, planning and concerted action, women's collectives have emerged (or are 
emerging) in more than 2500 rural villages in the areas covered by the Dutch assisted Programme. 
Including the number of villages reached under other programmes (UPEFA, Bihar Education Project, 
DPEP MP) the Mahila Samakhya coverage reaches more than 4800 villages. The scale of the 
outreach may perhaps be modest in respect to the entire nation, but it is larger than of most 
NGOs.

The Mahila Samakhya Programme has empowered women all along the line, particularly 
the sahayoginis and sakhis. The hopes and expectations of village women and the visible energy 
speaks volumes of the programme. Women Testify to the change they have experienced in their



lives in terms of self-esteem, human dignity and worth, as well as increased bargaining power in 
the community and in their families. They reported better health and education for their children. 
Sangha women have begun to assert their rights to control their lives. The impact of the Mahila 
Samakhya on the women in the sanghas is that women are now able to break out of both the 
physical, emotional and cultural barriers that confined them to their homes. Their increasing 
mobility, visibility, bargaining power and analytical-critical awareness of the environment are 
clearly evident. They are using their bargaining powers to access resources and schemes thereby 
improving the quality of life. Women have started conquering new public spaces through their 
involvement in the Panchayati Raj elections as voters and as candidates, and through their 
initiatives in setting up public support structures at the Block or cluster level such as a Women's 
court or a Mahila Samakhya Bank. And women are occupying new economic spaces by entering 
into new occupations like e.g. hand-pump mechanics or craftswomen. Their new roles seem to 
indirectly raise their status in the family.

Mahila Samakhya is a national programme of the Government of India. The Programme is 
a translation in operational terms of the national policy w ith regard to the role of education in 
supporting women's empowerment and securing a status of equality. The Programme is 
characterised by its flexibility and its process-oriented approach w ithout pre-set targets. The 
Government of India and the staff involved in the imi omentation of the Programme, the resource 
persons and activists supporting the Programme are to be given credit for having found successful 
ways of coping w ith the challenges of combining flexibility w ith the inherent rigidity existing 
w ithin governmental structures. In the seven years of its existence the Mahila Samakhya 
Programme w ith its organisational set-up has shown that it can be a viable model for similar 
government programmes requiring flexibility and responsiveness to emerging processes from the 
grass-roots, if the basic principles of the programme are being ensured and adhered to.

The strength of the Mahila Samakhya Progr«mmo lies in its basic philosophical principles 
(translated into a set of non-negotiable principles which guide the programme implementation) and 
its emphasis on a non-target, but process orientation whereby ’time' and 'space' are crucial for 
women to be able to analyse their situationn, to nrtim lnto their priorities and needs, and to plan 
and initiate changes. The inherent flexibility procluilos nny form ol blueprint devolopment process 
or standard model. The Programme, a« could bo ohsofvitd in the field, shows that the process of
women's empowerment evolves along multiple pntliN. which differ per State and w itfiin  the
States. In spite ol the dilferences and variations the mahila sanghas in all States have become 
visible and a 'power to reckon w ith ' In the community, the village, the block and the iiistricts. The 
fact that the programme allows for this flexibility is one of the major strengths, if it is combined
with clarity of vision and a strong sense of direction.

The Mahila Samakhya approach questions and challenges the very government structures 
of which it is a part. Although it is a government programme it is already slowly influencing the 
existing structures and has potential for providing new directions for the future.

Mahila Samakhya has become recognised as an innovative programme that effectively 
reaches out towards women who belong to the poorest and marginal groups in the societal 
structure. And the Programme extends into areas where other development programmes and 
schemes have not been able to reach. Because of its presence and increased visibility Mahila 
Samakhya is being seen as a channel for linkages to social and economic development, while it 
also provides channels of information to government officials about issues which may have 
remained invisible. The inherent possibility that Mahila Samakhya becomes utilised as a channel for 
laur ching programmes without a proper understanding of the Mahila Samakhya philosophy and 
principles needs to  be guarded against. The non-negotiable principles of MS provide a good basis 
for working out clear terms of partnership for the co-operation w ith  other programmes.

The National Resource Group (NRG) plays an important role in the MS structure and is an 
asset to the programme. It consists of experienced pool of highly qualified resource persons and 
activists. The NRG contributes to the programme implementation as a think-tank, a reflection and 
feedback mechanism and source of support to the State programmes, w ithout direct interference 
in the programme implementation. NRG members are represented in the Executive Councils where 
policy decisions are taken and annual plans/budgets approved. The NRG played an important role



in the National Evaluation in 1993, in the thinking about and the development o f indicators for 
following the progress of the empowerment processes. And recently the NRG has come out w ith  
studies and papers which will provide an input in the reflection & planning meetings w ithin the 
implementation teams in the preparation of their future strategies. There have been various inputs 
from individual NRG members in e.g. training and for the study on the development of the mahila 
sanghas. Such interactions are highly appreciated by DILI staff and sahayoginis. W ithout violating 
principle of autonomy at State and lower levels the support from the NRG could be extended by 
providing a channel through which DILI staff could benefit more from direct interactions w ith 
members of the NRG for example for backstopping, technical assistance, development of 
innovative and combined strategies to meet new challenges and deal w ith new issues arising from 
the sanghas at a more strategic level.

Mahila Samakhya as a ^catalyst for women's empow-erment and for educational 
innovations is often perceived as a time-bound project which needs to phase itself out. However, 
the process of empowerment follows its own pace and by definition cannot be not time-bound. 
The role of the Mahila Samakhya in facilitating and sustaining women's development processes 
keeps changing in response to new issues arising from the mahila sanghas in their changing socio
political and economic environments. And now the time has come that Mahila Samakhya has to 
think seriously about defining a new relationship and role w ith regard to sanghas which have 
become independent from regular sahayogini support in order to meet their demands for sustaining 
and furthering their empowerment/learning processes. This has implications for the investment in 
human resources, capacity building and professional development of the staff at all levels in order 
to remain responsive the demands from the sanghas to further their knowledge and understanding, 
explore new options and opportunities and to learn new skills in order to implement their own 
agendas for development. The recommendation for the creation of a network of Mahila Samakhya 
Resource Centres has to be regarded in this context.

It is the jo int conclusion of the mission that the Mahila Samakhya has a great potential for 
effecting social change. It has to continue and grow w ith  a perspective on a long term 
development towards equality, empowerment of women and gender justice. This development, 
given the changing demands of the programme may need a greater degree of systematisation and 
structuring in order to maintain its identity as an empowerment programme and to provide some 
direction. A mechanism for this is the formulation of forward-looking strategic (3 to 5 year) 
development plans for each District/State and the identification of a set o f priority areas which will 
give coherence to  the District and State programmes. In some districts the process of focusing the 
programme around such priority areas is already taking place: e.g. social justice and legal rights, 
women's (reproductive) health, education for equality and empowerment of women and girls, 
economic empowerment of women w ith capacity building and skill training for strengthening 
women's economic self-reliance. The prioritisation cannot be imposed from above but is to  emerge 
from the issues raised at the sangha level, the socio-economic and cultural conditions and the 
experience gained over the years. Dealing w ith these focal points more consistently from a 
perspective o f gender justice could help in enabling the programme to move beyond responding to 
women's practical needs and problem solving, and to  address the issues from a more strategic 
perspective, maintaining the centrality of women's empowerment. This will require a continuing 
investment in human capacity building and a training policy which allows for renewal, furthering 
perspective building based on new experiences and understandings of gender.

MAIN RECOMMENDATIONS 

Continuation of the Programme

1. Given its commitment to the empowerment of women through education and the 
successful seven years experience of the Mahila Samakhya Programme the Government of India is 
recommended to continue the Programme and expand its outreach within the States wherein the 
Programme is currently being implemented as well as in new  States. The GOI is thereby to ensure 
that the philosophy of Mahila Samakhya, its operational strategy and its inherent flexibility, which 
are the foundation of its success, are being adhered to.



2. The Government o f the Netherlands is recommended to extend its financial support to the 
MahUa Samakhya Programme after the expiration o f the current agreement with the Government 
o f India by the end o f 1997, fo r a t least another period o f five years. As it is expected that only 
part of the expenses can be nnet from the under utilised funds under the current (1992 - 1997 
phase) the Government of the Netherlands is advised to consider a possible increase o f the funds 
to be com m itted fo r the 1998-2002/3 phase, in accordance w ith the recalculation of the budget.

3. The National Programme Office of Mahila Samakhya together with the concerned State 
Programme Offices are recommended to review and recalculate the entire financial scheme o f the 
Programme and revise the five-year budget (1998 - 2002/31. This revision is to be based on a 
review, updating and recalculation of

the unit costs for programme activities and provisions, taking into accou it inflation
correction and costs changes,
the salary structure and introduction of an differentiated salary structure for sahayoginis
and programme staff, 

and include
adequate provisions for professional development of programme staff (including
sahayoginis).

The recalculated budget should also take into account the expansion of the programme at different 
levels (block, district, new districts) within the state, and for the expansion into new States.

Implementation & Human Reaourcet

'I. The current status of the Progrnmmn with its plans for expansion, the expected 
diftorontiation related to the different stngos of siingtin dovolopmont, tlie increasing emphasis on 
(Klucation for ompowormont and oducntion of ((}ifl)childron, requires longer term investment in 
human resources and long term human rvsnurcvs dovvlopment planning, wfiicti provides mobility, 
now optiotis and cnrenr paths for o.g. snliayoijinis. fvliihiln Sn(nakfiya is recommondiid to review its 
stafling and human ivsourcvs dovnlopmont policirs  mcluding rnquiratiinnts and ptocuduros (or 
staff recruitment. The latter are to rfnsuro that qtinhhrd prrsons arr appointiul wl«) tiavo tlm 
competencies, professional background, field oxpjirmncn and attitude required lor cliinrly specified 
staff functions.

5. Related to tfiis t^dahila Samakhya is to review its training policy and provide for more s ta ff 
training at all levels o f the implementation structure in order to ensure reinforcement of conceptual 
clarity, perspective bi..,‘ding, renewal and re-orientation as well as professional and skills 
development. In order to avoid the risk of stagnation of the growth of the empowerment 
processes at the sangha level and to move beyond responding to rural women's basic needs for 
survival and improvement of their daily lives, a more conscious and deliberate effort is needed on 
building new perspectives based on gender justice and women's human rights. Sangha women 
need new perspectives to be aware of options available to them and this reflects on the training 
and capacities of the catalysts, e.g. the sangha activists, the sahayoginis and those who train 
them. The s ta ff o f the Mahila Samakhya at every level need much more training and a sharpening 
o f their conceptual philosophical perspective in order to maintain the qualitative difference o f 
Mahila Samakhya from other rural development or poverty alleviation programmes.

Induction training which includes attention to self development, perspective building and the 
Mahila Samakhya philosophy, and skills is to be provided for all new staff at the State and District 
Offices. More emphasis needs to  be given to training in management skills, conflict handling, 
planning and for building professional capacities for sahayoginis, resource persons, consultants. 
Programme Co-ordinators etc. Training in pedagogy, child development, didactical skills and 
perspective building is required for MSK teaching staff, literacy and childcare centre teachers. The 
staff training is also to include periodic re orientation and reflection, as well as exposure a n d  
interaction w ith  the women's movement and w ith r e s o u r c e  persons and organisations outside the 
MS framework in  o r d e r  to build further strength a n d  solidarity and to d e v e lo p  a c o m m o n  
framework for understanding gender.



6 . For enhancement of the sangha strength and the empowerment processes w ith in the 
sanghas more training is to be directed at the sangha level. Mahila Samakhya is to develop a 
training strategy for learning/training programmes w ith women within the sanghas which have an 
in-built gender perspective and are aimed at reinforcing the processes of empowerment and self 
reliance of and w ithin the sanghas.

7. For the further development of empowerment strategies at the sangha level and for the 
development of strategies for sustaining the empowerment /learning processes of the 
'independent' sanghas, more insight is needed in the internal dynamics of the sangha development 
and the dimensions of the empowerment processes of and among women at the sangha level. It is 
recommended to carry out an in-depth study  in a sample of sanghas focused on the internal and 
external dynamics guiding the processes within the sangha. The study could further provide 
insight in e.g.

the understanding of sangha women of concepts like empowerment, social justice and 
equality, and their perception of what a mahila sangha is and could be; 
their views on how the sangha has impacted their lives personally, w ithin their fairiilies and 
in the community;
their experiences and perceptions of the changes in the relationships and power structures 
w ithin their families and in the community;
their views on their potential, individually and collectively through the sangha, to  affect 
and change the prevailing power-relations w ithin their families, in the community and 
beyond,
their ideas about sharing power and responsibilities within the sangha and in their families; 
their views on breaking caste, class and age barriers among women in the village; 
as well as
their views on the future development and growth of the sangha at village level and w ithin 
a larger network of similar sanghas.

The study would have to be based on an action oriented and participatory approach w ith  sufficient 
time and space for jo int reflection and analysis, and for establishing rapport and mutual 
understanding.

Collaboration for economic empowerment of women

8 . Dealing w ith the recurring economic demands of women is an area for which Mahila 
Samakhya has not yet found a suitable answer, nor has it been able to  clearly define its role. The 
economic empowerment of women is an area which needs further thinking and strategizing. With 
its dear focus on education fo r women's empowerment Mahila Samakhya is to play the role as ' 
catalyst, by providing a channel o f information for sangha women on various schemes and 
services, by assisting women in analysing their economic conditions, needs and priorities, by 
facilitating (skills/vocational) training for economic development, and by empowering the sanghas 
to negotiate on their own terms. However, as an education programme Mahila Samakhya is no t to 
become involved in setting up income generating activities, savings and credit schemes or 
Women's Banks. The Mahila Samakhya Programme can facilitate access to organisations 
(governmental and non-governmental) which can provide the required professional inputs and 
experience. For that Mahila Samakhya can focus on more active exploration into the possibilities 
fo r capacity building and vocational skills training, and training for strengthening economic support 
structures in itiated by women. Sangha women who want to engage in economic/income 
generating activities could be encouraged to set up and manage their own societies like the 
Society of Women Handpump Mechanics 'Vandana' in Banda District.

9. Besides this, Mahila Samakhya is recommended to become more active in seeking 
collaboration w ith programmes for economic/rural/agricultural and environmental development 
based on a participatory approach. The Mahila Samakhya Programme has been able to build a 
foundation for participatory approaches in rural, environmental and social development including 
health and education. It can facilitate access to such programmes and encourage rural

Empowerment at sangha level



developmerft programmes w ith  an participatory approach to work in areas where Mahila Samakhya 
already has a presence.

Expansion strategies

10. The current situation w ith sanghas in different stages of strength (formation stage, 
consolidation stage, weakened, strong) calls for the formulation of diversified, multi-stranded 
expansion strategies which include

capacity building for self reliance of the existing/older sanghas and de-linking from the 
strong sanghas
promoting sanghas to become a community forum of women across "caste, class or 
religious divides,
strengthening networking among sanghas and the formation of cluster groups, 
strengthening and building of support structures at the block level,
forming new sanghas in areas surrounding the clusters wherein Mahila Samakhya already 
exists,
involving the old sanghas and clusters in the formation and strengthening of new sanghas, 

and for new districts
selection to be based on transparent criteria e.g. poverty indicators, indicators for gender 
equality, female literacy rates, potential for linking up w ith  DPEP and/or other schemes for 
poverty alleviation and socio-economic development,
ensuring that staff and necessary infra structure are in place and well prepared/trained 
before starting the activities in the new districts.

The expansion strategies are to include attention to the human resources component and capacity 
building for new and diversified roles at all levels of the Programme structure.

11. Related to the above Mahila Samakhya is to develop an appropriate strategy for working in
areas with mixed economies, characterised by exposure to many external factors due to labour 
migration and exposure to urban life styles and attitudes, increased commercialism etc. Mahila 
Samakhya needs to take a decision on its strategy, its options and potential to achieve results. 
Tho situation may require a special kind of nttontior^, cloaar cooperation w ith  other programmes, 
focusing oxclusivaly on social otui trniniiio lor cnpnoity building, and leaving tho running of
economic schemes to other organisations.

Mahila Shlksana Kendras

12. The Mahila Shiksana Kendras fulfil a crucial role in providing alternative educational 
opportunities for teenage girls (and women) who otherwise remain unreached by the mainstream 
education system. Moreover, the MSK has a great potential for becoming a key institution for the 
creation of female cadre of future change agents for rural development. Yet in all States there is a 
need for development of a clearer forward looking vision for the Mahila (Balika) Shiksana Kendras, 
which gives direction to its mission and objectives, its curriculum, its teacher training needs and 
future strategies regarding the further development of (new) MSKs in the States. Mahila 
Samakhya is recommended to organise an inter-state workshop on the Mahila Shiksana Kendras 
and the pedagogical/didactical requirements, which can be based on the report from the study  
done by the National Institute o f Adult Education. This is not to imply that the outcome of the 
workshop should be one uniform model, but the various options and modalities could be discussed 
w ith the perspective of building a vision and direction for the future role of the MSKs and their role 
in relation to the Mahila Samakhya philosophy and programme.

Interface with DPEP

13. The recommendations from the Workshop on the DPEP-MS Interface organised by the 
Department of Education, Ministry of Human Resources development on July 11 1996 provide 
basic guidelines for further collaboration in the field between the D istrict Primary Education



Programmes (DPEP) and the MafiHa Samakhya Programme a t the district and a t State levels. In 
practice no follow-up has been given to these recommendations as yet. The collaboration needs to 
be given concrete shape in the form o f e.g. a memorandum o f understanding between the 
programmes and concrete workplans for implementation o f  the programmes in the respective 
districts.

In all four States the Distnct Primary Education Programme is to expand into Districts covered by 
Mahila Samakhya. This offers an opportunity for both programmes to benefit from mutual 
cooperation. In order to ensue synergy it is recommended to establish a jo in t MS-DPEP task force 
at State as well as a t D istrict levels w ith the aim of e.g.

increasing access to and retention in primary & continuing education of children and 
especially girls: sartghas could play a catalyst role in this and extend their activities across 
the entire commuratY <of women);
ensuring quality learning that is meaningful and gender relevant in the local environment: 
e.g. sanghas being represented in the VECs and PTAs for monitoring children’s and 
teachers attendance as well as ensuring quality and meaningful learning; involving 
sahayoginis and MS/NFE teachers in training o f VECs;
making teaching/instruction gender relevant by involving Mahila Samakhya (education 
resource persons, sahayoginis and NFE/MSK teachers) in the training of teachers; 
joint development and sharing of learning materials, books and learning aids for formal as 
well as non-formal education and making use of the Mahila Samakhya experience in using 
songs, oral traditions and knowledge, drama, games and play;
)0»nt developMTient of alternate forms of schooling fo r special groups, who are otherwise 
neglected by the mainstream school system based on models developed by Mahila 
Samakhya for NFE and MSK.

Mahila Samakhya Resource Centres

14. In line w ith  the future developments of the programme, its new directions and the 
increasingly differentiating needs of sanghas, as well as the greater focus on the identity of Mahila 
Samakhya as an education Programme and the on-going debate about the establishment of 
Resource Centres Mahila Samakhya is recommended to consider the feasibility of converting the 
DIUs and SPOs into a network o f Mahila Samakhya Resource Centres with branches a t Block and 
cluster levels. These Resource Centres could provide or facilitate access to training resources 
(process, perspective building, issues based and/or training of trainers), assist in development of 
training curricula and manuals, assist in further development of effective training/learning methods 
as well as gender sensitive learning materials for self-directed learning at sangha level. The 
Resource Centres could have a role in collecting, converting and disseminating relevant 
information, in documentation and" research, in dissemination of newsletters, in advocacy and 
influencing policy decisions and their implementation etc. And the centres could provide social, 
legal, job career counselling as well as training and library facilities. These Resource Centres will 
provide a multi-purpose support network which can be flexible and responsive to the needs of the 
Programme and varied processes in the field. The development of this support structure will 
require a review of the staff requirements and the staffing policy in line w ith the recommendation 
under 4 and 5 above.

Techntcai Assistance

15. Technical Assistance can play an important role in facilitating further capacity development 
of functionaries in the programme at different levels such as exposure visits to and interaction 
w ith programmes in other countries, training at relevant institutes abroad, participation in 
international conferences and seminars, hosting seminars and workshops on issues relating to 
women's education empowerment and development. The optimal utilisation of the TA provision 
requires that the information on the provision w ill be shared w ith the States a t all levels, and that 
criteria and guidelines be prepared and agreed upon, so that is clear at all levels how to access and 
benefit from the available provision.
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INTRODUCTION

The Programme

The Mahila Samakhya Programme or 'Education for W omen's Equality' was started in 1988/9. it is 
a Programme of the National Government of India which was designed in response to the National 
Policy on Education 1986 regarding education as an agent of change in the status of women. The 
Programme aims at empowering women by the creation of a conducive environment and 
generating a demand for learning. The main characteristics of the Programme are its philosophy 
based on women's equality and social justice, its process orientation, flexibility in structure and 
mode of operation, its contextuality and responsiveness to  local conditions, a participatory ethos 
or culture and decentralised decision making. The inherent flexibility and autonomy at Sate level 
encourages the emergence of multiple options and modes of operation for each State and District 
Programme in response to the prevailing conditions and the issues raised by women.

The Programme was implemented first in three States: Gujarat, Karnataka and Uttar Pradesh 
through autonomous State Societies. From 1992, after the first pilot phase, the Programme was 
extended to Andhra Pradesh, Bihar and later in Madya Pradesh and Assam. The Government of 
The Netherlands has provided financial assistance to the Government of India fo r Programme since 
1989. The Agreement between the tw o governments covers the implementation of Mahila 
Samakhya in Andhra Pradesh, Gujarat, Karnataka and Uttar Pradesh. In the other States the 
Programme is implemented under different schemes: the Bihar Education Project, and the District 
Primary Education Project in Madhya Pradesh. In Uttar Pradesh the Mahila Samakhya Programme 
is being extended in new districts under the EFA Programme. The current Agreement between the 
Government of India and The Netherlands covers the 1993-1997 period.

The design of the Mahila Samakhya Programme provides for periodic evaluations or reviews by 
teams of external experts. The last joint Indo-Dutch evaluation took place in 1991. A National 
Evaluation was carried out in 1993/4 by a team of 15 Indian experts. And this report presents the 
outcomes of the joint Indo-Dutch review mission which took place in January 1997.

The evaluation team

The evaluation was carried out by tw o Indian and tw o  Dutch senior experts who are familiar w ith 
gender issues and who are sensitive to the process orientation and philosophy of Mahila 
Samakhya. One member of the team participated in the Indo-Dutch evaluation of 1991. One of the 
Dutch team members is a financial expert who has been given the assignment to look into the 
financial management of the Programme.

The task o f the evaluation m in ion

The task of the Indo-Dutch evaluation mission was
to review the progress of the programme over the last five years and assess its impact in 
terms of empowerment of women, and
to assess and analyse processes of empowerment at the sangha level.

In addition to this the mission was asked to look into financial management issues.

For the evaluation a set of leading questions have been formulated by the National Programme 
Office related to among others



the impact of the programme on women's personal and family life in terms o f women's 
autonomy,
the ability of the programme

to create a foundation for a grass-roots level women's movement, 
to facilitate women's political participation, 
to evolve a focus on women's legal rights,
to address women’s issues cutting across caste and class divides; 

the emerging trends in terms of pace, growth and impact;
the interface of Mahila Samakhya w ith other educational programmes like DPEP; 
the adequacy of the reporting system in providing insight into the programme; 
the expansion strategies in Mahila Samakhya.

To guide the evaluation a set of parameters in the form of a matrix has been developed by a 
committee of State Programme Directors w ith the guidance from the National Resource Group and 
w ith inputs from preparatory work done by an external consultant. The Terms of Reference 
including the matrix are attached to this report (ANNEX I).

Other preparations for the Indo-Dutch evaluation included a number of studies initiated by the 
National Resource Group (NRG) on various aspects of the Programme such as the study on 

-^oipcua^fimTen^t through the Mahila Sanghas, the study on Feminist Training in Mahila Samakhya 
and a study on the Mah7la~StTrksan Kendras In July 1996 the Department of Education (Ministry of 
Human Resources Development) has organised a nationa level workshop on the interface between 
the Mahila Samakhya Programme and the District Primary Education Programmes to explore areas 
of mutual interest and co-operation. The reports of this workshop and the NRG studies together 
with the Progress Reports, National and State Overviews, case studies written for the International 
Conference on Mahila Samakhya (1995) and some external studios have boon made available to 
the members of the evaluation team.

Womof) s tfmpowimrwnt

In tho contnxt of tho Miihila SHtiuikhyn Proj)riir»>m« iiiu) th« Terms of Roferonco ornpowormont of 
woriKin rofors to tho procoss wt«iri)hy wornoii qrttdiinlly trtko morn control over tfioir lives, nro nblo 
It) iu)(joliiit(i w ith sociHty frorti a position of strongtfi, gnin iiccoss to and control of resources, 
piirticipate in political processes and challenge existing power structures. It implies a process of 
personal and collective developmeiit, which includes, (jnining self respect and n sense of worth, 
^.lining confidence and courage to challenge autftonty structures, developing a shared identity as 
women, building of inner and collective strength in order be able to influence social and political 
processes and the direction of social change.

The area of women's empowerment has many dimensions which interact and are related to the 
autonomy concept in terms of control over one's life and ability to take decisions independently. 
They refer women's identity, dignity and self respect, to women's reproductive rights and control 
over their own lives, to economic and social justice and right to have access to and control of 
economic resources, and to political empowerment and women's right to vote, to participate in 
decision making and to influence the direction of societal development. The process of women's 
empowerment in Mahila Samakhya is seen in relation to equality, social justice and women's legal 
and human rights.

The execution o f the mission

The evaluation mission took place within a period of two and a half weeks between January 2 and 
18, and covered the four States where the programme is being implemented under the agreement 
between the Governments of India and The Netherlands. Two members of the evaluation team, 
Vasantha Kannabiran and Dana Broft, visited Andhra Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh. Leela Gulati and 
Claudine Helleman visited Karnataka and Gujarat. Within each State the visits in the field took not 
longer than five days, which required at times â@ain splitting up of the teams in order to get a 
wider coverage or to be able to pay attention tS3 specific aspects of our assignment, such as the



The programmes for the visits to the districts have been prepared by the Sate and District teams. 
They have taken a lot of effort to include a varied scope of field encounters in order to give us the 
opponunity for meetings w ith sangha women, sakhis, sahayoginis, teachers, resource persons, 
representatives of partner organisations, government officers, DID and SPO staff, as well as 
representatives from the Executive Councils, education officers and friends of Mahila Samakhya. It 
also provided us w ith  the opportunity to be exposed to different aspects of the Programme at 
different levels. This necessarily created tim ing problems given the short time period for the visit, 
long distances to  cover between various meetings, and the need not to short cut discussions once 
interesting points were coming up.

The shortage o f time did not allow us to engage in an in-depth assessment of the Programme, 
doing justice to  f 'f  its facets. We feel that a brief external evaluation is not suitable for getting 
an insigh; the internal, dynamics of the sangha development and the dimensions of the 
empowerment processes of and among women at the sangha level. The entire programme evolves 
i^iound the processes w ithin and the development of the sangha and that is the node we were 
unable to fully uncover. And unfortunately, there was no time left during the evaluation period for 
looking at the National level apart from the briefing meetings, which have been organised at the 
beginning and the end period. A visit to the Netherlands Embassy after the mi«!*;ion

“ plf?r6d'Wad% T tl» & ib ie  to look into s'ftrne iinai.c . '  .«i- - f.. u .uK-vam
Controller.

Although we have talked to ma^, persons and were able to see as much as could be done given 
the short period nf tinno, we have not been able to  fully cover the entirety of the Programme. In 
tne analysis we were able to refer to the documentation made available to us in the form of 
reports and case-studies which provided supplementary information and helped to place our 
observations and findings in a broader perspective.

Reports

After the visit to the field we prepared a working paper based upon the preliminary findings and 
conclusions frorh the field visits. The paper was presented and discussed in a final meeting w ith 
the Education Secretary (MHRD), the jo int Secretary Department of Education (MHRD) and senior 
Education Officers, the National Programme Director and the National Resource Persons, members 
of the National Resource Group and representatives from the Royal Netherlands Embassy. Based 
on the discussion we formulated the Aide Memoire which was presented to the Department of 
Education and the Royal Netherlands Embassy on January 23, before we dispersed to our 
respective home places. The findings, joint conclusions and recommendations of the mission 
based on the field visits to various districts in the four States (Andhra Pradesh, Gujarat, Karnataka 
and Uttar Pradesh) are presented in the Main Report. They do not deviate very much from the 
preliminary conclusions in the Aide Memoire which is now integrated in the main text, elaborated 
and complemented w ith  a set of main recommendations. These recommendations are presented in 
the Executive Summary.

The findings and conclusions for the States visited, as well as the findings on financial 
management are reported separately in Supplement A (Andhra Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh), B 
(Gujarat) and C (Karnataka). These report are supplementary to the Main Report and provide more 
detailed findings related to various aspects of the Programme, which could be observed during the 
field visits and discussed w ith the State teams. However, theses supplementary reports are not to 
be seen as evaluation reports of the individual State Programmes. The supplementary reports 
have been compiled and written by individual team members in consultation w ith and w ith 
contributions from her partner in the field. Each report has its own style and each report reflects a 
different emphasis and perspective on the programme depending on the situation encountered and 
the professional/personal point of view of the authors. In this respect the reports complement each 
other and some of the observations made in one State could be State specific or they could just ^3 
well apply to another State as well. No attempt has been made to streamline the State reports as 
the contents depend on the visit programmes and meetings which were different in each of the

financial management.
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States visited.

The circumstances

Something need to be mentioned about the circumstances under which we have been doing this 
assignment and which undoubtedly have affected the outcomes of the mission, especially in terms 
of depth of our assessments. The main questions of the Terms of Reference for the evaluation call 
for participatory methodology, which would have been in line w ith the basic Mahila Samakhya 
philosophy and principles. However, the organisation of the evaluation, its time frame, the pre
planned visits and meetings, and its output orientation precluded a truly participatory approach. 
The core elements of the Mahila Samakhya approach in terms of ’tim e’, ’space', (collective) 
■process’ and ’reflection’ were virtually absent and not provided for in the evaluation set-up. This 
has put limits to our ability to co-ordinate and communicate as a team, to develop a common and 
participatory methodology, to share and reflect on our findings. More importantly, it has also put 
limits to the quality and depth of our interactions in the field w ith the sanghas, the district, state 
and national teams. More time for and better planned interactions at various levels could have 
enriched our findings. We feel that this external evaluation cannot match the outcomes of the 
National Evaluation which included 15 evaluators, covered three States and allowed for a two to 
three weeks field visits in each State.

In spite of these limitations it has to be stated that in most cases we were met w ith friendly and 
open attitudes. We felt that the opportunity given to share experiences and ideas has been 
welcomed and appreciated at different levels (women, sakhis, sahayoginis, DID staff, NGO 
partners. State level officers). Evaluations like this sometimes become loaded w ith high 
expectations, which cannot always bo rnet fully, especially not in situations where time is short, 
the programme is as complex as Mahila Samakhya. One of the reasons being that outcomes of the 
external evaluation are perhaps directed more at the perspective of the parties commissioning the 
evaluation instead of it being directed nt and providing solutions for the immediate needs and 
questions facing the implementors in the field and, mostly, the sangha women. Nevertheless wo 
do hopo that our findings and roconiinntulntionn will provide for conditions that allow for 'space' 
iiiu l opportunities to givo iittontion lo and mldriis!! the major cjuustions at the field level in the 
difforont Staios.

To take part in an ovaluation ot a Proijrarnimi like Mahila Samakhya is an exhilarating experienco, 
particularly it ono has been given the privilugo ot being with and following the Progratnme over a 
longer period of rime and witness its progress and tiow it has affected the sangha women in terms 
ot self esteem, confidence, energy and strength. We are grateful to the Government of India 
ttirougti the Department of Education, Ministry ot Human Resources Development and to the 
Government of The Netherlands through the Netherlands Embassy for the opportunity given to be 
part ot the Mahila Samakhya Programme. And we would like to express our thanks and 
appreciation to nil persons within and outside the Mahila Samakhya network who were willing to 
share their views and who have contributed to our insight in and assessment of the Programme.

In spite of the shortcomings we hope that our findings and recommc: idations will make a 
meaningful contribution to the dismissions .Md the development of strategies for the furthering of 
the empowerment processes in the Mahila Samakhya Programme.
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As an education programme of the National Government of India Mahila Samakhiya is unique in Its 
ideologically based approach aimed at initiating and sustaining a process of empowerment. The 
main target group are rural women living under conditions of poverty and marginalisation from 
societal, political and economic developments, and living in a social environment dominated by the 
prevailing caste system and a patriarchal structure. The Programme aims at creating conditions - 
in terms of providing ‘tim e’ , 'space' and an emotionally safe environment - for women to realise a 
collective process of empowerment, enabling them to manage their own lives, plan their futures 
and take action to change their social and material environments.

The main characteristics of the Programme are its philosophy based on wom en’s equality and 
social justice, its process orientation, flexibility in structure and mode of operation, contextuality 
and responsiveness to local conditions, a participatory ethos or culture and decentralised decision 
making. The inherent flexibility and autonomy at Sate level encourages the emergence of multiple 
options and modes of operation for each State and District Programme in response to the 
prevailing conditions and the issues raised by women. This flexibility combined w ith clarity of 
vision and strong sense of direction is one of the strengths of the Mahila Samakhya Programme 
formula.

The thrust of the Programme is on the building of village-level mahila sanghas or women's 
collectives as a forum for sharing experiences and ideas, for learning and building knowledge, for 
raising and discussing common issues, for joint decision making, planning and taking action, and 
for shouldering joint responsibilities for management of collective initiatives such as a childcare 
centre, a savings scheme or a sangha hut. Ultimately the sangha collective is the epicentre which 
gives direction to the process of empowerment and which generates self-directed development 
and learning processes.

The formation of a sangha is a process of building solidarity and strength among women. In this 
process of building solidarity collective action and collective struggle appear to the major binding 
factors. Concrete achievements and successes are important in creating and reinforcing women's 
self-confidence. The process of sangha formation takes its own time and experience has learned 
that it cannot be short circuited nor hurried by external factors w ithout the risk of interrupting the 
fragile bonding and breaking the process.

Given this Mahila Samakhya has taken a formidable task upon its shoulders and has succeeded in 
reaching out to women who have otherwise remained un-reached, invisible and voiceless. From 
the first attempts to establish rapport w ith the poorest women in the villages, to gain their trust 
and confidence in a sometimes hostile environment, to start a process o ff through collective 
reflection, decision making, planning and concerted action, women’s collectives have emerged (or 
are emerging) in more than 2500 rural villages in the areas covered by the Dutch assisted 
Programme. Including the number of villages reached under other programmes (UPEFA, Bihar 
Education Project, DPEP MP) the Mahila Samakhya coverage reaches more than 4800 villages. 
The scale of the outreach may perhaps be modest in respect to the entire nation, but it is larger 
than of most NGOs.

CHAPTER 1. FINDINGS RELATED TO THE IMPACT AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE PROGRAMME

1.1 The impact of Mahila Samakhya on women's personal and family lives

The impact of the Mahila Samakhya programme is the most visible and strongest in the formation 
of women's collectives at the village level. It has empowered women all along the line, particularly 
the sahayoginis and sakhis. The hopes and expectations of village women and the visible energy 
speaks volumes of the programme. Women testify to the change they have experienced in their 
lives in terms of self-esteem, human dignity and worth, as well as increased bargaining power in 
the community and in their families.

Women at meetings reported that they had gained courage and increased confidence to confront 
their families and assert their rights to mobility and the time and space to come together. Women 
reported the enormous strength they draw from the sangha and its solidarity in solving their
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personal problems. The mission is impressed w ith  the capacity of the sangha women to organise 
their meetings, conduct them efficiently, manage their funds and planning their development for 
the future. Women who have been in the literacy classes show their pride in being able to sign 
their name's, read words, recognise numbers and read their saving accounts. They have been able 
to stop their men from using the scarce money on liquor and reported better health and education 
for their children. Sangha women have begun to assert their rights to control their lives.

The impact of the Mahila Samakhya on the women in the sanghas is that women are now able to 
break out of the physical, emotional and cultural barriers that confined them to their homes. Their 
increasing mobility, visibility, bargaining power and analytical-critical awareness of the 
environment are clearly evident. They are using their bargaining powers to access resources and 
schemes thereby improving the quality of life. Women have started conquering new public spaces 
through their involvement in the Panchayati Ra] elections as voters and as candidates, and through 
their initiatives in setting up public support structures at the Block or cluster level such as a 
Women's court or a Mahila Samakhya Bank. And women are occupying new economic spaces by 
entering into occupations like e.g. hand-pump mechanics or craftswomen.

The new public spaces that women occupy as a result of Mahila Samakhya and their new roles 
seem to indirectly raise their status in the family. While culturally the issue of equality / power 
within the family is a contentious one, the public recognition seems to favourably impact their 
personal and family lives to a larger degree. This has the potential for a spread as it provides role 
models and alternatives to women outside the sanghas.

In the meetings w ith the sanghas the women were impressively articulate and powerful. Often, 
however, the spokes women were mainly the women who have attended the sakhi training. 
Questions can bo raised as to what extent they have boon able to share what they have learned 
with the sanghn, wortion and to which extent their empowerment has percolated down to the 
women in the siinghn. Moreover, n lotig term perspective on sustaining the empowerment 
processes of ntul w ithin the .sonohas is /ihsorit. Thoroforo tho internal trnining system which needs 
to be made niore strato()icnlly ormnted towards cnpficity and porspoctiv*j building of women in tho 
sanghas.

1 .2  T o w a r d s  n g rn s s ro o t- i lo v o l w o n » » t» ’ » t n o v « t i io n t .  w o m e n 's  p o lit ic a l p a r t ic ip a t io n  a n d  

w o m e n 's  r ig h ts

Mahila Samakhya has beini abli! to lay Itus (jfotiiul tor a grassroots lov(jl women's movemont m 
most areas it is working in. This is laryoly m term:; ot mobilising women around their basic survival 
needs and to access the resources and infrastructure. Given tfie present socio political 
environment where women iiro oiitenny spaccss created lor them, Mahila Samakhya has been at)le 
to build their capacities and tram vvonien to participate effectively in forums like tho Panchayati 
Ra). The Mahila Samakhya saiujfias are l)0(jinning to network and effectively lobby w ith tlie 
women elected to secure their interest.

Mahila Saniakhya has successfully dealt w ith the issues related to needs raised by women which 
are based on their experienced realities. Women define and organise themselves around their 
survival issues and have not only found solutions but have started building their own institutions. 
In some districts women have begun to understand their 'personal' problems related to violence in 
the family as legal issues. The establishment of e.g. the Nari Adalats or women's courts are an 
example of women moving into asserting and using their legal rights. In the political sphere women 
are moving into the Panchayati Raj and claim their spaces.

Mahila Samakhya could play a more active role in facilitating linkages between the sangha women 
and the women's movement and organisations in the districts and at State and (inter)national 
levels.
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Manila Samakhya has been successfully addressing wom en's issues w ithin specific caste and 
income groups. As yet it has not met w ith equal success in breaking the age, marital status, class 
and caste barriers 'n all the states and districts. There are varying degrees of success in different 
states. In some a'eas sanghas unintentional have become restricted to specific caste groups. 
There are also many examples of sanghas where women from different religious and caste groups 
have joined. In some villages where the caste barriers are very strong, women from other caste 
groups bring their oersonal issues before the sangha for justice and action. And in many cases 
women from other caste groups attend and join in the meetings w ithout being an 'o ffic ia l’ member 
of the sangha. Where water is a community issue the maintenance of hand-pumps has become a 
channel for breaking caste barriers The literacy centres, child-care centres and non-formal 
education (NFE) centres for children are forums where women from various caste and religious 
backgrounds come together. Apart from economic reasons the mission has not come across other 
serious constraints from the side of the sangha women to have women from other groups join the 
sangha. It seems that women’s personal problems, health issues, education and other common 
interests provide spaces for women from different backgrounds to come together.. But different 
economic and socio-political interests act as constraining factors for breaking the traditional 
barriers.

W ith Mahila Samakhya being stronger after seven years and moving into new villages and districts 
perhaps the time has come to strategize on addressing caste issues along w ith sangha formation 
or soon after so that strong sanghas are established at the onset and unintended divides are 
avoided.

In some of the sanghas there is a predominance of women from older age groups. The sanghas 
could give more anention to involving young women and look into their needs, and to reviewing 
relationships of power and authority among women w ithin the family from a perspective of 
equality.

1.3 Cutting across caste and class divides

1.4 Emerging trends, pace and growth

Accessing resources

Mahila Samakhya has been a good liaison agent in bridging the gap between the various 
government programmes and women. In some areas this has been more successful than in others 
due to prevailing conditions, the available infrastructure, the presence or absence of schemes and 
services in a particular area.

In its attempt to reach the un-reached, its involvement has been greater in terms of infrastructure 
like water, roads and financial loans, especially in the initial stages. Areas related to women’s 
health, education, women's human rights and social justice are being raised and addressed in 
almost every district in a greater or lesser systematic way. These are the areas that require more 
focused attention m the future in order to rethink and learn from past experiences and to develop 
more strategic approaches providing new responses and options and moving beyond responding 
primarily to the practical needs of women.

Economic em powerm ent

The economic empowerment of women is an area which needs further thinking and strategizing. 
The need for economic development, regular work, higher and stable incomes is high on the 
priority list of sangha women. But dealing w ith  the recurring economic demands of women is an 
area for which Mahila Samakhya - as a process oriented, non-input delivery organisation - has not 
yet found a suitable answer, nor has it been able to define its role. This is not to say that Mahila 
Samakhya is not paying attention to women's economic needs,. On the contrary, as indicated in 
the progress reports a lot is being done in the area of skills training and initiating income 
generating activities, in savings and assets building, in accessing resources and development
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schemes such as watershed development programmes. However, these activities sometimes tend 
to become and end in itself and are not part of a wider scheme for women's empowerment. 
Moreover, there are limits as to what a programme like Mahila Samakhya can do in this area as it 
is not an employment creation programme.

With its clear focus on education for women’s empowerment Mahila Samakhya can play the role 
as catalyst, by (i) providing a channel of information for sangha women on various schemes and 
services, by (ii) assisting women in analysing their economic conditions, needs and priorities, by 
(iii) facilitating (skills/vocational) training for economic development, and by (iv) empowering the 
sanghas to negotiate on their own terms. However, as an education programme Mahila Samakhya 
is not to become involved in running income generating activities, savings and credit schemes or 
Women's Banks, as it does not provide the inputs and professional services required. Furthermore, 
active involvement of Mahila Samakhya staff in such economic initiatives has a risk as-it may 
deviate the direction of the processes away from the development and empowerment processes of 
and within the sanghas. And particularistic economic interests may take precedence over sangha 
solidarity. There are various instances reported where financial interests have shown to interfere 
w ith the Mahila Samakhya principles of equality. Therefore the role of the Mahila Samakhya 
Programme is to facilitate access to organisations (governmental and non-governmental) which 
can provide the required professional inputs and experience. Sangha women who want to engage 
in economic/income generating activities could be encouraged to set up and manage their own 
societies like the Society of Women hand-pump Mechanics ’ Vandana' in Banda District.

More systematic attention should be given to capacity building (skills training) for economic 
empowerment of women and facilitating women to connect w ith income-generating and self- 
employment schemes. W ith the Ninth Plan focus on participatory development planning and a 
stronger thrust on poverty alleviation and human resource development, it is important for Mahila 
Samakhya to be well informed on the new - government as well as NGO - programmes which are 
focused on rural/environmental development, health and shelter and to ensure its reach.

In relation to this, Mahila Samakhya can also become more active in seeking collaboration w ith  
programmes for economic/rural/agricultural and environmental development based on a 
participatory approach. The Mahila Samakhya Programme has been able to build a foundation for 
participatory approaches in rural, environmental and social development including health and 
education. It can facilitate access to such programmes and encourage rural development 
programmes w ith an participatory approach to work in areas where Mahila Samakhya already has 
a presence.

Support structures

There is a clearly emerging trend towards greater self-reliance and decreasing dependency on the 
sahayoginis at the sangha and taluka/block levels. Sangha women show greater autonomy in 
assessing their needs, planning their strategies and taking initiatives w ithout consulting or 
informing their sahayoginis. They independently plan their visits to block level officials for 
accessing schemes and services, some sanghas have set up their own women's courts, monitor 
the non-formal education centres and have their own cadre of trained herbalists, para legal 
counsellors, pre-school teachers and trained birth attendants. A parallel trend is the emergence of 
support structures or institutions at the block level such as e.g. a legal/social counselling centre, a 
shelter for women, a women's bank, a women's resource & training & information centre, MSK or 
other educational facilities.

Sangha networking and federations

Related to this there is a trend towards building cluster groups or federations o f sanghas which 
will have the advantage of networking across villages, mutual strengthening in accessing support 
networks and mobilisation for common issues. This would provide greater strength to sangha 
women both economically and politically. Strengthening the human resources for these sangha 
networks and the support structures is important and that is an area that needs to be addressed in
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the development plans for the future. It will provide new opportunities and career-paths for 
sahayoginis, sakhis and other women from the sanghas.

The pace of growing strength of and within the sanghas is uneven. In more than half of the 
sanghas attention needs to be given to consolidation and further development of their inner 
strength. Focusing attention on federation building w ithout paying sufficient attention to furthering 
the sangha development process is making a jump that could interrupt the empowerment 
processes of and within the sangha.

Mixed economies

The pace and growth of the Programme has been uneven between states and districts and varies 
within and between districts and states. Areas w ith mixed economies and a high influence from 
urban life styles and commercialism are problematic, requiring rethinking the presence and role of 
Mahila Samakhya and its strategy in such environments. The Mahila Samakhya Programme finds 
itself at a juncture of roads moving into different directions along w ith  the pace and grow th of 
developments of and within the sanghas. The lessons of the past provide the basis for a 
consolidated approach, regarding formation of new and consolidation of existing sanghas. The 
growth and expansion of Mahila Samakhya is a result from the earlier experiences, the examples 
of successes, the notable impact and the visibility of the existing sanghas. Now the demand for 
n ^  sanghas comes from village women unlike in the initial stages when it took a period of 8 to 
10 months to build a foundation of trust before starting a sangha.

A/ew relationships between the 'independent' sanghas and Mahila Samakhya

Yet, Mahila Samakhya has to redefine its role in relation to the sanghas which have made 
themselves independent from sahayogini support, but which may be requesting (training) inputs 
for further development and implementation of their strategies and for sustaining their 
empowerment processes.

1.5 The reporting system

Over time successful improvements have been made to systematise/he collection and recording of 
information such as sangha profiles, village profiles, case studies and reports of meetings. Such 
information is collated in district reports that provide the basis for e.g. annual reports and studies 
on the achievements of the programme. In some areas sahayoginis and sakhis' have been trained 
in and conduct PRA, resource mapping and micro-planning exercises related to e.g. water, health, 
education. As a result a great deal of excellent documentation and reporting exist, which needs 
perhaps more systernatisation, collating and quantification where possible and relevant. The 
documentation available at the DIUs provides a wealth of valuable information that can be used in 
future strategic planning, for development of learning materials based on local knowledge, 
practices and experiences, and for advocacy purposes on women's issues.

Measuring the impact of a programme like Mahila Samakhya raises the whole problem of 
qualitative and quantitative indicators. How does one match the empowerment and growth of the 
sanghas w ith joint forest management or thrift and savings programmes? One way of assessing 
this would be in looking at the numbers of women who come to the MS melas or block meetings. 
One could also link the achie^'ements to quantifiable indicators related to poverty, health and 
education, gender equality and social issues, e.g. fertility, health and child/maternal mortality, child 
marriage, literacy levels and enrolment figures, changes in wages and earnings, savings and gains 
from utilisation of loans. Women's contributions to the sangha in terms of money, labour, 
materials and time could be calculated and matched to the material and immaterial gains from 
being part of the sangha. More quantification than is happening now should be possible and is 
necessary as it will substant.ate the achievements, making it possible to trace changes and 
progress in relation to poverty alleviation, social issues and gender equality through periodic up
dates over a longer period of time. Further research may be carried out w ithin Mahila Samakhya to
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relate the achievements o f the programme in improving the status of rural women in backward 
communities w ith  regard to Social/Human Development indicators as well as Gender 
Empowerment Indicators (GEM) related to income earning power, and to economic and political 
participation. ’

The matrix of parameters has mainly been used as a checklist during this evaluation and is a useful 
tool for checking the status quo if used properly. However, the matrix has its limitations as it 
easily leads into descriptive and affirmative responses. It is also not a tool for quantification and it 
does not sufficiently provoke critical reflection. Moreover, it does not provide insight in how 
processes evolve, unless there is a mechanism for systematic up-dating. The matrix could perhaps 
be used as format and checklist for the formulation of progress reports and - if supplemented w ith  
quantitative indicators and followed consistently over some time - allow for tracing the trends and 
processes in the Programme.

1.6 Expansion strategies

During the last five years Mahila Samakhya has gradually expanded its coverage by moving into 
new states e.g. Andhra Pradesh and into new districts in states where the Programme has already 
a presence. The expansion has been uneven in terms of pace and depended on the prevailing 
structures, and the need to give priority to consolidation of the existing sanghas before moving 
into new areas. It is too early to compare and assess the differences of the expansion strategies 
adopted.

Yet it is clear that the new states and districts have been able to benefit from the experiences and 
lessons learned during the initial stages, as well as from the visible presence and the recognition of 
Mahila Samakhya in the districts and states. In the strategizing and planning of its expansion 
strategies Mahila Samakhya could capitalise on this.

Sanghas are asking for expansion of the programme into neighbouring villages for widening of 
their network for mutual co-operation, mobilisation and activism and for building a critical mass of 
empowered sanghas at block and district levels. Women in surrounding villages are seeking 
assistance in forming their sanghas and the older sanghas can play a role in this process which 
altogether w ill save time and effort in the formation stage. The process of expansion is to  be seen 
in connection w ith the process of de-linking the strong sanghas and strengthening o f their 
capacities to become self-reliant.

1.7 Capacity building and training

Within the programme a lot of effort goes into capacity building and training of sahayoginis, sakhis 
and other functionaries. Training is one of the most important components in the programme. 
However, in the States there are or have been some signs of fatigue, repetitiveness and 
stagnation. This is visible in some shading of the Mahila Samakhya concept and of the ideological 
principles of the Programme in the course of dealing w ith strategies related to the immediate 
issues raised from w ithin the sanghas. The discrepancy between sangha women prioritising their 
basic survival needs and the Mahila Samakhya's empowerment agenda is a problematic area. 
Finding the right balance is a problem facing the sahayoginis and the District staff. Given their 
levels of poverty and deprivation the agendas of the sangha women are based on their 
experienced realities w ithin the framework of their geo-political and socio-cultural environments 
and the accepted values and biases that shape their positions in their gendered societies. They 
naturally articulate their needs in terms of basic survival and improvement of the quality of life. 
W ithout a conscious and deliberate input on building new perspectives based on equality, social 
justice and women's human rights there is a risk of stagnation of the growth of the empowerment

' One should be aw are ot the lim itations of such quantitative indicatofs-. quantitative indicators for GDI (Gender related  
Developm ent index! or GEM (Gender Empowerm ent Measure) can only capture w hat is m easurable and therefore do not 
cover im portant dimensions of gender equality soch as e.g. w om en's participation In fam ily /com m unity life and decision 
making, consum ption of resources in the fam ily, dignity and social security.
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processes. Women need new perspectives to be aware of the options available to them. This 
problem area is directly linked to capacity building of sahayoginis and sangha leaders who are the 
catalysts, and those who train them. The s ta ff o f the MahUa Samakhya a t every level need much 
more training and a sharpening o f their conceptual philosophical perspective in order to maintain 
the qualitative difference o f Mahila Samai<hya from other rural development or poverty alleviation 
programmes.

Overtime as the experience and competencies have grown the State teams have become more 
and more self-reliant in meeting the training needs. Although this is a very positive development it 
also can have some draw backs If the training becomes recycling and too much dependent on 
inner developments only. There is a noticeable tendency of a drawing together of the Mahila 
Samakhya family to solve its own problems w ithin its context and a w ithdrawal from outside 
movements and influences. Training programmes w ith  women who share the values and ideology 
of Mahila Samakhya have shown to be instrumental in providing the opportunity for women to 
bujid strengths and solidarity, and develop a collective framework for understanding gender. Such 
training programmes w ith women from outside need to become regular in the State Programmes. 
This will provide links w ith the larger women's movement and help in the development of forward 
looking strategies that w ill prevent any sense of stagnation in the Programme.
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Over the last five years the activities related to the educatioTl of children and to women's literacy 
and adult education have increased and intensified. Maf^lfe'Sftmakhya has actively participated in 
the Total Literacy Campaign (TLC) and (post-)literacy; a'fitiVities are continuing in many o f the 
sanghas. In all states residential training centres forta*vomen and teenage girls have been 
established, which provide alternate educational opportonrties for out-of-school girts and young 
women. Sangha women are becoming increasingly awap*bli4he importance of good education for 
their children and particularly for girls. Besides taking an active role in the monitoring of local 
schools and teachers, various initiatives have been ta teo '-to  provide for non-formal education 
classes in the villages aimed at coaching school-age chitd#eofand particularly girls for getting (re) 
entree into the mainstream system. A t policy and implementation level the importance of inter
linkages between Mahila Samakhya and the District PrimatV.-Education Programme increasingly is 
being recognised and the possibilities for (further) collabotttrOn between the tw o  programmes are 
being explored and put into action.

2.1 Education for literacy

In the early stages of Mahila Samakhya various interesting initiatives have emerged in a number of 
districts for the development of innovative methods and as«|i«iiials for literacy in the mother-tongue 
with and for rural women. However most of these initiativies'ieem to  have been overtaken by the 
Total Literacy Campaign which has been launched nation wide in the early nineties.

Mahila Samakhya teams have actively participated in Total Literacy Campaign, e.g. in the 
mobilisation for literacy, in identification and training ‘ o< • literacy teachers, in setting up and 
monitoring literacy groups and in some cases in the d e v ^ p w e n t of learning materials. In most of 
the districts covered by Mahila Samakhya the TLC has been:<iompleted w ith great success. Mahila 
Samakhya has sometimes been able make changes in>tbB-*et TLC implementation framework 
making it more flexible by e.g. including older women (36tt-).in the literacy classes, by ensuring a 
learner friendly environment and by adapting the time and pace of learning to the needs and time 
patterns of the learners. In some cases it was necess^V 'fo '’ MS to break away from the TLC 
framework and continue the literacy/adult education groups on its own terms after the TLC was 
over. Under the Ninth Plan the literacy drive is to be-eittiiAded at post-literacy levels. Mahila 
Samakhya, from its experience in the area of adult edircWon could make a contribution to the 
new initiatives and could also benefit from further co-ope«aidn e.g. in areas of training of adult 
education teachers/facilitators, and in joint development ■ and sharing of innovative learning 
materials. Precondition is that Mahila Samakhya will be<g)me^involved in the design and planning 
stages to ensure flexibility and to determine the nature".of-its contribution in line w ith the its 
identity and principles.

The experience in education as literacy w ith sangha worueo- in the form of regular classes or 
camps is mixed, because of difficulties in maintaining-Vi/omen's interest and motivation after 
reaching the stage of being able to write their names, reaalmg'svords and sentences, writing simple 
letters. Efforts to integrate literacy skills w ith functionliTe^Bted training such as the training of 
balsakhis, hand-pump mechanics, para legal workers etc..appear to be more effective, because of 
the direct linkage of the literacy to the area of work.

Through their experience in the Mahila Samakhya Progi»imw- women have come to realise that 
they can laarn, become empowered,, effect changesi vwthiout necessarily becoming literate 
themselves. What the experience in literacy has achieved is that women have conie to better 
understand the importance of relevant literacy and school education for their daughters. They have 
learned that there are alternative ways of making learning, afjd leaching meaningful and interesting 
in the lives of women. Mahila Samakhya has created^expositive environment fo r teaming and 
schooling o f children, especially fo r girts' education.

CHAPTER 2. THE EDUCATION COMPONENT IN MAHILA SAMAKHYA
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The education of girls ts''an emerging issue in the programme, it is oh the agenda of sangha
feflfWren's education, and

to'Torm 'committees chfrcftfrig 6n sdhobi attendance anli teachihg by teachers in village schools. 
iVanous'terrrfs-of-norPformar'initiatives'ha\)^-' etrrefged'for-teaching otit'-tW-sdhool children in order 
get'tti'em into the mamstreaiti'edudation‘systern. And the Child Cdre CefitVes set-up under Mahila 

'Saflia4<hy«"'pfovide ^re->9cho<)l‘'edoem ion'tc>-ti^dferi'whcr'-othefw i^ ■vvouW'tiave little chances to 
have accesS’ to and complefe’prinr1&^ school'.

tn'ia«:’S f^ i^ ;¥he ‘'W^StWc%9(jf''Wfaffifa®ai‘H§khy^’ r^ 'fe '?0< f^'d^gffem ‘d ^ ^ ' i i o t  just for schooling 
of- cWifdrenv'-btrt fbf'-^^ljality 'and 'r6 ievanc6 ''o f learrvinq/|r«ti-uctioii in -g -cRild friendly and safe

tnftbraction between the 
(«^ iti^ il« fttiir^ ’cfeHtT^''NFe^^ntre#,^MSK) and the village 

schools: children from Mahila Samakhya c^Virt^^ j^rtir^^^ fie ‘%>tSrtSW8arft''!siftool, or children from 
the local school getting extra coaching in the NFE centre, teaching assistance, sharing of learning 
materials, joint celebrations etc.

Most of these initiatives in non-formal education by running coaching classes for children are 
6<f^s<^d€<v{4<y!<V4/olb'ntar^;*vwk)e^9MA/f<o hardly any professional
igwi*aw;e'<mn*f»thecMaft<la %tf^k>H''iwteaB^t<Pbef^glii^by Mahila Samakhya

pedagogical/dHiacticaJ-'aspects'o^>1+>e->fiFE 'inirv0lives; to^ thre-^adaptation o f the formal 
'C^rriculunllh the-lotaTcontexli'and a i>ohh^f6fffi^‘̂ feWnrn^envir6nt¥i¥fTt; Itb'tfie professional training 
and guidance needed in order to support the voluntary workers and reinforce their motivation, to 

!-lTilpr5h9rti-tdti§'Wltf^'cras^6fri'^t&atfeyi^,^v>wtl7«reafW#%acfi1iigTTii^H^dy;''-with creating learning 
aic;̂  ̂ar>d mMeiQals, Snd’vyJth'uridferst^ding'g^ftjer.'

'■■•2?3r: Ths impact of the^Mahila Shtksana Kendras '

The Mahila^Shiksana Kendras (MSK) reach out to adolescent girls, who would otherwise have not 
been reached by any educational process. The most significant impact of the Mahila Shiksana 
Kendras for' these young worperVis their g^ned confidence in their'abilify to learn, to learn about 

ihi^rhSfelves'laTSd 1he>r fieafth'and-^^Ujhafer^tand fh^ir fenvlrbilmeht b'ettfer. lf"C'an provide them with 
Ti^"-6'p|jbrt?JnitiKs'ahd’ ’seB'T¥t#tb'b^'der9Yfn^'ttt^ 'Sge 'df^n^arrTage', 0r6tfefetTrf^ them from abuse or 

9»'ae>« iP,W%¥SftPt8§oW.'Wfe'«?ffiPC and learner friendly
envitonment iand socceedg-fO'tnainstrefim^thenri'fi'the format systerri;HT-'st)me cases the girls who 

> a m 'a cce 0 t^ 'ih  ^he^1\ASI<is'''b^<>rtlte‘' i ^  V^^els'^fbr'bthfef-'chiVdr^'h i i i ’th^^'^llage and parents' are 
bi9cb^ihig^cbnVinC'6cP(hat'lMfe''MS1<:Ts ¥bfe tb provide tT̂CT? childreh vioth‘%edningful education -in a 
safe environment. As such the MSK could become a m e '^ % r  8i^ atterhiat^ form of schooling for 
out-of school youth, especially teenage girls who often, because of early rnarriage are forced to 

'step’ ‘̂ Vaf^hf fromWildfioo'cf'info'vvoi^aT^ftbbd-oi^'vv'idbV^hDod Wn(J’Whb^4^ out on the stage of 
' adbtfeSce’ncfe 'fta'x î'n  ̂bfecb'iti^aW’inv^siBlfe'cate^bry to'r sbctSTand'^'ed'uca'tiort'd^elopment.

' Eyeept irv rare exceptions^,'the CorMcQlufn planning "sniJ'ftfture viston for the students is insufficient. 
In-most of the MSK the cUrricdum follows the formal school ahd the development of teaching 
methods relies very much-''on’ thfr iVnptoviS^ton and cr^ativnty of the teatihers who receive little or 
no guidance m pedagogic skills, curnculum planning and development of creative learning aids.

Sb'b^'^sW  seWtR9“iH^^9p^^^'nb'®c6h'sdious efforts are made 
.prow(!Je-'practical’ trainfpg’‘-in- non^ra'ditio^al'SIc^ls'- whicH "COuld’ fead 'rb"meantngful occupations in
rural development.

-> ' -y. ■..

''■if'tfie MSK'-ts'Ho''6e S'^ej^ihsiHuYrbn o f iH'e'Mahiia Sarti'al^iiya Pwgr^^nme'Yorproducing the changc 
agents 'o f thS 'futul'e, 'es'p^tiafly in rural development, then more planning and perspective is 
needed to fu lfil its creative ptdterib'al. It is also necessary to adopt a riiore'professional approach.

Nevertheless, the fact of young girls undergoing a residential training and acquiring skills has 
definite impact on the village and create.s an increasing demand for more such centres or village- 
based NFE centres.

2.2 ' The education o f  bu't-df-schoo< children, especiaHy giris
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2.4 The interface with the District Primary Education Programmes (DPEP)

So far co-operation w ith  the District Primary Education Programme (DPEP) is limited to areas 
covered by both programmes, which are very few. The DPEP is planning to move into new 
districts, which are also covered by Mahila Samakhya. DPEP will be focusing on improvement of 
the quality of instruction, teacher training, curriculum development and development of gender 
sensitive learning/instruction materials, community participation, and development of alternative 
learning modes for out-of-school children. The Mahila Samakhya experience shows that 
empowering of women can be a precondition for the creation of demand for education of girls and 
for an environment for community participation in improving access to and quality of school 
education. In all of the components of DPEP Mahila Samakhya can build on its presence in the 
State/Districts and contribute in e.g. community mobilisation, participation and environment 
building, involving women in Village Education Committees (VECs) and training of VEC members, 
provision of training inputs on dealing w ith  gender issues for the training of DPEP staff and 
teachers, development of gender sensitive learning materials and methods, alternative models for 
drop-outs and out-of-school girls. And Mahila Samakhya w ill be able to benefit from DPEP in 
strengthening the pedagogic quality of the education components as well as the use of learning 
materials and aids.

It means that both Mahila Samakhya and DPEP will benefit from mutual co-operation in the future. 
In order to ensure synergy a joint MS-DPEP task force could be set-up at State /district levels who 
will work out the plans and terms for co-operation for the districts covered by both programmes. 
The outcomes of the national level Workshop on the DPEP-Mahila Samakhya Interface, organised 
by the Department of Education (MHRD) in July 1996 provide the initial guidelines on which such 
co-operation can be based and worked out in further detail for each District and State Programme.

2.5 Education for women's empowerment

Education for women’s empowerment is central in Mahila Samakhya. In this Programme education 
is understood in a holistic and broad meaning as an empowering learning process which enables 
learners to question, to analyse, to seek answers, to act and reflect, and thereby to discover their 
inner strength and realise their potential. It involves a life long -process of interactive learning, 
based on sharing of knowledge and life experiences, critical analysis and reflection, creating new 
kinds of knowledge and understanding.

In the study on 'Empowerment through Mahila Sanghas' by Sharda Jain and Lakshmi 
Krishnamurthy a distinction is made between three interrelated aspects of education: education as 
life skills, education as knowledge and information, and education as literacy.^ Education as life 
skills relates to the ability to manage life and is based on gaining confidence and self-esteem. It is 
underlying all of the activities in Mahila Samakhya and in the on-going processes of collective 
action/reflection/learning/ deciding/planning/action. Education as information and knowledge refers 
to accessing and analysing, knowledge and information, and using it effectively. It is part of 
awareness workshops and training related to e.g. health, law, the environment, etc. In both 
aspects of education being literate in the sense of reading and writing is not directly essential for 
learning taking place, for feeling empowered and having confidence in one's strength to make 
changes.

In Mahila Samakhya education as literacy comes in when women discover the importance of 
literacy in dealing w ith the outside literate world w ith  its written rules and procedures. It comes 
when the need arises for writing application letters, keeping records of savings, recording and 
checking minutes of meetings, getting clarification on procedures etc., and when the women 
experience its importance for furthering their knowledge and accessing new information. Thus in 
principle demands for literacy (reading, writing, numeracy skills and a wider body of knowledge) 
emerge from the developments w ithin the sanghas.

Sharda Jain and Lakshmi Krishnamurty 1996, pp. 27  ff.
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Education for women's empowerment is definitely taking place in all districts and has made 
significant impacts on the lives of rural women as is clear from the foregoing sections. However, if 
the concept of education is used in its limited understanding of education as literacy, or just 
reading, writing and numeracy skills, the level of success is limited. This is particularly the case for 
forms of education taking place in regular classroom-like sessions w ith  m.aterials brought from 
elsewhere, which perhaps have no bearing to women's I'ves, or which are not directly linked to 
'.vomen's area of work.

It seems that women feel that thev have become stronger and empowered, that they can access 
information and resources and that they feel capable to make changes in their lives w ithout 
necessarily being able to read and write. And another explanation could be that providing 
education in any kind of class setting beyond a certain time-span is not the most suitable 
approach. On the whole the reasons for the supposed decline of interest on the part of the women 
have not been fully investigated and analysed.

There are signs that sometimes the attention to adult education and to the creation of a 
consistent, holistic gender relevant approach to education for empowerment, which includes and 
integrates the different aspects of education (e.g. life skills, information and knowledge, literacy 
and numeracy) seems to be waning. What we could sometimes ob,serve is that the centrality of 
education in Mahila Samakhya appears to  have given way to other priorities, like e.g. the running 
of savings group, the building of the sangha hut, accessing schemes and services, and other 
activities aimed at keeping the collectives going. Through the Literacy Mission more and more 
women have become exposed to reading, writing and numeracy skills. Instead of standing back 
and letting women loose interest m further learning (w ith the help of their literacy skills) and 
allowing the learning process to stagger, Mahila Samakhya could and should refocus its attention 
and make education for empowerment its foremost and centra! issue. W ith their literacy skills and 
with the gains achieved in terms of empowerment women are ready to move ahead and use their 
newly acquired skills, to access and further their knowledge, to strengthen their information base, 
to counter dis-information and abuse, and to participate in family, comiTiunity and further political 
decision making from a position of strength.

The experiences of Mahila Samakhya in the adoption of innovative non-convontionai approaches 
to adult education, - which include needs based education related to life skills and education as 
information and knowledge, with or w ithout a literacy component - may pave the way for 
widening the scope of adult education and the adoption of holistic non-structured approaches w ith 
a long term perspective of creating opportunities for self-directed learning.

An the area to venture in by using its flexibility and creative powers is to evolve together w ith the 
sangha women innovative and participatory learning strategies for learning in pre- and neo-literate 
stages maintaining the focus on supporting women's empowerment processes. Strategies which 
combine awareness, information and skills, which are directed at learning groups w ith  women who 
are barely literate and women who want to use and further their literacy skills. Strategies which 
include gender-relevant methods and pedagogy, development of learning materials and aids on 
relevant issues and skills for use in self-directed learning groups. And strategies providing for short 
and intermediate term training programmes, residential as well as non-residential, for selected 
women as functionaries in e.g. water or village education committees, and as specialists like local 
health workers, rural extensionists, village level workers for veterinary services, plant protection, 
environment-aware technologies, water management, horticulture etc. It further is to include 
modes and forms of learning which do not conform to conventional classroom like settings and are 
flexible enough to respond to the tirtie patterns, mobility and environments of the learners. 
Banking on the lessons learned from seven years of experience Mahila Samakhya will be on its 
way to the creation of a truly alternative approach to adult education.

Refocusing the Programme on education for empowerment requires changes in the human 
resources staffing and development policy. At present there are no resource persons in the 
organisational structure of Mahila Samakhya with a professional background in educational 
methodology or pedagogy, for curriculum development, development of learning materials and use 
of media. Such experts are needed if Mahila Samakhya is to move into the direction of developing 
innovative learning strategies. Each District Implementation Unit as well as the State Programme
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Office is to have an experienced education expert on its staff who together will form a team for 
backing-up and supporting the education component in the Programme. Mahila Samakhya has a 
great resource of in-house practical experience in training methodologies, use of drama and 
cultural expressions, teaching by improvisation in non-formal settings. These experiences can be 
brought up to a higher professional level w ith a well directed staff development plan.
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CHAPTER 3. MAHILA SAMAKHYA AS A RESOURCE ORGANISATION FOR THE
EMPOWERMENT OF WOMEN

Sfahila Samakhya is perceived as a time-bound programme that is to phase itself out after a 
:ertain period of time. This perception is in contradiction w ith the understanding of empowerment 
as an on going process of growth, reinforcement of inner strength and expansion towards broader 
"sorizons, as well expansion in terms of dealing w ith new issues and struggles. What can be time- 
Dound is the process of sangha formation and consolidation, and the period a sangha needs in 
order to de-link itself from the regular support of its sahayogini.

Sanghas as they are becoming stronger, develop confidence and capabilities to be self-reliant in 
managsng their own meetings and financial affairs. More and nwre sanghas are seep taking their 
own decisions, solving their problems, accessing resources independently from sahayoginis' 
involvement. They are planning, strategizing and executing their activities, they share their joint 
responsibilities and by this they play a greater role in determining their futures and influencing 
social change. Such processes of change do not evolve w ithout resistance from the environment, 
w ithout disappointments and compromises, w ithout recurring struggles, which might require fresh 
oputs to reinforce the process of empowerment. In these processes of growing self-reliance and 
strength of the sanghas the relationship of the mahila sanghas with Mahila Samakhya is bound to 
oe changing and needs to be redefined in new terms.

In recognition of the sanghas as mature, self-sustaining organisations in their own right, capable of 
making their own decisions and determining the direction of their development process, the Mahila 
Samakhya Structure has to diversify and change its role, fro m  this point of view Mahila Samakhya 
can be regarded as one of the resource organisations to be accessed by the sanghas for provision 
Qf (gender-sensitive) training inputs and materials, for providing information, knowledge and new 
Derspectives on issues coming up in the sangha, for facilitation of access to other resource 
organizations or assistance in setting up and sustaining support structures. Mahila Samakhya will 
still have a role in facilitating inter sangha networking at block and district levels and in capacity 
ouilding for support structures at cluster or block levels initiated by sangha networks. The role of 
Mahila Samakhya w ith regard to providing gender-sensitive pedagogic and other training support 
to teachers for nfe, child care centres, formal schools and for village education committees is 
Dound to be getting greater emphasis and importance in the future. And at the same time Mahila 
Samakhya will have to maintain its presence for formation of new sanghas in new villages and for 
strengthening the sanghas which are not yet ready to be self-reliant.

instead of phasing itself out the NJahila Samakhya Programme structure is able to build on the 
strength of its presence and its credibility gained in the Districts and the State. Its future is to 
expand and differentiate its role in order to be responsive to the needs related to the different’ 
stages of development of the existing and the new sanghas; independent self-reliant sanghas; 
/veaker sanghas that want to become self-reliant: young and emerging sanghas; sangha networks 
ind federations etc. Furthermore, Mahila Samakhya has created a strong role for itself in initiating 
and supporting gender-sensitive educational innovations for children as well as adults.. The on- 
:oming new developments related to the expansion of DPEP in MS districts, as well as the future 
::evelopments in adult (post) literacy calls for the establishment of tripartite partnerships between 
:-<e concerned education programmes (MS, DPEP, AE) and requires the experience and continuing 
D'esencf3 of Mahila Samakhya in order to ensure the focus on education for girls' and wom en’s 
empowerment to which the Government of India has committed itself in its education policy 
’ 986). And Mahila Samakhya as a support structure of the Mahila sanghas could play a stronger 

'O le  in advocacy and policy development in support^of women's equality ,and empowerment.

3v converting the existing structure of DIUs and SPG into a network of Mahila Samakhya 
Resource Centres w ith accessible branches at taluka and cluster levels it can provide a flexible, 
accessible and multi-functional support structure. These Resource Centres could provide or 
‘ acilitate access to training resources (process, perspective building, issues based and/or training 
of trainers), assist in development of training curricula and manuals, assist in further development 
of effective training/learning methods, as well as gender-sensitive learning materials for self- 
directed learning. The Resource Centres can have a role in collecting, converting and disseminating 
'eievant information, in documentation and research, in dissemination of newsletters etc. And the
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centres can provide for social, legal, job/career counselling, as well as training and library facilities. 
These Resource Centres w ill provide a multi-purpose support network which can be flexible and 
responsive to the needs of the Programme and varied processes in the field.

The District Resource Centres and their branches at block level could be staffed by sahayoginis 
who will be the resource persons and by professional resource persons and (temporary) 
consultants wtth specific assignments or tasks. The District Programme Co-ordinator will be 
Resource Centre Co-ordinator and remain in charge of the Programme in the District be it from the 
perspective of a Programme support structure.

A t State level a similar conversion could be considered, although a State Resource Centre might 
be taking a slightly different role w ith a stronger emphasis on advocacy and influencing policies, 
on studies and compilation & analysis of data, on providing for professional development of the 
Programme Staff and on networking w ith other resource organisations. Its tasks could include e.g. 
the following:

the identification of training resources within and outside the State,
providing assistance in developing and implementing internal monitoring mecha'nisms,
documentation, evaluation and studies,
the conversion and dissemination to the districts of information and learning materials from 
elsewhere,
organisation of state and national level reflection workshops for Programme staff and 
external resource persons,
the facilitation exchange and exposure visits (in tw o  directions),
development and implerr>entation of strategies for advocacy and influencing the policy 
structures (policy and decision makers, policy changes, the implementation of policies and 
the public) in collaboration w ith  other organisations like e.g. the national Allaince of 
Women (NAWO).

The network of Mahila Samakhya Resource Centres which is flexible and adaptable to the needs 
of the empowerment/development processes, can provide a more permanent support structure in 
the State and in the Districts that can branch out to  the blocks and clusters, and co-operate w ith  
other (education) resource centres by exchanging services in order to avoid duplication.

The creation of a support structure as proposed will require a review of the staff requirements and 
the staffing policy. It requires a human resources development plan which provides for staff 
development, staff training and capacity building including new possibilities for horizontal and 
vertical mobility, for new and differentiated career-paths for sahayoginis and district staff. To 
accompany the recommended changes a review of the financial pattern and financial management 
procedures will also be necessary.
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CHAPTER 4. FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT

The mission’s financial expert has actively interpreted the request for an financial impact 
assessment and conducted a thorough document analysis combined w ith  an extensive field study. 
The outcome of which has lead to the conclusion that the continuation of funding of Mahiia 
Samakhya Programme by the Dutch Government is both feasible and necessary.

The fieidvisit took place from January 3 until January 18, 1997 and concentrated on the Mahiia 
Samakhya Programmes in Andhra Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh. In both States the mission's 
financial expert visited w ith the representatives of the management at State level and district le
vels, responsible for planning and budgeting, as well as w ith the ultimate "clients" of the Mahiia 
Samakhya Programme, being the sanghas (village level women's groups). The detailed discussions 
at national level and those w ith the Royal Netherlands Embassy were unfortunately not possible to 
plan due to the rather full mission schedule. Before her departure to  The Netherlands the 
teamleader of the evaluation team had a long session at the Royal Netherlands Embassy w ith  the 
Finance Officer and studied the files and documentation available at the RNE. The information 
collected is integrated in this chapter on the Financial Management.

4.1 The Facts

4.1.1 Funds

In 1988 the Dutch government, represented by the Ministry for Development Co-operation, started 
funding the Mahiia Samakhya Programme in the three States initially covered by the Mahiia 
Samakhya Programme, notably in Gujarat, Karnataka and Uttar Pradesh. The fourth State - Andhra 
Pradesh - started the MS programme in the autumn of the 1992/1993 fiscal year.

The funding, according to the first side-tetter, was intended for an initial period of 6 years and was 
to cover ten selected districts in the three states of Uttar Pradesh, Gujarat and Karnataka, reaching 
5,000 villages at the end of the 4th year. The Department of Education of the Indian M inistry of 
Human Resources Development was appointed as the executing agency for the implementation of 
this co-operation programme. In 1992 this was replaced by the second side-letter covering the 
period between 1992 and 1997. This support was extended to ten additional districts in the three 
above mentioned States and in three districts in Andhra Pradesh, this w ith in the period until 1997.

The Dutch contribution to the Mahiia Samakhya Programme included both financial and technical 
support, the value of which was estimated to be FI. 30.295.097, = , or Rs. 492 .603 .203 / = 
including FI.. 330 .000 ,=  meant for Technical Assistance to support the Programme's activities 
during 1994, 1995, 1996, and 1997 (i.e. FI. 82 .500 ,=  per year).

During the first year an amount of FI. 10.150.000,= was planned to support the activities of the 
programme including the administrative costs at district and State levels, of which an amount of 
Ft.. 10 million was made available as a grant through the Financial Assistance Procedure. Another 
FI. 150.000, = was made available from Technical Assistance Funds for consultancy support and 
evaluations. All assistance funds were disbursed by the Dutch Government to the Indian 
Government, notably to the Education Department of the Ministry of Human Resources 
Development (MHRD), the Indian Executive Authority. A first advance payment of FI. 2 million 
was paid to Government of India (GOD after the completion of the side-letter. Then the GOI was to 
submit claims up to an amount of FI. 8 million every 6 months.

The Government of India has been releasing funds to the bank accounts of the autonomous Mahiia 
Samakhya Societies in the respective (initially three, later four) "Programme States".

Costs occurred at the State level have been paid from those accounts. For expenditures at district 
level and below, funds have been transferred by the State Programme Offices to the Programme 
accounts in the 10 districts. At all levels the amount to cover management and operational costs 
has been transferred to the respecuve bank accounts.
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Import duties, clearance of goods, insurance, taxes, fiscal charges involved in the project, the cost 
of land acquisition etc. were to be paid by the Government of India.

4.1 .2  Financial roles and responsibilities

Federal Level

The Department of Education, as a GOI highest delegated Executive Body of the Programme, has 
presented quarterly claims for reimbursement to the Royal Netherlands Embassy via the 
Department of Economic Affairs of the Ministry of Finance. The Netherlands Bank for Investment 
in Developing Countries (N.I.O.) has effectuated these payments after the approval of the 
Embassy.

The Technical Assistance amount has been disbursed from the Royal Netherlands Embassy, New 
Delhi, in close co-operation w ith the Government of India. Payments were made from the Embassy 
account for the a total of FI. 138.370, = .

State Level

At the State level the by-laws of Association of Mahila Samakhya, give the highest overall 
authority in the Mahila Samakhya Programme to the Executive Committee o f the Society. A t 
present, w ith regard to the financial affairs, a representative of the Department of Planning and 
Finance is included in this policy making body as one of its ex-officio members. The General 
Council, intended to meet annually, is expected to review and approve the follow ing documents 
submitted by the State Programme Office/Executive Committee; 

the Annual Budget of the Society
the balance sheet & audited accounts of the previous year 
the Annual Report.

The Executive Committee is given the powers:
to review annual plans, reports and accounts of tf>e Society for the consideration of the 
General Council
to approve the allocation of grants to its branches and units at district, block and village 
levels and also to approve the bodies w ith  which it enters into collaborative ventures.

The State Programme Director in turn is responsible for: 
the proper administration of the Society's funds 
the planning and monitoring of the DIUs' financial affairs
the preparation of the Annual Budget based on the DIUs activity plans and their 
submission to the Executive Council of the MS Society for approval
the preparation of the Society's Annual Reports and accounts for the consideration of the 
General Council
the payment and recovery of fees and charges for services rendered by the Society.

The District Programme Co-ordinator has the same powers and responsibilities for the District 
Branch of the Society as the State Programme Director has at State level.

4 .2  Findings on financial managennent

4.2.1 General impressions

Despite the differences in the initial approach to the implementation of the Mahila Samakhya 
Programme in the individual states, the current status of the programme shows many similarities. 
Some of them can be summarised as follows:
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* the philosophy of the Mahila Samakhya Programme seems to remain intact and relatively strong 
against the internal and external interventions,

* the Mahila Samakhya Programme enjoys the full confidence and commitment of all parties 
involved,

‘  in four visiTed states and their districts the ultimate "clients" of the Mahila Samakhya have 
been reached,

* the programming of the activities of Mahila Samakhya has been decentralised to village level, 
so that the present planning, implementation and reporting takes place "on-site” (at-the- 
bottom"),

* the project structure, however, needs further reinforcement in terms of the standardisation and 
strengthening of its internal overall capacities.

The strength of the Mahila Samakhya Programme is the involvement of the main players - the 
sahayoginis - the impact of which is mirrored in the relationship between them and the sangha 
women.

The functionanes above that level are selected and trained on the same principles. The strong 
"w e" feeling and confidence in own internal strength of the programme has to withstand a great 
deal of pressure from external influences.

Mahila Samakhya Programme, as an open and process-oriented programme is often exposed to 
"hijacking" or other intervention by external parties and programmes. The programme seems to 
protect itself quite successfully against such external disturbances.

4 .2 .2  Findings related to the funds

An overview o f the funds involved in the Mahila Samakhya Programme up to the date of the 
mission’s visit (mid January 1997) is given in the table on the next page.

Out of the total committed budget of approx. 30 million Dutch guilders, only a quarter has been 
spent (for further analysed reasons). This amount has even increased due to the devaluation if the 
Indian Rupee, so that the amount currently available is even higher compared to the amount 
initially foreseen, which was 487.237.272,- (exchange rate; 0 ,0615). The funds under Dutch 
financing,-initially foreseen until 1997, have accumulated in this way.

4 .2 .3  Utilisation of the provision for Technical Assistance

An amount of Fi,. 555.000, = was committed per side-!etter (March 31, 1994) as the provision for 
Technical Assistance. This was intended to cover the cost of 

supportive materials 
‘  study tours in the region

international exchanges and attendance of workshops, conferences etc., 
technical assistance by Dutch or other experts,

* exchange visits of fellows from educational institutions in The Netherlands (educationists,
teachers).

So far the provision for Technical Assistance has been used for an international workshop with 
participants from African countries and neighbouring countries in .Asia and for Technical 
Assistance by resource persons ^n the area of Training and for development of evaluation 
indicators .

The international workshop met with a very positive response from the side of the international 
participants. In at least one country (Uganda) it has inspired the participants to formulate a 
participatory women's empowerment programme which is being implemented in the West Nile 
Province. Further sharing of experiences on implementing women's empowerment and education 
programmes were recommended.
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OVERVIEW OF THE FUNDING

Total funds provided:

1 year committed planned spent 1

1992 0 ,- 0 ,- 0 ,-
1993 . 0 ,- 0 ,- 0 ,-
1994 29.965.097,- 1 .094.386,29 1.094.386,29
1995 0 ,- 2.182.484,- 2.182.484,-
1996 (•) - 330.00,- 1.700.000,- 1.751.240,40
1997 0 ,- 2 .000.000,- 0 ,-
1998 0,- 2 .500.000,- 0 ,-
1999 0,- 3.000.000,- 0 ,-
2000 0,- 17.488.226,71 0 ,-
2001 on 0 ,- 0 ,- 0 ,-

Total 26.965.097,- 29.965.097,- 5 .028.110,69

1 Prepared for payment 249.300,95

1 Current balance 24.687 .685,36

1 Balance in Indian Rupees 513 .257.491,80

(*) Technical Assistance of FI. 330.000,- and FI.
„ -1. V = —aa=s3gi .rm—a=BaaagaBgsaaa=aasagaags=a=a=aarag=aa=g=BBBga

225.000,- for evaluations are not included.
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The impact of the conference and especially the visits and exchanges at field level for the Mahila 
Samakhya Programnne is unknown. But the conference has led to the reconfirmation of the validity 
of the Mahila Samakhya approach to adult education and women's empowerment, to the
formulation and publication of valuable case studies and reflections, and to publicity about Mahila 
Samakhya, increasing its visibility at national and international levels.

One resource person was involved in the international workshop, the second resource person 
assisted in the development of evaluation criteria. Both resource persons were engaged by the 
Netherlands Embassy.

Information of the provision for Technical Assistance does not appear to be available at the 
implementation level of the Programme, at State and District level. Consequently the facility is not 
accessible and no claims or proposals have been made by the State Societies.

A t the national level it is felt that Technical Assistance can play an important rote in facilitating 
further capacity development of functionaries in the programme at different levels e.g. for 
‘  organising exposure visits/study tours to countries in the region as well as other 

developing countries and to interact w ith women/girl child education and development 
projects;

* training and capacity building in international institutions for State and National level MS
personnel on issues like gender sensitivity planning and management, educational 
planning, development of gender sensitive indices for monitoring and evaluation etc.;

* to host seminars, workshops on issues relating to women's education empowerment and
development, and

* participation and paper presentation in international^ conferences, seminars, workshops on 
relevant issues organised by other organisations/institutions in other countries.

For optimal utilisation of the provision for Technical Assistance it is required that the information 
on the provision will be shared w ith the States at all levels. Based on the feedback from 
discussions w ith the district and State teams the National Office could draft a proposal with 
criteria and guidelines for the utilisation of the TA provisions, as well as procedures for submission 
of proposals, to be shared w ith the respective teams.
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Table for Technical Assistance

Total TA funds provided:

BUDGET 225.000,- 1

Evaluations
mid-term:
final;

75.000,- 
150.000,-

TA Component 330.000,-

Total budget under Technical Assistance 555.000,-

EXPENDITURE

Evaluations
mid-term:
final:

76.064,-
0,-

76.064,- I

T chnical assistance
international workshop: 

expert 1: 
expert 2:

132.677,09
382,98

5.310,07

138.370,07

1 Total expenditure 214.434,07

BALANCE IN FI. FOR TA AND 
EVALtJATIONS

Evaluations
mid-term:
final:

- 1.064,- 
148.936,-

148.936,- 1

TA Component 191.563,93

Total available under TA and evaluations 340.563,93
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4 .2 .4  Findings regarding financial roles and responsibilities

The roles and responsibilities within the scope of financial management correspond to a large 
extent w ith the guidelines given in the Delegation of Financial Powers of Mahila Samakhya.
Some differences have been caused by optional further delegation in specific situations, such as 
the absence of skilled personnel. In such cases, the final responsibility - financial powers - tend to 
go upwards in the hierarchy.

Nevertheless, although the main functionaries w ithin the financial management are familiar w ith 
their job description, the specific role and responsibilities required are not always transparent, 
neither to  them nor to the other members of the respective teams. When, for example, the Pistrict 
Programme Co-ordinator for whatever reason does not have the right to sign the books or checks 
for payment, it does not mean that he/she is not co-responsible for their correctness.

Finally, it can be stated that the involvement of the national level is in general ve r/ modest leaving 
all necessary space for the States themselves to manage their own  affairs.

The situation at sangha level is that sanghas are becoming gradually more involved in the 
management of their own sangha fund, the details regarding this issue can be found in the State 
reports (Supplement A).

So far sangha involvement in the budgetary procedures of the Programme has been limited to 
activ ity planning and to a certain extent to the management of the sangha honorarium (or fund), 
the management of sangha members’ savings and the resources and loans elicited from other 
sources. Sangha capacity for financial self-management and planning is an area that w ill need 
further attention in the future to help the sanghas become financially self-reliant (in terms o f being 
able to tap existing schemes and resources).

4 .2 .5  Findings related to financial planning

The system for preparing the financial estimates w ithin the f^ahila Samakhya Programme does not 
fu lly correspond w ith  the principles of budgeting, being the translation of strategy planning into 
financial terms. Moreover, the budgetary control also somewhat lacks the power of feedback 
relevant for management actions. In most cases, the activity planning is prepared in a joint 
meeting of all parties involved. The sahayoginis (and sakhis, if relevant) assess the needs at 
sangha/village level in discussions w ith women at sangha meetings and report on these 
accordingly.

The summary of these needs is discussed during the district meeting w ith sahayoginis and the 
district staff, and translated into operational activities (mainly counselling on-the-spot, advice 
and/or guidance in the problem solving actions and practical training activities focusing on the 
most urgent issues). The selected activities are subsequently planned to comply w ith the time and 
capacity of the individual members of the implementation team and, if relevant, clustered for the 
individual blocks or mandels of villages.

Although this process takes place under the supervision of the district (management) 
representatives, the assessment of the total demand within the scope of resources available and 
the formulation of the total plan of actions, which can be translated into financial terms, does not 
ensure the expected outcome. Furthermore, these plans often do not include the actions required 
by and for the district teams.

The same pattern appears at State level. As the core teams are occupied in assisting the 
preparation of plans for others, their own training needs often do not get full attention, not to 
mention the aspect of intentional and, preferably continuing, professional development of various 
specific management and communication skills, including the planning and budgeting issues.

Although the preparation o f activ ity planning starts at sangha level, the financial planning remains 
still in hands o f d istrict and State management.
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4 .3  Methodology of budgeting

Current zero budgeting tends to keep the clarity and uniform ity of planning funds as a guarantee 
o f the proper use of these funds. The fy^ahila Samakhya budget is based on the national GOI 
guidelines and headings. These guidelines, however, in terms of headings do not always fit into 
the reality of the programme implementation structure (such as position of an assistant 
accountant, a stenographer etc.), some other headings require further diversification (such as 
contingencies) and some headings need to be added (such as medical and/or social care for the 
staff, especially for those field workers exposed to high risks).

The above mentior>ed built-in ambiguity of these guidelines, together w ith their inflexibility as to 
performance assessment and career planning require full attention in the immediate future.

4 .4  Budget implementation - utilisation of funds

The implementation of planned activities and, as such, the utilisation of funds, needs conscious 
and close monitoring. The experience during the previous project years has shown certain patterns 
of similarities in the recurring unit prices and other costs related to the activities. The differences 
between the planned and actual spending can also offer some ideas as to the' factors which may 
influence the estimation of certain kinds of expenditures.

Examples of such norms can be: the price of purchased materials, influenced by the inflation rate 
or level of depreciation, the variable cost of training activities for certain size of groups, 
transportation and accommodation etc.

Some cost are rather beyond any realistic long-term projection, such as the rent of office space 
which increases constantly in the changing market, or the frequency of the purchase of equipment 
and its maintenance. The cars used for the project can suffer damage and accidents while driving 
on bad roads in bad tra ffic  and need to be replaced, the computers which may not be adequate 
and compatible in the long run.

Another example of posts requiring proper attention is staff salaries at all levels. The programme 
staff is contracted for a certain period of time for fixed payments, including allowances. The 
system seems to be rather rigid and therefore negative and de-motivating if the assessment of 
personnel performance cannot be expressed adequately in a flexible scale of differentiated salaries 
and if the staff involved do not see any future career development. The situation is most striking 
for sahayoginis, who as the most important drivers of the Mahila Samakhya Programme are seen 
as low-level operational personnel receiving only honoraria.

Due to only partial achievement of the activities planned the funds budgeted for these activities 
were not fully utilised. On top of that, the amount of funds unspent grew due to the "cost-cutting 
expenditure and saving" attempts of the Programme staff and clients.

The final e ffect was that the Programme funds plus this amount transferred to  the follow ing year's 
budget as "capital fund" grew significantly.

4 .5  Budget administration

In the States visited by the mission various good attempts to standardise financial processes had 
already been made. The accounting system chosen shows systematically prepared cash books, 
balances, ledgers, books of vouchers, annual plans and annual reports, etc. These instruments 
include a great deal of data, which, however, is not processed into information relevant for the 
sound management of the Programme. The finance officers and accountants who prepare the 
financial data are not always capable of recognising the most relevant kind of information; and the 
final decision takers at management level, are not capable of assessing what kind of information 
they need and how to use it. Moreover, the system of reporting does not always provide 
appropriate feedback, enabling the management to take corrective decisions and/or actions.
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In the State Programmes of Adnra Pradesh and of Uttar Pradesh the activity plans together w ith 
the budgets are at present monitored mainly by the State Programme Directors and the District 
Programme Co-ordinators. The oast experience has shown that wherever there were attempts to 
perform monitoring jointly w ith the accountants, clarity as to the roles and responsibilities for 
decision taking was missing.

In order not to interfere w ith tne responsibilities of the managers, the accountants prepare the 
necessary financial' overviews for the monthly meetings, showing only the status of the budgets, 
but not the complexity of the real situation.

4.6 Budget monitoring and control

4.7 Recommendations for financial management

4.7.1 Recommendation related to the funds

The funds financed by the Netherlands, initially foreseen until 1997, have accrued significantly. 
Therefore the question arises, whether or not to continue financing the Mahila Samakhya 
Programme until the year 2002.

The funds currently remaining in the State budgets have not been spent for various reasons 
mentioned in the previous paragraphs of this chapter. As the Programme progresses the activities 
will gradually intensify. It is obvious that more funds will also be needed in the foreseeable future. 
On the other hand, the funds available are not allowed to be spent outside the scope of the 
budget heads listed in the GOI guidelines ,although there is an urgent need to cover various other 
items, such as insurance, medical care and building of special reserve funds for unforeseen 
circumstances.

As the image of the Mahila Samakhya Programme has already been broadly spread and, as 
experience shows that the necessary lessons have been learned, (not forgetting the economical 
principle of scale) the Programme could be rather effectively disseminated to other regions 
(villages, districts and States of India). Therefore, provided that the necessary steps are taken to 
standardise and professionalise the Programme implementation structure, the mission recommends 
the continuation o f the funding.

4.7.2 More clarity regarding financial roles and responsibilities, and transparency of procedures

The current function of an accountant is still more that of a bookkeeper than that of a provider of 
relevant information for the management of the programme at the respective level. The manager, 
in turn, often only executes the Programme whereas the actual financial decision-making 
management is in the hands of the Executive Committee. In many cases, of course, there is no 
alternative, as the capacity of the functionaries rarely matches the required profile for the 
positions. This, again, is a result of the choice of Programme, which deliberately does not wish to 
recruit people motivated only by salaries.

Moreover, the procedures regarding the preparation of the annual budget may have become 
clearer and more effective. But looking at the procedures regarding the expenditures and release of 
money within the framework of the approved budgets, the que.stion remains to what extent is 
there really decentralisation of financial powers.

If decentralisation of financial powers is to be achieved there should be more clarity regarding the 
financial roles and responsibilities at different levels and concerned staff officers need to be 
prepared and trained accordingly. There should also be greater transparency w ith  regard to the 
procedures and requirements regarding expenditures and release of funds.
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4.7 .3  Recommendations regarding the financial planning

The programme structure's capacity for more realistic planning for the next fiscal year could be 
enhanced by the initial in-depth analysis of the current status of the Mahila Samakhya Programme, 
its plans and actual outcome. The actual expenditures should be reviewed and compared w ith  the 
budgeted ones, with an immediate analysis of the reasons and motives for the discrepancies. This 
review could be performed in the same way as during the evaluation mission.

The suggestion might be to organise initially the joint group session, including all persons involved 
both in the planning and implementation levels of activities to create overall awareness and 
strengthen the capacity of relevant and realistic planning and budgeting, which might then serve 
more as a management tool and not solely as pure cost estimation.

4.7 .4  Recommendations regarding budget methodology

The GOI guidelines cannot be treated as absolute norms for any achievement-oriented project. 
They should be seen as indications, guidelines, being open for the necessary and relevant 
modifications. The entire planning and budgetary period can remain in correspondence w ith the 
national planning, i.e. five year term. (For the purpose of extension into new States, the first five- 
year period can be extended into a second term).

This allows a perspective generally accepted and absorbed. Within the project itself, the five year 
period should result in annual plans which, when necessary, can be broken into further smaller and 
relevant periods of quarters or, depending on the kind of actions/expenditures, months. The 
shorter the period, the better the opportunity for monitoring and required management actions.

The budget plans should be visible. Each participant in Mahila Samakhya should be informed about 
his/her responsibility w ithin the budgetary planning and control and the entire system should be 
documented in a complete and transparent way.

The current zero-budgeting, based on the detailed and strict planning needs to be completed to 
allow it to be flexible and fit into the perspective of the Programme growth and development and 
cope w ith  changing external circumstances.

4.7 .5  Recommendations regarding budget implementation - utilisation of funds

Experience from the programme implementation in the previous years should be taken into account 
when preparing future budgets. The developed norms, patterns in the recurring unit prices and 
other costs related to the activities and all other differentiation factors, may all influence the future 
estimation of certain kinds of expenditures. When cost may be unpredictable, more insight into the 
market mechanisms and sensitivities may be needed. This could be built into a required continuous 
professional training scheme.

Proper attention should be paid to the estimation of the salaries of the staff at all levels. The 
proposed flexibility could be added by breaking the contract period in tw o shorter periods of, say 
tw o  years or, even more simple, to build in the performance assessment moment after tw o years 
functioning w ith  the possible increase of salary of, say 20%. The sahayoginis should be treated as 
the other Programme staff and as professionals.

The under spending which has accumulated every following year's budget as "capital fund" needs 
to be taken into consideration accordingly. The past reasons for the under-spending were mainly 
caused by an insufficient insight in the programme dynamics. The initial years evidently (and 
logically) needed more time and money for the set-up of the programme structure while the 
activities could be accelerated only after this structure was put in place.

Moreover, as these gains cannot be used for other purposes than those indicated in the budget 
and complying w ith the GOI guidelines, it can be expected that the current problem of under-
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spending will continue, unless a solution in the form of additional utilisation of these reserves is 
found.

A proposal for sonne items to realise this suggestion comprises:
* some part of the current under-spending to be rolled-over to the following year for its

accelerated activities,
* another part to be added to the contingency fund for miscellaneous purposes (to be

specified),
* a third final part to be allotted for a special reserve fund at State level to be used at the

discretion of the Programme Managers, {e.g. supplementary funds for Technical 
Assistance or Programme extension to other districts).

4 .7 .6  Recommendations on budget administration

The norms and formats for budgetary processes, both for planning and monitoring should be 
simple to use, uniform throughout the states and standardised for all States where the Mahila 
Samakhya Programme is being implemented. Only then will budget monitoring be relevant and 
user-friendly and offer the valid comparative data.

Proposed is that accountants should prepare reports for monitoring the utilisation o f funds in 
reasonable and relevant periods of time and based on valid information from the implementers. 
Such periods could correspond w ith the periods o f regular monthly team meetings both at State 
and district levels. This would not create another line of communication and would allow the 
accountants to contribute effectively to the planning and control processes. They should also be 
involved in the preparation o f the formulation of the strategic plans o f their unit, further specified 
in activity plans, so that they can not only assist these units in the translation of these plans into 
financial terms but actually participate and contribute to the monitoring processes necessary for 
management actions, w ithout interfering w ith  the final decision of the SPDs and DPCs.

4.7 .7  Recommendations regarding budget monitoring and control

The plans and budgets should be monitored jointly by the core team (management team) of the 
respective unit, each of the members having his/her specific responsibility. The manager will have 
final responsibility for the performance (both operational and financial) of the entire structure under 
his/her supervision. This requires the continuation of a simple, flat management structure, w ith 
more transparent professional links, recognisable roles and responsibilities. Such a structure allows 
the team to be aware of the information which they need to provide in their fields of operation.

The accountant, as stated in the previous paragraph prepares the financial overviews w ith an 
explanation/justification of mutations incorporated, the team members prepare the report on the 
status of project in their activity fields. Only then can the manager fo llow  the progress of the 
project and take timely decisions. The manager, in turn, informs the team about the possible 
modifications from outside the Programme, which might be of importance for the progress of the 
entire Programme.

4.8  Summary of the main conclusions regarding financial management linked to the terms of 
reference

a) Expenditure and the utilisation of funds in relation to approved budgets

All expenditures are part of the Government of India Guidelines and include;
* field (sangha) activities
* staff salaries
* staff training
as sub-heads in the Guidelines.
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Main reasons for under-spending during past programme years:
* '  too ambitious activity planning and budgeting
* understaffing - staff turnover and vacancies - due to lengthy recruitment procedures and

problems in finding suitable candidates, esp. for management or specialist positions
* cost cutting caused by female sense fo r the sound management o f household money, in

the villages combined w ith influence o f  women's own contributions, their improved
negotiating skills and abilities to tap other available resources
absence of a professional staff development scheme in the activity and budget planning at 
all levels due to workload and lack of time.

Problems experienced by the implementing staff regarding financial planning:
lack of clarity in interpretation of budget heads and absence of headings for certain
expenditures (e.g. health checks and security provisions for staff)

* unit prices, calculated in 1988, are too low considering inflation, the changing market and
rising cost, and have not been adjusted to current rates and changes in salary structures 
w ithin the government and outside. This refers especially to the following;

remuneration (salaries and allowances) of sahayoginis, teachers of childcare 
centres, literacy teachers and MSK teachers, honoraria for resource persons, 
external trainers etc.
rates for renting buildings for office space and MSK 
Sangha hut
maintenance, replacement and acquisition of equipment {vehicles, office 
equipment, VHR, PCs, fax etc.

b) Parties involved in the financial planning and their understanding of the budgetary
procedures

All levels of the Mahila Samakhya Programme, from the sangha to the State Office are involved in 
activity planning. However, activity planning and financial planning remain separate entities. The 
finalisation of financial planning is still, to a large extent, in hands of the State Office even though 
it is prepared by district co-ordinators together w ith  their accountants and based on the activity 
planning designed "bottom -up". The final responsibility for approval of annual plans and budgets is 
w ith the Executive Committee.

The procedures regarding the preparation of the annual budget may have become clearer and more 
realistic in recent years, but the question remains to what extent is there really decentralisation of 
financial authority. There is still lack of clarity and transparency as to the delegation of powers for 
expenditures and release of money within the approved budgets. The financial powers at all levels 
of the Mahila Samakhya Programme structure appear to be clearly formulated in the articles of the 
Mahila Samakhya Association. In practice however, possibly due to (a) the power of further 
delegation given to the State Programme Directors, and (b) the lack of sufficiently competent and 
motivated personnel, especially at the district level, it may happen that the SPD tend to keep more 
power in their own hands (e.g. signing the invoices, signing the approvals for purchases etc.). This 
is perfectly understandable and effective as to elimination of the financial errors, but not always 
progressive in the scope of learning and motivating processes. The same can happen between the 
district and the village levels. On the other hand the Executive Committees which delegate many 
powers to the SPDs tend to keep the final decision-making powers to the EC regarding issues 
they feel are important (such as allocation of money for involvement of external expertise). Such 
situations could become a cause for frustration and delay in the implementation of activities and a 
reason for under-spending (because the release of the budget has not been approved and 
consequently activities are postponed or not taking place). The recommendation would be an 
enhancement of transparency by means of clarification of the ambiguities in the formulation of the 
'delegation of financial powers'.

The positive attempts to streamline budgetary procedures by training the Mahila Samakhya 
Programme staff need to be encouraged and continued for the relevant parties at all levels. 
Increased acceptance of responsibility by the sanghas for their support structures should lead, in 
the future, to added financial decision-making by the sanghas.
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c) Extended budget neutral financial and management planning

An extension of the Dutch financial assistance is justified, if the basic philosophy of the 
programme is maintained, ensured and where necessary strengthened, requiring a revision of the 
five-year budget (1998 - 2002/3). The revision is to be based on the following:
* review, updating and recalculation of unit costs for programme activities and provisions,

taking into account inflation correction and costs changes
* review and recalculation of the salary structure and introduction of an differentiated salary

structure for sahayoginis and programme staff allowing
promotion on merit and performance 
compensation for inflation
adjustments to remain compatible w ith (changes in) salary levels in the 
Government and in the NGOs-world,
incentives (house rent allowance and/or hardship allowance for work under 
extreme conditions)
medical care and insurance for staff and sahayoginis

* adequate provisions for professional development of programme staff (including
sahayoginis)

* provisions for maintenance, replacement and purchase of new equipment

The recalculated budget should also take into account the expansion of the programme at different 
levels (block, district, new districts) w ithin the state, and for the expansion into new States.

d) Directions for future planning:

The follow ing measures are recommended:
* to organise an in-depth review of planned budgets and realised expenditures at district and

State ievels w ith all parties involved (see above) offering a better insight in procedures, 
relevant division of tasks and responsibilities and identification of problems and training 
needs w ith regard to the (financial) planning

* to visualise the effect of sangha financial input, savings, funds from other sources within
the scope of sanghas becoming financially self-reliant

* to strengthen the acceptance of responsibility of sanghas for their support structures (e.g.
all types of educational and literacy centres) which might increase the feasibility of linking 
this w ith greater financial responsibility. This would imply handing over to the sanghas the 
Mahila Samakhya provisions for e.g. teachers of childcare/pre-school education centres, 
non-formal education and adult education centres and related costs.

e) Technical Assistance

The use of the provision for Technical Assistance has been limited to the organisation of a 
successful international workshop with participants from African countries and neighbouring 
countries in Asia and for technical assistance by resource persons.

At national level it is felt that the provision of Technical Assistance can play an important role in 
facilitating further capacity development of functionaries in the programme at different levels such 
as exposure visits to and intei’action w ith  programmes in other countries, training at relevant 
institutes abroad, participation in international conferences and seminars, hosting seminars and 
workshops on issues relating to women's education empowerment and development.

The optimal utilisation of the TA provision requires that the information on the provision will be 
shared w ith the states at all levels, and that criteria and guidelines be prepared and agreed upon, 
so that is clear at all levels how to access and benefit from the available provision.
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f) The rote of the Royal Netherlands Embassy

Within the time frame of the evaluation mission there was no opportunity to assess the role o f the 
RNE.

The overall impression gained from the field discussions is that there is a regular contact of 
embassy sta ff w ith  the National Programme Director. There is no direct involvement of embassy 
staff w ith the implementation of the State Programme, which is as it should remain.
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ANNEX I

MAHHA

INDO-SCTCH EV3^UA3rrCN, 1996

TERMS OF REFERENCE INDO-OCfTCH EVALUATION MAHILA SAMAKHYA

aACKGSCOtg)

Manilla Saaakiiya i^srgsc in rasponse "2 zis Macisnai Poiicv cr: 
£ciucar:.ca, 198 6, vr^cr. ^v'.saqec. aducacior. as an aceni: of change 
:!.r. Che basic szacus of women. The prograame aiias ac
eainowemenc of wcaen :̂::roug .̂ creacir.g a conduc:.ve environsenr 
and generating a ie=anci for learning. The prcgramca is 
sponsored by ihe N'echar-ancs Goverrjaenu in four Sfaras, :..a ., 
.Andhra Pradesh, 'Jrtar Pracesh, Kamacaica and Gj'araz:. Jlahila 
Samalchya fits in witn the fs’jr incar-reiatad srinciplas cf 
physical, eccnoaic, pc__ticai and sccio-cuitural aspects cf the 
autonomy pri.nciple of -he Indo-Dutch -eveicpaient Cooperation 
prograrme.

The programme is :le x i::ie  and facilitatitre in r.ar.ire and is 

process, rather than, target orientad. The prograane is guidec 

by the 'non- r.agotiacle' principles, i . e . ,  allowing su ffic ien t  

space and time to wonisn to come together and to influence the 

shape and pace of the programme, to create an environment of 

learning that w ill  enan.a them to question, conceptualise, see;-; 

atnswers, act ana. refle-tt on their actions ana also acquire the 

necessary s k ills  ana capacities to oetermine their own 

aevelopment. In t.t_i process, t-te role of the pro 'ect 

functionaries ana agent-is -.3 fac ilitative  and not oirecti'7e.

. ^ 1  programme intar"=r.tions are oevelopea in rasponse to 

articu.atecL local r.eecs inc oemanas.

The y;a.-'.ila 3angna women's oollective; at t.-.e T illage  level is 

tne -oaa_ point of t.--a rrogramme ana all activities are plarr.ec 

arouna tne Sang.na.

The '*£ orogramme itartro un 1539-';9 :.n X.amata.-:a, 3u 'arat  and 

■Ĵ itar Pracasn ana -'as txta.naec to .-x.ahra -raaesn at the end of 

1292. acaition  :o :.-ase :our, Tuton rm aec /.S programmes, tne

rm otioning i.n iihar, ;iachya ? raaesn ana 

:.t part o : tne 3ihar taucation Project- ana 

ana -jsam, autonomous :iS societies nave bee.n
- •  —  * ------ 'a - - . -  0 — - a . —

programme -s a

.-.ssam. In 3iha:

i.t Machya Praae

set ':p oy :n e  D:

Tiven tne ■iXL

expansion. MS 1

States ana 5 v^r.

MS r.as a pravi

£ :ooe 5el:- definition ana
ACT “ --aT’ a ' -.•■."-a*' — *

oT-'
eva-.uac-3r.s. lacr. r.as a ccr.z:.*ucu3 prccass z z  sal--

eva.uac-cr.. Tr.ere ceer. ivo extarzal, eva^uacicr.s: zr.e
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Indo- Duccs evaiuacion of 1991 and zh.e Nacionai Evaiaacion ia 
1993.

In a review of uhe total Indo-Dutch Cooperation progranme during 
1982-92, the Inspection aavised that indicators for measuring 
progress and impact be developed. In a series of siauitaneous 
efforts, parameters have been aeveloped (by Manila Sanajdiya, 
Jams'aeda. Khan and Bouhuisl far intamal and external eval'iation.

. The mission is.-urged to use the matrix in Annexure A.

1. TEBhS OF SEFEREMC:

To review the progress of the programme over the last 5 years 
anc assess its lapact m  tarzis of ampoweniient of women.

To assess and analyse processes of empowerment at the Sangha 

level (Village collective).

2 . P A R ^TS B S  rOR ITVAUJATICN

The evaluation team will utilise t.he set of parameters :.V.r.exur2 
to assess the progrsss ana process of empowerment of rural 

women througn the :ianila Samakhya Programme. In addition, the 
mission will address the following as vell:

Is there an impact of the programme on women's personal and
family life using the autonomy principle?

To what extent has MS been able to lay the grcunc for a 

grassroots level women's movement; facilitate women's 

political participation and evoJ-ve a focus on womens' 
rignts?

How successful r.as MS been in acdressing women's issues 

cutting across casta and class oivices?

>fhat IS the emerging trend across tne four States in terms 

of pace of growtn anc impact?

Turing the prograimae Manila ;hi/.s.tan Kendras have emerrec
as i strong part of tne programme. /Ihat impact oc t.-.= '.-ISKs 
have:

Is tne reporting 'ufficient to rire a clear insignt into 
the programme?

.-.ssess the interface of '.iS ■•ith otner ecucational 
programmes lixe -?£?.

Is tne evaluation matrix an effective ana wcri-caole tool? 

Can It be appi_ec to the different States? '

Assess the exnansion stratecies in 1—-
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Reconanend aeasures to dissemicace MS scracagiea in ncn-MS 
areas/programmes sotiix wiciiin and oucside the country.

Financial Managgmgnr

Assess and analyse axcenditurs and utilisation of funds in 
relation “o appro^red budgets. In Txew of underspending in 
tiie current proqect period, how realistic is b-udget 
planning in HS? Provide directions for future planning..

Who is invoiced in planning? Sow far are planning an^
budgetary procaduras i^nderstood by project personnel? To 
what extent are tnese.processes transparent?

Is an extended budget-neutral financial and aanageaent 

planning feasible?

Is the Technical Assistance amount well used? Can it be
better ’osed?

Assess the role or RNE.

3. SVALOATICW PSOCSSS

Team Composition

1- The evaluation team will comprise of f^o senior Dutch
experts and ~^o senior Indian experts who are familiar wich 
the MS process and philosophy as well as with gender

issues.

1. Claudine Hellnan
1. A financial/r:anagement expert
2. Vasant ;<annaciran 
4. Leela Galati

Duration

I. The evaluation will be done iuring the period 11th to tr.e 
23tn of Moveaoer, 1396.

3. The evaluation w:.ll begin with i briefing ir. jelhi ::r. tne
lit.-. Movesoer, 1296 bv tr.e Matizna- Office .inci ?.N£.

4. Tbe aval'iation team will visit all the four States, "Jttar
Pracesn., .\nchra ' Pracesn. C-u.:arat and Karnataka ano, 
interact at various levels, " i . e ., t.-.e village, the listrirt 
ana the State.

3. The evaluation nission will interact with representatives

of t.".e '.■lational P.esourte Group of MS and the GCI at tha 
national level.
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4. DCaagNTA.TTGW

The faiiowiag docjnencacijn will ba aade available “a zhs cean:

1. Manila Sainaichya, Ministry of Human Resourca Ue'^eiopaenr 
(Projecz  Doc-menc)

2. Manila Saioaxnya, Macionai C v e m e w ,  1992-93; 1993-96

3. Manila Samaxiiya, ^^aclonal iTaluacion Raporr

4. Knowledge is like flawing water, 1995

3. Se can cnange our wcrli, 1995

5. Women's CollecriTes in Manila SaEaxhya — A Study, 1996 

Manila Shi;<snan Kendras, 1996

3. Training in '.^ahlla Samaid .̂ya, 1396

9. Annual Reports oz Manila Sanaichya progranme in Karnataka, 
U?, Ga3ara" anc Anchra Pradesn.

10. Indo-Dutch E7aluation Report, 1991.

5 .  seporti^k;

The Mission will :iraft a sunmary of findings inducing  

conclusions ana raconmendations in an .Aide Meaoira. This will 
oe presented and tiiscussec at a ^oint neeting of representatives 
of tne Govemnent of I.-icia anc tne ^^et.'*erlands Elaoassy on I3th 
oz Moveaoer, 1996. before zhe Mission leaves.

The report will oe oresentac in =. draft :or=. before 21st if 
leceniDer, 1996.
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS BASED ON THE RELDVISITS IN ANDHRA PRADESH 
AND UTTAR PRADESH 

1. Major conclusions and some reflections

The overview of the issues and trends in the Mahila Samakhya Programme as outlined in the 
Mahila Samakhya National Evaluation Report (1993) is generally confirmed by the findings of the 
team in Andhra Pradesh" and Uttar Pradesh.

The Mahila Samakhya Programme has brought about major changes in the lives and situations of 
the women involved. Like the National Evaluation Report we emphasise the follow ing as important 
achievements.

A foundation for women's empowerment at the grassroots level has been built. Although 
sanghas differ in form and size, the majority are committed to  collective action to  solve 
their own problems.

Women have moved ahead from expecting the programme to deliver material benefits, to 
understanding empowerment in a broader perspective, and to  seeing the sangha as a 
forum where they can share and analyse their own issues and problems.

In many cases, women have come together in sanghas in spite of traditional communal 
and caste divides.

Many sanghas have been able to initiate action on issues of importance to  the larger 
community, and have been able to mobilise the support of others in the village, including 
men, to make government delivery systems more accountable to the community.

Issues such as domestic violence, oppressive social customs and discrimination against 
women have in many cases been firmly established as social and community issues rather 
than as merely problems of individuals for families.

Sanghas have been able to identify and articulate their needs. They have mobilised their 
own resources and have received support from the programme to plan and implement 
strategies for change in areas such as literacy, health, water supply, savings and credit, 
child care, education and economic development.

The Sakhis and Sahayoginis are self-confident, competent and motivated women w ith  a 
deep understanding of, and commitment to, the ideology of Mahila Samakhya. They form 
a strong and mutually supportive network. Mahila Samakhya has given them a distinct 
voice and identity, and has supported and facilitated their evolution into a resource for 
change at the village level.

The Programme has continued to be shaped and directed by the needs and priorities of 
women themselves, rather than by any pre-set targets or blueprints. There has been no 
dilution of the emphasis on process.

Regarding the issues and concerns that emerge the report of the National Evaluation (1993) refers 
to the following:
1. empowerment at the sangha level
2. structures and systems

ANNEX 2
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3. strengthening need based interventions
4. training
5. prospects of sahayoginis
6. long term perspective for sangfias.

The National Evaluation Report points out that the empowernnent processes have progressed 
unevenly for the sakhis, sahayoginis and sangha members. It points the fact that programme 
interventions such as training opportunities and skill building are more frequent and intensive at 
this level. This is confirmed by our findings. The report also points out that the perspective and 
understanding of the philosophy of the programme is limited at the sangha level. The sanghas 
seem issue-based w ith a focus on short strategies rather than on organisation building in the long 
term. This is completely confirmed by our findings as well.

The only long term vision seems to be that the children will be educated and go to school, th is  
does reflect a major concern of the Mahila Samakhya Programme. The role of the sanghas in 
ensuring children's education is one of the indicators of empowerment in the Programme.

While sangha women have begun to compromise, confront and create a space for themselves 
w ithin the family and community there is no visible evidence yet o f consistently building on, or 
consolidating this space. In Andhra Pradesh, especially, the main emphasis is on access to 
resourres, while the reference to violence or collective struggle around social practices is limited to 
child marriage and jogini initiation. Issues of violence against women up incidentally but not yet 
addressed in terms of power and legal justice'. The programme in Andhra Pradesh is younger and 
the process of consolidation is yet to begin.

The priority of social issues seems to be coming from the Karyakarthas (sahayoginis) who did 
express as one of their frustrations the fact that they were forced to set aside their own agendas 
and respond to the women’s survival needs. The discrepancy between sangha women prioritising 
their basic survival needs and the Mahila Samakhya's empowerment agenda is a very problematic 
area.

Given the levels of poverty and deprivation that exist in these districts survival needs will keep 
emerging all the time. It is also a fact that women simply do not articulate their oppression or 
suffering but silently accept it as a fact of life. To be able to see the violence they suffer as an 
abridgement of their right or dignity women need to be aware of the options available to them. 
And that emphasis on options is lacking. And this is directly linked to capacity building of 
sahayoginis and sangha leaders who are the catalysts.

The report of the National Evaluation (1993) points out that "Since Mahila Samakhya is a time- 
bound programme w ith the long-term goal of building an independent identity for the sanghas, 
processes at the village level require an intensive focus, w ith  strategies being designed to 
understand, take forward and strengthen empowering interventions for the sangha women. An 
essential prerequisite for this is building a deeper and better understanding of the nature of these 
processes and to evolve parameters to study empowerment through education, empowerment in 
the context of personal relationships and in relation to economic independence, and women's 
strategies to negotiate space for themselves w ith in  the family and community. It is essential to 
help the sangha women to develop a holistic gender perspective which encompasses all the 
aspects of the reality of their lives."

1
And th(s is in spite of having mobilised a rally on violence in Medak. Although a large rally on violervce had been 
held in the district following incidents of rape, neither the Karyakarthas nor the sangha wom en mentioned rt as an 
achievem ent. One Karyakaaha mentioned violence but more in the nature of disaster than as an aspect of power.
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While we agree in principle w ith this we feel that to achieve this tw o  things are required

1. The s ta ff o f the Mahila Samakhya a t every level need much more training and a sharpening o f  
their conceptual philosophical perspective. In the Andhra Pradesh team we felt that there was a 
distinct need for training and strengthening right up to the level o f the district co-ordinators, and 
district resource persons.

In Uttar Pradesh this was much more uneven. There was a great degree q f conceptual clarity 
among the experienced Sahayoginis and the, resource persons who were also confronting the 
problem of burnout and lack of avenues of career advancement and challenge. Among the newer 
ones there was an evident need for more training.

2. The Mahila Samakhya philosophy of allowing women at the sangha level to decide the pace 
and direction of their development may affect seriously the likelihood of women being sufficiently 
empowered to form  that "cadre of empowered rural woman who w ill take forward the pro'cess of 
collective action for change." Women, however, can define their development and priorities only 
w ith in  the parameters of their lived exp>erience and reality. W ithout the presence of options, 
w ithout a conscious and designed catalysing effect they w ill continue to define their 
empowerment purely in terms o f accessing resources - whether it is housing, JRY or DWCRA.

This is not to dismiss the significance of, these measures, but to  urge the need fo r a forward  
looking strategy tha t w ill prevent any sense o f statis or stagnation in the programme. In Tehri for 
instance women connect their survival need to the 'ja l', 'jungle' and 'jameen' (water, forest and 
land) and their struggle becomes a struggle to protect and preserve the environment. This link is 
important and qualitatively different from accessing resources.

In Banda and Saharanpur the critical concern is violence and it is d ifficu lt to  deal w ith an issue like 
violence w ithout the support of other movements and groups. We reiterate the warning in the 
National Evaluation Report: "It is envisaged that all the women who are presently part of the 
programme will ultimately form a cadre of aware and empowered rural women, who w ill take 
forward the process of collective action for change. The programme and its processes cannot be 
viewed in isolation, and should be seen as sharing a commitment to women's empowerment along 
with other movements and groups in the country. " (Emphasis VK)

Talking of the need to strengthen and corisolidate need based interventions the report points out 
that several innovative strategies and approaches have been evolved in response to local needs. 
"It is emphasized that these interventions have now progressed beyond the preliminary stage and 
more focused planning, as well as a greater degree of skill is now called for. A long term 
perspective and a better understanding o f literacy in the larger framework o f women's 
empowerment, a qualitative enhancement o f pedagogy as well as involvement of literacy experts 
in designing curricula and post-literacv materials, and linkage of literacy activities w ith  
opportunities for further learning and skill training, are all essential to ensure that these 
interventions are ultimately empowering.(Emphasis VK).

Similar challenges are emerging in programmes for children's learning, education for drop-out girls, 
vocational and skill training, group economic activities and participation in Panchayats.”

Regarding training the evaluation report points to the fact that training programmes w ith women 
who share the values and ideology of Mahila Samakhya have initiated processes that were 
instrumental in providing the opportunity for women to build strengths and solidarity and develop a 
collective framework for understanding gender. These trainings also provide networks and links 
w ith  the larger women's rpovement. What is in evidence now is a kind of drawing together and a 
certain degree of 'closing in' as experiences and competencies w ith in the programme have grown.
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Yet, training seems to have become to be considered as an Informal and internal process of 
reflection and exploration. This 'closing in ’ can be seen as a result o f reluctance to interference 
from other NGOs and external organisations which might perhaps have another philosophy. It 
could also result from reluctance of interference of NGOs in a Government programme. Or it 
results from the need to build a coherence and unity w ithin the team, which can then link the 
issues to the concrete problems on the ground.

The problem here is that while a training that explores the self and makes women aware of their 
inner resources and energies can build capacity and leadership quality, it cannot substitute for 
specific skills or information. The ideal would be to balance the tw o. What has happened in most 
instances is that when sahayoginis ask for more information on specific demands from the 
sanghas the provision of such information in training or reflection meetings becomes a substitute 
for perspective building. This is not necessarily deliberate, but could be a result of the pace of the 
programme and tack of time. Gradually in the process of responding to the growing demands from 
the field, perspective building and conceptual clarity take a back seat.

It is also good to remember that not everybody is a good trainer and that not every resource 
person and Karyakartha can replace experienced trainers however much we value participatory 
processes.

The balance between building capacity internally and tapping to the fullest, resources available 
externally is also a d ifficu lt issue and needs to be considered. The Report o f the National 
Evaluation (1993) points out that "however, the evaluation shows that there is a change in the 
nature of the activities of the sangha level, w ith  many groups moving ahead from the stage of 
reflecting on and exploring the need and implications of coming together, to tackling collective 
action on specific issues." The evaluators also emphasise the need to ensure that empowering 
learning processes which were part of their initial phase of training for the sakhis and sahayoginis, 
are experienced by the other women in the sangha as well. "There is a clear need for more 
focused and strategic training programmes which will be tailored to  meet specific learning needs 
and which will strengthen and reinforce concepts and skills built earlier."

This is something we would also urge strongly from our findings.

2.2 Recommendations

* More traning and perspective building for the staff.
* More emphasis on management skills, planning and professional capacity. This does not

mean tb^t the process orientation is sacrificed. It means that while the process is 
prioritised for the sangha women, the karyakarthas and sta ff must be strengthened to deal 
w ith the increasing demand from the field. Commitment by itself does not replace 
competence and the organisation needs to concentrate on building competence.

* The whoie programme seems to revolve around voluntarism, dedication and the indefinite 
avaiiabil^iy of a single woman (w ithout family responsibility). This needs to be streamlined 
to allow women to work for a given period intensively and then be able to have predictable 
timings so that there is not burn out or rapid turnover of staff.

,* Staff saary, allowances, health & accident insurance, housing, childcare need to be
attendee to and improved if women are to work to their best capacity w ithout sacrificing 
their own interests.

* Periodic reorientation and fresh interactions outside the MS family at all levels to fulfil the
promise of the programme.

50



OBSERVATIONS AND FINDINGS BASED ON THE FIELDVISIT IN GUJARAT 

SUMMARY

ANNEX 3

1. The Programme

In Gujarat Mahila Samakhya has been in existence since 1989 and started to be implemented in 
three districts. The Programme has gradually extended its coverage within the districts and has 
extended its outreach in a fourth District. The thrust of Mahila Samakhya is on the building of 
village-level mahila sanghas or women's collectives. The sangha collective is the epicentre which 
gives direction to the process of empowerment generating self-directed development and learning 
processes. Mahila Samakhya has taken a formidable task upon its shoulders and has succeeded in 
reaching out to women who, under the prevailing conditions in Gujarat, have otherwise remained 
unreached, invisible and voiceless. From the first attempts to estat>lish rapport with the poorest 
women in the villages, to gain their trust and confidence in an often hostile environment, to start a 
process off through collective reflection, decision making, planning and concerted action, 
women's collectives have emerged (or are emerging) in more than 600 rural villages in Gujarat.

The key actors in the building of a sangha are, apart from the village women, the sahayoginis and 
the sakhis. Most of the sahayoginis we met seemed remarkably capable and strong women, highly 
motivated and with a great commitment to their work, their 'mission' and to the sangha women.
As the result of the sakhi rotating system more than 2000 women have been trained, each sangha 
having a cadre of five to six trained and committed sakhis. They have become strong, assertive 
and articulate.

In the initial stages of sangha formation mainly infra-structural and community issues like access 
to water, road repair, electricity have been taken up. Such issues are relatively non-controversial 
and do not threaten the existing power structures and gender relationships. But they involve some 
amount of collective struggle and have helped in building solidarity and confidence in collective 
action.

Prevailing issues which over time have emerged and given attention to in the districts show a 
varied profile of activities related to e.g. health care and women's health awareness, female 
literacy and education of girls, legal issues and women's rights, economic empowerment, 
women's participation in politics. Special features of the Mahila Samakhya Programme in Gujarat 
are the organisation of learning/awareness raising camps for adolescent girls and the mobilisation 
of thousands of women during celebrations and melas around relevant issues.

2. The impact of Mahila Samakhya on women's lives

2.1 Empowered women

The Programme as it has evolved has made an empowering impact on the lives of women 
participating in the Programme at different levels. The strongest noticeable effect is demonstrated 
in the existence of women's collectives in the villages. The impact of the Mahila Samakhya on the 
lives of rural women is that the sangha has become a source of strength upon which they can 
draw for solving personal and community problems individually as well as collectively. The sangha 
has provided women with the social and emotional space which enables them to shed their fears
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and break out of physical and cultural barriers that have confined their lifespace. The sangha 
confirms their identity as women and gives space and right to a dignified life for single women. 
Slowly and gradually women are beginning to assert their rights in order to get greater control of 
their lives and make changes.

The areas where Mahila Samakhya, through the mahila sanghas, has achieved most apart from 
gaining dignity and self-respect is in accessing government schemes and services, in health 
awareness and care, in literacy education. The approach used is based on women's assertion of 
their (equal) rights and entitlements to social welfare services, community provisions, economic 
schemes, educational provisions and health services. They do not challenge power structures and 
particularly gender relationships directly. But they affect the balance of powers in an indirect way, 
not in the least by the public respect and recognition gained. And this reflects back on the status 
and bargaining power of women in their families, their increased control of financial resources and 
family decisions, and their ability to fight and resist violence. The direct improvements are mainly 
noticeable in the area of basic survival needs and improving the circumstances in the personal and 
family sphere.

Women have started conquering new public spaces during the last tw o  years through their 
involvement in the Panchayati Raj elections as voters and as candidates, and through the 
initiatives of women in e.g. Baroda to establish women's courts (nari adalat) at the Block level in 
front of the police and magistrate's office. And women are occupying new economic spaces by 
entering into new occupations like hand-pump mechanics and masons.

Political rights
Sangha women used their right to vote in supporting female candidates, women contested unfair 
election politics and resist'fed pressurising and being bribed. 284 MS women got elected and a 
number of them became a Sarpanch. The experience has helped to demystify the notion that 
political functions are beyond reach for rural women w ith  their backgrounds. And now women 
begin to realise the enormous challenge they are coping w ith from their new positions in the 
current socio-political environment and its inherent gender biases against women. The involvement 
of Mahila Samakhya in the elections have strengthened its visibility and has created high 
expectations about women's power and ability to influence political decision making from a 
perspective of social justice and equality. By now almost a year after the elections it is a good 
time for a review and assessment of the impact on the elected women, and look into the need for 
effective support in the form of further training and the development of a common women's 
agenda.

Women and law
In all districts attention is given to legal issues and violence against women in the sangha 
meetings. Recognition that such cases are legal issues led to the initiative of sangha women to set 
up a voluntary support structure in the form of a women's courts or 'nari adalat' at the Block level. 
The nari adalats have a great impact on the public recognition of women's legal rights, on the 
visibility of Mahila Samakhya, and on the credibility of the court as a trustworthy support 
structure, because of its transparent rules and procedures. It has created a change in the attitude 
of officials and in their application of the rules: they now take women's issues seriously. The 
initiative has commanded respect and co-operation from the local authorities. And the court has 
created a sense of sisterhood among women across caste and village divides as women from 
other caste groups and from other villages also bring their cases and they are treated equally.

Economic empowerment
Sangha women in all districts have started savings and loans schemes. These saving schemes give 
women a feeling of having more control over financial resources and access to cash when in need. 
Loans are mostly used for individual and personal purposes, seldom for investing in economic
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and/or collective enterprises. There is a great concern about sanghas breaking apart because of 
conflicts arising from dealing with savings schemes and from the emergence of economic interest 
groups within the sanghas.

2 .2  Areas needing attention

Meeting wom en's basic survival needs and the Mahila Samakhya empowerment agenda 
The empowerment agenda of Mahila Samakhya is bound to be at odds with the non- 
interventionist approach of the Programme and the emphasis on sangha women identifying their 
needs and priorities. Finding the balance between .this is problem facing the sahayoginis and the 
District staff. The agendas of the sangha women are based on their experienced realities within 
the framework of their geo-political and socio-cultural environments and the accepted values and 
biases that shape their positions in their gendered societies. Given their situation of poverty and 
deprivation they naturally articulate their needs in terms of basic survival and improvement of the 
quality of life. Without a conscious and deliberate input on building new perspectives based on 
equality, social justice and women’s human rights there is a risk of stagnation of the growth of the 
empowerment processes. The day to day practice of constant preoccupation with running after 
meeting women's immediate needs may overtake (non-intended) the fong term empowerment 
perspective. And this may create a risk that Mahila Samakhya becomes more of a demand driven 
orgar. sation facilitating access to information and development resources, thereby loosing its 
identity as an empowerment Programme.

This is a very complex issue that the Programme needs to continuously come back to in its 
training strategy and that should remain on the agenda for critical reflection.

Strengthening o f the sanghas
The women we met in the meetings with the sanghas were impressively articulate and powerful. 
We noted, however, that spokes women were mainly the women who have attended the sakhi 
training. Questions can be raised as to what extent they have been able to share what they have 
learned with the sangha women and to which extent their empowerment has percolated down to 
the women in the sangha. Moreover, a long term perspective on sustaining the empowerment 
processes of and within the sanghas is absent. The internal training system needs to be reviewed 
and made more strategically oriented towards capacity and perspective building of women in the 
sanghas.

About 45%  of the sanghas in Gujarat have been identified as being strong in terms of identity, 
internal dynamics and sharing of responsibilities, sensitivity to women's equality and social justice, 
use of collective strength. Yet, they need to become more self-reliant in managing their own 
affairs and able to connect their activities to a clearer and holistic perspective on gender.

Besides, more than half of the sanghas need further strengthening and support in terms of sangha 
consolidation and perspective building. More attention need to be given to training at sangha level 
and it will be a great challenge for the programme staff with the sakhis and sahayoginis to engage 
in evolving special training/learning programmes to be conducted with women in their sanghas 
around issues raised by them focused on enhancement of a gender perspective, strengthening of 
the sangha from within and capacity building for the self-reliance of the sangha.

For the further development of empowerment strategies at the sangha level more insight is needed 
in the internal dynamics of the sangha development and the dimensions of the empowerment 
processes of and among women at the sangha level. The initiative of the Programme to start a 
project of participatory documentation of the sangha development process with the sangha 
members can be considered as a start for getting into the heart of the sangha. This can be
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supplemented by an in-depth study focused on the internal and external dynamics guiding the 
processes w ithin the sangha.

Women's economic empowerment
Economic issues in areas of e.g. wages, improved labour conditions, employment creation and 
income generation seem to be d ifficu lt to deal with. The need for economic development, regular 
work, higher and stable incomes is high on the priority list of sangha women. But dealing w ith the 
recurring economic demands of women is an area for which Mahila Samakhya - as a process 
oriented, non-input delivery organisation - has not yet found a suitable answer, nor has it been 
able to define its role. The economic empowerment of women is an area which needs further 
thinking and strategizing, perhaps by exploring possibilities for capacity building and vocational 
skills training, and for strengthening economic support structures initiated by women in 
combination w ith developing partnerships w ith  economic/rural development programmes.

Collaboration with other organisations
Mahila Samakhya has expanded its collaboration with other, like minded, organisations, particularly 
in the areas awareness training and capacity building. The lessons learned from such collaborative 
efforts could help in evolving more active approaches to collaboration w ith  other agencies 
especially in the area of economic/rural/ agricultural and environmental development based on a 
participatory approach. Instead of focusing on organisations which are already present in a certain 
geographical area fvlahila Samakhya could encourage rural development organisations to come to 
areas which have been unreached and are now uncovered by Mahila Samakhya.

Women's rights under tribal law
One of the obstacles in dealing w ith  family violence and abuse of women from a legal perspective 
is that a number of the sanghas are in tribal areas which have their own tribal laws. A study about 
women's rights under tribal law in different tribal systems is required in order for women to know 
their rights and how to make use of them in order to seek justice. A better understanding of the 
tribal legal system is also relevant in relation to other legal issues such as property and inheritance 
rights ar\d rights to the use of tribal land e.g. for the building of the sangha hut.

Mahila Kutir
The building of a Mahila Kutir - providing 'space' for women to come together - has become a 
lengthy learning process requiring stamina from the sangha women and sahayoginis. The process 
has met w ith many disappointments and a certain fatigue seems to have set in because of 
sometimes insurmountable obstacles. The main constraints are

problems of getting land allocated, particularly in the tribal areas where land issues fall 
under the Tribal Area Development Programme,
the allocation for the sangha hut under the Mahila Samakhya is insufficient to meet the 
costs involved,

and perhaps some inflexibility in the adherence to the Mahila Samakhya rules regarding the 
transfer of land to the sanghas. One problem might be the lack of understanding about the tribal 
legislation regarding the use and allocation of land and the implications in respect to the status of 
the sanghas as autonomous entities w ithin a government programme.

Sanghas have been viery resourceful in finding solutions for the lack of funds. In many cases they 
have been able to raise funds from other sources, to find low cost solutions and to provide their 
own labour. Yet it is necessary to review the budgetary allocations for the sangha huts under the 
Mahila Samakhya budget and to bring it in line w ith the current price levels.
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3. Cutting across caste and class divides

Most of the sanghas in Mahila Samakhya are limited in caste composition to Scheudled Castes or 
belong to pecific tribal groups. Women from other caste groups sometimes attend sangha 
meetings and have started to bring cases of violence and injustice to the sanghas. The nari adalats 
in Baroda District deal w ith  legal cases from women regardless o f their caste background. The 
melas and celebrations organised by the sanghas are a start for breaking class/caste barriers. Child 
care centres, literacy classes, securing access o f girls to  good education, wom en's health and 
legal rights, and community issues like water are areas of common women’s interests where 
traditional caste divides can be broken.

In the sanghas there is a predominance o f women from older age groups. The sanghas could give 
more attention to involving young women and look into their needs, and to  reviewing relationships 
o f power and authority among women w ithin the family from a perspective of equality.

4. Toward a "grassroots women's movement

Mahila Samakhya Gujarat has an impressive record in mobilising more than ten thousand women 
around issues like women’s health, political participation, women and law, women's literacy etc. 
during melas and international celebrations. And sanghas have started networking and building 
linkages outside their villages. Their lobby and mobilisation activities are increasingly centred 
around women's legal and political rights, their right to health and education. The seeds for the 
emergence of a grassroots women's movement are there. Its grow th is linked to  the ability of 
Mahila Samakhya to broaden its coverage within the villages, w ith in the blocks and w ith in the 
districts, and develop a certain 'critical mass' of sangha women.

The Programme could perhaps make more intensive efforts of linking the sanghas w ith  the 
developments w ith in the women's movement and establishing closer contacts w ith  women's 
organisations and groups w ith in the districts and in the State.

5. Emerging trends

The emerging trends in Mahila Samakhya relate to the process of re-orientation and include
the new emphasis on conscious integration of a gender perspective to  the issues raised in 
the sanghas,
the identification of a limited number of focal points per district around which activities will 
be centred,
renewed attention to the role of Mahila Samakhya in relation to the economic 
empowerment of women and collaboration w ith  other agencies,
mobilisation of women around women's issues and the gradual emergence of a grassroots 
women’s movement,
the increasing emphasis on training at sangha level aimed at perspective building and 
capacity building for self-reliance o f the sangha. —

One of the emerging trends in the Mahila Samakhya Programme in Gujarat is the transition from 
the sakhi rotation model to the so called sangha model. This is an important step towards 
decentralised financial management and decision-making, and towards self-reliance of the 
sanghas, if it is accompanied by training of the sangha members in financial management and 
skills required to be self-reliant.
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An on-going debate in Mahila Samakhya concerns cluster forming and the building of a federation 
of sanghas in combination w ith  the development of support structures at the block level. Sanghas 
are already actively engaged in networking and mobilisation around common issues above sangha 
level. Sakhis are seeking support from sakhis m other villages to strengthen their voices and 
powers when dealing w ith authorities at block or district levels. And sanghas have initiated their 
own legal support structure by establishing their women's courts. These dynamics emerging from 
the sanghas are very positive in terms of growing strength. The role of Mahila Samakhya is then to 
strengthen the human resources for these sangha networks and support structures. This will 
provide new roles for sangha women and sakhis, such as the para legal counsellors in Baroda. For 
sahayoginis it may offer opportunities for horizontal and vertical mobility, for role differentiation 
and specialisation, and for new career paths.

6. Expansion strategies

The current situation w ith sanghas in different stages of strength (formation stage, consolidation 
stage, weakened, strong) calls for a diversified strategy. This strategy is to be based on the 
lessons learned in the past, the increased presence and visibility in the State and within the 
districts and the current momentum of spontaneous expansion via the sanghas:

The process of expansion is to be seen in connection w ith the process of de-linking the strong 
sanghas and strengthening of their capacities to become self-reliant. The following points of 
attention can guide the formulation and implementation of the expansion strategy;

reinforcing the sangha strength and capacity building for self-reliance of the older sanghas; 
de-linking the strong and self reliant sanghas from direct sahayogini support; 
promoting sanghas to become a community forum of women across caste, class or 
religious divides,
strengthening networking among sanghas and the formation of cluster groups, 
strengthening and building of support structures at the block level,
forming new sanghas in areas surrounding the clusters wherein Mahila Samakhya already 
exists,
involving the old sanghas and clusters in the formation and strengthening of new sanghas, 

and for new districts
selection to be based on transparent criteria e.g. poverty indicators, indicators for gender 
equality, female literacy rates, potential for linking up w ith DPEP and/or other schemes for 
poverty alleviation and socio-economic development,
ensuring that stafl and necessary mfra-structure are in place and well preparec trainee 
before starting the activities in the new districts.

The expansion strategy is lo include attention to the human resources component and capacity 
building for new and diversified roles at all levels of the MS structure (including the sangha level), 
as well as the continuous (re-) orientation and intensive training at all levels of responsibility.

7. The education component and linkages to the other education programmes

Education is central in the Mahila Samakhya Programme. Education is understood in its broadest 
meaning as an empowering learning process which enables learners to question, to analyse lo  

‘ seek answers, to act and reflect, and thereby to discover their inner strength and realise their 
potential. It involves a life long process of interactive learning, based on sharing of knowledge and 
life experiences, critical analysis and reflection, creating new kinds of knowleage and 
understanding.
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Mahila Samakhya Gujarat started taking up education as literacy in the early nineties on an 
experimental basis. However these early initiatives were short-lived as they have been overtaken 
by the Total Literacy Campaign (TLC) which started in Gujarat in 1993. Mahila Samakhya has 
become actively involved in the TLC in two districts. The Mahila Samakhya contribution made the 
campaign into a success in the districts. The credit is not just for the efforts of Mahila Samakhya 
during the campaign. Recognition is to bB given to the fact that the involvement of Mahila 
Samakhya in the success of the TLC is also an outcome or the preceding empowerment processes 
among village women and of the holistic Mahila'^ Samakhya approach to education as 
empowerment. A culture of learning has beer created among sangha women, which made them 
assert their rights to literacy and to benefit from the Total Literacy Campaign.

After the completion of the TLC literacy activities were continued in the form of motivational 
camps, followed by literacy classes, training of volunteer literacy teachers, preparing materials for 
neo-literates. The experience in education as literacy with adult vyomen in the form of regular 
classes or camps is somewhat mixed, because of difficulties in maintaining women's interest after 
reaching the stage of being able to write their names, reading words and sentences, writing simple 
letters. Efforts to integrate literacy skills with function related training such as the training for 
balsakhis, hand-pump mechanics, para-legai workers etc. appear to be more effective, because of 
the direct linkage to the area of work.

Women have come to realise that they can learn, become empowered, effect changes without 
necessarily becoming literate themselves. What the experience in literacy has achieved is that 
women have come to better understand the importance of relevant literacy and school education 
for their daughters. They have learned that there are alternative ways of making learning and 
teaching meaningful and interesting in the lives of women. Mahila Samakhya has created a 
positive environment for learning and schooling of children, especially for girls' education.

7.1 Education as Literacy

7.2 Education of children

The education of girls is an emerging issue in the programme, it is on the agenda of sangha 
women, who have taken initiatives to obtain scholarship funds for their children’s education, and 
to form committees checking on school attendance and teaching by teachers in village schools, in 
some villages informal initiatives have emerged such as coaching classes for out-of school girls 
(and sometimes also boys! in order get them into the mainstream education system.

Child Care and Education
The establishment of child care centres was first seen as a local support structure which would 
provide women with 'time' to spend for her own and for collective purposes. In various villages or 
neighbourhoods not reached by the Government run ICDS centres sangha women have set up 
childcare centres on a voluntary basis with support from Mahila Samakhya and in some form of 
collaboration with ICDS. One of the differences with the ICDS Child Care Centres are that the MS 
Centres are 'owned' by the sanghas.

There are good linkages with the local schools, children from the Child Care Centres enrol in the 
schools, are well adjusted to the school rhythm, they speak out and seem to be performing well. 
In some centres balsakhis are teaching school age girls and prepare them for admission in the 
village school. What is clearly coming out is that the child care centres are more than just taking 
care of young children, they have become important in environment building for school education, 
especially for girls, and they provide the children with a child-friendly learning environment and
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prepare them tor school. Areas to look into are the training of the baisakhis who could be given 
more training in e.g. pedagogic skills for pre-schooi learning and child psychology.

Bahka Shiksan Kendra
In Sabarkantha the District team has established a residential school (Balika Shiksan Kendra) foi 
out-of-school-girls in the age group of 9-14 years, who dropped out of school after four years. The 
BSK is meeting a demand for the provision of meaningful education for girls in a safe environment. 
According to the teachers and parents there are visible changes in the behaviour attitudes of the 
girls. They have lost their fears and initial shyness, they talk openly and are motivated to learn 
more, they have become confident and no longer consider themselves drop-outs. Parents (fathers), 
who had little faith that their daughters had learnt anything in school, expressed that after four 
months they have come to realise that in this school their daughters can learn.

The short experience of the BSK begins to have effect on further thinking not only about the 
establishment of BSKs in each block, but also about finding other alternative modes of schooling 
for drop-out girls at village level. This is an area wherein Mahila Samakhya could cooperate w ith 
the District Primary Education Programme (DPEP).

There are some areas that need further attention and improvement, such as training in child 
psychology, pedagogy and class room methods. Serious attention needs to be given to the 
development of a clear vision and clarity about the objectives of the BSK. There is no longterm 
vision which guides the curriculum and no clarity about the duration of the BSK programme.

There are plans for establishing a Mahila Shiksan Kendra e.g. in Baroda District, but w ith different 
objectives in mind and for a different target group ^adolescent girls and sangha women). The MSK 
will provide three to four months residential training programmes aimed at creation of local cadre 
linked to the emergence of sangha initiated suppcrL structures.

7.3 Co-operation with other education programmes

Mahila Samakhya has actively collaborated in the Total Literacy Campaign and further cooperation 
in the next post-literacy phase of the TLC is envisaged.

The District Primary Education Programme (DPEP) m Gujarat is almost ready to start in Gujarat. 
DPEP wiil be focusing on improvement of the quality of instruction, teacher training, curriculum 
development and development of gender sensitive learning/instruction materials, community 
participation, and development of alternative learning modes for out-of-school children. The Mahila 
Samakhya experience shows that the empowerment of women is a p'-econdition for the creation 
of demand for education of girls and for an environment for community participation in improving 
access to and quality of school education. In al! DPEP components Mahila Samakhya can build on 
its experience and contribute e.g. in community mobilisation, participation and environ.ment 
building, involving women in Village Education Committees (VECs) and training of VEC members, 
provision of training inputs on dealing w ith gender issues for the training of DPEP staff and 
teachers, development of gender sensitive learning materials and methods, alternative models for 
drop-outs and out-oi-school girls. Mahila Samakhya will be able to benefit from DPEP in 
strengthening the pedagogic quality of the education components as well as the use of learning 
materials and aids.

As DPEP will be implemented by the State and District Departments of Education and the Gujarat 
Council for Education Research and Teacher Training (GCERT) the feasibility of forming a three 
partite (MS-DPEP-GCERT) task group could be considered with the task to work out the plans and
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terms for co-operation at general State level as well as for the districts covered by both
programmes.

8. Reporting and documentation

Over time Mahila Samakhya has produced a wealth of documentation for internal as well as for 
external purposes. However there is need for more systematisation and consolidation of the 
resource materials which allow for following the processes overall longer period. Since 1995 
various training workshops have been conducted on process documentation at different levels of 
the Drogramme structure. This is a very positive initiative as it is expected to provide a better 
understanding of how the learning and empowerment processes evolve.

9. The structure

The Mahila Samakhya Programme in Gujarat has gone through a troublesome period w ith a
succession of staff changes at the State and District levels. The re-orientation process which has 
been started w ithin the Programme needs to be continued in all districts and reinforced by 
strategic training inputs on perspective building at all levels of the implementation structure. In this 
process more interaction w ith  NRG members as resource persons is welcomed as it will help in 
sharpening of the feminist perspective, provide professional support as well as access to a broad 
range of experiences and linkages to  the wider women’s movement.

Furthermore, Mahila Samakhya needs to reconsider its staffing and staff training policies from a 
structural point of view in order to enhance professional development, and put in place an 
adeauate staff training mechanism at all levels in order to be able to provide the necessary support 
to the field processes in line w ith  the changing needs of the Programme. Conditions need to be 
created, which will ensure the autonomy of the Programme and adherence to the Mahila 
Samakhya Programme principles, as well as flexibility in its mode of operations by making it a 
principle to appoint functionaries at SPD and DPC levels, who have experience in the NGO sector 
and affinity w ith the women's movement in Gujarat.

The District teams of sahayoginis and the sakhis are the strongest link in the implementation 
structure. The State Programme Office and the DIUs are found to be the weaker links.

In line w ith the future developments of the programme, its new directions and the increasingly 
differentiating needs of sanghas who are in different stages of developing their strengths, as well 
as the greater focus on the identity of Mahila Samakhya as an education Programme supporting 
non-formal self-directed learning processes, a total review of the support structures needed at 
District and State levels is called for.

Mahila Samakhya could consider the establishment of a network of Mahila Samakhya Resource
Centres at State, district and block levels. Instead of a DIU which is responsible for the
implementation and Programme in the Distncts the DIUs could be converted into a District Mahila 
Sarnai^hya Resource Centre which has branches at the block level. These Resource Centres could 
provide or facilitate access to training resources (process, perspective building, issues based 
and or training of trainers), assist in development of training curricula and manuals, assist in 
further development of effective training/learning methods as well as gender sensitive learning 
materials for self-directed learning. The Resource Centres could have a role in collecting, 
converting and disseminating .olevant information, in documentation and research, in 
dissemination of newsletters etc. And the centres could provide social, legal, job/career 
counselling as well as training and library facilities. These Resource Centres will provide a m ulti
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purpose support network which can be flexible and responsive to the needs of the Programme and 
varied processes in the field.

A t the State level a similar conversion could be considered, although a State Resource Centre 
might be taking a slightly different role w ith a stronger emphasis on providing for professional 
development of the Programme Staff, on networking w ith  other resource organisations and on 
advocacy and influencing policy decisions and implementation.

The network of Mahila Samakhya Resource Centres which is flexible and adaptable to the needs 
of the empowerment/development processes, can provide a more permanent support structure in 
the State and in the Districts that can branch out to the blocks and clusters, and cooperate with 
other (education) resource centres to avoid duplication by exchanging services.

The development of a support structure as proposed will require a review of the staff requirements 
and the staffing policy. This is to be accompanied by a total of the financial pattern and the 
financial management procedures.
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ANNEX 4
OBSERVATIONS AND FINDINGS BASED ON THE FIELDVISIT IN KARNATAKA

SUMMARY

Background

The task of the evaluation mission was to review the programme over the last five years and 
assess its impact in terms of empowerment of women, and to assess and analyse the processes 
of empowerment at the level of the sanghas or women’s collectives. In addition to this the mission 
was to  look into financial management issues.

The visit in Karnataka lasted five days and took place between January 4  and 9. During this period 
we had meetings in Bangalore and travelled through three of the five districts wherein the Mahila 
Samakhya Programme is being implemented: Raichur, Bijapur and Bidar. The programme for the 
visit has been prepared by the State and District teams who provided us w ith  excellent support 
and arrangements.

The mission is impressed by the resilience and the inner strength of the programme on the ground 
enabling it to  continue and progress on its own steam during a period w ithout much leadership or 
guidance from the top of the programme structure. The problems the Mahila Samakhya 
Programme Karnataka faced at State level were many, including lack of clarity of vision, strategic 
thinking, planning ard communication between the state and districts. Under-etaffing at the state 
as well as the district levels created further problems. The new sta ff learnt by trial and error 
w ithout any systematic introductory training. As a result some dilution of the concepts, principles 
and philosophy have crept in and has led to overall stagnation in recent years.

It is to be noted that at present the Mahila Samakhya Programme in Karnataka is in the midst of a 
process of re-orientation of the entire programme, which is to lead towards a redefinition of the 
vision of the Mahila Samakhya Programme in Karnataka and affirmation of its nature as a 
education programme for the empowerment of women. It will also lead to redefinition of the 
programme goals and objectives, to development of forward looking strategies and plans, and to 
identification of strategic partnerships with like-minded organisations in e.g. participatory rural 
development, innovation of educational methods and approaches, and to identification of resource 
organisations for training inputs aimed at reinforcing and furthering perspective and capacity 
building. From our observations and findings in the field we fully endorse this initiative.

The coverage

In 1997 the Mahila Samakhya Programme is working in 900 villages in five districts in the State of 
Karnataka. The choice of the districts has been made most judiciously w ith  four of these districts 
considered the most backward in terms of their economic and social indicators.. In all these 
districts Mahila Samakhya has deliberately focused on and reached the most poor and backward 
population groups.

A t present Mahila Samakhya is present in 12,5% of all blocks and 3,4%  of the villages in the 
State. In 1996 there were 773 active sanghas or women’s collectives and taken together the 
sanghas have a membership of more than thirty thousand women. Through them their families and 
communities are also reached. The Mahila Samakhya Programme has taken strong roots in the 
districts and talukas, in which it is located. Yet, there is still a great scope for expansion in the
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future in terms of membership of the sanghas within the villages, as well in as terms of expansion 
into new villages in the talukas covered, in new talukas and in new districts in the State of 
Karnataka.

The impact of the Programme on women’s lives

The impact on women who are members is really impressive. They have not only established a 
collective identity, but have also gained recognition in the community. These women are a visible 
force and exude a great sense of self-confidence. Their visibility, mobility and maneuverability both 
in the community and w ithin the family have increased enormously. Their empowerment in terms 
of self-confidence and sense of solidarity speaks volumes for the solid ground work that Mahila 
Samakhya in Karnataka has established, particularly among the most impoverished sections 
Karnataka rural society. The programme has definitely given support, strength and feeling of hope;^-'

Membership of the sangha has changed their self-image and given them an identity of women 
who belong to a visible and increasingly influential group in the village community. Their sangha 
membership has raised their image in the perception of their families. As a result, men no longer 
resist but encourage the women to go for meetings and support them in various ways. Thus 
women have earned the time, space and mobility to come together. Now women feel that they 
can raise their voices in public meetings confidently and w ithout fear, and they feel that their 
voices are being listened to. The sangha gives them strength and supports them through difficult 
times, they feel the strength of acting together.

The activities of the sanghas and the exposure to training, information and knowledge has an 
impact on women's changing attitudes to and understanding of social traditions which reflect and 
endorse women's oppression. They increasingly challenge social practices which perpetuate 
women's inequality. Their attitudes towards the education of their children and particularly girls 
has changed and now they start demanding accountability from the local schools and teachers in 
providing good education.

Although the actions of women do not directly challenge the existing gender relationships or the 
local power structures subtle changes are becoming visible in the attitudes of male family 
members, in women's decisions making powers in their families, in recognition they get from 
women and men form other caste communities, and the recognition and respect gained from 
village authorities and government officials.

On the whole the impact is most visible in improvement of the survival base and living conditions. 
Further impact in changing the balance and practices of power will require continuation of the 
process of careful and creative strategizing w ith a long term vision on women's equality which 
determines the direction.

Approximately 34% of the sanghas in Bidar and Bijapur can be considered as strong sanghas in 
terms of taking initiatives, responsiveness to issues of exploitation and violence on women, having 
an image as 'a power to reckon w ith ' at community level, taking decisions and action without 
guidance from the sahayogini. The capability of the sangha to function in this manner tells much 
about the formidable impact of the Mahila Samakhya Programme on the women who before the 
presence of the Programme were living in the dark corners of their homes, afraid to go outside, to 
take initiative and raise their voices.

Yet more than two thirds of the Mahila sanghas are still in the process of reaching this stage of 
strength. The process of empowerment and building of inner strength of and within the sanghas is 
an area that needs the full and continuing attention of Mahila Samakhya in the future and cannot
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issues. Instead of establishing its own Mahila Banks Mahila Samakhya could direct its strategy 
towards influencing the banking system, assisting the sanghas in negotiating their terms of co
operation w ith  local banks or w ith elsewhere existing women's banks. Perhaps banks could be 
convinced to open special women's branches which fulfil the criteria and terms set by sangha 
women.

Women’s political participation

One of the most impressive achievements of the Mahila Samakhya is in enabling women to 
participate in the political process. The Programme has helped women understand issues around 
political participation and empowered them in the real sense of the term. What is truly remarkable 
is that more than half the women who contested the elections got elected. The elected members, 
who have become strong, still need Mahila Samakhya to help them function in their new roles and 
to train them in public speaking, literacy and awareness of issues. A further step ahead might be 
to assist the elected women (sangha and non sangha) to formulate a common wom en's agenda 
and to form a network of elected women who can support each other and join their forces for 
their common women's interests.

Women’s legal rights

In all district programmes legal issues are continuously on the agendas in the sangha meetings. It 
relates to dealing w ith cases of domestic violence, family disputes, land and property issues etc. 
and activism of the sanghas often evolves around issues related to social injustices. No initiatives 
have been taken as yet for addressing the area of women's legal and human rights, and women’s 
rights under tribal law in a systematic manner w ith the aim of enhancing women's awareness 
about how to use their legal rights. This could be an area to give more systematic attention to in 
the future in the entire Programme.

The impact on breaking caste and class divides

Most of the sanghas in Karnataka are affiliated w ith specific caste or tribal groups. Efforts of 
enlarging sanghas by including women from other caste groups have met disappointments and 
have not been encouraging further efforts. Caste divides are strongly ingrained in the texture of 
the society and are probably the most d ifficult boundaries to break through. This is especially the 
case when caste interests are inter-twined w ith class and political interests.

There are areas where caste barners are overcome e.g. health, education and solving problems 
related to domestic violence. A potential scope for reaching more women, including women from 
upper castes is very much there. Mahila Samakhya could play a role in the promotion of a village- 
community based open women's forum, which is open for women regardless of their caste, class 
or communal background and which brings them together around common women’s issues and 
interests. Although difficu lt the effort to broaden the sangha membership and build towards a 
community of women remains a long term challenge within the Mahila Samakhya Programme.

The emergence of a grass-roots women's movement and building federations

Sangha activism about women's issues and forms of social injustice are clear indications of the 
emergence of a grass roots women's movement. Sanghas are actively seeking lateral relationships 
w ith other sanghas to enlarge their collective strength. Mahila Sanghas have become visible
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antities w ith  voices that need to be listened to and sangha women are ready to  use that capacity 
more effectively.

The building of sangha federations is on the agendas for discussions at different level of the 
Programme. The idea of a federation seems to have become an end in itself which is linked to the 
goal o f achieving self-reliance and sustainability of thje sanghas after w ithdrawal from Mahila 
Samakhya as a support structure. However, how the formation of federations is linked to 
women's empowerment processes in the sanghas is no longer very clear. There is a danger that 
the investment in the forming of federation w ill be a drain on the attentfon that need to be given 
to the strengthening of the sanghas. Priority is to be given to  reinforcing the empowerment 
processes of and w ithin the sanghas, tw o  thirds of which have been found to be needing further 
strengthening, (n addition to this the sangha initiatives in networking among sanghas at cluster 
and taluka level are to  be supported and strengthened w ithout necessarily making it into a 
formalised structure.

Sahayakis and sahayoginis

The impact of empowerment is not just on the sangha members but on all women working w ith 
the Mahila Samakhya Programme. !t is most visible and pronounced on the sahayoginis and 
sahayakis.

In total more than 2000 sahayakis have been trained and have become empowered beyond 
expectation. They are strong in terms of self-confidence, verbal skills, mobilising women, 
organisation of the sangha meetings and representing their sanghas in cluster, taluka and district 
level meetings. However it is reported that sometimes sahayakis individually or as group have 
become overactive and dominating the sangha preventing its growth. The internal dynamics of 
sharing information, power and responsibilities w ithin the sangha is an area that needs to be better 
understood in order to evolve strategies for strengthening of the sanghas through training 
programme directed at the sangha level.

The sahayoginis are the key actors for the empowerment of women at the grassroots level. They 
mobilise the collective strength of women, bringing about an attitudinal shift from age old beliefs 
and practices. With their commitment and hard work they have made a great and valuable 
contribution over the last seven years. And strong and lasting relationships have been built 
between the sahayoginis and 'their' sanghas, which may have given some sahayoginis a certain 
degree of power and control over their sangha which they might be unwilling to relinquish.

Sahayoginis are in a contradictory position as they are expected to be responsive to the 
development agendas of the sangha women which focus on their basic survival needs and 
improvement of their living conditions. A t the same time they are to bring this in line w ith  the 
empowerment agenda of the Mahila Samakhya Programme. Besides, day to day problems may 
override the attention for broader perspectives and long term strategies. This inevitably leads to 
stagnation in the Programme, in loosing its conceptual clarity, vision and sense of direction as an 
empowerment Programme. The signs can clearly be observed in the attitude^ and expressions o f' 
sahayoginis. To come out of this situation it is suggested, a.o. to jointly evolve a forward looking 
human resources development plan which provides for role differentiation and for lateral and up
ward mobility, and for career paths, and to implement a training plan for sahayoginis and 
programme staff w ith a fresh approach which includes exposures to new perspectives and 
Inspiration coming from the womenk'.s movement as well as building of professional capacities.
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Education for women's empowerment is definitely taking place in all districts and has made 
significant impacts on the lives of rural women. However, if the concept of education is used in its 
limited understanding of education as literacy, the level of success is limited. This is particularly 
the case for forms of education taking place in regular classroom-like sessions w ith  materials 
brought from elsewhere, which perhaps have no bearing to women's lives, or which are not 
directly linked to women's area of work.

In general the attention to adult literacy and to the creation of a consistent, holistic gender aware 
approach to education for empowerment, which includes and integrates the different aspects of 
education (e.g. life skills, information and knowledge, literacy and numeracy) is waning in the 
Karnataka Programme. The centrality of education in Mahila Samakhya appears to have given way 
to other priorities, like e.g. the running of savings group, the building of the sangha hut, accessing 
schemes and services, and other activities aimed at keeping the collectives going. In Karnataka 
Mahila Samakhya is operational in the districts which are most backward in terms of women's 
development and literacy. Mahila Samakhya could and should refocus its attention and make 
education fo r empowerment its foremost and central issue. W ith their literacy skills and w ith  the 
gains achieved in terms of women's empowerment women are ready to move ahead use their 
newly acquired skills to access and further their knowledge, to strengthen their information base 
and to counter disinformation and abuse, and to participate in family, community and further 
political decision making from a position of strength.

For the Mahila Samakhya Programme in Karnataka the area to venture in is to evolve together with  
the sangha women innovative and participatory learning strategies fo r learning in pre- and neo
literate stages maintaining the focus on supporting women's empowerment. Strategies which 
combine awareness, information and skills, which are directed at learning groups w ith women who 
are barely literate and women who want to use and further their literacy skills. Banking on the 
lessons learned from seven years of experience Mahila Samakhya will be on its way to the 
creation of a truly alternative approach to adult education.

Refocusing the Programme on education for empowerment requires changes in the human 
resources staffing and development policy. Each District Implementation Unit as well as the State 
Programme Office is to have an experienced education expert on its staff who together will form a 
team for backing-up and supporting the education component in the Programme. Mahila 
Samakhya has a great resource of in-house practical experience in training methodologies, use of 
drama and cultural expressions, teaching by improvisation in non-formal settings. These 
experiences can be brought up to a higher professional level w ith  a well directed staff 
development plan.

Education for empowerment and adult education

Education of children

The focus on education for empowerment naturally includes the next generation by giving 
attention to the education of children and particularly girls. Mahila Samakhya is enhancing a 
growing awareness about the values of children's and particularly girls education. The activism of 
the mahila sangha directed at the local schools indicates that a foundation for community interest 
and participation in improving the quality of education in the schools on the part of women exists 
and that other education programmes like the District Primary Education Programme could build 
upon this.
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Child Care Centres
The primary function of the Child Care Centres seems to be child care w ith perhaps some 
attention to preschool education. Generally the centres have become regarded as a service from 
the government and a sense of ownership and shared responsibility by the sangha seems to be 
missing in many cases. One could question if there still exists a qualitative difference between the 
ICDS centres and centres run through Mahila Samakhya and if it is not duplicating the services 
from the Department of Child Development. Instead Mahila Samakhya could focus on collaboration 
w ith  the concerned Departments and on influencing the policies and the policy implementation in 
order to  make them more responsive to the needs and situations of rural women who are currently 
not being reached through the existing services.

Non-forma! education centres fo r children
The non-formal education initiatives run by the sanghas are meetirvg a need for alternative modes 
of education, which provide a learner-friendly and safe environment for girls, who otherwise would 
remain excluded from participation in formal education. The numbers of NFE centres are growing 
and there is a lot o f scope for further growth, the non-availability of teachers being the most 
severe constraint. We noted that the preparation and training of the teachers for non-formal 
education is limited. Training in pedagogic methods, alternative learning approaches are needed. In 
addition to engaging its own professional resource persons in the District and State teams Mahila 
Samakhya needs to work at further networking and co-operation w ith educational resource 
organisations in the further development of its education component.

Mahila Shiksana Kendras
The Mahila Shiksana Kendras are the most outstanding contribution of Mahila Samakhya in the 
area of girls' education. They provide a residential school for teen-age girls between 14 and 18 
years of age who for various reasons have stopped going to  school after Standard four. This is a 
most relevant age group as they are the adult women and mothers of tomorrow. Being given this 
opportunity allows them to delay the age of marriage and get a certain level o f education first, to 
escape from being drawn into bonded labour, to escape from an existence as prostitute, and to 
prepare for a new future and life in dignity.

Without doing injustice to the relevance and importance of the MSK as an extremely valuable 
alternative educational provision for girls, which will definitely change their prospects in life, there 
are areas which need to bp addressed like the curriculum and curriculum development, the training 
of teachers in pedagogy, child development, classroom methods, dealing w ith gender in education 
etc. Moreover, there does not seem to be a clear vision w ith a forward looking perspective on the 
future development of the MSK. The original objective was to provide for an educational facility 
which would help to create an educated cadre of women for development of education in 
backward rural areas and for rural development. That vision has gradually faded away as the MSK 
has become like an alternative boarding school for girls. Mahila Samakhya needs to reconsider its 
vision and strategy for the future of the MSK,

Co-operation w ith  DPEP

The presence of Mahila Samakhya in the districts wherein the DPEP is planning to operate 
provides scope for co-operation between the tw o programmes in areas of e.g. village mobilisation, 
community participation, gender training for teachers and DPEP staff, development of gender 
relevant learning materials, and creation of alternate modes of education for out-of-school children. 
In thjp respect the formation of joint MS-DPEP task group is recommended who w ill work out the 
further plans for co-operation at general State level, as well as for the districts to be covered by 
both programmes w ith the aim of increasing access to and retention in primary & continuing 
education of girls, and ■ ensuring quality of learning that is meaningful and gender relevant.
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During the next five year plan Mahila Samakhya intends to further extend its outreach into three 
more districts, which means that by the year 2000 the Programme will be present in almost half of 
the total number of districts in Karnataka. The current situation w ith sanghas in different stages of 
strength calls for a diversified strategy based on the lessons learned in the past, the increased 
presence and visibility in the State and within the districts, and the current momentum of 
spontaneous expansion via the sanghas. The process of expansion is to be seen in connection 
w ith the process of de-linking the strong sanghas and strengthening of their capacities to become 
self-reliant.

Expansion of the Programme

Documentation and reporting

Over the years Mahila Samakhya has produced a wealth of documentation which provides a rich 
resource of information for internal as well as for external purposes. For a better in sight in the 
progression and evolution of the programme in a long time perspective and in relation to the basic 
principles and objectives of Mahila Samakhya a greater degree of systematisation and analysis is 
necessary. The creation of a data base of gender relevant development statistics, could help to 
place the contributions from Mahila Samakhya in a wider development perspective.

Mahila Samakhya as a resource organisation for the empowerment of women

Mahila Samakhya is perceived as a time-bound programme that is to phase itself out after a 
certain period of time. This perception is in contradiction w ith the understanding of empowerment 
as an on-going process of growth. What can be time-bound is the process of sangha formation 
and consolidation, and the period a sangha needs in order to de-link itself from the regular support 
of its sahayogini.

Instead of phasing itself out the Mahila Samakhya Programme structure is able to build on the 
strength of its presence and its credibility gained in the Districts and the State. Its future is to 
expand and differentiate its role in order to be responsive to the needs related to the different 
stages of development of the existing and the new sanghas. In recognition of the sanghas as 
mature, self-sustaining organisations in their own right, capable of making their own decisions and 
determining the direction of their development process, the Mahila Samakhya Structure has to 
diversify and change its role. From this point of view Mahila Samakhya can be regarded as one of 
the resource organisations to be accessed by the sanghas for provision of (gender-sensitive) 
training inputs and materials, for providing information, knowledge and new perspectives on issues 
coming up in the sangha, for facilitation of access to other resource organisations or assistance in 
setting up and sustaining support structures. As a support structure of the sanghas Mahila 
Samakhya could play a stronger role in advocacy and policy development in support of women's 
equality and empowerment.

By converting the existing structure of DIUs and SPO into a network of Mahila Samakhya 
Resource Centres w ith accessible branches at taluka and cluster levels it can provide a flexible, 
accessible and multi-functional support structure. This will require a review of the staff 
requirements and the staffing policy. It requires a human resources development, plan which 
provides for staff development, staff training and capacity building for sahayoginis and district 
staff. To accompany the recommended changes a review of the financial pattern and financial 
management procedures will also be necessary.
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nriNERARY (entire team)

January 2 

January 3

January 4-9 

January 10-15

ja n u a r/ 16-17 

January 18

Briefing meeting at Shastri Bavan, Department of Education IMHRD) 
v\/ith
- Joint Secretary Department of Education (MHRD)
- Counsellor Development Section, Royal Netherlands Embassy
- Sector Specialist Women and Development, Royal Netherlands Embassy
- National Programme Director Mahila Samakhya, Department of Education 

(MHRD)
- National Resource Person Mahila Samakhya Programme

Lunch, meeting and discussion w ith  members of the National Resource 
Group on the concept and methodology of Mahila Samakhya and 
presentation of three studies commissioned by the NRG

Arrival of the members of the evaluation team in New Delhi

Field visits Andhra Pradesh 
Field visits Karnataka

Field visits Uttar Pradesh 
Field visits Gujarat

(Dana Broft and Vasanth Kannabiran) 
(Leela Gulati, Claudine Helleman)

(Dana Broft and Vasanth Kannabiran) 
(Leela Gulati, Claudine Helleman)

January 22

(details about the field visits are in the respective reports)

Drafting of preliminar'/ findings for the Aide Memoir

Presentation of the Preliminary Findings at a meeting at Shastri Bavan w ith
- Education Secretary, Department of Education (MHRD)
- Joint Secretary Department of Education (MDRD)
- Sector Specialist Women and Development, Royal Netherlands Embassy
- First Secretary OS, Royal Netherlands Embassy
- National Programme Director Mahila Samakhya, Department of Education 

(MHRD)
- National Resource Person Mahila Samakhya Programme
- State Programme Officers Andhra Pradesh

Gujarat 
Karnataka 
Uttar Pradesh

- Members of the National Resource Group

Team meeting for the finalisation of the Aide Memoire 

Departure of Leela Gulati and Vasanth Kannabiran 

Departure Dana Broft to The Netherlands
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Meeting at the Royal Netherlands Embassy w ith
- Programme Officer Women and Development
- First Secretary OS
- Financial Controller

Departure Claudine Heileman to The Netherlands

January 24 Presentation of the Aide Memoir to the National Programnne Director
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ITINERARY Andhra Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh visits

The programme began w ith a briefing meeting on 3 January 97 at Shastri Bhavan, New Delhi.

The Joint Secretary, Mr R.S.Pandey made the opening remarks regarding expectations from the 
Evaluation Mission. This was followed by some remarks- from Mr Kuperus, Counsellor, 
Development Section, Royal Netherlands Embassy. Then the Mahila Samakhya Programme was 
presented by Ms Vrinda Sarup, Director, Mahila Samakhya. Ms J.Kameshwari, Consultant, Mahila 
Samakhya then introduced the Evaluation parameters and material was distributed to the mission. 
This was followed by discussion and clanfications.

The team then met the National Resource Group members at lunch which was followed by a 
meeting where NRG members presented three studies, and the methodology and concept of 
Mahila Samakhya.

On the 4 January Dana Broft and Vasanth Kannabiran left for Andhra Pradesh.

4 January 1997: Team Meeting w ith  the Secretary , Department of Education, A.P. and EC
members at the conference hall. Ms Padma, State Programme Director then briefed the team on 
the AP Mahila Samatha Society. The afternoon was a team meeting to discuss strategies and
parameters followed by a dinner where the team met the resource groups and other NGO's and
academies connected w ith Mahila Samatha.

5 January 1997: Dana Broft remains in Hyderabad meeting w ith  the State office. Vasanth
Kannabiran leaves for Mahaboobnagar and visits the Mahila Sikshana 
Kendra at Mahaboobnagar. She then left for Makthal to attend a sangham
leaders planning and review meeting there. A fter th a t' she visited
Lingampaili village, saw the sangham hut, interacted w ith sangha 
members, went to Tipparasapalli to attend a sangha meeting, met the 
watershed committee visited the Balamitra Kendra (children's night school) 
at Bondalkunta and returned to Makthal at 10 pm for a night halt.

6 January 1997: Vasanth Kannabiran met w ith Karyakarthas (Sahayoginis) individually and
then had a group meeting w ith  the while DILI. She then proceeded to
attend a cluster meeting at Kunsi(a new village) and then left for
Hyderabad.

7 January 1997: Both the team members proceeded to Sangareddy. There they visited the
Mahila Sikshana Kendra, and met the DILI and MSK teams.

8 January 1997: They visited the sangha Hut and met the members of Esogipet Sangham.
They then proceeded to the sangham leaders planning and review meeting 
at Alladurg. From Alladurg they visited a cluster health training at 
Paladugu and then left for Sangareddy and then returned to Hyderabad.

9 January 1997: They visited the Mahila Sikshana Kendra run by MVF an NGO, and then
met w ith  the sangha members from the 20 villages mobilised by MVF.

On the 9th evening the team returned to Delhi.

On the 10 January Vasanth Kannabiran left for Haridwar to visit Tehri while Dana Broft le ft for
Varanasi to see the programme in that area.
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After reaching Lambgaon on the 10th night Vasanth Kannabiran had a meeting w ith  the 
Sahayoginis of the district.

On the 11th nnorning she had a meeting w ith the more experience Sahayoginis. She then 
proceeded to Bounsari to visit a Phulkandi, a children’s literacy centre. This was followed by a 
sangha meeting at the village.

After this she visited a women's literacy camp in Ramole and had a discussion w ith the women 
learning to read and write.

In the evening she had a meeting w ith four sakhis who came on their own to meet the mission on 
coming to know about it. This was followed by a meeting with the newer sahayoginis.

11 January 1997:

12 January 1997; 

1 3 January 1997:

Vasanth Kannabiran attended a sangha meeting at Kurangaon. After this 
she visited a Thikana at Jawalgaon colony.

She left for New Tehri and met members of the District Resource Group 
over dinner.

She had a meeting w ith the DIU Core Team and left for Haridwar and 
Lucknow.

14 January 1997, 

Lucknow:

1 5 January 1997:

1 5 January 1997:

Dana Broft and Vasanth Kannabiran visited tw o villages w ith new literacy 
centres in Sitapur district.

Lunch meeting w ith state resource group, consultants, officials and state 
team. In the afternoon Dana Broft and Vasanth Kannabiran attended an 
extended meeting w ith the state level team of the Uttar Pradesh 
programme.

Return to New Delhi
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New Delhi

Secretary Deparment o f Education (MHRD)
Joint Secretary Department of Education (MHRD)
National Programme Director Mahila Samakhya, Department of Education (MHRD), 
Resource Person National Programme Office Mahila Samakhya 
Royal Netherlands Embassy Staff 
Members of the national Resource Group

Andhra Pradesh

State Programme Director APMSS (current)
Former State Programme Director APMSS 
Members of the Executive Committee APMSS 
Accounts Officer SPO (previous period)
Accounts Officer SPO (current period)
Resource Persons and sta ff State Programme Office 
District Programme Co-ordinators APMSS 
Friends of Mahila Samakhya

District Implementation Unit Medak 
Accounts Officer DIU and staff

Sahayoginis
Sangha women in the villages visited 
NFE teachers BMK
Management and teaching sta ff MSK Medak
Management and teaching sta ff MSK MV Foundation
Sakhis, sangha members, sahayoginis at Block planning meeting

Uttar Pradesh

State Programme Director

District Implementation Unit Varanasi:
Accounts Officer 
Resource persons 
Sahayoginis
Sakhis and sangha women in the villages visited 
Friends of Mahila-Samakhya 
Representatives of donor organisations 
NFE teachers and learners in sangha classes

State Programme Office Lucknow:
Resource Persons
Accounts Officer
Junior accounts officer
Sahayoginis at sahayogini meeting
Sakhis and sangha women in the visited villages

LIST OF PERSONS SPOKEN TO in relation to  financial management
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Teachers and sangha women in sangha classes
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ITINERARY KARNATAKA (Leela Gulati - Claudlne Helleman)

January 4 Arrival in Bangalore

Meeting at the State Programme Office w ith 
. State Programme Director, Dr Revathi Narayanan,
. District Programme Co-ordinator Mysore, Dr C.P.Parimala,
. Resource Person on traditional Healthcare C.M. Gangamma 
. Junior Resource Person, Ms B.S.Vani '

Meeting w ith the Secretary Department of Education, Chairperson of the Mahila 
Samakhya Society, Mr S.V.Ranganath

Meeting at the SPO with 
. Financial Advisor, Sri A.R.Achyuta Rao and 
. Accountant, Ms H.R.Sreelatha

Dinner w ith friends of Mahila Samakhya 
. Ms Shoba Nambisan (member Executive Committee)
. Ms Shoba Raghuram (member General Council and Deputy 

Representative HIVOS) 
and State Office staff

Departure for Raichur

January 5 Arrival in Raichur

Meeting at the District Resource Unit w ith the 
District Programme Co-ordinator Raichur, Ms Sowbhagya, 
ex District Programme Co-ordinator Raichur, Dr C.P. Parimala 
(junior) resource persons and office staff

Visit to Mahila Shiksan Kendra, 
meeting w ith students and teachers

January 6 Sahayaki meeting at Kadarahalli, Raichur District
meeting with sahayakis, sahayoginis and sangha women

Inauguration of a Sangha Mane
meeting w ith women from the Mahila Sangha

Travel to Bijapur District

January 7 Children's Chinnara Mela at Bagalkot (Agricultural Training Institute), meetings
w ith - resource persons
- children from NFE centres and MSK
- NFE teachers
- sahayoginis

Inter-taluk meeting of Sahayakis from entire District Bijapur at Bagewadi
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January 8 Meeting at District Implementation Unit Bijapur w ith
District Programme Officer, Ms Nirmala Shiraguppy, Resource Persons and Office 
staff

Meeting w ith Sahayoginis at DIU

Meeting w ith resource persons from Bharat Gyan Vigyan Samithi (NGO Resource 
Organisation on innovative pedagogy for literacy-and non- formal education in 
support of the Literacy Movement)

Visit to Mahila Shiicsan Kendra, meetings with
- children
- teaching staff

Travel to Bidar

January 9 Meeting at District Implementation Unit Bidar District w ith
District Programme Co-ordinator Bidar District, Ms Usha Rani, and 
District Programme Co-ordinator Gulbarga District, Ms Nirmala

Sangha Meeting at Bagdal in Bidar Taluk (lambani)
meeting w ith  sangha women, sahayakis, sahayogini and some village officials 
(Panchayat President!

Departure for Hyderabad and on to Gujarat.
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ITINERARY, VISITS AND MEETINGS IN GUJARAT (Leela Gulati & Claudine Helleman)

January 10 Arrival in Ahmedabad 
Meeting w ith
. in charge State Programme Director, Ms Meena Batt 
. District Programme Coordinator Sabarkantha, Ms Shakuntala Mehta 
. SPO consultant, Ms Rashmika Modi

January 11/12 Baroda District
Meeting at DIU Office w ith  the District Programme Coordinator, Ms Indira 
Pathak and DIU team
visits to
. Nari Adalat at Massa Road, Padra Block, 

meeting w ith  members of the court, attending women, sahayogini 
. Patod village (Padra Block), 

meeting w ith  sangha members o f three sanghas 
. Child Care Centre & NFE class at Haripura village, Naswadi Block, 

meeting w ith  balsakhis, children, mothers/sangha members 
. Sakhi cluster meeting at Ghatasa village, Naswadi Block, 

meeting w ith sakhis and sahayoginis 
. Tree Plantation (Mahila Sangha) at Lunadra village, Naswadi Block 
. Creativity Centre & Library at Tanakhia (DIU sub-office)

Meeting w ith  the Secretary, Education Department, Chairperson of the 
Executive Council Mahila Samakhya Society, Shri S.D.Sharma

January 13/14 (LGi Rajkot District
Meetings w ith  District Programme Coordinator, Ms Manisha Brahbbatt 
and DIU team and Sahayoginis
Fieldvisits for meetings w ith sahayoginis, sakhis and sangha women

January 13/14 (CH) Sabarkarvtha District
Meetings at DIU Office w ith District Programme Coordinator, resource 
persons and consultant

Meetings w ith  member District Resource Group, Dr Prakash Josh) and 
representative of NGO partner (ARPAN)

visits to
. Balika Shiksan Kendra at Khebrahma, 

meeting w ith  teaching staff, children 
. Sahyogini meeting at Khebrahma 
. Sangha Hut at Danmahudi village, 

meeting w ith sakhis and sangha members from various sanghas 
. Literacy Class at Jinjodi village (Bhiloda Block), 

meeting w ith  sangha members 
. Child Care Centre at Jinjodi village

DIU Office
. meeting w ith accountant and office staff 
. meeting w ith BSK parents (fathers)
. meeting w ith representatives of the Sahayoginis
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(representing the Mahila Kutir Committee, Health Committee, Literacy 
Committee, Savings Committee, Child Care Committee, District Training 
Team) and DID staff

January 15 (CH) State Programme Office
meeting w ith in charge State Programme Director and Accounts Officer, 
Mr B.R.Shah

Meeting w ith Education Officers 
. Financial Advisor Education Department 
. Director Adult Education 
. Deputy Director Adult Education 
. Secretary GCERT
. Director DPEP/Planning Primary Education 
. Officer dealing w ith MS in the Education Department 
. District Education Officer Sabarkantha 
. Controller Sabarkantha

January 15 Lunch meeting hosted by the State Programme Director 
. education officers,
. members General Council 
. friends of Mahila Samakhya,
. DIU staff

Wrap-up meeting with 
. Secretary Education Department 
. State Programme Director and consultant SPO 
. District Programme Officers and Resource persons/consultants 

District Banaskantha 
District Baroda 
District Rajkot 
District Sabarkantha

Departure for New Delhi
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DOCUMENTATION

Abha Bhaiya, Kalyani Menon-Sen
FEMINIST TRAINING: PRECEPTS AND PRACTICE, EXPERIENCES IN THE MAHILA SAMAKHYA
PROGRAMME
December 1996

Abha Bhaiya, Kalyani Menon-Sen eds.
KNOWLEDGE IS LIKE FLOWING WATER, A COLLECTION OF THEME PAPERS FROM THE MAHILA 
SAMAKHYA PROGRAMME
MAHtLA SAMAKHYA, Ministry of Human Resource Development (Department of Education 
Governmfent of India)

Ammu Joseph
REPORT ON A SATELLITE BASED INTERACTIVE COMMUNICATION PROGRAMME FOR ELECTED 
WOMEN MEMBERS OF GRAM PANCHAYATS IN KARNATAKA 
Government of Karnataka, Department of Women and Child Development

Andhra Pradesh Mahila Samatha Society
EXPANDING SPHERES, ANNUAL REPORT 1995-96, 1994-95, 1993-94

Andhra Pradesh Mahila Samatha Society 
LEARNING TOGETHER 
October 1996

Andhra Pradesh Mahila Samatha Society 
OUR HEALTH iS iN OUR HANDS 
October 1996

Andhra Pradesh Mahila Samatha Society 
TOGETHER WE MAKE A PATH

Chendanda Gangamma 
MEDICINE IN YOUR BACKYARD 
Mahila Samakhya Karnataka

Claudine Helleman, Indu Capoor, Caroline Diepenveen, Prabha Mahale, Kumud Sharma, Haye 
Soree
ALTERNATIVE AVENUES TO WOMEN'S EMPOWERMENT AND EDUCATION FOR WOMEN'S 
EQUALITY, REPORT OF THE SECOND INDO-DUTCH MISSION TO REVIEW THE MAHiLA 
SAMAKHYA PROGRAMME, A PROGRAMME FOR WOMEN'S EQUALITY OF THE NATIONAL 
GOVERNMENT OF INDIA,
January 1992

Department of Education, Ministry of Human Resources Development, Government of India 
MAHILA SAMAKHYA, NATIONAL EVALUATION REPORT 1993

Latha Nair
BLOSSOMS UNDER THE TREE, A UNIQUE EXPRESSION IN LEARNING 
August 1996, Lucknow

Mahila Samakhya Gujarat
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ANNUAL REPORT 1995-96 

Mahila Samakhya Gujarat
FLASHBACK, EXPERIENCES OF MAHILA SAMAKHYA GUJARAT PROGRAMME 
Ahmedabad, September 1996

Mahila Samakhya Karnataka
ANNUAL REPORT 1995-96, 1994-95, 1993-94, 1992-93 

Mahila Samakhya Karnataka — —
BEACONS IN THE DARK, A PROFILE OF MAHILA SAMAKHYA KARNATAKA 

Mahila Samakhya National Office New Delhi
MAHILA SAMAKHYA: AN OVERVIEW 1993 TO 1996 (Dutch assisted projects)

Mahila Samakhya National Office New Delhi
MAHILA SAMAKHYA, NATIONAL OVERVIEW FOR 1992-93

Mahila Samakhya National Office New Delhi 
REPORT OF THE DPEP-MS INTERFACE 
July 11, 1996

Mahila Samakhya U.P.
LAMPS IN THE WIND, ANNUAL REPORT 1995-96

Ministry of Human Resource Development (Department of Education Government of India)
MAHILA SAMAKHYA, EDUCATION FOR WOMEN'S EQUALITY 
(Programme Document)

Ministry of Human Resource Development (Department of Education Government o f India)
WE CAN CHANGE OUR WORLD, THE MAHILA SAMAKHYA EXPERIENCE

National Institute of Adult Education 
A STUDY ON MAHILA SHIKSAN K»IDRAS (draft)
New Delhi, 1996

The National Resource Group 
MAHILA SAMAKHYA 1996

Sharda Jain and Lakshmi Krishnamurty
EMPOWERMENT THROUGH MAHILA SANGHAS, THE MAHILA SAMAKHYA EXPERIENCE 
Shandhan Society Kendra Tilak Nagar, Jaipur, December 1966

Documentation. District Programme Reports, case studies, newsletters, brochures, handouts and 
videos made available by the State Programmes
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GLOSSARY

anganwadi 

bal mela

bala m itra kendra 

Balika Shiksan Kendra 

balsakhi 

devadasi/jogini

devadasi system  

jatha

karyakanha

kutir

lakh

MahHa Samakhya/Samatha 

Mahila Shiksan (a j  Kendra 

mane

mandal/block

mela

nari adaiat 

iGram) Panchayat

Panchayati Raj

Pradhan

sarne/an

child care centre of Integrated Child Development Scheme (ICDS) 

children’s fair or large gathering of children 

non-formal education centres for children (Andhra Pradesh) 

residential school for girls (school-leavers) 

teacher of a child care centre

women who are dedicated to the Goddess Yellamma who have the 
position of a prostitute (jogini in Karnataka)

system of sexual exploitation of women, usually from the 
subordinate castes, under the guise of ritual prostitution (jogini in 
Karnataka)

street theatre

iiteraily: ‘worker', term used for fieldworkers/cluster level co
ordinators in Andhra Pradesh

hut (in Gujarat)

hundred thousand (rupees)

literally: 'women speaking as equals' (Mahila Samatha in Andhra 
Pradesh)

residential training/education institute providing condensed 
residential courses for girls and women

hut (in Karnataka)

administrative unit, consisting of a block of several villages 

fair

women's court

village council, an elected body which constitutes the fjrst tier pf 
the system of local self-government __

three tier system of local self-government by elected bodies where 
a third of the seats are reserved for women

village leader

meeting (of all persons)
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Sarpanch

taluka/block

thikana

sangha/sangham

sakhi/sahayaki

sahayogini

(elected) member of the village council

administrative unit, consisting of a block of several villages

hut (Uttar Pradesh)

village level women's collective

literally: 'woman friend', village activist of the mahila sangha

literally: 'a woman helper', field worker, coordinator of a cluster of 
(ten) mahila sanghas
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ABBREVIATIONS

AE

AMN

AP

APMSSS

8SK

DiU

DO

DPC

DPEP

DRG

DTT

DWCRA

EC

ICDS

GCERT

GO!

GON

JRY

MHRD

MP

MS

MSK

NCERT

NFE

Auxiliary Nurse/Midwife, government health worker at the village level 

Andhra Pradesh

Andhra Pradesh Mahila Samatha State Society 

Balika Shiksan(a) Kendra 

District Implementation Unit 

Development Officer (at block/taluka level)

District Programme Co-ordinator 

District Primary Education Programme 

District Resource Group 

District Training Team

Development of Women and Children in Rural Areas 

Executive Council (of the State Society)

Integrated Child Development Scheme

Gujarat Council for Education Research and Teacher Training 

Government of India 

Government of The Netherlands

Jawahar Rogjar Yojana: employment scheme for the economic uplift of people 
living below the poverty line

Ministry of Human Resources Development

Madya Pradesh

Mahila Samakhya

Mahila Shiksan(a) Kendra

National Council for Education Rer.earch and Teacher Training 

Non-Forma) Education

Adult Education
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NGO

NRG

PHC

PRA

PTA

RNE

RP

SC

SPD

SPO

ST

TLC

TRYSEM

TWA

VEC

UP

UPEFA

Non-Government Organisation 

National Resource Group

Public Health Centre/Primary Health Caf« Centre

Participatory Rural Appraisal

Parents Teachers Association

Royal Netherlands Embassy

Resource Persons |at the District or S ta> level)

Scheduled Caste

State Programme Director

State Programme Office

Scheduled Tribe

Total Literacy Campaign

Training for Youth in Self-Employment

Training Women in Agriculture

Village Education Committee

Uttar Pradesh

Uttar Pradesh Education for All
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SUPPLEMENT A

THE MANILA SAMAKHYA PROGRAMMES IN 
ANDHRA PRADESH AND UTTAR PRADESH

findings from the visit by
the Indo-Dutch evaluation team in January 1997

Vasanth Kannabiran 
Dana Broft

The Hague , July 1997
NUFFIC/Department of Educational Studies and Consultancy
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THE MAHILA SAMAKHYA PROGRAMMES IN ANDHRA PRADESH AND UTTAR PRADESH 
findings from the visit by the Indo-Dutch evaluation team in January 1997

General introduction

The Mahtia Samakhya Programme was launched by the Department o f Education Ministry of 
Human Resources Development in the three States Uttar Pradesh, Gujarat and Karnatakha in 1989 
and in Andhra Pradesh in 1992 as an empowerment Programme. The Programme is implemented 
w ith  financial assistance from the Government of The Netheriands.

In a significant shift from the assumption that literacy equals education the Mahila Samakhya 
Programme is focused on enabling women to 

gain access to information 
build a critical understanding of their situation 
undertake collective action in the process of changing the situation.

Departing from earlier fam ily based strategies it is based on the understanding tha t change for 
individual women and communities can come through collective action and through poolinjg human 
and material resources. As a flexible and facilitative programme it prioritises process over targets.

The 'non negotiable' principles o f the programme are to
allow sufficient space and time to women to come together and influence the shape and 
pace of the programme:
create an environment of learning that w ill enable them to  question and critically reflect on 
their actions and reality;
help women acquire the skills to determine their own development.

The programme revolves around the Mahila Sangha at the village level and all activities are 
planned around the sangha.

The Indo-Dutch Mid-Term Evaluation, was carried out by a team consisting of four team members, 
Claudine Helleman, Leela Gulati, Dana Broft and Vasantha Kannabiran between the 2-18 January 
1997. Claudine Helleman and Leela Gulati were to look at Karnataka and Gujarat, while Dana 
Broft and Vasanth Kannabiran visited Andhra Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh.

According to the terms o f reference the task of the evaluation mission was to
* to review the progress of the programme over the last five years and assess its impact in 

terms of empowerment o f women, and
* to assess and analyse processes of empowerment at the sangha level (village collective).

The evaluation was to  address the following questions;
Is there an impact of the programme on women's personal and family life?
To what extent has Mahila Samakhya been able to lay the ground for a grassroots level 
women s movement; facilitate women's political participation and evolve a focus on 
women's rights ?
How successful has MS been in addressing women’s issues cutting across caste and class 
divides?
What is the emerging trend across the four states in terms of pace of grow th and impact? 
W hat is the impact of the Mahila Sikshana Kendras?
Is the reporting sufficient to give a clear insight into the Programme?

And the mission was to assess
the effectiveness of the evaluation matrix as a workable tool;
the interface of the Mahila Samakhya w ith  other educational programmes like DPEP 
the expansion strategies in Mahila Samakhya.

In addition to this one member of the evaluation team was to specifically look into the financial 
management issues. The Terms of Reference of the evaluation mission are attached to  the Main 
Reooft.



The current report is based on the visits to Andhra Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh by Vasantha 
Kannabiran and Dana Broft. The Andhra Pradesh visit took place from January 4 to January 10 
after a briefing meeting in New Delhi w ith  the Department o f Education (MHRD), the Royal 
Netherlands Embassy, the National Programme Office Mahila Samakhya and members of the 
National Resource Group. The visit to Uttar Pradesh was between January 11 and 15.

Part of the visits were done jointly and for another part the team had separate programmes due to 
the specific assignment of Dana Broft related to the financial management. This report is based on 
the joint findings of both members of the mission. The first part relates to the Programme and 
compiled by Vasanth Kannabiran. The findings and conclusions related to  financial management 
are reported by Dana Broft in Part II.



FINPINGS FROM THE FIELD VISITS TO ANDHRA PRADESH AND UTTAR PRADESH

1. Conclusions and Recommendations

1.1 Major conclusions and some reflections

The overview of the issues and trends in the Mahila Samakhya Programme as outlined in the 
Mahila Samakhya National Evaluation Report (1993) Is generally confirmed by the findings of the 
t e ^  in Andhra Pradesh and U ttar Pradesh.

The Mahila Samakhya Programme has brought about major changes in the lives and situations of 
the women involved. Like the National Evaluation Report we emphasize the follow ing as important 
achievements.

A foundation for women’s empowerment at the grassroots level has been built. Although 
sanghas differ in form and size, the majority are committed to  collective action to solve 
their own problems.

Women have moved ahead from expecting the programme to  deliver material benefits, to  
understanding empowerment in a broader perspective, and to  seeing the sangha as a 
forum where they can share and analyze their own issues and problems.

In many cases, women have come together in sanghas in spite of traditional communal 
and caste divides.

Many sanghas have been able to  initiate action on issues of importance to  the larger 
community, and have been able to mobilize the support of others in the village, including 
men, to  make government delivery systems more accountable to  the community.

Issues such as domestic violence, oppressive social customs and discrimination against 
women have in many cases been firm ly established as social and community issues rather 
than as merely problems of individuals for families.

Sanghas have been able to  identify and articulate their needs. They have mobilised their 
own resources and have received support from the programme to plan and implement 
strategies for change in areas such as literacy, health, water supply, savings and credit, 
child care, education and economic development.

The Sakhis and Sahayoginis are self-confident, competent and motivated women w ith  a 
deep understanding of, and commitment to, the ideology o f Mahila Samakhya. They form 
a strong and mutually supportive network. Mahila Samakhya has given them a distinct 
voice and identity, and has supported and facilitated their evolution into a resource for 
change at the village level.

The Programme has continued to be shaped and directed by the needs and priorities of 
women themselves, rather than by any pre set targets or blueprints. There has been no 
dilution of the emphasis on process.

Regarding the issues and concerns that emerge the report of^the National Evaluation (1993) refers 
to the following:
1. empowerment at the sangha level
2. structures and systems
3. strengthening need based interventions
4. training
5. prospects of sahayoginis
6. long term perspective for sanghas.

PART I



The National Evaluation Report points out that the empowerment processes have progressed 
unevenly for the sakhis, sahayoginis and sangha members. It points the fact that programme 
interventions such as training opportunities and skill building are more frequent and intensive at 
this level. This is confirmed by our findings. The report also points out that the perspective and 
understanding of the philosophy of the programme is limited at the sangha level. The sanghas 
seem issue-based w ith a focus on short strategies rather than on organisation building in the long 
term. This is completely confirmed by our findings as well.

The only long term vision seems to be that the children w ill be educated and go to school. This 
does reflect a major concern of the Mahila Samakhya Programme. The role of the sanghas in 
ensuring children's education is one of the indicators of empowerment in the Programme.

While sangha women have begun to compromise, confront and create a space for themselves 
w ithin the family and community there is no visible evidence yet of consistently building on, or 
consolidating this space. In Andhra Pradesh, especially, the main emphasis is on access to 
resources, while the reference to violence or collective struggle around social practices is limited to 
child marriage and jogini initiation. Issues of violence against women come up incidentally but are 
not yet addressed in terms of power and legal justice’ . The programme in Andhra Pradesh is 
younger and the process of consolidation is yet to begin.

The priority of social issues seems to be coming from the Karyakarthas (sahayoginis) who did 
express as one of their frustrations the fact that they were forced to set aside their own agendas 
and respond to the women's survival needs. The discrepancy between sangha women prioritizing 
their basic survival needs and the Mahila Samakhya's empowerment agenda is a very problematic 
qrea.

Given the levels of poverty and deprivation that exist in these districts survival needs will keep 
emerging all the time. It is also a fact that women simply do not articulate their oppression or 
suffering but silently accept it as a fact of life. To be able to see the violence they suffer as an 
abridgement of their right or dignity women need to be aware of the options available to  them. 
And that emphasis on options is lacking. And this is directly linked to capacity building of 
sahayoginis and sangha leaders who are the catalysts.

The report of the National Evaluation (1993) points out that 'S ince f^ahila Samakhya is a time- 
bound programme w ith the long-term goal of building an independent identity for the sanghas, 
processes at the village level require an intensive focus, w ith strategies being designed to 
understand, take forward and strengthen empowering interventions for the sangha women. An 
essential prerequisite for this is building a deeper and better understanding o f the nature o f these 
processes and to evolve parameters to study empowerment through education, empowerment in 
the context of personal relationships and in relation to economic independence, and women's 
strategies to negotiate space for themselves w ith in the family and community. It is essential to 
help the sangha women to  develop a holistic gender perspective which encompasses all the 
aspects of the reality of their lives."

While we agree in principle w ith  this we feel that to  achieve this tw o  things are required

1. The staff of the Mahila Samakhya at every level need much more training and e sharpening of 
their conceptual philosophical perspective. In the Andhra Pradesh team we fe lt that there was a 
distinct need for training and strengthening right up to  the level o f the district co-ordinators, and 
district resource persons.

In Uttar Pradesh this was much more uneven. There was a great degree of conceptual clarity 
among the experienced Sahayoginis and the resource persons who were also confronting the 
problem of burnout and lack o f avenues of career advancement and challenge. Among the newer 
ones there was an evident need for more training.

And this IS inspite of having mobilised a rally on violence in Medak. Although a large rally on violence had been 
held in the district following incidents of rape, neither the Karyakarthas nor the sangha w om en mentioned it as an 
achievement. One Karyakartha mentioned violence but more in the nature of disaster than as an aspect of power.



and direction o f their development may affect seriously the likelihood of women being sufficiently 
empowered to  form that "cadre of empowered rural women who will take forward the process of 
collective action for change." Women, however, can define their development and priorities only 
w ith in the parameters o f their lived experience and reality. W ithout the presence of options, 
w ithout a conscious and designed catalysing effect they will continue to define their 
empowerment purely in terms o f accessing resources - whether it is housing, JRY or DWCRA.

This is not to dismiss the significance of these measures, but to urge the need for a fory/ard 
looking strategy that will prevent any sense of statis or stagnation in the programme. In Tehri for 
instance women connect their survival need to the 'ja l', 'jungle' and 'jameen' (water, forest and 
land) and their struggle becomes a struggle to protect and preserve the environment. This link is 
important and qualitatively d ifferent from accessing resources.

In Banda and Saharanpur the critical concern is violence and it is d ifficu lt to  deal w ith  an Issue like 
violence w ithou t the support of other movements a n d ^ o u p s . We reiterate the warning in the 
National Evaluation Report: " It is envisaged th a t all the women who are presently part o f the 
programme w ill ultimately form a cadre o f aware and empowered rural women, who w ill take 
forward the process of collective action for change. The programme and its processes cannot be 
viewed in isolation, and should be seen as sharing a commitment to women’s empowerment along 
with other movements and arouos in the country." (Emphasis VK) ^

Talking o f the need to  strengthen and consolidate need based interventions the report points out 
that several innovative strategies and approaches have been evolved in response to  local needs. 
" It is emphasized that these interventions have now progressed beyond the preliminary stage and 
more focused planning, as well as a greater degree o f skill is now called for. A Iona term

the larger framework of women's
empowerment, a gualitative enhancement o f oedagoav as wed as involvement of literacy experts
in desianina curricula and post-literacv materials. and linkaoe of literacy activities w ith
opportunities fo r further learnina and skill trainina. are all essential to ensure that these
interventions are ultimatelv empowering.(Emphasis VK).

Similar challenges are emerging in programmes for children’s learning, education for drop-out girls, 
vocational and skill training, group economic activities and participation in Panchayats."

Regarding training the evaluation report points to the fact that training programmes w ith  women 
who share the values and ideology of Mahila Samakhya have initiated processes that were 
instrumental in providing the opportunity for women to build strengths and solidarity and develop a 
collective framework for understanding gender. These trainings also provide networks and links 
w ith  the larger women's movement. What is in evidence now is a kind of drawing together and a 
certain degree of 'closing in' as experiences and competencies within the programme have grown. 
Yet, training seems to have become to be considered as an informal and internal process of 
reflection and exploration. This 'closing in' can be seen as a result of reluctance to  interference 
from other NGOs and external organisations which might perhaps have another philosophy. It 
could also result from reluctance of interference of NGOs in a Government programme. Or it 
results from the need to build a coherence and unity w ithin the team, which can then link the 
issues to the concrete problems on the ground.

The problem here is that while a training that explores the self and makes women aware of their 
inner resources and energies can build capacity and leadership quality, it cannot substitute for 
specific skills or information. The ideal would be to balance the tw o. What has happened in most 

, instances is that when sahayoginis ask for more information on specific demands from the 
sanghas the provision of such information in training or reflection meetings becomes a substitute 
for perspective building. This is not necessarily deliberate, but could be a result of the pace of the 
programme and lack of time. Gradually in the process of responding to  the growing demands from 
the field, perspective building and conceptual clarity take a back seat.

It is also good to remember that not everybody is a good trainer and that not every resource 
person and Karyakartha can replace experienced trainers however much we value participatory 
processes.



The balance between building capacity internally and tapping to the fullest, resources available 
externally is also a difficu lt issue and needs to be considered. The Report of the National 
Evaluation (1993) points out that "however, the evaluation shows that there is a change in the 
nature of the activities of the sangha level, w ith many groups moving ahead from the stage of 
reflecting on and exploring the need and implications of coming together, to tackling collective 
action on specific issues." The evaluators also emphasize the need to ensure that empowering 
learning processes which were part of their initial phase of training for the sakhis and sahayoginis, 
are experienced by the other women in the sangha as well. "There is a clear need for more 
focused and strategic training programmes which will be tailored to meet specific learning needs 
and which will strengthen and reinforce concepts and skills built earlier."

This is something we would also urge strongly from our findings.

1.2 Recommendations

More training and perspective building for the staff.

* More emphasis on management skills, planning and professional capacity. This does not 
mean that the process orientation is sacrificed. It means that while the process is 
prioritised for the sangha women, the karyakarthas and staff must be strengthened to deal 
w ith the increasing demand from the field. Commitment by itself does not replace 
competence and the organisation needs to concentrate on building competence.

* The whole programme seems to revolve around voluntarism, dedication and the indefinite 
availability of a single woman (w ithout family responsibility). This needs to be streamlined 
to allow women to work for a given period intensively and then be able to have predictable 
timings so that there is not burn out or rapid turnover of staff.

* S taff salary, allowances, health & accident insurance, housing, childcare need to be 
attended to and improved if women are to work to their best capacity w ithout sacrificing 
their own interests.

* Periodic re-orientation and fresh interactions outside the MS family at all levels to  fulfil the 
promise of the programme.



2. Rndings regarding Mahila Samatha in Andhra Pradesh

2.1 Introduction

The Andhra Pradesh Mahila Samatha Society (APMSS) was launched in January 1993.

The Programme was introduced in Mahaboobnagar and Medak districts in blocks or mandals 
chosen for backwardness, poverty and absence of NGOs. By the end of March '9 4  the Programme 
covered four mandals and 91 villages in Medak and tw o mandals and 67 villages in 
Mahaboobnagar. The APMSS deliberately adopted the Karnataka model o f strengthening a 
collective of four or five women in each sangha rather than adapt a sakhi model. The sangha 
fomnation is seen as going through four stages, rapport building, group formation, consolidation 
and an indeper^jent sangha.

The programme has been rapidly expanding into new areas more easily as the APMSS has became 
known and accepted in ail the areas. The sanghas have established linkages w ith  each other and 
w ith  government departments and programmes. They are key actors in all the developmental 
activities. Through the d istrict melas, which are a combination of information inputs and 
interactions women are becoming visible in the public arena.

The APMSS is now concerned w ith  strengthening sangham leaders w ith  training. It is 
emphasising the need to  address sensitive social issues such as jogini, child marriage and violence 
against women. For 1997 the focus w ill be on education, health resource building, legal 
awareness and political participation.

2.2  Findings related to  empowerment

Looking at the progress of the programme over the last four years in Andhra Pradesh it is clear 
that a foundation for empowerment has been laid. Women as a presence and a constituency to 
reckon w ith have been established in the public domain.

It is also evident that the sanghas have begun to take collective action and are now  a factor to 
reckon w ith on community issues. However, there does not seem to be a grasp o f the Mahila 
Samakhya philosophy or vision.

The Karyakarthas (or sahayoginis) are a motivated network and are key agents in providing the 
resources for change. The emphasis on process as against goals and targets has been maintained. 
To this extent the findings of the Mahila Samakhya Evaluation Report (1993) are confirmed.

W ith regard to the empowering outcomes mentioned in the Programme our findings confirm that 
there is a changed self image 
enhanced access to new information and skills 
a larger knowledge base
a capacity for organisation and collective action
and a capacity for mobilisation, negotiation and networking.

Impact on women's personal lives

In terms of~the impact of MS on women's personal lives this can be seen in terms of direct and 
indirect impact.

As a result of women meeting together and becoming a visible and physical presence in the 
village, and as a result of their capacity to access resources and credit their value w ith in  the family 
has undoubtedly gone up. What we also need to consider is the priorities of rural women. After 
dealing w ith  survival issues, women want to plan for a better life. And their indicators are 
education for their children, health care, food security, ration cards, housing, water, electricity, 
credit and then infrastructure like roads, bore-wells, primary health centres etc.

Rural Women do not think in terms of autonomy but of connectedness. And there is the long



practice of a sacrifice one's needs and interests rather than an assertion of ones rights. To change 
this It means that Mahila Samakhya has to critically reflect on its policy of allowing women to 
decide their agendas and the pace of their development.

At what point will Mahila Samakhya think it viable in introducing a consideration of rights? If 
women do not begin to assert themselves in relation to their rights as individuals then how far is it 
possible to sustain and consolidate the process of empowerment? The whole issue that APMSS 
had to confront in the beginning of taking a more directive role has to be re-addressed. The 
balance between an empowerment agenda and the women's own agendas (defined by their 
needs) has to be critically examined.

Sanghas

There is a lot of visible energy and hope in the sanghas. There is a lot of initiative taken at the 
levels of the community in terms of sending children to schoor or the Bala Mitra Kendras. The 
sanghas find space for the Bala Mitra Kendra, send children, identify teachers and take pride in 
running it well. The Bala Mitra Kendras are bright and active in each village with the sangha 
prioritising education for their children. The kit that is used, the methodology, and the teachers's 
commitment seems very good and holds promise for the future.

The sangha's have all begun to intervene in the village administration and have begun to negotiate 
resources, programmes, wages and community needs. The sanghas have also facilitated the 
women entering into political structures and demonstrating their legitimacy, through collective 
support.

Women have learnt masonry, brick-making and bore-well repairs and are beginning to apply their 
skills to their advantage. They have become a visible force and so influence the social environment 
by their presence. Conflicts at the village level are resolved by them and information is absorbed 
and shared with great eagerness.

The sanghas deal w ith both individual and .collective issues. They do not seem to interfere much 
on family based issues except when a case is brought to the sangha for justice. They deal with 
community issues and try to address issues of caste, like drinking water and separate tea cups.On 
the issues of wages they would like to spread across the region for greater efficiency.

They demand a degree of accountability from the government system and the Mahila Samakhya 
personnel. They have been able to access all the JRY and DWCRA schemes, pensions, housing, 
electricity etc. They also negotiate for land for the sangham hut and for the landless.

Sangha women find an increased sense of self worth and identity.

From a life of constant invisible struggle to survive they are now making plans for the future, 
counting their assets and have a presence and a voice not only in the village but in'neighbouring 
villages as well. Caste’ barriers are broken by their newly acquired respectability and they feel 
confident to speak of Their interests. The community sees them as assets and the men are 
generally sympathetic and supportive because the demands of the sangha do not yet affect the 
male perception or power.

They are now invited to participate in Block level meetings, general bodies and play an active part
in the government at the doorstep programme. There is, however, a tendency to remain withm the
framework of practical needs and survival strategies and the empowerment is likely to remain 
w ithin these parameters



The Mahila Samaknya Programme has definitely created a grassroots level movement where 
women actively came together for information, access and for political participation. The 
Panchayati Raj trainings also help women to grasp their roles and responsibilities.

It is true that as attention and mobilisation for practical needs builds up in quantitative terms there 
is also a qualitative shift to  strategic interests. But given the way gender rigidly structures lives of 
women in rural communities unless a gender perspective is brought in consciously and deliberately 
there is a risk of the gains being dissipated.

Women in the sanghas, when they spoke of collective action or conflict resolution always gave 
instances from the public arena. In the only case of marital dispute that I came across it was to 
advise the woman to go back to  her husband and put the family together again. The issue here is 
of priorities. Given the fact th a t women generally support and uphold tr^ it io n a l values and biases 
because of their gendered positioning in society, how can they be sustained to  assert and exercise 
political power in a larger context especially in the face o f the very biases that ensure their 
subservience and dependence.

As women meet they are found to  deal w ith  issues of caste. W ithin Mahila Samakhya therei is a 
s low  breaking down o f caste barriers w ith people eating together and addressing caste 
discrimination as a social issue in tea shops and hotels. Caste however remains a reality o f rural 
Andhra and there is a polarisation around caste.

2.3 Emerging trends

The emerging trend that one sees in Andhra Pradesh is a horizontal spread of the programme, w ith  
a growing demand coming in from neighbouring villages to  be part of the programme. The growth 
and impact in quantitative terms is admirable. What we need to be aware is the fact that women 
are hungry for space and opportunity. Mahila Samakhya provides that and there is a great hope 
and energy generated. The needs and demands that come from the group are also immense. 
There is a serious risk of the Mahila Samakhya programme being trapped into a facilitating and 
delivery service for development measures. While the sta ff and district teams are extremely 
committed and hard working there appears to  be at present an acute lack of a broader perspective 
and long term vision of the MS goals and philosophy. If this is not purposefully addressed through 
training and capacity building there is a danger of a stagnation setting in. The requirements for 
jumping a level need to be seriously addressed here. And unless the karyakarthas are strengthened 
this gap w ill remain.

2.4 Mahila Stkshana Kendras and co-operation with other education programmes

The Mahila Sikshana Kendras (MSK) are one of the key components of the programme. As an 
innovative alternative for girl children, who are drop-outs or at risk of violence they are excellent.

The fact of providing a space, attention, love and care makes a world of difference to  the children 
who join the MSK. They are full of hope and energy. The MSK run by MV Foundation has a clear 
objective of mainstreaming the children and a clearly designed curriculum and principles. It is eas+ly 
one of the most professionally run and competent institutions in the programme. The MSKs in 
Mahaboobnagar and Medak seem to be much more adhoc w ith an add on curriculum. There is an 
emphasis on health and child marriage, but no clear planning on the children's future. Also the 
rationale of the time frame of one year is not very clear.

If the MSK is to be a key institution of the MS programme producing the change agents of the 
future then a lot more of planning and perspective is needed. It is also necessary to adopt a more 
professional approach to the institution. This is not to criticise what exists so much as to suggest 
that for the MSK to fu lfil its creative potential it requires a lot more of planned effort and vision. At 
present there is plenty of time, commitment and good w ill but not enough clarity of perspective. 
The general idea is that you delay the age of marriage a little, get the child some education, teach 
her a few  skills and add a lot of hope and affection and stir !!

Women's movement, political participation and women's rights



The impact of the MSKs is considerable. The sight and performance of these children, their 
interaction w ith community opens up a whole area of possibility for girls and their education.

The Mahila Samakhya seems to work effectively w ith other education programmes. The value of 
MS ethos seems to impact the other's approach.

2.5 Reporting

The reporting is more than adequate. As a matter of fact the Mahila Samakhya Programme seems 
to be over documented and more systematisation may be required. There is a lot of material that is 
produced, a lot of documentation. The journals, newsheets and health xnaterial is excellently 
produced in the local dialects.

2.6 The District Implementation Units

The district units in Andhra Pradesh are busy w ith operationalising inputs and in creating a 
facilitative environment. They also work for expansion into new areas. They are planning the next 
phase of activity for the district and are often caught up in responding to the demands from the 
field on multiple issues. While they keep up the information flow  and sustain the momentum of the 
programme they need a lot of strengthening on perspective. They are very hardworking and 
committed to the programme but require a lot of training and intensive input to help them fulfil 
their potential tasks. While they address the training needs of the sangha the core team and field 
functionaries need a lot of strengthening of conceptual clarity and support if they are to be able to 
help the sanghas more from developmental activity, towards empowerment.

There is also a visible drawing together of the Mahila Samakhya family to solve its own problems 
w ithin its context and a withdrawal from outside movements and influences. The major interaction 
seems to be w ith  government and government programmes. This has its obvious.advantages but it 
also creates an atmosphere that does not nurture creativity.

The interaction between the MSKs and the villages are also vehicles of change. The DID team has 
a great degree of visibility and good image at the district unit level.

2.7 The State Programme Office

The State level team works closely with the DIUs, provides direction, builds team spirit and 
provides operational support.

It works diligently on policy and provides resource support for action, conflict management and is 
involved in all team trainings. It ensures the visibility of the programme through ensuring its 
credibility at village, district and state levels.

However, there is a perceptible g ^  between the perspective and capacity of the State level team
and the district level team. This is something that needs to be addressed seriously with the
Programme.
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3.1 Introduction

The genesis of Mahila Samakhya Uttar Pradesh is traced to a training by Jagori in 1988 when the 
Mahila Samakhya was not even a project on paper, in Uttar Pradesh, Mahila Samakhya was not 
initiated as a state programme but through NGOs in the four district of Varanasi, Saharanpur, 
Tehri, and Banda. Slowly as the State programme and the DIUs were set up in 1989-90. The shift 
from the NGO culture of beneficiaries and target groups to that of partners and activists opened 
up spaces for greater participation of women though not w ithout struggles.

The central issue in Varanasi was wages (fair and equal wages) and most other issues revolved 
around it. The issues of the single women has also been articulated helping them to build a sense 
of solidarity and identity.

in Banda the issues has been water and violence. Banda is a turbulent district where law and order 
problems often arise. Education has been a powerful too) and the MS broadsheet has been a 
useful weapon to expose perpetrators of violence. Saharanpur is a prosperous d istrict where 
violence against women has been the critical issues. In Tehri the women's lives are linked 
organically to  a fast disappearing forest. So their struggle is linked to  'ja l', 'jungle' and 'jameen' in 
search o f which their whole labour and time is spent. Alcoholism which is another drain on their 
scarce resources is another point of struggle.

The geo-political landscape of Uttar Pradesh thus shapes the character o f the Mahila Samakhya 
Programme in each district as it responds to  the demands and issues that come up.

In Uttar. Pradesh the initial emphasis was on building up strong sakhis, but around 1995 the 
emphasis shifted to a direct focus on sangha. So while a weak sangha is defined as one that does 
not understand the philosophy, is dominated by a sakhi or is merely issue based, the strong 
sanghas are defined as possessing a social space, where women draw strength from the 
collective, take initiative and have an active social identity.

3 .2  Findings

The literacy which is an integral part of sangha building is seen as a vehicle of empowerment. The 
literacy camps have specific curricula. In Saharanpur it revolves around violence, in Varanasi 
around Panchayat Raj and fair wages, in Banda around water and wages and in Tehri around the 
forest and its regeneration. The women in the sanghas speak w ith  pride of a sense of identity that 
the collective gives them. They tell of how earlier they were not allowed to leave their homes but 
now no one dares to stop them. With the struggle against alcohol they have found community 
support and added legitimacy. They find respect in the community and the family.

In the Tehri district the Mahila Samakhya Programme has been able to connect w ith  the struggle 
to preserve the environment. As part of this struggle women articulate their needs and their right 
to forest produce in political terms. When survival needs are linked to a struggle the degree of 
politicisation is qualitatively different from accessing resources from the state for survival. This is 
where the key difference between the Programmes in Uttar Pradesh and Andhra Pradesh lies. This 
has not only to do w ith  the age of the programme but also the geopolitical conditions and the 
early perspective building.

The Programme has been able to cut across class and caste divides in small ways and depending 
on issues. However caste, class are not easy to overcome or cut across in the space of a decade.

The promise of the programme becomes evident when one witnesses the joy and celebratory 
nature of the women’s groups that are just starting off. Women value the space and possibility 
implicit in that space. The growth and impact are d ifficu lt to measure in absolute terms especially 
in a state like UP which is a stronghold of patriarchy and violence. W ith direction and dedication 
the programme can continue to bring a change in women's lives.

The extension strategies in Uttar Pradesh are adequate. Experienced sahayoginis and resource

3. Findings on the Mahila Samakhya Programme in UTTAR PRADESH

11



persons are being used to set up the prograrr\me and train new sahayogtnis and this seems to be 
working well.

The broadsheets and children's journals and literacy materia! produced are excellent. The 
documentation on violence and other issues is also excellent. The use of local dialects for the 
learning material is effective.

In terms of impact on their personal lives women speak of the support and strength of the sangha. 
The fact that they are now able to travel to other places and leave home legitimately for meetings. 
As a result of their struggles against alcohol and their bargaining skills women claim they have 

gain a legitimate voice w ithin the family and the community.

The Mahila Samakhya has created a grassroots level movement where women actively come 
together to demand their rights and access resources. They have also linked w ith the struggle to 
preserve the environment. Women are able to confront government local authorities to demand 
their rights and for information on "budgets". They actively mobilise and lobby around issues 
relating to reserve forests, illegal encroachment of forests and set limits on the forest produce that 
they can collect free of cost. They send representatives to local bodies and rotate the pradhan's 
post, between tw o  or three sanghas. Caste and class issues are slowly impacted. The women 
bore-well mechanics for instance break a barrier by repairing bore-wells in the upper caste villages. 
In marital and man-woman disputes the sangha is called upon for justice regardless of caste.

Women find that learning to read and write opens a w indow on the world'and helps them to break 
their isolation.

Many traditions though valued are transformed to include widows and single women.

The MSKs in Tehri are planned as institution that will produce the foresters of tomorrow.

The sanghas are a space filled w ith energy and dynamism. They work to ensure space and 
teachers for the children's centres. They also intervene in the village administration and negotiate 
programmes wages and other resources of the community.

The struggle against alcohol has made them a marked force to be reckoned w ith  in the villages.

They are able to demand accountability and want the Mahila Samakhya to spread to  all the nearby 
villages.
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FINDINGS ON FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT

4. FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT - ANDHRA PRADESH

4.1 Introduction

The Programme in Andhra Pradesh has changed significantly since its launch in January 1993. 
This report attempts to assess the current status of financial affairs w ithin the Mahila Samakhya 
Programme, reflecting, where needed, ttie past developments and indicating possible future 
trends. It is based on a thorough study of available documentation, in-depth discussions w ith  the 
Programme planners and implementers, on interviews and observations in the field and discussions 
w ith in the mission team.

The Mahila Samakhya Programme in Andhra Pradesh is now in its fifth  year (since 1993). The 
highest priority is given to:

educational componeat, focusing especially' on the girl-child. The regular education
channels are not adequate
income generating aspect
wages
health sector
other - ad hoc - issues arising when initiative needs to be taken - legal illiteracy

The institution of paid village workers (sakhis) does not exist in Andhra Pradesh, attention is fully 
paid to collectives (sanghas).

4 .2  Funds

An overview o f the funds is presented on the following page.

4.3  Financial roles and responslblities

The overall policy of the Mahila Samakhya Programme is to decentralise all management 
responsibilities and power decision making as far as possible. This involves the complete package 
of tasks/responsibilities and rights, namely the strategy preparation, planning, implementation, 
monitoring, evaluation and follow-up.

Financial management at State and district levels fully corresponds w ith  the guidelines given by 
the MS Society's Articles. The financial management at village level can be described as follows:

Sangha fund, being 400 Rs. per month, is valid for three years and paid in instalments or as a 
lumpsum. It is a starting fund, so-called "seed money", not a fund leading to any financial 
dependency. The villages use this fund freely w ith some directives. There is a requirement of an 
own symbolical contribution for full commitment, own savings, to cover various sangha 
expenditures, such as payment for village teachers, building of a sangha hut, purchase of 
equipment, sangha members’ travelling expenses, cost of collective leasing and purchasing. There 
are also ideas for collective insurance. “

Women have to gain more experience in financial management, to ensure that a sangha of poor 
marginalised worr>en can utilise much larger amounts in the future to resource their activities. And 
Sangha women should be part of the Executive Committee. Now villages are given solely 
administrative and personnel costs. Ideas to empower women in financial management do already 
exist, notably in some UNDP programmes, but also show some lim itations in terms of defining of 
salary and travelling provisions.

PART II
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Expenditure versus projected budget:

1 LAKH = 100,000 Rs

/ear estimated
budget

expenditure utilisation 
of funds

Rupees Rupees in %
in lakhs in lakhs

1992-93 50.00 1.13 2,3%
1993-94 63.55 11.63 18,3%
1994-95 68.45 21.44 31.3%
1995-96 89.73 40.74 45,4%
1996-97 86.12 est. 70 - 75

Management cost involved:

year total Management cost Mgt cost
budget cost estim. spent

Rupees Rupees
in lakhs in lakhs in % in %

1992-93 50.00 1.01 2,02% 89,63%
1993-94 63.55 29.07 45,74% 64,72%
1994-95 68.45 27.51 40,19% 53,74%
1995-96 89.73 33.86 37,74% 33,48%
1996-97 86.12 32.44 37,67% 39,21%
upto Sept.96

A c t h r i t y  c o s t  in v o lv e d :

year total
budget

Activity cost 
estimated

Act. cost 
spent

Rupees 
in lakhs

Rupees 
in lakhs in % in %

1992-93 50.00 0.12 0,24% 10,37%
1993-94 63.55 34.48 . 54,26% 35,28%
1994-95 68.45 40.94 59,81% 46,26%
1995-96 89.73 55.87 62,26%  . 66,52%
1996-97 86.12 53.68 62,33% 60,79%
Lipto Sept.96 •
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4.4 . Financial planning

The programme in Andhra Pradesh commenced in December 1992 - January 1993. The State 
Programme Office started w ith a limited number of staff (3) and an initial cheque w ith an amount 
of 56 lakhs to be utilised according the GO! guidelines for this Programme as stated on an 
allocation sheet of jn it  costs and number of activities. From the funds, a project car (jeep), some 
basic office equipment and initial running costs for the State Office and tw o  selected districts 
were paid.

As the end of the fiscal year approached the plan for the next financial year had to be prepared 
w ith in the time span of three months, before March 1993. There was neither the time nor the 
capacity for any strategic and budgetary planning.

T H E  S E C O N D  Y E A R  O F  T H E  P R O G R A M M E  - 1 9 9 3  -  1 9 9 4

The annual plan for 1993/94 which was prepared by the Mahila Samakhya staff (three persons) at 
State level in March 1993, indicated the envisaged numbers of personnel, villages and activities. 
This plan was approved and launched in July 1993.

The programme focused on setting-up the organisational structure at the State level and launching 
the programme at village level, w ith special regard to the aspects of team building, training, 
reflecting and planning strategy. There were practically no activity costs, only running costs.

T H E  T H IR D  Y E A R  O F  T H E  P R O G R A M M E  -  1 9 9 4  -  1 9 9 5

When the planning of 1994/95 was compiled there was already a better understanding gained 
from experience in the previous year. The number of personnel also increased as the districts were 
staffed. During meetings of the entire team (including districts) discussions were held as to how 
the budget should reflect reality instead of centrally proposed estimates. Nevertheless, the 
initiative for planning was remained w ith  the State Programme Office.

The Programme focused on consolidation and further institutional building at district and village 
levels, team building and gradual decentralisation. The issue of activity planning was familiar but 
planning money was stilt relatively strange. The budget based on the plans was prepared at state 
level.

THE FIRST YEAR OF THE PROGRAMME - 1992 - 1993

T H E  F O U R T H  Y E A R  O F  T H E  P R O G R A M M E  - 1 9 9 5  - 1 9 9 6

The 1995/96 plan was based on some basic procedures, it is more a district plan as the districts 
gained, m turn, the required knowledge and experience in the learning process during the planning 
exercise last year.

Despite the lessons learned, it still appeared to be rather an ambitious plan. The on-going 
processes achieved were, however, of great importance.

The year of further gradual consolidation concentrated mainly on the capacity building of the 
organisational structure. The budget started to be based on the activity plans at, respectively, 
district and village levels.

It was effectively the third year of the programme when financial thinking started. Funds were 
essentially needed for organising training, workshops, basically oriented on village level, (fairly 
strong sanghas). There was no usage of documentation.
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The plan already reflected reality, as it was based on certain costs and projections, e.g. on three- 
monthly district activity plans derived from the annual plan. There was a more general 
understanding of and experience w ith funds. People were already aware of the importance, 
contents, meaning and price of some headings/items (like documentation, newsletter) and certain 
norms had already evolved. Nevertheless the original design of the GOI budget was still used. It 
was, however, better understood and reviewed as this was the final year of the 8th Five-year 
planning.

It was a year of further re-enforcement of the organisational structure. There was already more 
consolidation_in place. Less attention was required for the building of team capacity and was 
therefore paid to the sanghas and their teachers.

The growing consciousness of past achievements made people want to keep the momentum 
(videos). The volume of activities and interventions (training, Mahila Shiksan Kendras) and number 
of participants increased.

Collective strength was still slightly overestimated, e.g. in plans to set a hut, to expand (requires 
so many people) and to recruit people (needs much time and organisation). There was also a lack 
of knowledge of village dynamics, such as planning during peak seasons (of crops) and the 
inadequate frequency of activities. Insufficient capacity and capability and inefficient 
corhmunication at various levels also hampered many activities.

The financial year of the Mahila Samakhya Programme started with 54 lakhs (14 lakhs transferred 
from the previous year 1995/96, 20 lakhs disbursed as the first instalment for the current year and 
20 lakhs of the second instalment available in May 1996). In December 1996 almost 52 lakhs 
were spent effectively.

1n the meantime another 25 lakhs have been requested for the expenditures already committed 
and another 20 - 25 lakhs are likely to be spent in the period of January - February 1997.
The total expected expenditures per March 1997 are 70 - 75 lakhs.

P R O J E C T I O N S  F O R  T H E  S I X T H  Y E A R  O F  T H E  P R O G R A M M E  -  1 9 9 7  - 1 9 9 8

Based on the lessons learned from the previous years of the Programme, the preparers of the 
financial plan for the next financial year will ensure that this plan reflects the reality as described in 
the activity plans for the sanghas, districts and state office. It will indicate norms based on real 
costs and proved financial estiriiates for the various budgetary headings, such as sangha huts, 
sahayoginis, etc.

4.5 Utilisation of the funds

In order to obtain a sound view on the pattern, kind and size of expenditures, as well as the 
reasons for the under-spending, a practical case of the thorough budgetary analysis was 
implemented. (See next page) This was done jointly w ith the representatives of the management 
team (SPD and accountant).

THE FIFTH YEAR OF THE PROGRAMME - 1996  -  1997

4.6  Reasons for under-spending

There is an entire spectrum of possible specific motives for under spending, which can be 
summarised as follows:
* rather ambitious planning based on insufficient experience w ith financial planning/budgeting,
* lack of time caused by initial underestimation of the complexity of setting up the organisational 

structure,
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CASE 1- ANALYSIS OF THE 1995/96 EXPENDITURES;

State level:

Management costs: under-spending
* allocation for 1 resource p>erson not spent, as there was no relevant need 

Activity costs: under-spendir^q
* cluster meetings for sahayoginis completed only for 60-65%,
* tumover and lack of capacity of sahayoginis,
* masonry training not organised as DIUs failed to do it,
* accounts training for DIUs and Sanghas was not executed as neither the state nor district offices had the

capacity to organise the training,
* Panchayati Raj training was not implemented, though prepared, due to the changed political situation.

District level:

Management costs: - under-spending, partial utilisation - approx. 6.5 lakhs
* uTuSed allocation for 1 extra resource person, various reasons, personnel not available,
* not fully used allocation for consultants as the extemal expertise was not relevant for the current 

Programme scale,
* unused allocation for 1 technical staff person as his/her support was not relevant for the current 

Programme scale,
* not fully used allocation for the new district, except for the jeep, as extension slow, office not operational, 

activities not yet started.

Activity costs: - DIU office; - under spending;
* concurrent & external evaluation - partly utilised as not enough activities required,
* fee and honoraria - not fully spent as not enough activities required,
* fuel and maintenance - not fully used, see above.

Activity costs: - Sahavoqini level: - under-spending;
* allocation for number of personnel good personnel not easy to find,
* marginal under-spending on Sangha Fund, slightly overestimated,
* Sangha Huts - not achieved due to the legal problems, time costly registration process,
* training, documentation - used for 75% as materials prepared by hand only, printing technically impossible,
* publication, newsletter - never used, even in past, as not enough motivation and experience,
* MSK - marginal under-spending, slightly overestimated,
* New MSK - only about 30% will be used as Medak situation not yet ready for setting-up the MSKs,
* Bal Mitra Kendra - partly used although in district Mb. expenditures may even exceed the planned budget, 

but in M. only 30% will be utilised, due to turnover of sahayoginis,
* not enough motivation by sanghas,
* Gi-^f-ih-aid - only 1 5% spent due to a strong overestimation of the Executive Council, which added this 

amount to the grant allocation.

There were adequate expenditures on;
* stationary, books - fully spent;
* musical instruments - fully spent;
* workshops/seminars - completely utilised.

The fiscal year 1995/96 ended with approximately 50% under-spending.

1996/97
Based on similar analysis of the available documentation of the 1996/97 expenditures, it seems most likely 
that the fiscal year 1996/97 will end with marginal under-spending.
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* understaffing - lack of key persons to implement the Programme and to perform the expected 
tasks, including adequate financial planning,

* unseen intentional savings - contributions by individuals, sanghas, free-of-charge facilities and 
resource persons offered by the Government, subsidies/funding from other projects, 
programmes, better negotiated prices,

* intensification of other programmes organised by the Government and/or foreign donors, de 
facto affecting the Mahila Samakhya Programme because addressing the same target group,

* strong intentional "saving" efforts by better negotiating and the "cost-cutting on expenditures 
and saving" attempts of the Programme staff and clients.

4.7 ProblHms occurred

Nevertheless some problems arose.

* Due to only partial achievements of the activities planned and the overestimation of collective 
strength and underestimation of the economic and lega; constraints with regard to the 
fulfilment of some activities (e.g. purchase of a sangha hut troubled and considerably delayed 
by the problems of purchasing land, legal obstacles) the budgeted utilisation of funds was not 
fully achieved in the time planned.

* The planned expansion of staff created problems, too. To recruit people required much more 
time and effort than was possible with the heavy workload of the existing staff was under.

* On top of that, ."s the amount of funds unspent grew and so did every following vear’s budget.

4.8  Conclusions regarding financial management Andhra Pradesh

Based on the study of materials and interviews in the field the conclusion can be drawn that one 
of the major reasons for the phenomenon under-spending is most probably the anxiety to make the 
sanghas dependent on support funds and thereby creating the new dependency structure.

Despite a rather high level of under-spending in the years 1993/94 - 1995/96, it can be stated
that the funds utilised were, in the opinion of the mission, spent on items of fundamental 
importance for the project. One of the major accomplishments which the mission observed on - 
the-spot in the villages and throughout the whole organisational structure is the enormous
commitment to the philosophy of the Programme of all parties involved.

There are also many achievements which are not to be found in the activity plans or in the budget, 
as they were not predictable and planned. They cannot be quantified as they are of the rather 
qualitative and process-oriented kind. And yet they consumed a lot of time and effort:

* the sanghas which were not aH registered were recognised and respected by the majority of the 
banks approached for the depositing the Sangha Fund,

* some of this "seed money" was already used in.a way which serves the objective of "sanghas 
becoming independent",

* large "saving" efforts in the villages meant for the enhancement of self-confidence, 
independence and group comrnitment,

* the requirement of an own (symbolical) contribution to this fund, intended to achieve higher 
commitment of the sangha members was largely accepted,

* the achievements of some planned activities caused reverse effect in the budget, e.g. they "cut 
the costs and saved the funds rather than spent them",

* successful negotiations w ith the banks about better interest rates for their deposits, w ith  the 
merchants about lower prices for collective purchases, conscious personnel planning and 
remuneration, and saving, certain gains were made wh-ch contributed to the growth of 
"capital",

* there were also some money flows of no importance for t^e Programme. They were recorded 
correctly but their appearance on the Expenditure statement might need an explanatory note^

 ̂ In the scope ot a UNICEF project complv<ng with the Mahila Samakhya philoscisJny, computer equipment w as purchased.
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The recommendation of the mission for the Programme in Andhra Pradesh is to continue the 
Programme with safeguarding its identity and the structural professionalisation of the Programme 
structure in terms of sta ff training (on management and communication issues, notably the 
financial management), development of systematised, relevant and transparent job requirements 
and an adequate scheme of career planning.

It would also help to start thinking about the systematic definition of various stages of the 
programme, including the envisaged gradual w ithdrawal of the Programme structure in the 
foreseeable future.

As UNICEF did not have the funds available when this equipment was needed, the Programme (SPD> prepaid this amount, 
recorded rt as advance paym ent and later, when the Society was finally paid, recorded advances recovered.
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5. FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT - UTTAR PRADESH

5.1. Introduction

Uttar Pradesh was one of the three states in which the Mahila Samakhya Programme started (from 
the very beginning) In 1989/90. Therefore its progress has been slightly different from that of 
Andhra Pradesh. The Programme was launched at "bottom " line, e.g. at village level. The first 
implementers of the Programme were not the functionaries of the Programme staff, as there was 
no structure in place. The implementation was given to the association of existing NGOs and their 
structure and these took care of the initial activities. Only later, in the third year of the Programme 
implementation, was the current structure built.

Certain results of Mahila Samakhya Programnve have already become visible.
The sangha Is a platform for sharing problems, learning (even to read and write), group- 
feeling, dissemination of information, it is a "pressure, support and suggestion" group.

• Many villages are co-ordinated by sakhis, the selected sangha women. They organise the
village meetings and distribute the relevant information. They enjoy the full trust of the 
village women in all matters and are asked for advice, even In private matters.

* Sahayoginis come and share and teach and help very often, they do the counselling, help
' to establish the literacy centre, organise education camps and training on various issues.

The strong sanghas send their representatives to Panchayati, the lowest administration 
unit of the state, which is responsible for the realisation of women’s rights, 
communication w ith the village headmen, care for village infrastructure and passing on the 
necessary information to block level.

The Implementers focused till 1994 primarily on strengthening the institution of sakhis as 
the focal point for the creation of strong villages but since 1995 attention has been 
transferred more to sahayoginis as the trainers for the capacity building of the sanghas.

5.2 Funds

The budget estimation for the firs t, three years of the Mahila Samakhya Programme in Uttar 
Pradesh cannot be seen as representative for the financial analysis as these were not kept 
separate from the other funds of the respective NGOs.

Therefore only after the nomination of the present State Programme Director can the situation be 
considered representative. The following overview shows the situation from the third year of 
implementation. (See for an overview of the funds the next page)

5.3 Financial roles and responsibilities

The overall policy of the Mahila Samakhya Programme is to decentralise all management 
responsibilities and decision-making powers as far as possible. This involves the complete package 
of tasks/responsibilities and rights, namely the strategy preparation, planning, implementation, 
monitoring, evaluation and follow-up.

In Uttar Pradesh the Mahila Samakhya Programme was implemented as early as 1988 and, from 
the very beginning, before there was any structure at all, there were activities in villages.

Financial management at State and district level fully corresponds w ith  the guidelines given by the 
Mahila Samakhya Society's Articles. The financial management at village level can be described as 
follows:
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Expenditure versus projected budget:

1 LAKH = 100.000 Rs

/ear estimated
budget

expenditure utilisation 
of funds

Rupees Rupees in % -

in lakhs in lakhs

1992-93 222.75 41.72 18,79%
1993-94 180.19 56.28 31,27%
1994-95 286.34 88.69 31,01%
1995-96 289.43 107.43 37.17%
1996-97 276.83 84.65 {Dec.96) 30,56%

Management cost involved:

year total Management Mgt cost
budget cost estim. spent -

Rupees Rupees in % of Rupees in % of
in lakhs in lakhs tot.budg. in lakhs tot.budg.

1992-93 222.75 52.75 23,65% 17.23 7,72%
1993*94 180.19 44.10 24,5% 22.81 12,67%
1994-95 268.34 42.77 , 15,95% 35.36 13,19%
1995-96 289.43 44.79 15,49% 40.98 14,18%
1996-97 276.83 46.99 16,96% 24.99 9,02%
Lipto Dec.96

A ctiv ity  cost involved:

/ear total Activ ity cost Act.cost
budget estinnated spent

Rupees Rupees in % of Rupees in % of
in lakhs in lakhs tot.budg. in lakhs tot.budg.

1992-93 222.75 170.00 76,23% 19.98 8,96%
1993-94 180.19 133.59 74,22% 29.23 16,23%
1994-95 268.34 223.57 83,42% 53.33 19,90%
1995-96 289.43 237.51 82,18% 66.45 22,99%
1996-97 276.83 212.71 76,80% 52.66 19,01%
jp to  Dec.96
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priorities. Therefore these sanghas are often strongly involved in saving and other income 
generating activities. In addition to this, once the sanghas are ready to build their sangha hut they 
become eligible for the Mahila Samakhya funds allocated for this purpose. The internal mechanism 
for managing the sangha money is strongly developed, very effective and built on complete trust.

5.4 Financial planning

The budgetary planning corresponds to a large extent w ith  the activity planning. This was not so 
in the initial years of the project.

rW f F IR S T  Y E A R  O F  T H £  P R O G R A M M E  - 1 9 8 9  -  1 9 9 0

The launching of the Mahila Samakhya Programme was realised by a group of associated NGOs. 
The internal division of tasks was such that some NGOs were responsible for planning the 
implementation of field activities while others focused specifically on the conduct of a major 
component of the Mahila Samakhya Programme, such as the training component. Both the 
implementation of field activities and training were time-consuming although the actual cost 
remained rather moderate. No other expenditure was necessary. The costs involved were kept 
reasonably low  as the programme utilised the existing NGO infrastructure.

T H E  S E C O N D  Y E A R  O F  T H E  P R O G R A M M E  - 1 9 9 0  -  1 9 9 1

The second year can be described as a year of further initiating the Programme, w ith the initial 
organisational set-up of offices at district level. Only small financial inputs were needed to cover 
the initial cost of setting up the DID offices.

T H E  T H IR D  Y E A R  O F  T H E  P R O G R A M M E  -  19 9 1  - 1 9 9 2

As the establishment of DIUs started, the links w ith  NGO structure became loose. The 
organisational set-up continued to focus on establishing the state office. Some management cost 
were allocated for the recruitment of the office staff and initial expenditure for furniture, cars and 
other equipment was incurred. This resulted in a number of initial problems related to the 
recruitment of personnel which, in some cases had to be appointed only temporarily, e.g. the 
position of SPD.

The field activities for the villages operated by the DIUs and aimed at the crucial issues of 
solidarity, unity and mobilisation of women were low-cost. The other "more costly" activities, like 
the literacy centres and camps. Child Care Centres etc. were introduced gradually. There was no 
structural planning in time and money at this stage.

T H E  F O U R T H  Y E A R  O F  T H E  P R O G R A M M E  - 1 9 9 2  -  1 9 9 3

The personnel problems continued and some other shortcomings appeared, such as DIU staff's  
insufficient knowledge of their roles and responsibilities. The core team had limited financial and 
other responsibilities and operated under restrictive measures.

There was still no full time SPD w ith the knowledge and skills to plan the activities and 
expenditures. The budget was planned top-down and, when utilised, done so rigidly according to 
the GOl guidelines.

T H E  F IF T H  Y E A R  O F  T H E  P R O G R A M M E  - 1 9 9 3  - 1 9 9 4

The newly established SPD was delegated the necessary financial powers and started its work by 
gradually decentralising all relevant responsibilities to the DIUs and villages, explaining the rules 
and contents and introducing a more structural approach. More staff was recruited and the
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number of activities finally increased. The plannim g, however, was still based on the assumption 
that essenditure matters more than the financial planning. Some allocations for sanghas were 
m a d e ^ ith o u t considering their urgent needs or th ff . specifics of the area.

T H E  S I X T H  Y E A R  O F  T H E  P R O G R A M M E  - 1994- - 7 1 9 9 5

It was only in this year that planning activities in rerrms of the unit cost was fully adopted. The first 
results of investment in activities started to s rtow ,, the firs t rise in salaries could take place. The 
overall confidence in one's operations was achievted, the Mahila SamakHya structure consciously 
started to furnish its offices.

Also the aim, advantages and constraints of srruc'^tured financial planning has been digested; the 
first specialist training for the core-team and acc ountants, all functionaries w ith  some share in 
financial responsibility, was conducted and, tr* su ich  way a better understanding of the budget 
headings was achieved.

The planning exercises for the annual budget staarted w ith  DIU core teams at state level. The 
expenditure of the previous year was reviewed antd the coming financial year was estimated with- 
an attempt to understand why the planning had m ot been achieved and why certain items were 
un-forseen.

However, some expenditures, such as the larger investments for sanghas (Sangha fund, child 
centre, etc.) were still allocated from the point io f v iew  of overall strategy as seen from the 
national Programme level w ithout any realistic plantning.

T H E  S E V E N T H  Y E A R  O F  T H E  P R O G R A M M E  -  1 9 9 &  -  1 9 9 6

In this year the real- expansion of Mahila Samakhy. a started. More districts and more blocks were 
added to the initial number. These new districts aind blocks already profited from the experience 
gained in previous years and therefore it was possi’ ble to  accelerate activities significantly. Also the 
expertise acquired in financial planning aspects pro-vided a better basis for financial planning.
The financial planning had already been prepared vwith a proper analysis per item of spending. But, 
as not all the sanghas were strong in all districts cor did not have the same pattern of needs, the 
need for spending again varied.

T H E  E IG H T H  Y E A R  O F  T H E  P R O G R A M M E  7 9 9 6 -  1 9 9 7

The high turnover of staff in management positiions is a problem. Of the total of ten districts 
implementing the f\/lahila Samakhya Programme, o n ly  tw o  have District Programme Co-ordinator.

It was the first year of intensive reflective th ink ing  about the future strategy of the Programme in 
general and its consequences for the individual dis tric ts .

5.5 Utilisation of funds

Under spending based on the total budget request-ed can be shown as follows:

1992 9 3 -8 1 ,2 1 %
1 9 9 3 -9 4 -6 8 ,7 3 %
1994-95 - 68,99%
1995-96 - 62,83%
1996-97 - 69,44%  until Dec. 96, foreseen about 50% .
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C/»S£ 2 ANALYSIS OF THE EXPENDITURE FOR 1996-97:

State level:

Management costs: undef-spending
allocation tor resource persons not spent, as there was no knowledge of the possibility to book the 
short-term consultants under this category, wrongly booked,
office expenses were not so relevant for this year of the programme, some cost was shared by other 
programmes,
- rent under-spending not so relevant,
- furniture bought although not allocated, adjustment made from other items
- audio-visual material needed and paid although not allocated,
- petrol almost spent, consequence of maintenance cost,
- stationary spent.

Activity costs: almost realistic, where under-spending then only marginal:
* training /ust started, budget will be spent, 

workshop realistic planning,
* concurrent & externa/ evaluation - partly utilised as not enough activities required,
’  most of the activities will take place in the last quarter of the year.

District level:

Management costs: - marginal under-spending, maybe adequate:
* unused allocation for one District Programme Co-ordinator and two District resource persons, for various 

reasons personnel was not available.

Activity costs: - DIU office: - some undef-spending, especially during the first four years of the Programme 
implementation:
* innovative educational programmes will not be utilised fully,
* publication material, products and newsletter - unused until 1993-94,
* workshop for sangha women little utilised during the first 4 years.

Activity costs: - Child care centres: under-spending:
* contingencies - unused,
* medical care - weekly visits of doctor - unused,
* medicine grant provided only twice.

Activity costs: - Sahavoqini levet: under-spending:
* honoraria and fees will not be spent fulty,
* stationery, books and magaziries: 60% will be spent,
* contingencies also not utilised.

Activity costs: - Sangha level: urxier-sperKlir>g:
* equipment not utilised at all,
* training cost for vocational training practically unused ,
* sangha huts utilised for 30%,
* publication, newsletter - r>ever used, even in past, too littie motivation and experience,
* MSK - spent for 30%,
* stationery and contingencies partly used,

'•  books, journals and other educational material - start of utilisation after more literacy training.

The fiscal year 1996/97 will end with approximately 50% under spending.
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In order to obtain a sound view on the pattern, kind and size of spending, as well as the reasons 
for the under-spending, a practical case of the thorough budgetary analysis was implemented (see 
page 26). This was done jointly w ith  the representatives of the management team (SPD and 
accountant).

5.6 Reasons for under-spending

The reasons can be summarised in the following overview:

• The initial lack of understanding the idea of financial planning being the translation of the 
strategic planning into financial terms. The budgeting was seen as the overview of planned 
expenditures, initiated by the proposed GOl guidelines and allocations from the national 
programme office.

• The insufficient knowledge of the purpose of budget planning, implementation and control 
and the confusion of the contents of individual budget headings by the DtU financial 
managers played major role in under spending the budget. As they were not capable of 
understanding their role and responsibilities in financial planning, for whatever reason, they 
could not guide their teams in sound financial planning.

• The budgets formulated at the beginning of the financial year were not always, for 
whatever reasons reviewed during the year and therefore the reasons for under-spending 
were not analysed and visible nor were possible corrective management actions.

• The planning was often done mechanically (quantitatively) w ithout proper attention for the 
specifics of the beneficiary or expenditure, e.g. expenditure was multiplied by number of 
villages w ithout considering their strength, needs or priorities.

• High turnover of sta ff - lack of key persons to implement the Programme and to perform 
the expected tasks, including adequate financial planning.

The activity planning was largely overestimated as it was obvious that it is the main issue 
of the programme. Moreover, the funds were in place, there was enough money and the 
intention of the programme management and all implementers involved was very 
enthusiastic.

’  The limitation of time was crucial in situations where all other necessary conditions, such
as the sound division of financial management responsibilities and their overall 
understanding and influence of external circumstances were not adequately fulfilled.

• Lack of time caused by initial underestimation of the complexity of organisational setting
up. The same expenditure was also booked wrongly as the headings of the GOl budget 
were not understood properly.

• Unseen intentional savings - contributions by individuals, sanghas, free-of-charge facilities 
and resource persons offered by the Government, subsidies/funding from other projects, 
programmes, better negotiated prices.

• Intensification of other programmes organised by the Government and/or foreign donors,
de facto affecting the Mahila Samakhya Programme because the same target group was 
addressed.

In order to clarify the problem of under spending even further another case is included which
contains a thorough analysis of all budget headings, the budget utilisation and the reasons for
possible deficiencies.
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CASE 3  - ANAL YStS OF THE VARANAS) DISTRICT SPENDING THROUGHOUT THE PROGRAMME
YEARS:

Management costs: under-socnding
major under-spending only in the first year, improvement in the second year and with the present SPD almost 
corresponds with the planning

STAFF;
co-ordinator ■ job requirements too high, personnel not available 
1 993-94 - part of the year
1994-95 - full time
1995-96 ■ not available
1996-97 - still required

consultant - not understood that this money can be used also for the short-term interventions, wrongly booked
1995-96 - understood and booked correctly
1996-97 - ditto

resource persons - allocation 1 per 100 villages, initially more used, recently a pool of resource persons trained 
for future coverage
1994-95 - fully used
1995-96 - less, as 1 of 2 asked for a transfer because of poor working atmosphere 
1 996-97 - even, less

accountant
1990-91 - only 5 months
1992-93 -left
1993-97 - fully utilised

office assistant 
1 990-91 - nobody
1995-96 - nobody 
in the remaining years fully utilised

stenotypist - provision for 2 (1 per district! 
until 1 994 only one position utilised 
from 1994-95 onwards fully utilised

When a computer became available the post of operator replaced the need for a shorthand typist. Up to thrs 
moment this cost had been booked under this heading.

driver - 1 position allocated
1994-96 - utilised only part-time for the co-ordinator, paid from contingencies 

messenger
first three years not fully utilised, recently full utilisation

OFFICE EXPENSES: 

rent
1990-91 - allocation only for 5 months 
1 991 -92 - for 1 2 months
1992-93 - for six months
1993-97 - full utilisation and even some overspending due to the unforeseeable escalation in rent

furniture - almost exhausted 
first 4 years hardly any expenditure
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1994-95 - maximum spent 
1 995-97 - not so relevant

AV equipment
first 4 years nothing spent
1 994-96 - funds fully used

petrol, fuel and maintenance 
first year no jeep, no expenditure
1991-94 - fuel cost only; as there was no maintenance of new vehicles
1994-95 - jeep repaired after accident, also stolen
1995-96 - utilisation of unspent rnainwoance money for purchase of rew jeep
1996-97 - fuel only
first 3 years over-budgeted, once the work expands more maintenarKe will be needed, then the expenditure 
will become normal

stationery
up to 1992 94 - utilisation remains under 0.5 lakhs
1994-95 - gradual growth, as phone and post are also included

books
first 3 years little spent, only after 1994-95 almost 1 lakh 
TA/DA
first year no spending, then stabtiised
1996-97 - minimum spent as only DIU staff is booked, initially all TA/DA recorded as management cost now 
recorded by activities

contingencies
first year not relevant
1991-93 - normal booking
1993-94 - part-time messenger included
1994-96 - part-time driver booked here 
1 996-97 - normal booking

5.7 Problems occurred

The implementers of the programme were also confronted w ith some problems.

The rather rigid planning of management cost including the office rent led to some major 
problems of unrealistic financial planning.

The high turnover of personnel at the state and district offices caused major problems w ith 
the establishment and continuation of professional management as well as building up an 
effectively operating team.

The GOI guidelines served their purpose in the initial phases of the programme but did not 
fit in the scope of purpose of later programme years. They appeared to be incomplete, did 
not include some items as buffer for rent and salary increase but, on the other hand, did 
include allocations for items not equally relevant for all districts and all stages - programme 
years.

Due to the only partial achievement of the activities planned the utilisation of funds was 
not fully completed in the time planned.

On top of that, as the amount of funds unspent grew so did the budget for each 
subsequent year.
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The major cause for under-spending was the overestimation of activity budget. Although under
spending on management cost played a role until 1994-95, since that year the planned proportion 
of management costs has almost corresponded w ith the reality. The activity cost, however, has 
not yet reached the level of the planned budget. The spectrum of activities has started to increase 
only gradually and under-spending has remained significant (less than the quarter of planned 
budget) until present.

There is a need to readjust the proportion of management cost and activity cost, whereas the 
activities should be planned according to the needs of the respective programme period and 
current priorities of clients - sanghas within the context o f their development stage.

There is also a need to adjust the management cost, being the salaries and office rent, at least 
every third year in line w ith external developments.

Mahila Samakhya is a Programme of processes, of an attitudinai change and as such it cannot 
possibly be planned in the same way as other more "producf'-oriented programmes. Although it 
may have some of the features of a project, it is still a large scale programme without any visible 
deadline, oriented to quality aspects more than quantitative objectives w ithin the scope of a long
term perspective, of a continuous process.

As a process-oriented Programme, many of the lessons learned were learnt through trial and error, 
and also many errors were made. And yet the Programme has achieved extensive goodwill among 
the targeted group of clients, being the sangha women.

The recommendation of the mission for the Programme in Uttar Pradesh is to continue the 
programme and safeguard its identity and the structural professionalisation of the Programme 
structure in terms of staff training (on management and communication issues, notably the 
financial management), development of systematised, relevant and transparent job requirements 
and an adequate scheme for career planning.

It would also help to plan in line w ith the experience acquired from the various stages of the 
Programme, including the envisaged gradual withdrawal of the programme structure in the 
foreseeable future.

5.8 Conclusions
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ANDHRA PRADESH DIARY

At the briefing meeting on 4 January 97 w ith the Secretary, Education, other government officials 
and the Mahila Samakhya team the thrust of the briefing was a as follows.

It was d ifficu lt to capture the quality of the programme through statistics.
The thrust of Mahila Samacha was to prioritise education w ith  emphasis on the girl child 
To promote mother's association to achieve universal enrolment and retention of girl 
children.
To improve the quality o f life and reduce drudgery 
To work in the area of health
To implement other education programmes like District Primary Education programme 
To support NGO's w ith  a good track record in areas where AP Mahfla Samatha Society 
cant reach.

Issues that confront APMSS are what is the optimal presence in a district? Perhaps a 1/4 of the 
district would provide the critical mass for change. Another problem was how to  develop a Mahila 
Samakhya ethos at the field? How to strengthen a-conceptual understanding of the Programme? 
How to maintain the pace of the programmes, responding to demands especially w ith  the rapid 
turnover of staff. How to define a strong sangha? How to build a federation o f sanghas that can 
mobilise around issues like minimum wages.

5 January
Mahila Sikhsana Kendra, Mahaboobnagar
Mahila Sikshana Kendra Mahaboobnagar has about 28 girls in the age group of 9-14 years. The 
girls were happy, bright, outgoing and confident. They had learnt about health, some science and 
mathematics, handicrafts. They were eager to  learn more and to stay on longer if possible.

The positive observations about the Mahila Sikhsana Kendra are the affection and goodwill of all 
the staff, the confidence of the children and the sheer hope that is generated by reaching out and 
providing this supportive and nurturing space for girls who have never experience this care before. 
Most of them want to go back and start "tailoring centres" or teach at the Balkendras in the 
village. Two or three will be joining a hostel and continuing their education. The problems were 
rapid turnover of staff, total lack of training or vision on the part of the teacher and need for 
design and planning in the curriculum, pedagogic skills and a clear vision for the future.

To maximise the impact and use of tne MSK one needs to pay attention to this.

Sangha Leaders Meeting, Makthal
Nearly 70 women from around 31 villages had come for the meeting. The purpose of the meeting 
was to review their past activity and plan for the next tw o  years. The women spoke of the issues 
they had taken up in the past.

They felt they had gained information, visibility and bargaining power. They were able to wrest the 
resources due to the community from the Sarpanch. They had gained in increase in wages, they 
had applied for and secured government housing. They could buy rice for consumption during a 
famine, gain some education for themselves and create the possibility of education for their 
children. They had also prepared for and contested elections. Their health and children's health 
had improved due to education as well as the confidence to access health care. They planned to 
set up a mandal level federation to help them network on common issues and to increase their 
strength and bargaining. On the question of a collective struggle that had changed their lives or 
vision of the future there were no clear answers.

Sangham Hut, Lingampalli
The next visit was to the Sangham hut being built at Lingampalli.
The women had contributed their labour, picked up stones on the wayside and brought them in for 
the basement. There was a lot of pnde and anticipation at the prospect of having their own space, 
but they had not yet learnt to calculate the value of their labour or other contribution.

ANNEX 1
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Tipparasapalli Sangham meeting
The next visit was to the Tipparasapalli sangham meeting and the watershed committee meeting. 
The women spoke w ith  pride of their literacy, of the knowledge they had gained and the 
confidence it had brought them.

Men who were present said that they were happy at the progress their wives and made; it was 
good for the community. Significantly enough they said it will be good for them to go up one step 
at a time and not try to walk on a wire straight away. This sangha is at the II (group formation) 
stage moving towards the III (consolidation) stage.

Meeting w ith Karyakarthas
I met all the Karyakarthas in tw o and threes and had an intensive discussion on their perspective 
of Mahila Samakhya, their problems, future etc. They are hardworking and seemed caught up w ith " 
the problem of accessing resources for the villagers. No clear articulation of Mahila Samakhya 
philosophy.

Bondalkunta Bal Mitra Kendra
The Bondalkunta Bala Mitra Kendra was running well w ith children wanting to escape the drudgery 
of housework through schooling. The sangham is in the second (sangha building) stage, the 
women want to get electricity etc. This sangham still needs to be strengthened and sees Mahila 
Samakhya as a means of tapping resources.

Kunsi Sangha Meeting
At Kunsi there was a meeting of village women. This is an early sangham. Despite a funeral and a 
wedding in the village the women had cooked a meal and came to the meeting. They are eager for 
some change, some bettering of their condition but, as yet inarticulate. The key here is the hope 
and possibility that Mahila Samakhya arouses.

Mahila Sikshana Kendra, Medak
In Medak we started w ith a visit of the Mahila Sikshana Kendra. The children are bright and happy 
and full of eagerness. They seem better skilled and more competent than the children in the 
Mahaboobnagar MSK girls. This can be explained by the fact that mandal is not as backward as 
Mahaboobnagar. But it is also clear that a lot more of though and planning has gone into the MSK 
here.

The warden is a karyakartha w ith experience, who can no longer travel for reasons of health so 
her approach and perspective on MSK is much clearer. The content of the curriculum is better and 
the girls hope to become NFE teachers or karyakartha after they leave. Those are the role models 
they have before them and who they perceive as change agents in their society.

The question is whether just one year of residential learning is enough to equip them to  stand up 
in their local context. The rationale offered for the decision for one year is that many more girls 
were waiting to come in. Also the cluster MSKs tha t are being demanded and which m ight be 
Implemented have not been thought through thoroughly.

The question of whether the investment of one year will simply be lost or how it can be sustained 
or strengthened in the village has not been considered. No follow  up (except in the cases of the 
girls who will join government hostels) has been planned or considered.

Karyakartha Meeting
Next the team had a meeting w ith Karyakarthas. The capacity of the Karyakarthas is quite 
impressive. They travel long distances, sit w ith the women, face great difficulties (like attacks 
saying they are child lifters or naxalites) and build a sangha.

They demand more skills and training. But none of them were able to articulate their vision of 
what development for women should be. They are caught into responses to the immediate 
practical needs of the women and running the Bala Mitra Kendras etc.,but are unable to  move 
beyond that. They have great clarity on the survival issues of women, how to mobilise women for 
meetings, desire to build federations of sanghas, the need for horizontal spread of mandal level 
networks etc. There is a sense of stagnation w ith  the more experienced ones and a great deal of 
the problem is on building the capacity to jump levels both professionally and conceptually.
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Sangham Meeting Qamsanpalli
We then attended a sangham meeting at Qamsanpalli. The women were vocal, energetic and very 
clearly listed all their achievements, which included accessing resources and collective bargaining. 
However, on discussing the sangham fund they were nervous and diffident and lacked 
information.

The Bala Mitra Kendra was very impressive w ith the children reeling o ff historical dates, 
geographical information etc. This again proof of the teachers commitment and pedagogic skills.

Esogipet Sangha Meeting
The next day we visited Esogipet. This is a three year old sangha. The women sound strong and 
articulate. They listed their achievements in terms of education, health training, new borewells, 
housing, reduction of toddy prices and had resolved a marital dispute. They were thorough on their 
accounts and the sangham fund.

Visit to  the Sangham Hut
They estimate it w ill cost another 10,000 and tw o  women are being trained as masons.

Alladurg - Sangham Leaders Meeting
Women from the Mandal had come to  review their past activities and plan their activities fo r the 
future. There had been an attempt to use Participatory Rural Appraisal methods to get the women 
to  map their requirements. But the perception of the charts was very uneven. The teachers who 
were monitoring the charts need more training in this area. The market stu ff is brought by the 
Mahila Samakhya Office.

The activities that women suggested at the review meeting were:
Sangham Hut, education, land lease, toilets, kitchen gardens, tamarind contracts, vegetable 
vending, training in brick making, masonry, borewell mechanics, negotiating w ith  mid-wives, 
government officers around land for landless, dealership of rations, help for disabled e ta .-

Cluster meeting
The APMSS tries to reduce expenditure of cluster meetings by sharing local resources, asking local 
households to supply the glasses and plates and the women to bring local available vegetables.
The next visit was a cluster meeting and health training by a local resource person from the 
village. The meeting was attended by 16 members. It is meant to  build up training skills for the 
more capable village women and re-orient the slightly weaker ones. The local remedies are 
effective and saleable. There is a clear understanding that this is a small measure, a stop gap for 
minor ailments while major ones need to be taken to the doctor or ANM.

Visit to Mahila Sikshana Kendra, Hayatnagar
The next visit was the MSK run by the MV Foundation, The MSK at Hayatnagar was the most 
effectively planned and managed. The MVF is an NGO and works around NFE for children and 
childeren’s rights, and has continuous training and research on curriculum and pedagogic methods.

The training evolves around natural resource management, overall physical and social development 
of the girls and environmental activism. In addition to regular science and social science lessons 
children are also taught about laws, childeren's rights, they talk to the managers of factories and 
to mandal officials.

A lot of attention is paid to the training of teachers who are teaching the change agents of the 
future. The giris learn karate, crafts etc. The children would compare favourable w ith  children of 
the most privileged schools. What marks the MSK here is the professional management of the 
place and the planning and design.

W hat needs strengthening is the gender perspective. Right now it is that these are under privileged 
children at the risk of violence and child marriage. But a little more clarity on the political 
dimensions of gender would fu lfil its potential of being a matchless institution.

Meeting w ith sangha women
This was followed by a meeting w ith approximately 40 women from 20 sanghas. The women are 
working a joint forest management and accessing resources. The level of awareness among the
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women either regarding collective action or empowerment or the need for a sangha was the 
lowest among all the sanghas visited so far. They simply see the Coordinator as the provider of 
knowledge, resources and pointing the way. This orientation is totally at cross purpose w ith the 
Mahila Samakhya philosophy, but is effective for joint forest management and conserving natural 
resources which is the main thrust of the programme. Only tw o young women out 6f the thirty to 
forty women, who were assembled, could understand the question of collectives or empowerment 
despite repeated probing. As long as this is viewed as a JFM programme or any other development 
programme there is no problem at all. As a women's empowerment programme it is far from the 
mark.
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ANNEX 2

UTTAR PRADESH DIARY

10-1-1997: Lambgaon Gahrwal, Meeting w ith  Sahayoginis
We discussed the main issues in the sanghas. For the Gahravali women the main issues are the 
forest and alcohol.

As more and more forests are being declared Panchayat areas or Resource Forests by the 
Government women are fast losing their right to minor forest produce and their fuel and fodder 
sources. Add deforestation and the fact that women have to trek 20-25 km to  find the family 
need of fuel and fodder. The issue of the forest thus is both a survival issue for women and a 
gender issue.

Most of the men are away serving in the armed forces or are back burnt out and drinking heavily. 
The women are the backbone of the community and the Mahila Samakhya programme revolves 
around jal, jungle and jameen around which wom en’s lives revolves. The fight against alcohol was 
taken up by most sanghas in the areas and alt the illicit breweries have been smashed. Women
have not been able to deal w ith government liquor which is freely supplied.

The Sahayoginis had quite a good degree o f clarity on the Mahila Samakhya philosophy and vision. 
They said that it was d ifficu lt initially, when they took up individual issues. As soon as they moved 
to  issues of forest and alcoholism which were community issues they began to find more 
acceptance and confidence in the community. The major issues they take up are health, forest and 
alcoholism.

Training
The sahayoginis felt that the earlier training gave them self-confidence, a sense of identity and 
clarity of vision. Gradually they felt the need for more training to  handle the issues they confront 
on a daily basis. But while sectoral and need based training is important they feel that interaction 
w ith  other groups and exchange will keep them more strong and vibrant. These Sahayoginis were
the strongest and clearest on the MS philosophy that I met.

Visit to  Bhounsari Village Children's Centre
There were 36 children here. The literacy material is being developed in the local language and 
around issues of the environment.

Bhounsari Sangha Meeting
This was a 1 1/2 year old sangha. Almost 70 women were there. They w ere 'very  articulate, 
happy to be together and said the sangha gave them power made them a force to reckon w ith. 
Although they were confident, they said that the sahayogini had a critical role. She provided the 
information, support and direction. This sangha has begun to combine older and younger women 
in a single forum, something that was unheard of earlier.

Women's Literacy Camp, Ramole
The women were all able to read and some of them write. They just left their homes in the 
morning and sat together each day to learn. They claim that learning to write increases their self 
worth, helps access resources and provides a window to the outside world. They see education as 
a means of joining the mainstream. They have actively preventing illegal encroachment of the 
forest land and are planting trees to conserve the environment.

They express the need for Mahila Samakhya work to spread beyond the sangha to the entire 
village and neighbouring villages so that their protection of the forest can be complete.

Meeting w ith Sakhis
These sakhis came to Lambgaon to meet the mission on their own. They spoke of their initial fear, 
tim idity and ignorance which lifted w ith the first Jagori training. They understood that the fear 
came from within, stifling their movements and gradually learnt to set it aside and assert their 
identity.
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They claimed that working for Mahila Samakhya was more difficult than rearing a child. They 
faced physical attack, rejection and humiliation. But they feel it is worth it now. The sakhi has 
now three office bearers (a President, Secretary and Treasurer) to support her work. Today the 
government programmes like Jawahar Rozgar Yojana come straight to the sanghas. They 
contribute a day's wage to appoint a watchman for a the common forest.

Meeting w ith new Sahayoginis
These women, young and inexperienced, always felt the desire to do something - it was Mahila 
Samakhya that provided the opportunity. They said they need training, information, knowledge to 
deal w ith the issues in the sanghas. For a lot of them balancing family responsibility w ith  Mahila 
Samakhya duty, and confronting the opposition from their families to women travelling and 
working was difficu lt indeed.

Sangha Meeting Khurangaon
This seems a good strong sangha and they see Mahila Samakhya as a source of knowledge and 
information. They see Mahila Samakhya as having ushered in change both within the home and in 
the community. They say that sitting together helps them to think creatively and critically. It was 
Mahila Samakhya that helped them to think about issues.

Examples:
The village bull used to roam loose wasting things. The sangha took responsibility for 
feeding the bull and keeping it in control.
The sangha appointed a watchman to prevent monkeys from destroying fruits and crops. 
The sangha allotted mohallas (hamlets) to take turns to protect the jungle.
The sangha decided that each family would contribute a bundle of firewood and a handful 
of rice to each wedding tfujs easing the strain on the forest as well as the family.
The sangha saw the it that children went to school.

They said that earlier to men tried to keep them home but now no one could hold them back.

Jamalgaon Colony: Tikhana and CMIdren's School and Meeting w ith Sangha Women 
The Tikhana (Sangham Hut) is being built by the sangha members and is very important to them. 
Material is scarce, many insufficient and yet they are trying. The children are taught on the roof of 
one of the houses. When it rains - one house finishes cooking quickly so the children can learn in 
that house. They are trying to raise other resources. The village is just 12 families all Harijan. 
There are not men in the village, they say they are all dead. But the women are determined to 
ahead.

They went to the Block office and asked what budgets had been allocated to them.
They cleared a path to their village and went to the Block office to demand wages for their 
labour.

A fter dealing w ith one Pradhan who was corrupt they have now elected an Mahila Samakhya 
member as Pradhan and the post w ill rotate between the three villages that the Pradhan covers. 
They said that they wanted training on their rights.

Meeting w ith the District Resource Group
The next meeting was w ith  an informal district resource group at the New Tehri office.

Meeting w ith DID staff
The next day was a lengthy meeting w ith  the District Unit Staff. Problems that came up were 

the tension between the senior and junior staff
the need for training new recruits to that they understand the Mahila Samakhya 
philosophy and vision.

The staff mentioned low wages and the low travel allowance so that they have to constantly use 
good will and personal contacts to survive. There seems to be lack of clarity on finances. Given 
the terrain there has to be health and accident insurance for the staff as well as some savings and 
increments and other incentives for long service. The rent of housing and living is exorbitant in the 
Tehri areas and that has to be cor»idered.
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However, the team seems to have jelled together quite well and have come through a d ifficu lt 
period of crisis. They are articulate, dedicated and very hardworking. As the Mahila Samakhya 
Programme here has taken on the nature of a movement around jal, jungle and jameen there is a 
coherent long term vision and philosophy visible in the staff.

Sitapur District, Pipri and Hussainpur
These are tw o  new villages just meeting around learning to read and write. What is important is 
the hope, that the women see the value of the support that a collective provides and see this as 
equipping them to change their lives. Although new these new groups are alive and vibrant, eager 
to dance and sing and learn.

Meeting w ith  the Uttar Pradesh State Unit Staff
t  this meeting all the District Programme Co-ordinators, resource persons and consultants were 
present. There was an extended discussion on the need for training, the need for external inputs 
and skills, the need for group building and solidarity, the prioritising of issues etc. The impression 
of this group was that they are very politically aware, critical, reflective, thorough, able to see 
where their strengths and shortcomings lie. They spoke of Banda where the gun rules and all 
disputes including crimes like rape are settle either w ith  the gun or money. The sangha began to 
publish names and incidents in its own paper and that created some discomfort.

They all spoke of the need for more exposure, training skills and reinforcement of their capacity. 
There was also some discussion of the "life" of a Sahayogini. How long can women survive and 
lead a life of commitment and voluntarism that is not matched by benefits ?
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The programme began w ith a briefing meeting on 3 January 97 at Shastri Bhavan, New Delhi.

The Joint Secretary, Mr R.S.Pandey made the opening remarks regarding expectations from the 
Evaluation Mission. This was followed by some remarks from Mr Kuperus, Counsellor, 
Development Section, Royal Netherlands Embassy. Then the Mahila Samakhya Programme was 
presented by Ms Vrinda Sarup, Director, Mahila Samakhya. Ms J.Kameshwari, Consultant, Mahila 
Samakhya then introduced the Evaluation parameters and material was distributed to the mission. 
This was followed by discussion and clarifications.

The team then met the National Resource Group members at lunch which was followed by a 
meeting where NRG members presented three studies, and the methodology and concept of 
Mahila Samakhya.

On the 4 January Dana Broft and Vasanth Kannabiran left for Andhra Pradesh.

4 January 1997; Team Meeting w ith the Secretary , Department of Education, A.P. and EC
members at the conference hall. Ms Padma, State Programme Director then briefed the team on 
the AP Mahila Samatha Society. The afternoon was a team meeting to discuss strategies and
parameters followed by a dinner where the team met the resource groups and other NGO's and
academies connected w ith Mahila Samatha.

5 January 1997: Dana Broft remains in Hyderabad meeting w ith  the State office. Vasanth
Kannabiran leaves for Mahaboobnagar and visits the Mahila Sikshana 
Kendra at Mahaboobnagar. She then left for Makthal to attend a sangham
leaders planning and review meeting there. A fter that she visited
Lingampalli village, saw the sangham hut, interacted w ith sangha 
members, went to Tipparasapalli to attend a sangha meeting, met the 
watershed committee visited the Balamitra Kendra (children's night school) 
at Bondalkunta and returned to Makthal at 10 pm for a night halt.

6 January 1997; Vasanth Kannabiran met w ith  Karyakarthas (Sahayoginis) individually and
then had a group meeting w ith the while DILI. She then proceeded to
attend a cluster meeting at KunsKa new village) and then left for
Hyderabad.

7 January 1997; Both the team members proceeded to Sangareddy. There they visited the
Mahila Sikshana Kendra, and met the DIU and MSK teams.

8 January 1997; They visited the sangha Hut and met the members of Esogipet Sangham.
They then proceeded to the sangham leaders planning and review meeting 
at Alladurg. From Alladurg they visited a cluster health training at 
Paladugu and then le ft for Sangareddy and then returned to Hyderabad.

9 January 1997; They visited the Mahila Sikshana Kendra run by MVF an NGO, and then
met w ith  the sangha rhembers from the 20 villages mobilised by MVF.

ITINERARY Andhra Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh visits

On the 9th evening the team returned to Delhi.

On the 10 January Vasanth Kannabiran le ft for Haridwar to visit Tehri while Dana Broft left for 
Varanasi to see the programme in that area.

After reaching Lambgaon on the 10th night Vasanth Kannabiran had a meeting w ith  the 
Sahayoginis of the district.

On the 11th morning she had a meeting w ith the more experience Sahayoginis. She then 
proceeded to Bounsari to visit a Phulkandi, a children's literacy centre. This was followed by a 
sangha meeting at the village.
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After this she visited a women's literacy camp in Ramole and had a discussion w ith the women 
learning to read and write.

In the evening she had a meeting w ith four sakhis who came on their own to meet the mission on 
coming to know about it. This was followed by a meeting with the newer sahayoginis.

11 January 1997:

12 January 1997:

13 January 1997:

14 January 1997, 

Lucknow:

15 January 1997: 

15 January 1997:

Vasanth Kannabiran attended a sangha meeting at Kurangaon. A fter this 
she visited a Thikana at Jawalgaon colony.

She left for New Tehri and met members of the District Resource Group 
over dinner.

She had a meeting with the DILI Core Team and left for Haridwar and 
Lucknow.

Dana Broft and Vasanth Kannabiran visited tw o villages w ith new literacy 
centres in Sitapur district.

Lunch meeting w ith state resource group, consultants, officials and state 
team. In the afternoon Dana Broft and Vasanth Kannabtran attended an 
extended meeting with the state level team of the Uttar Pradesh 
programme.

Return to New Delhi
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LIST OF PERSONS SPOKEN TO in relation to financial management

New Delhi

Secretary Deparment of Education (MHRD)
Joint Secretary Department of Education (MHRD)
National Programme Director Mahila Samakhya, Department of Education (MHRD), 
Resource Person National Programme Office Mahila Samakhya 
Royal Netherlands Embassy Staff 
Members of the national Resource Group

Andhra Pradesh

State Programme Director APMSS (current)
Former State Programme Director APMSS 
Members of the Executive Committee APMSS 
Accounts Officer SPG (previous period)
Accounts Officer SPG (current period)
Resource Persons and staff State Programme Office 
District Programme Co-ordinators APMSS 
Friends of Mahila Samakhya

District Implementation Unit Medak 
Accounts Officer DILI and staff

Sahayoginis
Sangha women in the villages visited 
NFE teachers BMK
Management and teaching staff MSK Medak
Management and teaching staff MSK MV Foundation
Sakhis, sangha members, sahayoginis at Block planning meeting

Uttar Pradesh

State Programme Director

District Implementation Unit Varanasi:
Accounts Officer 
Resource persons 
Sahayoginis
Sakhis and sangha women in the villages visited 
Friends of Mahila Samakhya 
Representatives of donor organisations 
NFE teachers and learners in sangha classes

State Programme Office Lucknow;
Resource Persons
Accounts Officer
Junior accounts officer
Sahayoginis at sahayogini meeting
Sakhis and sangha women in the visited villages
Teachers and sangha women in sangha classes
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MANILA SAMAKHYA GUJARAT
observations and findings basad on the visit of the tndo-Outch evaluation team in January 1997

SUMMARY

1. The Programme

In Gujarat Mahila Samakhya has been in existence since 1989 and started to be implemented in 
three districts. The Programme has gradually extended its coverage w ith in the districts and has 
extended its outreach in a foo.th  District. The thrust of Mahila Samakhya is on the building of 
village-levf;l mahila sanghas or women's collectives. The sangha collective is the epicentre which 
gives direction to the process of empowerment generating self-directed development and learning 
processes. Mahila Samakhya has taken a formidable task upon its shoulders and has succeeded in 
reaching out to women who, under the prevailing conditions in Gujarat, have otherwise remained 
unreached, invisible and voiceless. From the first attempts to  establish rapport w ith  the poorest 
women in the villages, to gain their trust and confidence in an often hostile environment, to start a 
process off through collective reflection, decision making, planning and concerted action, 
women's collectives have emerged (or are emerging) in more than 600 rural villages in Gujarat.

The key actors in the building of a sangha are, apart from the village women, the sahayoginis and 
the sakhis. Most of the sahayoginis we met seemed remarkably capable and strong women, nighly 
motivated and w ith  a great commitment to their work, their 'm ission' and to the sangha women. 
As the result of the sakhi rotating system more than 2000 women have been trained, each sangha 
having a cadro of five to six trained and committed sakhis. They have become strong, assertive 
and articulnto.

In the initial stages of sangha formation mainly infra structural and community issues like access 
to water, road repair, electricity have be;-n taken up. Such issues are relatively non-controvorsial 
and do not threaten the oxlstlng power structures and gender relationships. But they involve some 
amount of collective struggle and have helped In building solidarity and conddonce in collective 
action.

Prevailing issues which over time have emerged and given attention to in the districts show a 
varied profile of activities related to e.g. health care and wom en's honlth awareness, female 
literacy and education of girls, legal issues and wom en's rights, economic empowerment, 
women's participation in politics. Special features of the Mahila Samakhya Programme in Gujarat 
are the organisation of learning/awareriess raising camps for adolescent girls and the mobilisation 
of thousands of women during celebrations an^l melas around relevant issues.

2. The impact of Mahila Samakhya on women's lives

2.1 Empowered women

The Programme as it has evolved has made an empowering impact on the lives of women 
participating in the Programme at different levels. The strongest noticeable effect is demonstrated 
in the existence of women's collectives in the villages. The impact of the Mahila Samakhya on the 
lives o f rural women is that the sangha has become a source of strength upon which they can 
draw for solving personal and community problems individually as well as collectively. The sangha 
has provided women w ith  the social and emotional space which enables them to shed their fears 
and break out of physical and cultural barriers that have confined their lifespace. The sangha 
confirms their identity as women and gives space and right to a dignified life for single women. 
Slowly and gradually women are beginning to assert their rights in order to get greater control of 
their lives and make changes.



The areas where Mahila Samakhya, through the mahila sanghas, has achieved most apart from 
gaining dignity and self-respect is in accessing government schemes and services, in health 
awareness and care, in literacy education. The approach used is based on women's assertion of 
their (equal) rights and entitlements to social welfare services, community provisions, economic 
schemes, educational provisions and health services. They do not challenge power structures and 
particularly gender relationships directly. But they affect the balance of powers in an indirect way, 
not in the least by the public respect and recognition gained. And this reflects back on the status 
and bargaining p>ower of women in their families, their increased control of financial resources and 
family decisions, and their ability to fight and resist violence. The direct improvements are mainly 
noticeable in the area of bbaic survival needs and Improving the circumstances in the personal and 
family sphere.

Women have started conquering new public spaces during the last two years through their 
involvement in the Panchayati Raj elections as voters and as candidates, and through the 
initiatives of women in e.g. Baroda to establish women's courts (nari adalat) at the Block level in 
front of the police and magistrate’s office. And women are occupying new economic spaces by 
entering into new occupations like hand-pump mechanics and masons.

Political rights
Sangha women used their right to vote in supporting female candidates, women contested unfair 
election politics and resisted pressurising and being bribed. 284 MS women got elected and a 
number of them became a Sarpanch. The experience has helped to demystify the notion that 
political functions are beyond reach for rural women with their backgrounds. And now women 
begin to realise the enormous challengo they are coping with from their new positions in the 
current socio-political environment and Its inherent gender biases against women. The Involvement 
of Mahila Samakhya in the elections have strengthened its visibility and has created high 
expectations about women's power and ability to Influence political decision making from a 
perspective of social justice and equality. By now almost a year after the elections it is a good 
time for a review and assessment of the impact on the elected women, and look Into the need for 
offoctive support in the form of further training and the development of a common women’s 
agenda.

Women and law
In all districts attention is given to legal issues and violence against women in the sangha 
meetings. Recognition that such cases are legal issues led to the initiative of sangha women to set 
up a voluntary support structure in the form of a women's courts or ’nari adalat’ at the Block level. 
The nari adalats have a great impact on the public recognition of women’s legal rights, on the 
visibility of Mahila Samakhya, and on the credibility of the court as a trustworthy support 
structure, because of its transparent rules and procedures. It has created a change in the attitude 
of officials and in their application of the rules: they now take women's issues seriously. The 
initiative has commanded respect and i > operation from the local authorities. And the coua has 
created a sense of sisterhooi among women across caste and village divides as women from 
other caste groups and from other villages also bring their cases and they are treated equally.

Economic empowerment
Sangha women in all districts have started savings and loans schemes. These saving schemes give 
women a feeling of having more control over financial resources and access to cash when In need. 
Loans are mostly used for individual and personal purposes, seldom for investing in economic 
and/or collective enterprises. There is a great concern about sanghas breaking apart because of 
conflicts arising from dealing with savings schemes and from the emergence of economic interest 
groups within the sanghas.



Meeting women's basic survival needs and the Mahila Samakhya empowerment agenda 
The empowerment agerxla of Mahila Samakhya is bound to be at odds w ith  the non
interventionist approach of the Programme and the emphasis on sangha women identifying their 
needs and priorities. Finding the balance between this is problem facing the sahayoginis and the 
District staff. The agendas of the sangha women are based on their experienced realities w ithin 
the framework of their geo-political and socio-cultural environments and the accepted values and 
biases that shape their positions in their gendered societies. Given their situation of poverty and 
deprivation they naturally articu'ats t h o J ' PiGG ds in terms of basic survival and improvomeni of the 
quality of life. W ithout a conscious and deliberate input on building new perspectives based on 
equality, social justice and women's human rights there is a risk of stagnation of the grow th of the 
empowerment processes. The day to  day practice of constant preoccupation w ith  running after 
meeting women's immediate needs may overtake (non-intended) the long term empowerment 
perspective. And this may create a risk that Mahila Samakhya becomes more of a demand driven 
organisation facilitating access to information and development resources, thereby loosing its 
identity as an empowerment Programme.

This is a very complex issue that the Programme needs to continuously come back to  in its
training strategy and that should remain on the agenda for critical reflection.

Strenginening of the sanghas
The women we met in the meetings with the sanghas were impressively articulate and powerful. 
Wo noted, however, that spokes women wore mainly the women who have attended the sakhi 
training. Questions can bo raised as to what extent they have been able to share what they have 
learned w ith the sanghn women and to which extent their empowerment has percolated down to 
the women in the sangha. Moreovor, « long term porspectivr on sustaining tho ornpoworment 
processes of and w ithin the sanghas is absent. Tho internal training system needs to bo reviewed 
and made more strategically oriented towards capacity and perspoctivo building of women in the 
sanghas.

About 45%  of the sanghas in Gujarat have been Identified as being strong in terms of Identity, 
internal dynamics and sharing of responsibilities, sensitivity to women’s equality and social justice, 
use of collective strength. Yet, they need to become more self-reliant In managing their own
affairs and able to connect their activities to a clearer and holistic perspective on gender.

Besides, more than half of the sanghas need further strengthening and support in terms of sangha 
consolidation and perspective building. More attention need to be given to training at sangha level 
and it w ill be a great challenge lo t the programme staff w ith  the sakhis and sahayoginis to engage 
in evolving special training/learning programmes to be conducted w ith  women in their sanghas 
around issues raised by them focused on enhancement of a gender perspective, strengthening of 
the sangha from w ithin and capacity building for the self-reliance of the sangha.

For the further development of empowerment strategies at the sangha level more insight is needed 
in the internal dynamics of tho sangha development and the dimensions o f the empowerment 
processes of and among women at the sangha level. The initiative of the Programme to  start a 
project of participatory documentation of the sangha development process w ith  the sangha 
members can be considered as a start for getting into the heart of the sangha. This can be 
supplemented by an in-depth study focused on the internal and external dynamics guiding the 
processes w ithin the sangha.

Women's economic empowerment
Economic issues in areas of e.g. wages, improved labour conditions, employment creation and 
income generation seem to be d ifficu lt to deal w ith. The need for economic development, regular 
work, higher and stable incomes is high on the priority list of sangha wome But dealing w ith  the
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recurring economic demands of women is an area for which Mahila Samakhya - as a process 
oriented, non-input delivery organisation - has not yet found a suitable answer, nor has it been 
able to define its role. The economic empowerment of women is an area which needs further 
thinking and strategizing, perhaps by exploring possibilities for capacity building and vocational 
skills training, and for strengthening economic support structures initiated by women in 
combination with developing partnerships with economic/rural development programmes.

Collaboration with other organisations
Mahila Samakhya has expanded its collaboration with other, like mirKjed, organisations, particularly 
in the areas awareness training and capacity building. The lessons learned from such collaborative 
efforts could help in evolving more active approaches to collaboration with other agencies 
especially in the area of economic/rural/ agricultural and environmental development based on a 
participatory approach. Instead of focusing on organisations which are already present in a certain 
geographical area Mahila Samakhya could encourage rural development organisations to come to 
areas which have been unreached and are now uncovered by Mahila Samakhya.

Women's rights under tribal law
One of the obstacles in dealing with family violence and abuse of women from a legal perspective 
is that a number of the sanghas are in tribal areas which have their own tribal laws. A study about 
women’s rights under tribal law in different tribal systems is required in order for women to know 
their rights and how to make use of them in order to seek justice. A better understanding of the 
tribal legal system is also relevant In relation to other legal issues such as property and inheritance 
rights and rights to the use of tribal land e.g. for the bgilding of the sangha hut.

Mahila Kutir
The building of a Mahila Kutir • providing 'space' for women to come together - has t>ecome a 
lengthy learning process r«qulring stamina from the sangha women and sahayoginls. The process 
has met with many disappointments nnd a certain fatigue seems to have set In because of 
sometimes insurmountable obstacles. The main constraints are

problems of getting land allocntod, particutnrly in the tribal areas where land Issues fall 
under the Tribal Area Development ProgrBmmo,
the allocation for the sangha hut undor tho Mnhila Samakhya Is insufficient to moot the 
costs involved,

and perhaps some inflexibility In the adherence to the Mahila Samakhya rules regarding the 
transfer of land to the sanghas. One problem might bo the lack of understanding about the tribal 
legislation regarding the use and allocation of land and the implications in respect to the status of 
the sanghas as autonomous entities within a government programme.

Sanghas have been very resourceful in finding solutions for the lack of funds. In many cases they 
have been able to raise funds from other sources, to find low cost solutions and to provide the*r 
own labour. Yet it is necessary to review tho budgetary allocations for the sangha huts nder the 
Mahile Samakhya budget and to bring it in line with the ci rent price levels.

3. Cutting across caste and class divides

Most of the sanghas in Mahila Samakhya are limited in caste composition to Scheudled Castes or 
belong to pecific trib il groups. Women from other caste groups sometimes attend sangha 
meetings and have started to bring cases of violence and injustice to the sanghas. The nari adalats 
in Baroda District deal with legal cases from women regardless of their caste background. The 
melas and celebrations organised by the sanghas are a start for breaking class/caste barriers. Child 
care centres, literacy classes, securing access of giris to good education, women's health and 
legal rights, and community issues like water are areas of common women's interests where 
traditional caste divides can be broken.



In the sanghas there is a predominance of women from older age groups. The sanghas could give 
more attention to involving young women and look into their needs, and to reviewing relationships 
of power and authority among women w ith in the family from a perspective of equality.

4 . Toward a grassroots wom en's movement

Mahila Samakhya Gujarat has an impressive record in mobilising more than ten thousand women 
arourwi issues like women's health, political participation, women and law, women’s literacy etc. 
during melas and international celebrations. And sanghas have started networking and building 
linkages outside their villages. Their lobby and mobilisation activities are increasingly centred 
around women's legal and political rights, their right to health and education. The seeds for the 
emergence of a grassroots women's movement are there. Its growth is linked to the ability of 
Mahila Samakhya to broaden its coverage w ithin the villages, within the blocks and within the 
districts, and develop a certain 'critical mass' of sangha women.

The Programme could perhaps make more intensive efforts of linking the sanghas with the 
developments within the women's movement and establishing closer contacts w ith women's 
organisations and groups w ithin the districts and in the State.

5. Emerging trends

The emerging trends in Mahila Samakhya relate to the process of re orientation and include
the now omphnsis on conscious integration of a gender perspective to the issues raistxi in 
the sanghas,
thi> identification of a limited number of foc.il points per district around which activities will 
bo centrod,
renewed attention to the role of Mnhilii Sarnaktiyn in relation to the ecoiiotnic 
ompowi Miient of women and collaboration w iiti other ngoncios,
mobilisation of women around wom en's issues and the gradual emergence of a grassroots 
women's movement,
the Increasing emphasis on training at sangha level aimed at perspective building and 
capacity building for self-reliance of the sangha.

One of the emerging trends in the Mahila Samakhya Programme in Gujarat is the transition from 
the sakhi rotation model to the so called sangha model. This is an important step towards 
decentralised financial management and decision making, and towards self-reliance of the 
sanghas, if it is accompanied by training of the sangha members in financial management and 
skills required to be suil-reliant.

An on-going debate in Mahila Samakhya concerns cluster forming and the building of a federation 
of sanghas in combination w ith  the development of support structures at the block level. Sanghas 
are already actively engaged in networking and mobilisation around common issues above sangha 
level. Sakhis are seeking support from sakhis in other villages to strengthen their voices and 
powers when dealing w ith  authorities at block or district levels. And sanghas have initiated their 
own legal support structure by establishing their worn n's courts. These dynamics emerging from 
the sanghas are very positive in terms o f growing strength. The role o f Mahila Samakhya is then to 
strengthen the human resources for these sangha networks and support structures. This will 
provide new roles for sangha women and sakhis, such as the para-legal counsellors in Baroda. For 
sahayoginis it may offer opportunities for horizontal and vertical mobility, for role differentiation 
and specialisation, and for new career paths.



The current situation w ith  sanghas in different stages of strength (formation stage, consolidation 
stage, weakened, strong) calls for a diversified strategy. This strategy is to be based on the 
lessons learned in the past, the increased presence and visibiiity in the State and w ith in  the 
districts and the current momentum of spontaneous expansion via the sanghas.

The process of expansion is to be seen in connection w ith the process of de-linking the strong 
sanghas and strengthening of their capacities to become self-reliant. The follow ing points of 
attention can guide the formulation and implementation of the expansion strategy;

reinforcing the sangha strength and capacity building for self-reliance of the older sanghas;
- de-linking the strong and self reliant sanghas from direct sahayogini support;

promoting sanghas to  become a community forum of women across caste, class or 
religious divides,
strengthening networking among sanghas and the formation of cluster groups, 
strengthening and building of support structures at the block level,
forming new sanghas in areas surrounding the clusters wherein Mahila Samakhya already 
exists,
involving the old sanghas and clusters in the formation and strengthening of new sanghas, 

and for new districts
seloi ion to be based on transparent criteria e.g. poverty indicators, indicators for gender 
equality, female literacy rates, potential for linking up w ith DPEP and/or other schemes for 
poverty alleviation and socio-economic devolopment,
ensuring that staff and necessary infra structure are in place and well proparod/trnined 
before starting the cctivities in the now districts.

The expansion strntogy is to include attontion to tho human resources component and capacity 
building for now and divorsifiod roles at nil lovols o( 'ho MS structure (including tho snnghn lovol), 
as well ns tho continuous (ro ) orientation and intonsivo trnitiino at all lovols of rosponsibility.

6. Expansion strategies

7. Tho ed iinm on component and Unkogos to tho othor oducntlon progrnmmoa

Education is contra) in tho (Vlahila Samakhya Proommmo. Education is understood in its broadost 
meaning as an ornpowt.niig learning process which onat>los lournors to question, to analyse to 
seek answers, to act atu) reflect, and thereby to discover their inner strength and roaliso ihoir 
potential. It involves a life long process of interactivo Itiarimn), based on stiaring of knowUidgu and 
life experiences, critical analysis and reflection, creating new kinds of knowltnlyo aiKJ 
understanding.

7.1 Education as Literacy

Mahila Samakhya Gujarat started taking up education as literacy in the early nineties on an 
experimental basis. However these early initiatives were short-lived as they have been overtaken 
by the Total Literacy Campaign (TLC) which started in Gujarat in 1993. Mahila Samakhya has 
become actively involved in the TLC in tw o districts. The Mahila Samakhya contribution made the 
campaign into a success in the districts. The credit is not just for the efforts of Mahila Samakhya 
during the campaign. Recognition is to be giv.;n to the tact that the involvement of Mahila 
Samakhya in the success of the TLC is also an outcome or the preceding empowerment processes 
among village women and of the holistic Mahila Samakhya approach to education as 
empowerment. A culture of learning has been created among sangha women, which made them 
assert their rights to literacy and to benefit from the Total Literacy Campaign.

A fter the completion of the TLC literacy activities were continued in the form of motivational 
camps, followed by literacy classes, training of volunteer literacy teachers, preparing materials for



neo-literates. The experience in education as literacy w ith adult women in the form of regular 
classes or camps is somewhat mixed, because of difficulties in maintaining women's interest after 
reaching the stage of being able to write their names, reading words and sentences, writing simple 
letters. Efforts to integrate literacy skills w ith function related training such as the training for 
balsakhis, hand-pump mechanics, para-legal workers etc. appear to be more effective, because of 
the direct linkage to the area of work.

Women have come to realise that they can learn, become empowered, effect changes without 
necessarily becoming literate themselves. What the experience in literacy has achieved is that 
women have come to better understand the importance of relevant literacy and school education 
for their daughters. They have learned that there are alternative ways of making learning and 
teaching meaningful and interesting in the lives of women. Mahila Samakhya has created a 
positive environment for learning and schooling of children, especially for girls' education.

7.2 Education of children

The education of girls is an emerging issue in the programme, it is on the agenda of sangha 
women, who have taken initiatives to obtain scholarship funds for their childrr 's education, and 
to form committees checking on school attendance and teaching by teachers in village schools. In 
some villages informal initiatives have emerged such as coaching classes for out-of sctiool girls 
land sometimes also boys) in order get them into tho mainstream education system,

C/i/Yd Care and Education
Tho ostablishfTiofit o( child care centres was first snoii as a local support structure which would 
provide women with 'iim o ' to spend for her own and lor colloctive purposes. In various villages or 
neighbourhoods not reached by tho Govornmont run ICI'S cetitros sangtia women have sot up 
childcare contros on n voluntary basis w ith support from Mahila Samakhya and in some form of 
collaboration w ith ICO'' One of tho difforonctis w ith tho ICDS Ctuld Caro Contros are tfial tho MS 
Contros are 'ownod' t)v the sanghas.

There are good linkages w ith  tho local schools, children from tho Child Caro Contros enrol if) ttie 
schools, are well adjusted to tho school rhythm, they spoak out and seem to bo performing well. 
In some centres balsakhis are teaching school ago girls and prepare them for admission in the 
village school. What is clearly coming out is that the ctiild care centres are more than just taking 
care of young children, they have become important in environment building for school education, 
especially for girls, and they provide the children w ith a child-friendly learning environment and 
prepare them for school. Areas to look into are the training of the balsakhis who could be rjivon 
more training in e.g. pedagogic skills for pre-school learning and child psychology.

Balika Shiksan Kendra
In Sabarkantha the District team has established a residential school (Balika Shiksan Kendra) for 
out-of-school-girls in the age group of 9-14 years, who dropped out of school after four years. The 
BSK is meeting a demand for the provision of meaningful education for girls in a safe environment. 
According to the teachers and parents there are visible changes in the behaviour attitudes of the 
girls. They have lost their fears and initial shyness, they talk openly and are motivated to learn 
more, they have become confident and no longer consider tliiim selves drop-outs. Parents (fathers), 
who had little  faith that their daughters had learnt anything in school, expressed that after four 
months they have come to realise that in this school their daughters can learn.

The short experience of the BSK begins to have effect on further thinking not only about the 
establishment of BSKs in each block, but also about finding other alternative modes of schooling 
for drop-out girls at village level. This is an area wherein Mahila Samakhya could cooperate with 
the District Primary Education Programme (DPEP).



There are some areas that need further attention and improvement, such as training in child 
psychology, pedagogy and class room methods. Serious attention needs to be given to the 
development ot a clear vision and clarity about the objectives of the BSK. There is no longterm 
vision which guides the curriculum and no clarity about the duration of the BSK programme.

There are plans for establishing a Mahila Shiksan Kendra e.g. in Baroda District, but with different 
objectives in mind and for a different target group (adolescent girls and sangha women). The MSK 
will provide three to four months residential training programmes aimed at creation of local cadre 
linked to the emergence of sangha initiated support structures.

7.3 Co-operation with other education programmes

Mahila Samakhya has actively collaborated in the Total Literacy Campaig and further cooperation 
in the next post-literacy phase of the TLC is envisaged.

The District Primary Education Programme (DPEP) in Gujarat is almost ready to start in Gujarat. 
DREP will be focusing on improvement of the quality of instruction, teacher training, curriculum 
development and development of gender sensitive learningAinstruction materials, community 
ptitticipation, and development of alternative learning modes for out-of-school children. The Mahila 
Samakhya experience shows that the empowerment of women is a precondition for the creation 
of demand for education of girls and for an environment for community participation In improving 
access to and quality of school education. In all DPEP components Mahila Samakhya can build on 
its experience and-contribute e.g. in community mobilisation, participation and environment 
building, involving women in Village Education Committees (VECs) and training of VEC members, 
provision of training inputs on dealing with gender issues for the training of DPEP staff and 
teachers, development of gender sensitive learning materials and methods, alternative models for 
drop-outs and out-of-school girls. Mahila Samakhya will be able to benefit from DPEP in 
strengthening the pedagogic quality of the educntion components as well as the use of learning 
materials and aids.

As DPEP will be implomotitod by the State and District Dopartmonts of Education and the Gujarat 
Council for Education Research and Teacher Training (GCERT) the feasibility of forming a three 
partite (MS-DPEP-GCERT) task group could be considered with the task to work out the plans and 
terms for co-operation at general State level as well as tor the districts covered by both 
programmes.

8. Reporting and documentation

Over time Mahila Samakhya has produced a wealth of documentation for internal as well as for 
external purposes. However there is need for more iystematisation and consolidation of the 
resource materials whicn allow for following the processes overall longer period. Since 1995 
various training workshops have been conducted on process documentation at different levels of 
the programme structure. This is a very positive initiative as it is expected to provide a better 
understanding of how the learning and empowerment processes evolve.

9. The structure

The Mahila Samakhya Programme in Gujarat has gone through a troublesome period with a 
succession of staff changes at the State and District levels. The re-orientation process which has 
been started within the Programme needs to be continued in all districts and reinforced by 
strategic training inputs on perspective building at all levels of the implementation structure. In this 
process more interaction with NRG members as resource persons is welcomed as it will help in



sharpening of the feminist perspective, provide professional support as well as access to a broad 
range of experiences and linkages to the wider women's movement.

Furthermore, Mahila Samakhya needs to reconsider its staffing and staff training policies from a 
structural point of view in order to enhance professional development, and put in place an 
adequate staff training mechanism at all levels in order to be able to provide the necessary support 
to the field processes in line w ith  the changing needs of the Programme. Conditions need to be 
created, which w ill ensure the autonomy of the Programme and adherence to the Mahila 
Samakhya Programme principles, as well as flexibility in its mode of operations by making it a 
principle to appoint functionaries at SPD and DPC levels, who have experience in the NGO sector 
and affin ity w ith  the women's movement in Gujarat.

The District teams of sahayoginis and the sakhis are the strongest link in the implementation 
structure. The State Programme Office and the DIUs are found to be the weaker links.

In line w ith  the future developments of the programme, its new directions and the increasingly 
differentiating needs of sanghas who are in different stages of developing their strengths, as well 
as the greater focus m  the identity of Mahila Samak iya as an education Programme supporting 
non-formal self-directeU learning processes, a total review of the support structures needed at 
District and State levels is called for.

Mahila Samakhya could consider the establishment of a network of Mahila Samakhya Resource 
Centres at State, district and block levels. Instead of a DIU which is responsible for the 
implementation and Programme in the Districts the DIUs could be converted into a District Mahila 
Samakhya Resource Centro which has branches at the block level. Those Resource Centres could 
provide or facilitate access to training resources (process, perspective building, issues basod 
Hiid/or training of trainers), assist in devolopment of ’ rainmg curricula and manuals, assist in 
further development of effective training/ larning mothods as well as gender sensitive learning 
materials for self-directed learning. The Resource Centres could have a role in collecting, 
converting and disseminating relevant information, in documentation and research, in 
dissemination of newsletters etc. And the centres could provide social, legal, job/career 
counselling as well as training and library facilities. These Resource Centres will provide a m ulti
purpose support network which can be flexible and responsive to the needs of the Programme and 
varied processes in the field.

At the State level a similar conversion could be considered, although a State Resource Centre 
might be taking a slightly different role w ith a stronger emphasis on providing for professional 
development of the Programme Staff, on networking w ith  other resource organisations and on 
advocacy and influencing policy decisions and implementation.

The network of Mahila Samakhya Resource Centres which is flexible and adaptable to the needs 
of the empowerment/development processes, can provide a more permanent support structure in 
the State and in the Districts that can branch out to the blocks and clusters, and cooperate w ith 
other (education) resource centres to avoid duplication by exchanging services.

The development of a support structure as proposed will require a review of the sta ff requirements 
and the staffing policy. This is to be accompanied by a total of the financial pattern and the 
financial management procedures.



This report is based on a brief visit by two members of the team for the Indo-Dutch evaluation of 
the Mahila Samakhya Programme which took place in the beginning of January 1997. The task of 
the evaluation mission was to review the programme over the last five years and assess its impact 
in terms of empowerment of women, and to assess and analyse the processes of empowerment 
at the level of the sanghas or wom en's collectives. In addition to this the mission was to look into 
financial management issues. For this evaluation a set of leading questions have been formulated 
by the National Programme Office related to among others

the impact of the programme on women's personal and family life in terms of women's 
autonomy,
the ability of the programme

to create a foundation for a grass-roots level women's movement, 
to facilitate wom en's political participation, 
to evolve a focus on women's legal rights,
to address wom en’s issues cutting across caste and class divides; 

the emerging trends in terms of pace, growth and impact; 
the interface of M ih ila  Samakhya w ith other edui nional programmes like DPEP; 
the adequacy of ttio reporting system in providing insight into the programme; 
the expansion strategies in Mahila Samakhya.

The Terms of Reference, including the evaluation parameters in the form of a matrix are attached 
to the Main Report.

The evaluation covers the four states where the progrnmme is being implemented under the 
agreement between the Governments of India and The Nothorlnnds for financial assistance during 
the 1992-1997 period. Two members of the ovaluntion tonm visited Andhro Pradesh and Uttnr 
Pradosh, and tw o members visited Karnataka and Gujnrnt.

The visit to Gujarat lasted five days and took place l)otw«oti Jnnunry 11 nod 15. The programme 
for the visit has been prepared by the State and District teams and included the three ’older’ 
districts, Rajkot, Baroda and Sabarkantha, and meetings at the State level. The district teams have 
taken a lot of effort to include a varied scope of field encounters in order to expose the evaluators 
to different aspects of the programme at different levels. This necessarily created tim ing problems 
given the short time period for the visit, long distances to cover between various meetings, and 
the need not to short cut discussions once interesting points were coming up. Therefore, we 
suggested to split the team once again, one member spending tw o  days w ith  the Rajkot team, 
whereas the other member stayed tw o  days w ith the Sabarkantha team, instead of a one day visit 
in each district and loosing time for travelling in between. We are grateful that the d istrict teams 
were able to accommodate our wishes for changing the programme. Looking back we fe lt this 
was the right decision: even by extending the district visits w ith  a day we were not able to fully 
complete the visit programme prepared for us. Due to an emerging management crises in Rajkot 
District the visit there took a different shape.

The shortage of time did not allow us to engage in an in-depth assessment of the programme, 
doing justice to  all of its facets. We feel that a brief external evaluation is not suitable fo r getting 
an insight in the internal dynamics of the sangha development and the dimensions o f the 
empowerment processes of and among women at the sangha level. The entire programme evolves 
around the processes w ithin and the development of the sangha and that is the rx>de we were 
unable to uncover. The initiative of the Programme to start a project o f participatory 
documentation of the sangha development process could be considered as a start fo r getting into 
the heart of the internal dynamics guiding the processes w ithin the sangha.

We further would have liked to include in our assessment the views of persons not connected to 
Mahila Samakhyq, especially at village level, such as women who are not members of the sangha.

1. Introduction

11



or women w ho belong to other caste or age groups, husbands, village leaders, teachers from the 
formal school. But unless it happened incidentally, time did nota llow  for such encounters.

Throughout the visit we remained looking at the Programme wiith an outsiders view. Moreover, we 
did not cover all aspects and were unable to cover the entirety of the Programme in Gujarat. The 
documentation made available to us in the form of reports and case studies provided 
supplementary information and helped to place our observations and findings in a broader 
perspective.

We regret not having been able to meet the State Programme ffirector, who had been on leave for 
a few  m onths due to  illness. She has been temporarily replaced by the acting State Programme 
Director w ho has the Mahlla Samakhya Programme on add«l charge and whose day to day 
involvement in terms of tim e is lim ited. However, she seemed to be managing very well and 
provided us w ith  meaningful information and her views on the programme to  which she has been 
connected o ff and on during the past years.

In spite of these lim itations it has to be stated that in most cases we were met w ith  friendly and 
open attitudes, w e felt that the opportunity given to  share experiences and ideas has been 
welcomed and appreciated at different levels (women, sakhis, sahayoginis, DIU staff, NGO 
partners. State level officers). Evaluations like this sonrtetimes become loaded w ith  high 
expectations, which cannot always be met fully, especially not in situations where time is short, 
the programme is as complex as Mahila Samakhya, and the focus of the evaluation is perhaps 
directed more at the perspective of the parties commissionic^ the evaluation instead of it being 
directed at the immediate needs and questions facing the Implementers in the field and, mostly, 
the sangha women. Yet, we hope that our findings and recommendations will make a meaningful 
contribution to the already on-going process of re orientation that is taking place in the Mahila 
Sumakhya Programme in Gujarat.

2. The coverage

In Gujarat Mahila Samakhya has been in oxistonce since 1989 when the programme was 
registered as an autonomous State Society under the Societio** Registration Act. The proflramme 
started to be implemented in throe districts, Rajkot, Baroda and Sabarkantha in 19 block:. The 
districts had been identified during the programme design and formulation phase based on criteria 
related to  caste/class factors, existence of (pockets of) rural poverty, the existing knowledge 
about the situation of women and the availability of locally t>ased Voluntary Agencies or NGOs. 
Initially the programme was launched through Voluntary Agencies working in rural development, 
who helped the programme to get an entr6e into the rural villages. However, like in the other 
States, soon there where problems arising from divergences between the hJGOs and Mahila 
Samakhya in terms of basic orientation and vision, objectives, operating style and agenda's, and 
from NGOs not being able to come to grasps w ith  the implications of non-target oriented process 
approach aimed at empowering womoD to themselves determine, shape, plan and execute their 
actions, and to determine tliu  direction of their processes. This required a different attitude and 
operating style from the NGO leadership than they were accustomed to and ready to  adopt. From 
1390 onwards the programme was implemented through the District Implementation Units 
established by Mahila Samakhya at the District Headquarters.

During 1992 and 1996 the programme has gradually extended its coverage w ith in the districts by 
expanding into five new blocks in Rajkot and Sabarkantha {1992) and by expanding into a new 
District, Banaskantha since 1994. In Banaskantha Mahila Samakhya is in the stage of sangha 
formation in 80 villages in tw o  blocks (according to the most recent information). The main criteria 
for the selection of the new district are the low rate for female literacy, which belongs to the 
lowest in the State, the prevalence of tribal population, and its adjacency to Sabarkantha district.
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OVERVIEW OF THE COVERAGE OF MAHILA SAMAKHYA IN GUJARAT

DISTRICT

nr sahayoginis nr trained sakhis, 
including trainees

nr villages covered I

1992 1996 1992 1996 1992 1996

Banaskantha 5 - - 33

Baroda 22 28 255 697 147 264

Rajkot 19 16 138 522 107
.....

Sabarkantha 13 32 213 798 109 211 j

State 54 81 606 2017 363 662  1

Sources:
S a m a k h y * .  N a t io n a l  O v e r v i n w  (o r  1 '>92 9 3

2. Blok wise coverage per district (1996):
Banaskantha 2 out of 11,blocks 
Baroda 6 out of 12 blocks
Rnjkot 12 out of 13 blocks
Sabarkantha 6 out of 10 blocks
S o i i r cn .  M iih i la  SumiikhY 't  ( »u )nrn ! .  Af>fu»«l  Hnpoft  9 f i

3. Village wise coveray*! per district 1996):
Banaskanthn 33 vill(i(|ns (rapport btiildinfj pbaso)
Baroda 264 (1b1) out of 1689 villfi()os: Ib.G'X
Ra)kot 154 (1 0 9 )(n / lo f  86b vill/i{jos:
Sabarkantha211 ( 8b) out of 1407 villagos;
( ) r n f o t i  t o  v IM a ga i  w i t h  • a k h i t

8 .9 ‘M)) of (ill villa^jos 
13.3%  (12.6% ) of all villiiflos
1 4 .9 %  ( 6.04% ) of nil villatjos

S o in c a :  M a l i i l a  S a fn a k h v a  Uii|ain (,  A fu n in l  H op o t t  1 9 9 b  9 6

4. Average number of sakhis per sangha

DISTRICT nr of villages 
covered

nr of villages 
w ith sakhis

nr of trained/ 
t'^ in flo  sakhis

average nr of | 
saktiis per | 
sangha |

1 Baroda 264 151 697 4.6

Rajkot 154 109 522 4.8

Sabarkantha 211 85 798 9.3

629 345 201 7 5.8

S o u r c e ; Mshtia Samakhya Gujarat, A ivx ja l Report 1995 6

__5^__San2ha_8trengthGi^^

nr of sanghas strong sanghas intermediate weaker/fallen |
strength apart sanghas 1

554 259 (46.7% ) ! 192 (34.6%) 103 (18.5% ) jj
S o u r c e ;  E m p o w e r in g  w o m e r *  th rou g h  ^^^hlta S a n g h a s .  T h e  M a h i la  S a m a k h y a  E xperienc .e

b y  S h a fd a  Jam  and L aksh m i X n sh na m u r ty ,  D e c e m b e r  1 9 9 6
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Another criterium is that there are not many other development organizations operating in the 
area. The expansion of the coverage during the 1992-1996 period is illustrated on page 13.

During 1992-1996 the number of villages covered has almost doubled from 363 to 662. The 
number of villages w ith sakhis in the three 'older' districts ts reported to be 345. It is not clear 
what the status is of the remaining 284 villages. The number can nclude new villages where the 
sanghas are In formation stage. It may include 'old ' villages whicn never reached the stage of a 
sangha being formed and consolidated, it may include villages where sanghas have been fallen 
apart, and it could refer to villages w ith  sanghas where the training of sakhis has been completed 
after five or six rounds of sakhi training. The study of the Mahila Sanghas by Sharda Jain and 
Lakshmi Krishnamurty ( ’ 996) refers to a total of 55^ sanghas in Gujarat. Almost 48%  of these are 
considered strong sanghas. Approximately one third (34,6% ) are sanghas of intermediate ‘strength, 
whereas 18.5% or 103 sanghas are weak or have fallen apart. This would mean that in the three 
'older' districts more than 80% of the villages covered have active sanghas.

Mahila Samakhya is present in almost 15% of the villages in three out of nineteen distncts in 
Gujarat (the 33 villages in Banaskantha are not included in the calculation because no comparable 
figures are available). Villages w ith sakhis comprise slightly more than 9% of the villages in the 
three districts Baroda, Rajkot and Sabarkantha. Geographically and in quantitative terms the 
coverage is modest, but the overall coverage has increased significantly since the National 
Evaluation in 1993.

3. The context and the population reached

Tho four districts dtffor in tornis of domo^jraphic, female employnunit and work participation and 
oducdtionni statistics (son iinimx 1). Both Rnjkot ani< Barodn havo n mix of urban and rural 
population and dovoloping industrinl, coit norcial and urban s«ictors. W ith its utiivorsity Baroda is 
also an odiicationnl contra. In both diHtricts tfioro aro vast discropancios among tho 'new ly rich' 
cortimarcial, industrial and oducatod classos, aruf tho rural poor. Tho lattor aro among the landloss 
rural populatiori who (iopond for tfioir livirm mainly on soasonal nqriciilittral labour. They bolong to 
tho schodulod casta or impovorishod casl*i jiroiips, who aro itiar{)inalisod from the mainstroam 
dovolopmonts and mostly illiterate. Tfioso groups livo in a social onvironmont dominated by caste 
(in ! pBtriarchal values which aro rollocted in tho low status ol womoti in tho family and in socioty, 
and in tor women oppressive social customs and traditions. Womon aro subjocted to triple 
exploitation based on caste, class and gender (actors, tfiey have littio or no control over their lives, 
over resources, they have littio powers to influoi^co decision ninking processes. Their lives aro 
focused primarily on daily survival and they cannot rely on resources which help them to 
withstand incidences of violence and abuse in the family and socioty. Whereas in Rajkot the 
dominance of industrialism and commercialism may be widespread over the entire district, Baroda 
seems to have remained more rural in the predominantly rural areas. In the east of the district 
there are backward tribal villages w ith a tribal system of gove( mce based on patriarchal valut;:;.

In both distncts roughly 10% of the female population has had any kind of formal education, 
which is slightly higher than the 9% average for the entire State. The female literacy rates are also 
higher than the State average of 32.3% , approximately 37% for Baroda and almost 40%  for 
Rajkot. The rates for female literacy among the rural SC population in Baroda is 30% whereas in 
Rajkot it does not reach the 12%. For the tribal population groups the female literacy rates are 
lower, 6.3% in Baroda and 4.4%  in Rajkot.

Both Sabarkantha and Banaskantha belong to the poorest districts in the State. They have a large 
proportion of tribal population groups, who live according to their own tribal laws and customs and 
who speak their own language. Female literacy rates are below the average for the entire State, 
25.5% for Sabarkantha and 11.36% for Banaskantha. Female literacy rates among the SC and ST 
populations in Sabarkantha seem more favourable than for Banaskantha and reach almost 20% for
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the SC population and 12% for the tribal population. This is partly due to missionary activities in 
some parts of the district under which schools have been established providing education for both 
boys and girls. In contrast to this the female literacy rates among the rural SC population in 
Banaskantha is much lower 8 .2% , whereas among the female tribal population only 1.5% is 
literate, in Sabarkantha almost 8%  of the female population has had any kind of school education, 
in Banaskantha this is only 2%.

The low educational level of the female population in a district like Banaskantha will have 
implications for the ability of Mahila Samakhya to identify and train local women who have at least 
a minimal educational background required to function as sahayoginis, particularly in the tribal 
areas. It may have implications for the coverage of the programme and its expansion, as well as 
for the training component and the support and guidance structure for the sahayoginis. This will 
put a heavy burden on the DILI ad will require careful selection of a District Co-ordinator and 
Resource Persons ensuring that capable and qualified persons will be appointed w ith solid 
professional and field experience. At present the DILI staff consists of one Resource Person and 
support staff who operate under supervision and guidance from the District Programme 
Coordinator in Sabarkantha.

In all districts the Mahila Samakhya Programme has deliberately concentrated on the rural poor in 
multi caste areas as well as in tribal areas and by doing so has succeeded in reaching those 
groups. The sangha women we met, were for ttioir living engaged in irregular snd seasonal 
agricultural labour on the fields of landowners who belong to the higher caste groups. They earn 
wages up to 20 rupees per day depending on the sonson and the kind of labour. In addition to this 
they receive pnymont in kind and are given vegetnbles and fodder, which are extremely vnluablo in 
their survival economies. Most are landless, some koop goats or buffaloes. Livestock is itnportniit 
lor survival bocauso they provide dung (for fuel) and dairy products, tfiey can be sold il casti is 
needed and therefore serve as a year round safety net. Cash availability is very low lor labo. is 
not available throughout th« year. Until they beciitne involved in the sangha, women fiad little s<iy 
over their own and the family incomes and how it was spen:

According to n study done in Baroda sangha women make working days of 16 to 18 hours. About 
34% is spent on agricultural labour, 23% on domestic activities, including outdoor activities like 
latching water, collecting dung and making fuel, 8% is spent on care for cattle and 9% on child 
and self care. About 24%  remains for sleeping. Illness is a constant threat as health care centres 
are a long walking distance away. Long working days and preoccupation w ith survival and fotiding 
the family, as well as the constant concern about and care for small children give women little or 
no space to think that they could change their lives. "We women are destined to live a life of 
drudgery and oppression -seemed to be their attitude” (Rajalakshmi Sriram, 1996).

The pattern maybe slightly different for tribal groups and in other districts, for instance in Raikot 
where wages are higher and attitudes seem to  be more influenced by commercialism.

4. The grow th of the Programme 

The Programme

As an education programme of the National Government of India Mahila Samakhya is unique in its 
ideologically based approach aimed at initiating and sustaining a process of empowerment. The 
main target group are rural women living under conditions of poverty and marginalisation from 
societal, political and economic developments, and living in a social environment dominated by 
casteism and a patriarchal structure. The Programme aims at ceating conditions - in terms of 
providing 'tim e', 'space' and an emotionally safe environment - for women to realise a collective 
process of empowerment based upon a comm on understanding of social justice and equality, 
enabling them to manage their own lives, plan their futures and take action to change their social
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and material environments. In this context empowerment refers to the process whereby women 
gradually take more control over their lives, are able to negotiate with society from a position of 
strength, gain access to and control of resources, participate in political processes and challenge 
existing power structures. It implies a process of personal and group development, which includes, 
gs ning self-respect and a sense of worth, gaining confidence and courage to challenge authority 
structures, developing a shared identity as women, building of inner and collective strength in 
order be able to influence social and political processes and the direction of social change.

The main characteristics of the Programme are its philosophy based on women's equality and 
social justice, its process orientation, its flexibility in structure and mode of operation, its 
contextuallty and responsiveness to local conditions, a participatory ethos or culture and 
decentralised decision making. The inherent flexibility and autonomy at Sate level encourages the 
emergence of multiple options arnl modes of operation for each State and District Programme in 
response to the prevailing conditions and issues raised by women.

Sangha formation

The thrust of the Programme is on the building of village-level mahila sanghas or women’s 
Collectives as a forum for sharing experiences and ideas, for learning and building knowledge, for 
raising and discussing common issues, for joint decision making, planning and taking action, and 
for shouldering joint responsibilities for management of collective initiatives such as a childcare 
centre, a savings scheme or a sangha hut. Ultimately the sangha collective is the epicentre which 
gives direction to the process of empowerment generating self-directed development and learning 
processes.

The formation of a sangha is a laborious process of building solidarity and strength among woman 
who at the onset are very shy, sometimes hostile and full of distrust, have a low image of 
themselves and little confidence in their ability to change things. The process takes its own course 
and is built upon shared experiences of achievoments, hopes, disappointments, struggles and 
successes. In this process of building solidarity c<<lloctive action and collective struggle appear to 
the major binding (actors. Concrete achievements and successes are Important In creating and 
reinforcing women's self-confidence. The process of snngha formation takas a long time and 
experience has learned that it cannot be short circuited nor hurried by external factors without the 
risk of interrupting the fragile bonding and breaking the process. Given this Mahila Samakhya has 
taken a formidable task upon its shoulders and has succeeded in reaching out to women who, 
under the prevailing conditions in Gujarat, have otherwise remained unreached, invisible and 
voiceless. From the first attempts to establish rapport with the poorest women in the villages, to 
gain their trust and confidence in an often hostile environment, to start a process off through 
collective reflection, decision making, planning and concerted action, women's collectives have 
emerged (or are ertierging) in more than 600 rural villages in Gujarat.

Sahayoginis and sakhis

The key actors in the building of a sangha are, apart from the village women, the sahayoginis and 
the sakhis. The sahayoginis are the field workers and motivators who initiate and guide the 
process of sangha formation at village level and look after a cluster of ten villages each. Between 
1992 and 1996 the number of sahayoginis has increased from 54 to 81, in line with the expansion 
of the programme into new villages, blocks and the new District. Although there has been some 
turn over because of sahayoginis moving away or leaving the programme, more than half of the 
sahayoginis have been with the programme from its initial stages (before 1992). Contrary to the 
sangha women most of the sahayoginis have been educated up to SSC level (a few are higher 
educated), an i a considerable numb»er come from an Upper Caste background. Half of the 
sahayoginis in Baroda belong to the tribal or SC population. Most of the sahayoginis we met
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seemed remarkably capable and strong women, highly motivated and with a great commitment to 
their work, their 'mission' and to the sangha women.

The sakhis are sangha women who have been delegated by the sangha to act as activist once the 
sangha has been formed. In this resjject the Mahiia Samakhya Programme in Gujarat has a 
different approach f-om other States, e.g. Uttar Pradesh where sakhis are being trained first and 
then become the major activists in the sangha formation stage. It is not possible to determine 
which approach is more effective as they have evolved in response to the specific situation and 
because of all other intervening factors and specific conditions in the respective areas. The sakhis 
participate in the sakhi training, which consists of three to four condensed training periods during 
the year and monthly roiiection/planning meetings at cluster and/or block levels. Another 
characteristic of Mahiia Samakhya Gujarat in the adoption of a sakhi rotation system aimed at 
developing a small cadre of women at sangha level who have benefited from the exposure to the 
sakhi training. As the result of the sakhi rotating system more than 2000 women have been 
trained, each sangha having a cadre of five to six trained and committed sakhis. (For sanghas 
which started later the number is less.)

Capacity building and the training o f sahayoginis and sakhis

The continuing process of training and capacity building of sakhis and sahayoginis has been and is 
crucial in the process of sangha building. A lot of effort has been invested, particularly in ihe initial 
stages of the Programme implementation, in the creation of a cadre of empowered, articulate, 
motivated and capable sahayoginis who in their turn would participate in the training of sakhis. 
The initial process training during the first years of the programme was conducted with assistance 
from an external training organisation based in Ahmodabad. The Sahayoginis who initially have 
been recruited in t o districts and the first batches of sakhis have gone through an intensive 
learning/training process focused on their self dovolopmont and empowerment, perspective 
building, development of methods and skills for fieldwork with villagers, development of a 
participatory working ethos in line with the philosophy of Mahiia Samakhya. The training has been 
reinforced by the system of monthly reviews and training related to up-coming issues. Overtime 
the training/learning processes have been given content and shape along with the evolvement of 
the programme in the respective districts. This is an outcome of the inherent flexibility which has 
been built into the programme.

During the last five years the system of sakhi and sahayogini training has_become internalized. 
Since 1992 Districts Training Teams (DTT) have been formed in all districts consisting of a group 
of sahayoginis, sakhis and district staff, who take care of the training of sakhis and sahayoginis. 
The reliance on outside training organisations has been reduced to inputs on certain issue based 
training. Last year the team district team In Baroda has taken the decision dissolve the DTT. Each 
sahayogini will now conduct the sakhi training in her own cluster, with the assistance from other 
sahayoginis. A similar decision is being debated in Sabarkantha. Through the sakhi training and the 
regular reflection meetings strong bonds are have been created between the sakhis and the 
sahayoginis as well as among sakhis from different villages which are reaching above and beyond 
the village level.

One of the advantages of intemalisirtg the sahayogini and sakhi training is the strengthening of 
internal capacities for training and increased self-reliance of the Programme in meeting the internal 
staff training needs. It also allows to evolve a training programme in response to«the specific 
working conditions and the issues which emerge as the process evolves. However, the advantages 
can also turn into weaknesses. For example if the training system relies too much on the examples 
of successful experiences and approaches, if the training becomes like a recurring routine lacking 
innovative inputs and external perspectives, and if the training becomes more skill-oriented 
gradually loosing its feminist or gender perspective, and leads to a stagnation in the process of 
building collective strength witt n the sangha.
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The State Programme Office (SPO) and the District Implementation Units (DIU) are responsible for 
the co-ordination of the Programme and the liaison with other organisations at the State and 
District levels. The State Programme Office has a State Programme Director (SPD) who is the main 
executive of the Programme in Gujarat, and two resource persons, a consultant, an accounts 
officer and support staff. The District Implementation Units are responsible for the facilitation of 
the implementation of the Mahila SamaWhya Programme in the District. The District Programme 
Co-ordinator (DPC) is in charge of the DIU. The staffing depends on the number of villages covered 
and consists of two resource persons, a consultant (who often act as a third resource person), an 
accounts officer and the necessary support staff.

At the State level there has been a succession of State Programme Directors, all of them 
Government Officers and some of them having the responsibility for Mahila Samaichya as added 
charge. At District level there has been absence of, or there were temporary District Co-ordinators. 
There were changing resource persons and consultants, or these posts being vacant for longer 
periods. Three resource persons have remained with the programme from the very beginning one 
of them having become the District Co-ordinator in one of the districts. Since about one year non
government District Co-ordinators have been appointed in the three 'older' districts. The DPC 
Sabarkantha, who as a resource persons has a long standing field experience dating from the 
beginning of the Programme is also in charge of Banaskantha. A few of the newly appointed 
resource persons have been working as sdhayoginis. Those who have been recruited from outside 
the Programme at State and District levels are young and motivated, college educated women 
who have had little working experience prior to joining the T*rogramme. They may have to give 
extra attention to building communication skills and to gaining the respect from older and 
experienced sahayoginis, from sakhis and sangha women, from local authorities and 
representatives from NGO partners. In this respect Mahila Samakhya Gujarat might think of 
developing an institutional mechanism for induction and in-sorvice training of new resource 
persons and consultants, which at present is lacking. They loarn on the spot by doing and by 
exposure to the field experience of others and by attending training workshops organised by other 
organisations, or in other States.

Stagnation and re orientation

When the new District Co-ordinators took charge at the end of 1994/beginning 1995 a certain 
degree of stagnation in growth had set in, the emergence of which had already been observed by 
the National Evaluation conducted in 1993. The stagnation wa<5 manifest in e.g.

shading of the f^ahila Samakhya concept and of the ideological principles of the 
Programme,
focus on group-solidarity building as an end in itself and loosing sight of building strength 
and sharing power within the sanghas;
focus on too many different issues simultaneo isly and a tendency of Mahila Samakhya 
becoming a mobilisation and issue based programme with an emphasis on achievements 
and targets rather than on how the achievements relate and contribute to women's 
teaming and empowerment processes;
emphasis in the training on capacity and skills building at sakhi and sahayogini levels and 
less attention to persnective building and to building of capacities and empowerment 
within the sanghas, 
and an overall lack of direction.

From 1995 onwards interventions have taken place in response to the outcomes of the National 
Evaluation (1993), which have set off a process of reorientation and re-direction of the entire 
Programme. Apart from the measures related to the staffing the interventions included a series of 
re-orientation training sessions focused on feminist perspective building, on gender awareness and

District Implementation Unit and the State Programme Office
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sensitivity, and on sangha-process documentation at different levels for all districts, as ŵ ell as 
district-wise. The National Training Consultant, the resource person from the National Office and 
members of the National Resource Group have played a vital role conducting the various training 
sessions. A number of sahayoginis and staff memt>ers attended gender sensitivity training 
workshops organised by other organisations.

The process of re-directing the Programme is taking a different pace and shape in each of the 
'older' districts and still needs to continue. In Baroda it has led to a stronger focus on the 
integration of a feminist perspective in all programme activities and training, and the identification 
of three major focal issues which will give direction to the District Programme: women's legal 
rights, (reproductive) health as a right of women, and the rights of women and girls to basic 
education. The Programme in Rajkot may perhaps need further external inputs in the process of re
orientation and regaining clarity about the direction of the Programme. At the time of the 
evaluation visit the Rajkot team was facing a number of difficult questions and decisions. The 
problems do not seem to be limited to mere management issues, but relate to the orientation and 
direction of the ft/lahila Samakhya Programme in the District.

5. Major features of the Mahila Samakhya Programme in Gujarat

In spite of the structural and ideological problems mentioned above the Programme has gained 
momentum in all districts part'cularly on the activity side, thanks to the strengths and resilience at 
the Held level e.g. the sahayoginis, the sakhis and the resource persons who all along have 
remained with the programme, and thanks to the support from various quarters within and outside 
the Programme structure e.g. members of the Executive Committee, the General Council, the 
National Resource Group, the District Resource Groups, partner organisations and others who 
believe in the Mahila Samakhya approach.

In the initial stages the emphasis of the Programme has been on
establishing a cadre of trained sahayoginis of lieldworkers who wore to cover a circle of 
approximately the villages in order to establish rapport with the women and start the 
formation of village level women's collectives,
facilitating the formation and consolidation of a sangha or women's collectives, part of this 
process is,
the organisation of sangha meetings where issues are being raised and discussed, where 
learning takes place and actions are planned,
building solidarity by mobilising women around common interests and sharing the 
experience of realisng that they can effect changes by using their collective strength, 
the selection by the sangha's of village activists or sakhi's,
the orientation and skills training of sakhi's in yearly recurring training cycles according to 
the sakhi rotation system.

The process of sangha formation has been and is being supported and reinforced by
regular review and planning meetings at cluster, block and district levels for development 
of strategies in response to the issues raised in the sangha meetings, 
supporting sangha initiatives by orgenizsng relevant inputs in terms of information, 
training, facilitating linkages other programme's and agencies,
organising and mobilisation of women for events like the International Women's Day and 
International Literacy,
capacity building at DIU, sahayogini, sakhi and gradually also at sangha levels on common 
issues related to e.g. child care, women's (reproductive) health and sexuality, legal issues 
and women's rights, literacy, post-literacy and numeracy skills, the participation of women 
in the Panchayati Raj system, repair and maintenance of hand-pumps, masonry and 
building skills.
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In the initial stages of sangha formation mainly infra-structural and community issues like access 
to water, road repair, electricity have been taken up. Such issues are relatively non-controversial 
and do not threaten the existing power structures and gender relationships. But they involve some 
amount of collective struggle and have helped in building solidarity and confidence in collective 
action.

Prevailing issues which over time have emerged and given attention to in the districts show a 
varied profile of activities related to e.g.;

access to and availability of water (Rajkot, Sabarkantha). Particularly in Rajkot water 
seems to have become a dominant caste related issue influenced by ideas about pollution; 
solving immediate problems by accessing government schemes and resources for road 
repair, electricity, widow's pensions, supply of rationed goods, as well as for credit and 
employment schemes such as DWCRA and TRYSEM (all districts);
legal issues and women's rights (Baroda, Rajkot), including issues related to violence 
against women and abolishment of alcoholism (Sabarkantha); in Baroda the emergence of 
a voluntary legal support system through the women's courts (nari adalat), and legal 
awareness + literacy training for sangha women;
health care antj women's health awareness (Sabarkantha, Baroda); in Baroda it has been 
given a new dimension by focusing on health as a right and on women's reproductive 
health and sexuality: implementation of a health survey, training of local healers and birth 
attendants (dais), attention to witch-hunting;
adult literacy and education (all districts), with special attention to female literacy in local 
languages in the tribal areas (Sabarkantha, Baroda); involvement in the Total Literacy 
Campaign (all districts);
childcare (Sabarkantha, Rajkot, Baroda), in Baroda with special attention to voluntary 
childcare centres run by the sanghas;
girls education in formal schools, non-formal education classes for girls, accessibility and 
use of scholarship funds lor girls (all districts) and In Sabarkantha the establishment of a 
Balika Shiksan Kondra as a residontlnl school for out-of-school girls from tribal 
communities;
women's participation in politics, particulnrly related to the Panchayati Raj elections (nil 
districts);
economic empowerment by accessing government schemes and programmes for incomes 
generating activities (Rajkot) and setting up saving schemes managed by sangha women 
for personal and group purposes (all districts);
building a space for women, Mahila Kutir: continuation of the processes involved in 
obtaining land, designing, planning, resourcing and building of a Mahila Kutir (Rajkot, 
Baroda, Sabarkantha);
(financial) self-reliance of the sanghas by the adoption of the sangha model and the 
transfer of the sangha honorarium to the sangha as seed money for future collective or 
sangha related activities, for which rules are to be formulated and decided upon by the 
sangha membership.

One of the special features of the N/lahila Samakhya Programme in Gujarat is e.g. the attention 
being given to adolescent girls by the organisation of 'Yuvati Shibirs' in Sabarkantha, Baroda and 
later Rajkot, and 'Mahiti Mela' in Banaskantha. Health awareness ar>d sexuality are among the 
issues dealt with in these camps. The participating girls are supposed to share what they have 
learned with their age-mates in the villages. Sometimes these girls have formed their own groups.

Another feature of the Gujarat Programme are the 8th of March (International Women's day) and 
International Literacy Day celebrations, which are turned out into festivals of melas lasting a whole 
week. They are organisd around specific themes of common interest or linked to current events, 
like women's health, Panchayati Raj, legal literacy, the inauguration of a Mahila Kutir. Such 
celebrations are organised cluster, block, or even district-wise and attracted more than ten 
thousand women. 1995 was a peak year with 28 programmes attended by 25.000 women.
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These issues are seen by the staff as playing a role in the sangha building process as they involve 
collective analysis, planning, decision making and actions.

The achievements of the Programme in terms of numbers of childcare centres and literacy classes, 
mahila kutir construction, results of Panchayati Raj elections. Youth Camps, Meias etc. have been 
well documented in recent Programme brochures and the Annual Reports and need not be 
repeated here.

6. The impact of the MahHa Samakhya Programme on women's Uvea

6.1 Women's personal and faorily Uves

The Programme as it has evolved has made an empowering impact on the lives of women 
participating in the programme at different levels. The strongest noticeable effect is demonstrated 
in the existence of women's collectives in the villages. Sangha women give testimony that the 
collectives or sanghas have emerged out of a growing sense of sisterhood, an increased sense of 
worth, dignity and self-confldence, and increased understand)! j  of the power of collective action 
in order effect changes such as availability of water or fighting alcoholism.

What women reported

For sangha women the most important changes mentioned are that
they have come out of isolation in their former lives hidden in the shadows of the kitchen 
and behind their veils,
iiioir world has broadened and they dare to face the world with dignity, with an upright 
face an opened eyes,
tho san.gha gives them a space where they fool snfo to share their life problems, and they 
have shed their fears of talking openly,
they have gained the courage to address and challenge people in positions of authority 
demanding their rights and making them accountable (government officers, village leaders, 
school teachers, the police etc.).
the sangha as a source of solidarity and support has given them the courage to fight social 
and family issues, to resist their dominating husbands and in-laws,
they can move around and go to meetings without asking permission or being questioned, 
they have developed aptitudes for family counselling and providing services to others, 
they are able to successfully undertake joint actions and access government schemes and 
reso«tces^which improve their situation,
tt^y havia^Wvreftoss abouXthe banking system and are capable to deal v.i'ih savings in 
order to improve the survival base of tneir families, they kr>ow how to run their own saving 
system, which provides them with cash in times of need,
they have learned to put their signature instead of a thumbprint, this gives them pride and 
a feeling of dignity,
they are aware of the importance of schooling for girls and are determined to let their 
daughters go to school up to the tenth grade, 
they can take care of their and their children's health better,
they get more respect from tfieir husbands, their families, the community arxl feel that
their voices are being listened to ,.
they can influence family decisions and are able to prevent their men from using the
scarce family resources on alcohol,
they are aware of their voting rights, they have cast their votes for the panchayati raj 
elections end supported a female candidate,
they are able to run their sangha meetings without the assistance from the sahayogini, 
and they hav • come to understand that together they are powerful and have become a
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force to be reckoned with.

They further reported better health and use of family planning methods, they have shed their fear 
for raising intimate and personal issues related to their bodies and health. Their traditional notions 
about their bodies, their reproductive system, and their sexuality have been demystified. They are 
no longer afraid of being treated by male physicians. They use local medicines, they have 
managed to get the health workers to come to their villages and they visit PHC centres, which 
they have become to trust.

The impact and women's €,,,powemtent

The impact of the Mahlla Samakhya on the lives of rural woman is that the sangha has become a 
source of strength upon which they can draw for solving personal and community problems 
individually as well as collectively. The sangha has provided women with the social and emotional 
space which enables them to shed their fears and break out of physical and cultural barriers that 
have confined their life-space. The sangha confirms their identity as women and gives space and 
right to a dignified life for single women. Through ’heir ability to access knowledge and analyze 
their situation critically, and their ability to use their collective powers and negotiate changes from 
a position of strength they can further expand their life-space. Slowly and gradually they 
beginning to assert their rights in order to get greater control of their lives and mnke changes.

The area of women's empowerment has many dimensions which interact and are related to 
women's identity, dignity and self respect, to women's reproductive rights and control over their 
own lives, to economic justice and right to have access to and control of economic resources, and 
to political empowerment and women's right to vote, to participate in decision making and to 
influence the direction of societal development. It relates to equality, social justice and woman's 
legal and human rights and it relates to the dumystification of ideologies based on patriarchal 
values.

The areas wlvire Mahila Samakhya, through the mahila sanghas, has achieved most apart from 
gaining dignity and self-respect is in accessing government schemes and services, In health 
awareness and care, in education and particularly education for girls. The approach used is based 
on women's assertion of their (equal) rights and entitlements to social welfare services, 
community provisions, economic schemes, educational provisions and health services. They do not 
challenge power structures and particularly gender relationships directly. But often the access to 
such provisions is limited to or monopotlsed by the dominant power groups. The successes^gM+te— 
sangha not only give women a sense of achievement, reinforcing their inner strengttv tt also 
affects the balance of powers in an indirect wayT not in the least by th«_putettc'l^pect aqcL  
recognition gained. And this reflects back on the status andSBrgtHning power of women in their 
families, their increased control of financial resources and family decisions, and their ability to fight 
and resist violence.

The direct improvements are mainly noticeable in the area of basic survival needs and improving 
the circumstances in the personal and family sphere.

The empowerment agenda of Mahila Samakhya is bound to be at odds with the non
interventionist approach of the Programme and the emphasis on women identifying their needs 
and priorities. Finding the balance between this is problem facing the sahayoginis and the District 
staff. The agendas of the sangha women are based on thwr experienced realities within the 
framework of their geo-political and socio-cultural environnrants and the accepted values and 
biases that shape their positions in their gendered societies. Given their situation of poverty and 
deprivation they naturally articulate their needs in terms of basic survival and improvement of the 
quality of life. Without a conscious and deliberate input on building new perspectives based on 
equality, social justice and women's human rights there is a risk of stagnation of the growth of the
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em powerm ent processes. A day to day practice of constant preoccupation w ith  running a fte r 
meeting women's immediBte needs may overtake (unintended) the iong term empowerment 
perspective. And this may create a danger that Mahila Samakhya becomes more of a demand 
driven organisation facilitating access to information and development resources, thereby loosing 
its identity as an empowerment Programme.

This is a very complex issue that the Programme needs to continuously come back to in its 
training strategy and that should remain on the agerwlafor critical reflection.

Sakhis and sangha women

The women we met in the meetings with the sanghas were impressively articulate and powerful. 
We noted, however, that spokes women were mainly the women who have attended the sakhi 
training. Questions can be raised as to what extent they have been able to share what they have 
learned with the sangha women and to which extent their empowerment has percolated down to 
the women in the sangha. The sakhi rotation system has as result that the sanghas are led by a 
small group ot well trained sakhis. There is a risk that the sakhis will take a dominating position 
and the effect on building strength witNn the sanghas among sangha women could be less.

As mentioned in the introduction the current evaluation visit did not allow us the get an insight in 
the internal dynamics of the sangha development and the dimensions of the empowerment 
processes of and among women at the sangha level. Such insight is necessary for the further 
development of empowerment strategies with women at the sangha level. The initiative of the 
Programme to start a project of participatory documentation of the sangha development process 
with the sangha members can be considered as a start lor getting into the heart of the sangha. 
This can be supplemented by an ln~d«pth study focused on the internal and external dynamics 
guiding the processes within the sangha. The study could further provide insight in e.g.

the understanding of sangha women of concepts like empowerment, social justice and 
equality, and their perception ot what a mahila sangha Is and could be; 
their views on how the sangha has Impacted their lives personally, within their families and 
In the community;
their experiences and perceptions of the changes in the relationships and power structures 
within their families and in the community;
their views on their potential, individually and collectively through the sangha, to affect 
and change the prevailing power-retations within their families, in the community and 
beyond,
their ideas about sharing power and responsibilities within the sangha and in their families; 
their views on breaking caste, class and age barriers among women in the village; 
as well as
their views on the future development and growth of the sangha at village level and within 
a larger network of similar sanghas.

The study would have to be based on an action oriented and participatory approach with sufficient 
time and space for joint reflection and analysis, and for establishing rapport and mutual 
understanding.

We further observed that the training system has also led to the creation of strong bor>ds between 
sakhis at cluster level and between sakhis, and sahayoginis. These bonds go beyond and above 
the level the individual sanghas. Whereas sahayoginis and sakhis are discussing sangha 
federations and setting up mutual support mechanisms at cluster and block level, the sanghas and 
sangha women themselves might not have achieved sufficient strength and be involved in these 
discussions and ensuing initiatives.

In terms of identity, internal dynamics and sharing of responsibilities, sensitivity to women's 
equality and social justice, use of collective strength and self-reliance in managing its own affairs,
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about 45%  of the aanghas in Gujarat can be called strong. Yet, more than half of the sanghas 
need further strengthening and support.

Most of the training w ith in the f^^ahila Samakhya Programme is directed a capacity building and 
awareness/perspective building of sahayoginis, sakhis and DIU staff. Apart from the health 
awareness training camps, literacy camps, activities around the Panchayati Raj elections and
special training for selected groups of women (e.g. childcare centre teachers, local healers and
health workers, para-legal counsellors, hand-pump mechanics, elected panchayati raj members) 
there have been no training programmes designed for and directed at empowerment of the sangha 
women, it w ill be a great challenge for the programme staff w ith  the sakhis and sahayoginis to 
engage in evolving special training/learning programmes to be conducted w ith  women in their 
sanghas around issues raised by them focused on perspective building, strengthening of the 
sangha from w ithin and capacity building for the self-reliance of the sangha.

6.2 Political participation and women's rights

Women have started conquering new public spaces during the last tw o  years through their 
involvement in the Panchayati Raj elections as voters and as candidates, and through the 
initiatives of women in e.g. Baroda to establish wom en’s courts (nari adalat) at the Block level in 
front of the police and magistrate's office.

Punchayati Raj

Mnliila Samakhya has facilitated women's participation in the elections by providing information, 
organising workshops and public events, providing guidance and support to women who were 
standing for the elections, providing training and support to elected women. Sangha women used 
their right to vote in supporting female candidates, women contested unfair election politics and 
resisted pressurising and being bribed. 295 women including sahayoginis, sakhis and village 
women stood for elections, 284 women got elected of which few resigned tor personal reasons or 
because they had to make a choice between Mahila Samakhya and their political function. A 
(lumber of sangha women have become a Sarpanch. The experience has helped to demystify the 
lu iiion that political functions are beyond ro ich for rural women w ith  their backgrounds.

The activities of Mahila Samakhya in relation to the elections have strengthened its visibility. It has 
been taken as a learning experience which has been analysed at d ifferent levels. It also created 
high expectations about women's power and ability to influence political decision making from a 
perspective of social justice and equality. And now women begin to realise the enormous 
challenge they are coping w ith  from their new positions in the current socio-political environment 
w ith its inherent gender biases against women. By now, almost a year after the elections, it is a 
good time for a review and assessment of the impact on the elected women, and look into the 
need for effective support in the form of further training and the development of a common 
women’s agenda.

Women's courts

In all districts attention is given to legal issues and violence against wom en. Legal awareness 
training has been on the agenda in the three older districts directed at sahayogini and sakhi levels. 
Legal committees have been established to solve and strategize about legal issues. And in Baroda 
women's legal rights has become identified as a central focus of attention in three blocks. In the 
same district an exciting initiative to establish a voluntary legal support structure for women at the 
block level under responsibility of women from mahila sanghas has emerged.
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Women's issues related to family violence, divorce and custody cases are being raised during 
sangha meetings as individual cases and are solved through persuasion, counselling, and if 
necessary social pressure or public exposure. After such cases became recognised as legal issues 
sangha women of different villages in Baroda decided to establish a women's court or 'nari adalat' 
at the block level. This court holds weekly public meetings under a ’neem’ tree in front of the 
police and village magistrate's office, or in a public space like a theatre. The court provides time 
and a public and accessible place where women can bring their cases. Everyone can join the 
meetings. Eleven sangha women and a sahayogini constitute the court and one of them, an elderly 
lady, is the judge. The reasons for establishing the court are that legal procedures are lengthy and 
women are unable to afford the costs. The women's court is in a better position than the official 
court to understand the situation from a women's point of view and the case is taken seriously. At 
present there are three narl adalats in two blocks in Baroda.

The cases taken to the court relate to family violence, alcoholism, v/ife beating, custody of 
children, separation, widows pensions, property issues, child abuse and rape. Women from the ten 
cluster villages bring their cases to the court and nowadays also cases from other villages in the 
block are brought in. The court procedures include the hearing of all parties and getting 
iiiformation, counselling aimed at reconciliation, getting a public statement in writing from the 
perpetrator, support to the woman, and if necessary involvement of the police, the judge, or the 
revenue officer. The initiative has been supported by the three months training course organised 
by the DIU on women and law, which was attended by 25 women from three blocks. The training 
focused on

legal awareness, women's rights and the use of their rights, 
legal literacy and literacy for documentation, 
information and problem solving strategies.

In its preparation of the course the team produced a boo .̂ on the language of the court to be used 
in training for legal literacy. The local judg ' participated in the course as resource person and he 
co-operates with the women's court. The women who attended the training act as para legal 
counsellor In their villages end some are members of the nari adalats. After the training the courts 
were able to deal more effectively with women's legal cases, they have been able to solve a 
number of cases of rape and child abuse.

A second training is planned for another batch of women who are selected by the sanghas and 
who are willing to take the responsibility of running the court and/or provide legal counselling at 
village level. As the majority of trainees who attended the legal training course were elderly 
women it is suggested to pay attention to including younger women in the training course. And 
more attention is to be given to strengthening the self reliance of the women’s courts and equip 
the trainees with skills that reduce the reliance of the courts on the support from the sahayoginis 
(who now takes records and writes the reports).

The nari adalats have a great impact on the public recognition of women's legal rights, on the 
visibility of Mahila Samakhya, and on the credibility of the court as a trustworthy support structure 
because of its transparent rules and procedures. It has created a change in the attitude of officials 
and in their application of the rules: they now take women's issues seriously. They initiative has 
commanded respect and co-operation from the local authorities. And the court has created a sense 
of sisterhood among women across caste af>d village divides as women from other caste groups 
and from other villages also bring their cases and they are treated equally.

In Saharkantha cases of family violence arxJ abuse against women are raised in the sangha 
meetings. One of the obstacles in dealing with these cases from a legal perspective is that most of 
the sanghas are in tribal areas which have their own tribal laws and do not fell under the 
jurisdiction of the national legal system. A study about women's rights under tribal law in different 
tribal systems is required in order for women to know their rights and how to make use of them in 
order to seek justice. A better understanding of the tribal legal system is also relevant in relation to
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other legal issues such as property and inheritance rights and rights tosthe use of tribal e.g. for the 
building of the sangha hut.

6.3 Economic empowerment

Economic and income generating activities are a priority area in Rajkot where sangha women are 
engaged in saving and loans and in various income generating activities by successfully accessing 
schemes (DWCRA, TRYSEM). Women have moved into new occupations like hand-pump 
mechanics and masons and thereby they are occupying new economic spaces. The situation in 
Rajkot did not allow for an assessment o f these activities on wom en’s economic empowerment. In 
the other districts there is less attention to economic developmeni in the Programme apart from 
engagement of sanghas in saving and loan schemes and efforts to access DWCRA loans.

Savings and loans

These saving schemes give women a feeling of having more control over financial resources and 
access to cash when in need. Loans are mostly used for individual and personal purposes, seldom 
for investing in economic and/or collective enterprises. Earlier investments in economic activities 
have not always been successful and seem to have been abandoned. There is also a great concurn 
about sanghas breaking apart because of conflicts arising from dealing w ith  sav ng schemes and 
from the emergence of economic interest groups w ith in the sangha.

Economic development and interest groups

Economic issues in areas of o.g wages, improved labour conditions, employment creation and 
income generation soom to bo difficult to deal w ith. The need for economic development, regular 
work, higher and stable incom»>s is high on the priority list of songha women. A one-sided focus 
on economic development and income gonorotion activities cjin load to uneven development 
w ithin the sangha, conflicting economic interests between sangha members, closing the sangha 
off for new members, breaking the solidarity w ithin the sangha and eventually breaking up of the 
sangha and interruption of the empowerment proct;:..ses. One option to deal w ith  such conflicting 
interest is that the economic interest group moves out of the sangha and forms a society which is 
independent from the sangha as happened w ith the hand-pump mechanics in Banda D istrict in 
Uttar Pradesh who have established their own society. This does not imply that the women have 
to give up their membership and participation in the sangha as a forum of women as women.

Need for rethinking and strategi/ing

Dealing w ith the recurring economic demands of women is an area for which Mahila Samakhya 
has not yet found a suitable answer, nor has it been able to define its role. Mahila Samakhya is 
not an employment creation or economic development programme and is unable to deliver the 
necessary inputs and know how for economic development. As an education programme for 
women's empowerment Mahila Samakhya's role is not to engage in running income generating 
activities or savinq schemes. Instead it can focus on environment and capacity building. The 
economic empowerment of women is an area which needs further thinking and strategizing 
perhaps by exploring possibilities for capacity building and vocational skills training in combination 
w ith developing partnerships with economic/rural development programmes.

The Gujarat Women Economic Development Corporation has recently issued a directory on 
Government Programmes for women which include a wide variety of schemes for training and 
capacity building, loans and financial assistance related to rural and agricultural development
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aimed at agricultural labourers, population below the poverty line and the tribal population. Many 
of the schemes are known in Mahila Samakhya and are being accessed (such as DWCRA and 
TRYSEM), but active searching may (ead to new options and possibilities for vocational training, 
training in various areas of rural extension or environmental resource management, scholarship 
funds, loans etc.. A similar active exploration can be made in the world of voluntary agencies and 
private organisations.

Collaboration with other agMcies

There has been some reluctance in the past within Mahila Samakhya to seek co-operation with 
other development organisations due to the negative experterH:es In the early stages of the 
Programme and the concern about conflicting views on women's empowerment and development, 
and conflicting styles of operation. Over the last years there has been a marked increase in the 
collaboration with other agencies especially in the areas of health (CHETNA, ARPAN, SEWA), legal 
issues and violence against women(SHAKSHI), gender sensitivity and feminist perspective building 
UAGORI, ICECD and others) and water (UNICEF). The lessons learned from such collaborative 
efforts cou' i help in evolving more active approaches to collaboration with other agencies 
especially in the area of economic/rural/ agricultural and environmental development. Instead of 
focusing on organisations which are already present in a certain geographical area Mahila 
Samakhya could encourage rural development organisations to come to areas which have been 
unreached and are now uncovered by Mahila Samakhya. One ot the disadvantages of the Mahila 
Samakhya policy to expand to areas where no other agencies are working is that there are also 
few opportunities for linkages. For instance the Training Women in Agriculture (TWA) programme 
is implemented in six districts in Gujarat. Only one district is also covered by Mahila Samakhya i.e. 
Banaskantha and initiatives to start collaboration have already t>een taken. Possibilities could be 
explored to have women from the other district attend some of the training programmes and/or 
the TWA could be invited to expand its activities into districts covered by Mahila Samakhya.

Earlier evaluations (1992, 1993) already emphasised the Importance of developing a clear set of 
terms of agreement with the collaborating organisations in order to ensure that the ideological 
principles of Mahila Samakhya are not violated. The terms of agreement can be based on the non- 
negotiable principles of the Programme.

6.4 MaMla Samakhya aupport structures

Under the Mahila Samakhya scheme are provisions to facilitate the mahila sanghas in creating 
local support system In the form of

childcare centres which would provide women with 'time' for themselves to participate in 
sangha meetings, for learnir\g, and to be able to leave thnir young children safely while 
going for work;
the construction of a sangha hut which gives women a 'space' for themselves, to come 
together, have meetings and joint activities, find relief arxl support from other women, for 
learning together and storage of the sangha goods.

The creation of these support structures requiring joint decision making and planning, visits to 
authorities, writing applications, moblBsation of resources etc. was also looked upori as a process 
building activity which would reinforce group solidarity and strength.

Mahila kutir

From the very beginning after the sanghas have been formed the women have been engaged in 
the process of hut or 'kutir' construction. Since then it has been an on-going struggle to go
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through the procedures of sangha registration, obtaining land, designing the hut, planning its 
construction, finding alternative resources meet the costs and supplement the Mahila Samakhya 
provision, organising labour and building supplies, doing and supervising the construction etc. Each 
district has a Mahila Kutir committee to look into the progress made and develop strategies when 
new problems arise. A t present ten Mahila Kutirs have been constructed whereas more than 70 
sanghas are in the different stages of the process of obtaining land, finding resources, planning for 
and implementing construction work. The building of a Mahila Kutir has become a lengthy learning 
process requiring a great deal of stamina from the sangha women and sahayoginis. The process 
has met w ith  many disappointments and a certain fatigue seems to have set in because of 
sometimes insurmountable obstacles. The main constraints are

problems of getting land allocated, particularly in the trioal areas where land issues fall 
under the Tribal Area Development Programme,
the allocation for the sangha hut under the Mahila Samakhya is insufficient to meet the 
costs involved,

and perhaps some inflexibility in the adherence to the Mahila Samakhya rules regarding the 
transfer of land to the sanghas. The issues have been raised frequently in the Executive Council 
but it has not resulted in creative solutions and perhaps more flexibility in application of the rules. 
One problem might be the lack of understanding about the tribal legislation regarding the use and 
allocation of land and the implications in respect to the status of the sanghas autonomous entities 
w ithin a government programme.

Sanghas have been very ros iurceful in finding solutions for the lack of funds. In many cases they 
have been able to raise funds from other sources, to find low cost solutions and to provide their 
own labour. Yet it is necessary to review the budgetary allocations for the sangha huts under the 
Mahila Samakhya budget and to bring it in line w ith the current price levels.

Child Care Centres

Tho establishmei\t of child cnr« centres has boon on the Mahila Samnkhya agenda in Gujarat from 
the boginning. Activities started in satigliHs which had gained sufficient stronijth to take up tho 
responsibility of running a centre, where the demand was raised, where local balsakhis (teachers 
for childcare centres) could bo found and whore there was no accessible ICDS centre in tho 
neighbourhood. In the tribal areas the f rst centren were set vip ns branchoa of tho ICDS centres 
and w ith support from ICDS in the form of health visits and some snecks. Also in other areas there 
is CO ordination and co-operation w ith ICDS. In many villages child centres have been set up, part 
of them are still running, but quite a number have been closed down due to various problems 
related to the management of the centre, the balsakhis moving away or conflicts. Moreover, the 
child care centres seemed sometimes to have become regarded more as a government provision 
like the ICDS centres than as a centre ot and running under the responsibility of the sanghas. In 
Baroda and Sabarkantha the situation w ith  regard to the child care centres has been reviewed and 
amendments have been made to (re)link the centres to tho sanghas and bring them under their full 
responsibility. In Baroda the child care centres are now run on voluntary basis by <!fid w ith 
contributions from the sanghas. Parents pay a token fee of Rs 2.- per child per month. Systems 
have been set-up for monitoring and supervision by the sangha members. In the case of Baroda 
supervision is done by members from other sanghas.’

The childcare centres visited were well run, lively and energising w ith  care for the children's 
needs. The centres have three to four balsakhis sharing tasks in dealing w ith  children of different 
ages. A t least one balsakhi is literate and trained in pre-school activities. Anganwadi workers come 
to the centre and check the children’s health. Parents are involved in the running of the centre.

W e w ere unable during this visit to talk to officers from ICDS and get their v iew s on the in terface be tw een  th e  M S  
centres and the ICDS centres, on the co-operation at policy and at field level and on h o w  M S  has influenced the ICOS  
approach.
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especially mothers/sangha members who take turns in preparing food and ensure that foodstocks 
are supplied.

The differences with the ICDS Child Care Centres are that the MS Centres are nearby and 
accessible, that the environment is child friendly, that the balsakNs are from the local community 
and speak the familiar dialect, that teaching methods are innovative using local songs and games, 
that the sangha women are deciding about the timings, the place, responsible for paying the 
balsakhis' honorarium and the provision of food, and above all the centres are 'owned* by the 
sanghas.

There are good linkages w.ih the local schools, children from the Child Care Centres eniol in the 
schools, are well adjusted to the school rhythm, they speak out and seem to be performing well. 
In one of the centres the balsakhi was engaged in teaching school age giris and prepare them for 
admission in the village school. And sometimes schools will sent some children to the centre for 
remedial coaching as the school is unable to provide the individual attention needed. After some 
time the children are ready to go back to school.

Areas to look into are the training of the balsakhis who could l>e given more training in e.g. pre
school methods, child psychology and development, dealing with children of different ages, toy 
making and use of local materials. What is clearly coming out is that the child care centres are 
more than just taking care of young children, they have l)ecome important in environment building 
for school education, especially for giris, anJ they provide the children with a child-friendly learning 
environment and prepare them for school. There is off course a risk of becoming over ambitious, 
expecting a higher professional pedagogical level than is feasible within the given framework, the 
local conditions and available means. A realistic balance need to be found between what is 
feasible and the need for strengthening the pedagogic skills for pre-school learning.

A total review of the financial pattern and provisions for the Child Caro Centres is required (see 
also the recommendations from the study of the Child Care Centres in Gujarat by Rajalakshmi 
Sriram, 1996).

6.5 Cutting across O M t* and dass divides

Most of the sanghas in Mahlla Samakhya are limited in class composition to Scheduled castes or 
belong to specific^ tribal groups. There are mixed sanghas of harljan and tribal women if they 
happen to live in the same village. In principle there are no formal restrictions for women from 
other caste groups to join the sanghas. But so far there have been no active efforts to reach out to 
women from other groups to become a member of the sanghas. Women from ottier caste groups 
are welcomed and sometimes attend sangha meetings. Women from upper caste groups have 
started to bring cases of violence and injustice to the sanghas. And the nari adalats in Baroda 
District deal with legal cases from women regardless of their caste background. If the sanghas are 
to move towards becoming a community wide women's forum and collective the sanghas could 
perhaps more actively try to involve women from other castes in their activities. The melas and 
celebrations organised by the sanghas are a start for breaking class/caste barriers. Child care 
centres, literacy classes, securing access of giris to good education, women's health and legal 
rights, and community issues iiice water are areas of common wonrten's interests where traditional 
caste divides can be broken. Half of the sahayoginis themselves are from upper caste background, 
they find no difficulty because of their background and they have developed strong bonds with 
sangha women from the SC or ST communities. They can support the sanghas' efforts to reach 
out to other women and l>e a kind of 'role model'.

in the sanghas we observed a predominance of women from older age groups. This seems logical 
as they are the women in the household who have perhaps more freedom of movement, time and 
decision making power. Younger women with small children who have the position of a daughter-
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in-law are perhaps more d ifficu lt to reach and involve. The'sanghas could give more attention to 
involving young women and look into their needs, and to reviewing relationships of power and 
authority among women w ith in the family from a perspective of equality.

Mahila Samakhya Gujarat pays attention to adolescent women through the organisation of camps 
for this group. And young women have formed their own groups or sanghas which could become 
associated w ith  the mahila sanghas.

6.6 Toward a grassroots women's nrravement

Mahila Samakhya Gujarat has an impressive record in mobilising more than ten thousand women 
around issues like women's health, political participation, women and law , wom en's literacy etc. 
during meias and international celebr. (ions. These celebrations have become major events giving 
women from different backgrounds the opportunity to move out of their houses and get together, 
to celebrate and have fun, to listen to and participate in discussions. Nowadays the melas are 
planned and organised by the sangha's and reach out also to women outside the sanghas. The 
melas and celebrations have reinforced the visibility of Mahila Samakhya and the sanghas in the 
communities, in the block and the districts. And the sanghas give public evidence of their capacity 
to organise these events and for mobilising other women.

Sanghas have started networking and building linkages outside then villages. Their lobby and 
mobilisation activities are no longer limited to survival issues and their rights to access public 
services and schemes. By their involvement in the Panchayati Raj system women have started 
entering the political arena. And by establishing women's courts women are asserting their right to 
justice. The seeds tor the emergence of a grassroots women's movement are there. Like other 
processes within Mahila Samakhya the building of such movement takes its own course and pace 
should not be hastened. Its growth is link« i to the ability of Mahila Samakhya to broaden its 
coverage w ithin the villages, w itfiin  the blocks and w ith in the districts, and develop a certain 
'criticnl mass' of sangha women.

The Mahila Samakhya Programme is focusing on women in rural areas and seems to function, 
apart from individual and personal contacts, in relative isolation from the (perhaps urban oriented) 
women's movement in Gujarat. The Programme could perhaps make more intensive efforts of 
linking the sanghas w ith the developments w ith in the women's movement and establishing closer 
contacts w ith women's organisations and groups w ithin the districts and in the State.

7. Emerging trends

Most of the emerging trends have already be mentioned in the previous sections. They are related 
to the process of rt orientation and include

the new emphasis on conscious integration of a gender perspective to the issues raised in 
the sanghas,
the identification of a I'mited number of focal points per d istrict around which activities will 
be centred,
renewed attention to the role of Mahila Samakhya in relation to the economic 
impowerment of women and collaboration w ith  other agencies,

mobilisation of women around women's issues and the gradual emergence o f a grassroots 
women’s movement,
the increasing emphasis on training at sangha level aimed at perspective building and 
capacity building for self reliance of the sangha.

One of the emerging trends in the Mahi'a Samakhya Programme in Gujarat is the transition from 
the sakhi rotation model to  the so called sangha model. It means that sakhis are no longer treated
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as learners who are receiving a stipend during the year that they are 'in training'. Instead the sakhi 
honorarium is converted into a sangha honorarium that is to be transferred directly to the sangha. 
This sangha fund is at the disposal of the sangha and serves as seed money for future collective or 
sangha related activities. The sangha is to develop a set of rules and procedures for the use of the 
money.

We have no information about the experience w ith  the sangha model which has been adopted at 
the beginning of last year. It is seen by the Mahila Samakhya staff as an important step towards 
decentralised financial management and decision making by the sangha. As such it is to be seen 
as a very positive step towards self-reliance of the sanghas, if it is used well. And if it is 
accompanied by training of the sangha members in financial management and skills required to be 
self-reliant and not dependent on the recording and calculating skills of sahayoginis or literate 
outsiders.

The decision also calls for some caution, because it may create a wrong impression of Mahila 
Samakhya being an input delivery organisation which provides subsidies to mahila sanghas. In 
other States like Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh decisions have been taken or debates are going 
on about putting a threi year time limit to the period a sangha is eligible to a Mahila Samakhya 
input in the sangha fund. A fter that period the sangha is to be able to mobilise its own financial 
resources for its sustenance and self-reliance.

Having a sangha fund may also put limits to the willingness of the sangha members to enlarge its 
membership and grow into a village movement, because the fund is to be shared by a larger 
number of beneficiaries. These remarks are calling for caution and careful documentation of the 
processes involved in order to draw lessons for future strategizing.

A n o t h e r  emerging trend is the on going dobata in Mnhiln Samakhya about cluster forming and the 
building of a federation of sanghas m combination w ith  the development of support structures at 
the block level. Sanghas are already actively engaged in networking and mobilisation around 
common issues above sangha level. Sakhis are seeking support from sakhis in other villages to 
strengthen their voices and powers when dealing w ith  authorities at block or district levels. And 
sanghas have initiated their own legal support structure by establishing their women's courts. 
These dynamics emerging from the sanghas are very positive In terms of growing strength. The 
role of Mahila Samakhya is then to strengthen the human resources for these sangha networks 
and support structures. This w ill provide new roles for sangha women and sakhis, such as the 
para legal counsellors in Baroda. For sahayoginis it may offer opportunities for horizontal and 
vertical mobility, for role differentiation and specialisation, and for new career paths.

Internal mobility is another positive upcoming trend: a resource person becoming Disthct
Coordinator, sahayoginis becoming resource persons or Headmistress of the Mahila Shiksan 
Kendra and sakhis becoming sahayoginis. We have been told that many of the sakhis, balsakhis 
(preschool teachers) and sangha women are taking interest in becoming a sahayogini.

The pace of growing strength is uneven between districts, blocks and villages. As mentioned 
earlier in half of the sanghas attention needs to be given to consolidation and further development 
of their inner strength. And most of the sanghas need to become self-reliant and develop internal 
capacities fo r self-directed management before they are ready to  function fully independent from 
sahayogini support. Focusing attention on federation building w ithout paying sufficient attention to 
furthering the sangha building process is making a jump that could° interrupt the empowerment 
processes of and w ith in  the sangha.

8. Expansion strategies

In Gujarat Mahila Samakhya has slowly expanded its coverage by moving into five new blocks
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within the three original districts and by starting activities in tw o  blocks of the new District 
Banaskantha. There are plans to expand further into tw o  other districts which are selected on the 
basis of low  rates for female literacy. According to our assessment of the current status of the 
Programme in Gujarat we feel that a diversified expansion strategy is called for^. However, the 
current situation w ith  sanghas in different stages of strength (formation stage, consolidation 
stage, weakened, strong) calls for a diversified strategy. This strategy is to be based on the 
lessons learned in the past, the increased presence and visibility in the State and w ith in  the 
districts and the current moinentum of spontaneous expansion via the sanghas.

Sanghas are asking for expansion of the programme into neighbouring villages for widening of 
their network for mutual co-operation, mobilisation and activism and for building a critical ma-o of 
empowered sanghas at block and district levels. Women m surrounding villages are seeking 
assistance in form ing their sanghas and the older sanghas play a role in th is process which 
altogether w ill save time and effort in the fi rmation stage. The process o f expansion is to  be seen 
in connection w ith  the process of de-linking the strong sanghas and strengthening o f their 
capacities to become self-reliant.

The follow ing points of attention can guide the formulation and implementation of the expansion 
strategy.

reinforcing the sangha strength and capacity building for self-reliance of the older sn ’ghas; 
de linking the strong and self reliant sanghas from direct sahayogini support; 
promoting sanghas to become a community forum of women aoioss caste, class or 
religious divides,
strengthening networking among sanghas and the formation of cluster groups, 
strengthening and building of support structures at the block level,
forming new sanghas in areas surrounding the clusters wherein Mahila Samakhya already 
exists,
involving the old sanghas and clusters in the formation and strengthening of new sanghas, 

nnd for new districts
selection to be based on transparent criteria e.g. poverty indicators, indicators for gender 
equality, female literacy rates, potential for linking up with DPEP and/or other schemas (or 
poverty alleviation and socio economic development,
ensuring that staff and necessary infra structure are in place and well prepared/trained 
before starting the activities in the new districts.

The expansion strategy is to include attention to the human resources component and capacity 
building for new and diversified roles at all levels of the MS structure (including the sangha level), 
as well as the continuous (re ) orientation and intensive training at all levels of responsibility.

9. The education component and linkages to the other education programmes

Education is central in tt <: Mahila Samakhya Programme. Education is understood in its broadest 
meaning as an empowering learning process which enables learners to question, to analyse, to 
seek answers, to act and reflect, and thereby to discover their inner strength and realise their 
potential. It involves a life long process of interactive learning, based on sharing of knowledge and 
life experiences, critical analysis and reflection, creating new kinds of knowledge and 
understanding.

In their study of the Mahila Sanghas Sharda Jain and Lakshmi Krishnamurty make a distinction 
between three interrelated aspects of education: education as life skills, education as knowledge 
and information, and education as literacy (1966 pp. 27 ff.). Education of life skills relates to the 
ability to  manage life and is based on gaining confidence and seM-esteem. It is underlying aH of the

. W o (the evaluation team  ) have not been able to discuss the strategies lor expansion have not been discussed w ith  the 
State and district teams.
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activities in Mahila Samakhya and in the on-going processes of collective action/reflection/learning/ 
deciding/planning/action. Education as information and knowledge refers to accessing knowledge 
and information and using it effectively. It is part of awareness workshops and training related to 
health, law, the environment, etc. In both aspects of education being literate in the sense of 
reading and writing is not directly essential for learning taking place, for feeling empowered and 
having confidence in one’s strength to make changes.

In Mahila Samakhya education as literacy comes in when women discover the importance of 
literacy in dealing w ith  the outside literate worid w ith its written rules and procedures. It comes 
when the need arises for writing application letters, for keeping records of savings, for registration 
of law  cases, for recording and checking minutes of meetings, for getting clarification on 
procedures etc., and when the women experience its importance for furthering their knowledge 
and accessing new information.

This means that demands for literacy (reading, writing, numeracy skills and a wider body of 
knowledge) emerge from the developments within the sanghas and that in principle literacy is not 
imposed as part of the programme.

Education as literacy

Mdhila Samakhya Gujarat started taking up education as literacy in the early nineties on an 
experimental basis when sahayoginis started with in formal literacy classes or camps w ith sakhis 
and sangha women using materials from the State Resource Centre for non-formal and adult 
education. This was done on requests from the sanghas and according to their demands regarding 
timings, pace, and an informal, friendly way of learning. In Sabarkanthn and Baroda interesting 
experiments in adult literacy have boon iniiiotod w ith womon in the tribal communities, where 
there was n nood for literacy teaching via tho local dialects. The approach followed included 
participatory methods for development of gor>dor sonsitivo learning materials, us«; of local forms of 
expressions through songs and lyrics, combining didactic methods of reading and writing skills 
w ith  knowledge building through discussion and critical thinking. With tho assistance of experts in 
tribal culture, linguistics and pedagogy some primers and textt>ooks have been developed based on 
life issues of tribal women. Literacy was imparted through the camp method and w ith  especially 
trained volunteers. In Sabarkantha educated girls became involved as voluntary teachers.

The materials an<J methods developed were appreciated by the learners, the camps gave proof 
that it could be done and a lot of experience has been gained. However, the experiments were 
short-lived because of various reasons. The camp method proved to be too costly, if was d ifficu lt 
to retain the volunteers, no follow-up could be given due to lack of resources for developing 
materials for self-learning, and the problem of retaining and reinforcing the basic literacy skills after 
returning home from the camps: women could not find time due to their domestic and agricultural 
work and retention was low  due to  the lack of follow-up.

The early initiatives have in fact been overtaken by the Total Literacy Campaign (TLC) which 
started in Gujarat in 1993. Mahila Samakhya has become actively involved in the TLC, especially 
in Baroda and Sabarkantha. The district teams contributed to the campaign in various ways:

conducting surveys to  identify illiterate women and add them to  the lists o f participants (as 
often only the names of men were written on the lists produced by the d istrict education 
offices),
identification and training of volunteers, many women from Mahila Samakhya acted as 
voluntary teachers,
environment building by participating in motivational rallies and International Literacy Day 
Celebrations, streetplays, discussing the TLC and women's right to education in the 
sangha meetings,
participation in the training of voluntary teachers: creating awareness about the situation
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of women and their problems;
securing slates + pens for the participants, as well as lights for night classes,
liaising with government officers and assisting in problem solving.

Mahila Samakhya succeeded in getting women above the age limit of 35 years into the classes 
and altogether the Mahila Samakhya contribution made the campaign into a success in the 
districts. The credit is not just for the efforts of Mahila Samakhya during the campaign. 
Recognition is to be given to the fact that the involvement of hflahila Samakhya in the success of 
the TLC is also an outcome or the preceding empowerment processes among village women and 
of the holistic Mahila Samakhya approach to education as empowerment. A culture of learning has 
been created among sanghc women, which made them assart rheir rights to literacy and t̂ y benefit 
from the Total Literacy Campaign.

The impact on Mahila Samaki ya is increased visibility, respect and co-operation from authorities in 
the villages and at block. District and State levels. Government officials have begun to listen to 
women, taking them seriously. The response of the women is visible in the numerous letters 
received from sangha women by the State office, their pride in being able to write and read their 
names, their ability to read and check their savings records and manage their own savings 
scheme.

After the completion of the TLC literacy activities were continued in the form of motivational 
camps, followed by literacy classes, training, of volunteer literiu y teachers, preparing mateiials for 
post literacy (in Sabarkantha). The DID in Rajkot the collaborates with the District Literacy 
Committee in the post-literacy phase of the TLC, Mahila Samakhya is contributing to the News 
letter for neo-literates, to development of neo-literate materials and training of volunteer teachers 
e.g. on dealing with gender issues.

At present there are 170 locally initiated literacy classes. In Sabarkantha almost half of the literacy 
classes are irregular because women find It difficult to make time and tHicause of seasonal labour 
migration.

On the whole the experience in education as literacy with adult women in the form of regular 
classes or camps is somewhat mixed, because of difficulties in maintaining women's interest nttor 
reaching the stage of being able to write their names, reading words and sentences, writing simple 
letters. Efforts to integrate literacy skills with function related training such as the training for 
balsakhis, hand-pump mechanics, para-legal workers etc. appear to be more affective, because of 
the direct linkage to the area of work. Training in literacy and numeracy skills related to financial 
matters such as savings and banking, profits and investments seems to be an area of women's 
interest.

Women's loosing interest in further literacy training (unless related to concrete activities and 
responsibiliiies) is not too surprising as the learning goes slowly and maintaining writing skills 
requires exercising manual dexterity for which they have little time. Women have come to realise 
that they can learn, become empowered, effect changes without necessarily becoming literate 
themselves. What the experience in literacy has achieved is that women have come to better 
understand the importance of relevant literacy and school education for their daughters. They have 
also learned that there are alternative ways of making learning and teaching meaningful and 
interesting in the lives of women. The Mahila Samakhya Programme has created a positive 
environment for learning and schooling of children, especially for girls' education.

Education of girts

We have not been able to assess the impact of camps for adolescent girls and leave this issue 
aside. But the education of girls is an emerging issue in the programme, it is on the agenda of
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sangha women, who have taken initiatives to obtain scholarship funds for their children's 
education, and to form committees checking on school attendance and teaching by teachers in 
village schools, in some villages informal initiatives have emerged such as coaching classes for 
out-of-school girls (and sometimes also boys) in order get them  into the mainstream education 
system.

In one of the blocks in Sabarkantha preparations for establishing a Mahila Shiksan Kendra in the 
tribal areas have started tw o  years ago. The preparatory activities included a survey on education 
of girls, meetings w ith  parents, girls and schoolteachers, environment building activities and 
starting non-formal education classes w ith  girls who dropped out of school.

The general situation is that in the tribal area boys tend to  go to  school up to Standard X or 
higher. Whereas girls have not been to school at all or leave school after Standard IV. Reasons for 
girls dropping out are that

the residence style is very scattered and school facilities are far from the home, 
village schools go up to Standard IV, after that children have to go to another village, 
parents are concerned for thfeir daughters safety,
girls have domestic duties and look after the fam ily's cattle (as boys are in school 
nowadays),
parents feel that they do not get benefit out of education of their girls, 
girls get married at an early age.

Besides, girls have started to dislike schooling, have developed a hostile attitude to the school and 
they are not motivated to continue their education. In interviews w ith  parents (fathers in this case) 
they gave the same reasons, but they also intimated to have little confidence in the ability of the 
school to provide meaningful education to their daughters, they are not satisfied w ith  the quality 
of education provided by the school and have little trust in the teachers nbility to teach. Based on 
Iho results of the survey the District toom docidod to focus on girls in the age group of 9 to 14 
years who were drop out from the forinnl school and start a residential school at the Block centre.

The non-formal education classes for girls were intended to gain the itUorost of the girls in other 
ways of learning than what they had been accustomed to in the school, for environment building 
and motivation.

Ba//ka Shiksan Kendra

Because of its focus on children in the 9-14 age group the school is called Balika Shiksan Kendra 
and is different in this respect from the Mahila Shiksan Kendras in other States. The school started 
in October 1996 w ith  36 six girls from seven villages in the block. The children are graded in four 
groups after testing of their capacity levels. They are being taught according to the formal 
curriculum but in an informal and interactive way in small learning circles. The length of the 
programme was intended to  be four months, but seems to have been extended to one year w ith 
the aim of getting the children admitted in the State Boarding School for further education up to 
Standard X. A t this stage, after four months, it is too early to assess the impact.

What could be observed is tha t the BSK is meeting a demand for the provision of meaningful 
education for girls in a safe envirotment. According to  the teachers and parents there are visible 
changes in the behaviour attitudes of the girls. They have lost their fears and initial shyness, they 
talk openly and show affection, they accept discipline and are motivated to learn more, they have 
become confident and no longer consider themselves drop-outs.

There is close interaction w ith  the parents who take turns to visit on Sundays. There are monthly 
meetings between parents, teachers and DIU staff for review and discussing the children's 
progress. Parents (fathers) expressed that after four months they have come to real se that their
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daughters can learn in this school. They have trust in the approach o f Mahila Samakhya (individual 
attention, care and safety). Now they want their daughters to  complete Standard X and become a 
teacher or a sahayogini. They also expressed concern about the equivalence to the government 
system and the recognition from the formal schools. They have consented in letting their 
daughters stay in the boarding school because of their confidence in their sahayogini, the sangha 
of which their wives are a member and in Mahila Samakhya. Now they feel that all of their 
daughters should have the opportunity to get this kind of education. They are open for initiatives 
to start similar (non-residential) schools for girls in their villages, if teachers can be lound. And 
they feel that as parents they could approach and convince the Sarpanch of their villages to 
cooperate and provide for facilities (space).

The short experience of the BSK (not forgetting the initial preparations and environment building 
efforts) already begins to have effect on further thinking not only about the establishment of BSKs 
in each block, but also about finding other alternative modes of schooling for drop-out girls at 
village level. This is an area wherein Mahila Samakhya could co-operate with the District Primary 
Education Programme (DPEP).

There are some areas that need further attention and improvement, this relates especially to the 
pedagogical side. The teaching staff (4) has hardly any prior teaching experience w ith  children, 
and only one of the teachers, who had been trained as a sahayogini, is familiar w ith  the Mahila 
Samakhya philosophy. There has been no preparatory course providing pedagogical/ educational 
training, an ! teaching methods apart from learning through songs. The teachers have had to 
overcome many difficulties in winning the trust of the children. They mainly rely on their own 
creativity and resourcefulness and on visits to  school teachers to  learn leaching skills. For some 
lessons they invite teachers from the formal school. There is frequent interaction w ith the formal 
school and the children are welcome to enrol in the school after completion of the BSK 
programme. But the teaching staff needs training in child psychology, pedagogical and class room 
methods, and in ‘how to teach w ithout books'. Thuy want to upgrade their ow n subject matter 
knowledge and learn how to make learning aids. There is also a need (or good learning materials 
for higher levels of education (upper primary/secondary) in subjects like tiumoracy and science, 
and for drawing and art.

Another area needing serious attentiofi rold* s to the lack of a clear vision and clarity about the 
objectives of the BSK. There Is no long ttntTi vision which guides the curriculum and no clarity 
about the duration of the BSK programme. What is the 'm ission' of the BSK? What are its 
objectives? Will the curriculum include practical and vocational skills preparing the girls for a role in 
community and rural development? What w ill be the policy of Mahila Samakhya in Sabarkantha, 
moving towards establishing more BSKs in the tribal blocks? Such questions, and more, need to be 
answered.

In the other Districts discussions are going on about the establishment of a Mahila Shiksan Kendra. 
The District team in Baroda has decided not to fo llow  the BSK model of Sabarkantha, but to start 
an MSK for training of adolescent girls and adult women in condensed residential courses (e.g. 
legal awareness and literacy) follow ing the Banda model.

Co-operation with other education programmes

As referred to earlier Mahila Samakhya has actively collaborated with the District Literacy 
Committees and the concerned education departments in the implementation of the Total Literacy 
Campaign. They have made significant contributions to its success. Further co-operation in the 
next post-literacy phase of the TLC is envisaged and is already taking place in Rajkot. The second 
phase will be launched in 13 districts which include the Districts covered by Mahila Samakhya, 
and is to be completed in two years. New gender-sensitive materials are being developed by the 
State Adult Education Department according to the Minimum Levels of Learning prepared by
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NCERT. One of the books is based on the Mahila Samakhya experience w ith tribal groups in 
Sabarkantha.

The District Primary Education Programme (DPEP) in Gujarat is almost ready to start in Gujarat. 
During the first phase DPEP w ill be concentrated on the educationally most backward areas which 
includes Banaskantha and tw o  Districts where f^ahila Samakhya is planning its extension. In these 
Districts the rates for female literacy are the lowest in the State. DPEP will be focusing on 
improvement of the quality of instruction, teacher training, curriculum development and
development of gender-sensitive learning/instruction materials, community participation, and
development of alternative learning modes for out-of-school children. The Mahila Samakhya 
experience shows that empowerment of women is a precondition for the creation of demand for 
education of girls and for an environment for community participation in improving access to and 
quality of school education. In all of the components of DPEP Mahila Samakhya can build on its 
presence in the State/Districts and contribute in e.g. community moblisation, participation and 
environment building, involving women in Village Education Committees (VECs) and training of 
VEC members, provision of training inputs on dealing w ith  gender issues for the training of DPEP 
staff and teachers, development of gei idor-sensitive learning materials and methods, alternative 
models for drop-outs and out of-school girls. And Mahila Samakhya will be able to benefit from 
DPEP in strengthening the pedagogic quality of the education components as well as the use of 
learning materials and aids.

As DPEP will bo implemented by the State and District Departments of Education and the Gujarat 
Council for Education Research and Teacher Training (GCERT) the feasibility of forming a three
partite (MS DPEP GCERT) task group could be considered w ith  the task to work out the plans and
terms for co-operation at general State level as well as for the districts covered by both 
programmes w ith the aim of e.g.

increasing access to and retention in primary & continuing education of children and 
especially girls: Fanghas could play a cntnlysl roln in this and extend their activities across 
the entire community (of women);
ensuring quality learning that is meaningful and gender relevant in the local environment; 
e.g. sanghas being represented in the Village Education Committees (VECs) and Parent 
(Mothers)- Teachers Associations (PTAs) for monitoring children’s and teachers attendance 
as well as ensuring quality and meaningful learning; involving sahayoginis and MS/NFE 
teachers In training of VECs;
making teaching/instruction gender relevant by involving Mahila Samakhya (education 
resource persons, sahayogmis and NFE/BSK teachers) in the training of teachers; 
providing gender-sensitivity training for DPEP implementing staff and in the training of 
teachers;
conducting participatory appraisal studies and micro-planning at village level by involving 
the Mahila Sanghas;
joint development and sharing of learning materials, books and learning aids for formal as 
well as non-formal education and making use of the experience of Mahila Samakhya in 
using songs, oral traditions and knowledge, drama, games and play;
joint development of alternate forms of schooling for special groups, w ho are otherwise 
neglected by the mainstream school system based on experience of Mahila Samakhya in 
non-formal education and the BSK model.

The monitoring of the co-operation between DPEP and Mahila Samakhya is im portant for it t>eing 
effective and could be taken up in the regular monitoring visits of DPEP by an external expert who 
has sufficient expertise in gender and education and who is sensitive to  process oriented 
Programmes like Mahila Samakhya.

Co-operation between Mahila Samakhya and other education programmes is also important for 
creating an environment for and acceptance of a more holistic, flexible and participatory approach 
to education in adult as well as in primary education.
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Over time Mahila Samakhya has produced a wealth of documentation for internal as well as for 
external purposes. The documentation consists of sangha and village profiles, case studies, 
reflection papers, brochures and video's. Sahayoginis keep diaries and records of meetings, 
women write letters from the field and newsletters are issued by the State and by the District. The 
various sources provide the basis for quarterly and annual progress reports. However there is need 
for more systematisation and consolidation of the resource materials which allow for follow ing the 
processes over a longer period. Quantitative formats are apparently being used for reporting 
purposes, but they seem to be focusing more on 'products' than on progress. There is also no 
recording of gender relevant -jve lopm ent statistics, which could help to place the contributions 
from Mahila Samakhya in a wider development perspective.

Further research could be encouraged for development of indicators through which the 
achievements of the Mahila Samakhya could be related’ to changes in the Gender Development 
Index (GDI) and Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM) for Gujarat.

Since 1995 various training workshops have been conducted >̂ n process documentation at 
different levels of the programme structure. This is a very positiv : initiative as it is expected to 
provide a better understanding of how the learning and empowerment processes evolve. A t the 
time of the evaluation no inturmation was available on the results of the projects on 
documentation of i ocesses within the sanghas.

10. Reporting and documentation

11. The atructure, reflections on the role of the DIU/SPO
'■f

The role j } t  the District Implomontation Units and the State Programme Office in supporting the 
processes at village level could not always bo optimal duo to, among other reasons, recurrent 
ui'idorstnfting bocnuso of froquont staff-turnovtir and (llfticultlos in finding qualified and 
oxporioncod staff. Othor rtmsons iiro moro of ii buronucrntic nnturo iitid rolnto to position of th« 
Progrnmme in the structure of tho Govornnuirit. Mahiln Samakhya Gujarat is the otily Stfito 
Programme w ith  an Office inside tho Govornmont and w ith n govornmont officer as State 
Programme Director. This situation could bocotno open for conflicting intetosts between the 
autonomy and flexibility required for the implomontation of the Programme and the typical 
bureaucratic culture w ith in an government office.

Over the years the Gujarat Programme has been faced w ith  the d ifficu lt problem of balancing a 
dual reality. As a government Programme Mahila Samakhya is part of a national administrative 
system w ith  upward accountability, pre-occupation w ith  rules and regulations, orientation towards 
concrete achievements and targets. A t the same time Mahila Samakhya is a process oriented 
empowerment programme w ith  a flexible structure, a focus on participatory development and 
accountability towards the grassroots, based on a feminist ideology, as well as a mission for 
challenging existing power structures including the government. From the beginning the 
equilibrium on the higher levels of the Programme structure seemed to be leaning towards the 
government. This is visible in e.g. the appointment of officers from the Government structure as 
State Programme Directors, and at times also as District Co-ordinators, and in the adoption of an 
operational style, which gives more weightage to administrative and bureaucratic matters, to 
meeting visible targets, and to observation of rules and regulations. Interaction w ith  the field is 
reported at some time^ to have been minimal, which might be due to understaffing and the heavy 
workload. Such circumstances have sometimes led to a situation wherein DID staff and 
fieldworkers have lost their belief that substantial support is to be expected from the side of the 
State Office (and incidentally from the DPC and DIU), compelling the fieldteams to  rely on their 
own strengths, capacities and resourcefulness. In a situation w ith  minimum interaction the strong 
and experienced sahayoginis w ith the resource persons are bound to strengthen their mutual 
bonds and at times close their ranks and follow their own course of action.
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The DIUs are in an extremely d ifficu lt position being accountable to the sanyhas in the field as well 
as being accountable to the higher authorities in the Government. This requires strong leadership 
from qualified, competent and experienced District Co-ordinators, who have credibility w ith  the 
fieldteams. Although many staff changes have been effected during the last tw o  years w ith  the 
appointment of new non-government DPCs and new resource persons/consultants the problems 
are not easy to solve and the legacy of past developments has not disappeared completely. The 
effects of the staff changes are uneven between the districts, Rajkot being in a difficu lt situation.’  
Apart from the necessity to pay attention to the immediate situation, Mahila Samakhya Gujarat 
needs to further reconsider its staffing and staff training policies from a structural point of view. 
The balance is to be restored in favour of the Programme principles and flexibility by making it a 
principle to appoint functionaries at SPD and DPC levels, who have experience in the NGO sector 
and a ffin ity  w ith  the women’s movement in Gujarat, and to provide for an adequate staff training 
mechanism at all levels in order to provide the necessary support to the field processes in line w ith 
the changing needs of the Programme.

The State Programme Office and the DIUs are found to be the weaker links in the programme 
stri;cturo. The DIUs have a role in facilitating the Programme implementation by 

providing administrative support, 
co-ordination and supervision of sahayoginis, 
facilitating and providing training inputs, 
documentation and compiling reports.

In practice the main focus of the work of resource persons and consultants in tfie Districts is on 
ttio CO ordination of sahayoginis, evaluation of their performance participation in their training and 
in working committees. Sonn times they focus on specific aspects of the programme like legal 
issues, health or the educatioti component. But they have not been rei.ruited on the basis of their 
professional exporionce ns e.g. trainer and feminist, educationist, health or legal expert. Ttie 
appointment of resource persons and consultants is tiased on tfie number of villages covered in 
the district, the rule seems to bo that one resource persons will be appointed per 100 villages. 
They are working more as programme officers tfian as resource persons or consultants who bring 
a professional input or experience In the Programme. Calling them resource persons or consultant 
seems to be inappropriate In the current structure. Due to the absence of in house professional 
and experienced resource persons - neither at DIU level nor at State level the DIU is therefore not 
always able to function adequately as a support structure for the implementation in the field .

District Resource Groups are functioning and members of the DRG co-operate w ith  the district 
teams in e.g. health awareness camps or as legal advisor and resource person in the para legal 
training programme. From the side of the District teams there is a need for more direct interaction 
resource persons from the State and National level. The General Council does not meet regularly , 
though it should meet annually. There is no State Resource Group in a formalised sense, although 
there is co-operation w ith  various support groups at State and at District level. The support given 
by individual members of the National Resource Groups is highly appreciated by the teams and 
more direct interactions w ith  NRG members would be welcome as it will help in perspective 
building, provide professional support, as well as access to a broader range of experience and 
linkages w ith  the wider wom en's ntiovement.

In line w ith  the future developments of the programme, its new directions and the increasingly 
differentiating needs of sanghas who are in different stages of developing their strengths, as well

An assessment of the situation is beyond the assignment of the evaluation. Immediate attention from the 
competent autrtorrties, the SPO atvJ tf>e Executive Council, is required perhaps by creating a small team of (gvi + 
non-gvt) EC members w ho is to look in the situation and to formulate a plan for decisions and actions that need to 
be taken.

39



which is responsible for the implementation and ProgrammiiB in the D istricts the DIUs could be 
converted into a District Mahila Samakhya Resource Centre wNch has branches at the block level.

These Resource Centres could provide or facilitate access to training resources (process, 
perspective building, issues based and/or training of trainers), assist in development of training 
curricula and manuals, assist in further development of effective training/learning methods as well 
as gender-sensitive learning materials for self-directed learning. The Resource Centres could have a 
role in collecting, converting and disseminating relevant information, in documentation and 
research, in dissemination of newsletters etc. And the centres could provide social, legal, 
job/career counselling as well as training and library facilities. These Resource Centres w ill provide 
a multi-purpose support network which can be flexible and responsive to  the needs of the 
Programme and varied processes in the field.

The District Resource Centres and the r branches at block level could be staffed by sahayoginis 
who will be the resource persons and by professional resource persons and (temporary) 
consultants w ith  specific assignments or tasks. The District Programme Co-ordinator will be 
Resource Centre Co-ordinator and remain in charge of the Programme in the District be it from the 
perspective of a Programme support structure.

At State level a similar conversion could be considered, although at a State Resource Cnntre might 
be taking a slightly different role w ith  a stronger emphasis on providing for professional 
developrrant of the Programme Staff, on networking w ith  other resource organizations and on 
advocacy and influencing policy decisions and their implementation. Its tasks could include e.g. the 
following;

the identification of training resourctr; w ithin and outside the State,
providing assistance in developing and implementing internal monitoring mechanisms,
documentation, evaluation and studios,
the conversion and dissemination to the districts of information and learning materials from 
olsowhoro,
or()(itiisntion o t  stnto and nntioniil Ih v h I rofloction workshops for Progrnmmo staff and 
(ixtiirnnl rosonrro porsons, nnd
tiu) Incilitatioo oxchango and oxpo.sur*) visit.s (in two directions),
(idvocncy and influoru:iftg policy docisiotis nnd policy implomontation.

The network of Mahila Samakhya Resource Centres which is flexible and adaptable to the needs of 
the empowerment/development processes, can provide a more permanent support structure in the 
Slate and in the Districts that can branch out to the blocks and clusters, and co-operate w ith  other 
(education) resource centres to avoid duplication by exchanging services.

The development of a support structure as proposed will require a review of the staff requirements 
and the stafhng policy.

To accompany the recommended changes a review of the financial pattern and financial 
management procedures is necessary. The financial and administrative procedures are to be made 
more transparent and ensure the Programme’s inherent flexibility as well as smooth and effective 
implementation. The financial pattern needs to be brought in line w ith  current cost level and based 
on realistic estimates. The budget needs to accommodate for inflation correction, changes in the 
compari'Me salary structures of the Government and of NGOs allowing for more differentiation, for 
staff development and other changes in the programme. Staff training in financial management 
and planning as part of programme planning needs to be continued and reinforced at all levels.
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DOCUMENTATION

ANNUAL REPORT 1995-96, MANILA SAMAKHYA GUJARAT 

Rajalakshmi Sriram
ANOTHER KIND OF CHILDCARE, ALTERNATIVES FOR RURAL WOMEN 
Mahila Samakhya Gujarat
SURAKSHA, Early Childhood Care arnJ Education in India, Volume 7 
M.S. Swamimathan Research Foundation, Madras, October 1995

CASE STUDY OF A SANGHA WOMAN 
Mahila Samakhya Society Rajkot, 1996

CASE STUDY OF PIPALIYA SANGHA 
M Samakhya Society Rajkot, 1996

Sharda Jain and Lakshmi Krishnamurty
EMPOWERMENT THROUGH MAHILA SANGHAS, THE M AHILA SAM AKHYA EXPERIENCE 
Shnndhaii Socioty Kendra Tilak Nagar. Jaipur, Docombor 196C

FIRST STEP, PANCHAYATI RAJ 
Mahila Samakhya Socioty ■ Rajkot, 1996

FLASHBACK, EXPERIENCES OF THE MAHILA SAMAKHYA GUJARAT PROGRAMME 
Mahila Samakhya Gujnrnt, AhmodnlJtid, 1996

A GLIMPSE OF SABARKANTHA 1990 1996
Mnhiln Samakhya District Iniplomontation Unit l-limiiiiiti()<ir, 1996

IN QUEST OF SOLUTIONS
Mahila Samakhya Society, Rajkot, 1996

PANI, PRASHE, PADAGO
Mahila Samakhya Society, Rajkot. 1996

REPORT MAHILA SAMAKHYA BAHODA 
DIU BARODA, 1996

A STUDY ON MAHILA SHIKSAN KENDRAS (draft)
National Institute of Adult Education.New Delhi, 1996

TOWARDS A BETTER TOMORROW. GOVERNMENT PROGRAMMES FOR WOMEN IN GUJARAT 
Gujarat Women Economic Development Corporation Ltd. Gandinagar, May 1996

Dr Indira Hirway, Dr Nira Desai, Dr Hja Patel, Dr Vijay Sherry Chand
TOWARDS EMPOWERING WOMEN: CONSTRAINTS AND POSSIBILITIES, EVALUATION OF 
MAHILA SAMAKHYA PROGRAMfWME »N GUJARAT 
in: Mahila Samakhya, National Evaluation Report 1993

TOWARDS LITERACY 1990 to 1996 
Mahila Samakhya Sabarkantha, 1996
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Various Newsletters, brochures and handouts 
Mahila Samakhya Society Gujarat

Videos: - Along w ith Literacy, Mahila Samakhya Baroda
- Mahila Samakhya Gujarat

42



ITINERARY. VISITS AND MEETINGS M  GUJARAT

January 10 Arrival In Ahmedabad 
Meeting with
. in charge State Programme Director, Ms Meena Batt 
. District Programme Coordinator Sabarkantha, Ms Shakuntala Mehta 
. SPO consultant, Ms Rashmika Modi

January 11/12

January 13/14 iLG)

January 13/14 (CH)

Baroda District
Meeting at DIU Office with the District Programme Coordinator, Ms Indira 
Pathak and DIU team 
visits to
. Nari Adalat at Massa Road, Padra Block, 

meeting with members of the court, attending yvomen, sahayogini 
. Patod village (Padra Block), 

meeting with sangha members of three sanghas 
. Child Care Centre & NFE class at Haripura village, Naswadi Block, 

meeting wi*h balsakhis, children, mothers/sangha members 
. Sakhi cluster meeting at Ghatasa village, Naswadi Block, 

meeting with sakhis and sahayoginis 
. Tree Plantation (Mahiia Sangha) at Lunadra village, Naswadi Block 
. Creativity Centre & Library at Tanakhia (DIU sub-office)

Meeting with the Secretary, Education Department, Chairperson of the 
Executive Council Mahiia Samakhya Society, Shri S.D.Sharma

Rajkot District
Meetings with District Programme Coordinator, Ms Manisha Brahbbatt 
and DIU team and Sahayoginis
Fieldvisits for meetings with sahayoginis, sakhis and sangha women 

Sabarkantha District
Meetings at DIU Office with District Programme Coordinator, resource 
parsons and consultant

Meetings with member District Resource Groqp, Dr Prakash Josh) and 
representative of NGO partner (ARPAN)

visits to
. Balika Shiksan Kendra at Khebrahma, 

meeting with teaching staff, children 
. Sahyogini meeting at Khebrahma 
. Sar>gha Hut at Danmahudi village, 

meeting with sakhis and sangha members from various sanghas 
. Literacy Class at Jinjodi village (Bhiloda Block), 

meeting with sangha members 
. Child Cara Centre at Jinjodi village

DIU Office
. meeting with accountant and office staff 
. meeting with BSK parents (fathers)
. meeting with representatives of the Sahayoginis 

(representing the Mahiia Kutir Committee, Health Committee, Literacy 
Committee, Savings Committee, Child Care Committee, District Training 
Team) and DIU staff
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January 15 (CH) State Programme Office
meeting w ith in charge State Programme Director and Accounts Officer, 
Mr B.R.Shah

Meeting w ith Education Officers 
. Financial Advisor Education Department 
. Director Adult Education 
. Deputy Director Adult Education 
. Secretary GCERT
. Director DPEP/Planning Primary Education 
. Officer dealing w ith  MS in the Education Department 
. District Education Officer Sabarkantha 
. Controller Sabarkantha

January 15 Lunch meeting hosted by the State Programme Director 
. education officers,
. members General Council 
. friends of Mahila Samakhya,
. n iu  staff

Wrap-up meeting w ith 
. Secretary Education Department 
. State Programme Director and consultant SPO 
. District Programme Officers and Resource persons/consultants 

District Banaskantha 
District Baroda 
District Rajkot 
District Snbnrknntha

Dopiiftiirn tor Now Dolhi
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MAHILA SAMAKHYA KARNATAKA
observations and findings based on the visit of
the Indo-Dutch evaluation team in January 1997

SUMMARY

Background

The task of the evaluation mission was to review the programme over the last five years and 
assess its impact in terms of empowerment of women, and to assess and analyse the processes 
of empowerment at the level of the sanghas or women's collectives. In addition to this the mission 
was to look into financial management issues.

The visit in Karnataka lasted five days and took place between January 4 and 9. During this period 
we had meetings in Bangalore and travelled through three of the five districts wherein the Mahila 
Samakhya Programme is being implemented: Raichur, Bijapur and Bidar. The programme for the 
visit has been prepared by the State and District teams who provided us w ith  excellent support 
and arrangements.

The mission is impressed by the resilience and the inner strength of the programme on the ground 
enabling it to continue and progress on its own stonm during n period without much leadership or 
guidance Irom the top of the programme structure. The problems the Mohiln Snmnktiyn 
Programme Karnntnka faced at State level were many, mclucJing lack of clarity of vision, strategic 
ttiinking, plniniing and communication botwoen tlui state and districts. Under-staffing at the state 
as well as tfie district levels created furtfier problems. The new staff learnt i)y trial and error 
w itfiout any systematic introductory training. As ii result some dilution of tfie conco()ts, princi()los 
and philosopf-\y have crept itA and has led to overall stagnation in recent years.

It is to l)e noted that at present the Mahila Samakhya Programme in Karnataka is in tlie  midst of a 
process of re orientation of the entire prograrniiu), which is to load towards a redefinition of the 
vision of the Mafiila Samakhya Programme in Karnataka and affirmation of its nature as a 
education programme tor the empowerment of women. It will also lead to redefinition of ttie 
programme goals and objectives, to development of forward looking strategies and plans, and to 
identification of strategic partnerships w ith like-minded organisations in e.g. participatory rural 
development, innovation of educational methods and approaches, and to identification of resource 
organisations for training inputs aimed at reinforcing and furthering perspective and capacity 
building. From our observations and findings in the field we fully endorse this initiative.

The coverage

In 1997 the Mahila Samakhya Programme is working in 900 villages in five districts in the State of 
Karnataka. The choice of the districts has been made most judiciously w ith four of these districts 
considered the most backward in terms of their economic and social indicators. In all these 
districts Mahila Samakhya has deliberately focused on and reached the most poor and backward 
population groups.

A t present Mahila Samakhya is present in 12,5% of all blocks and 3,4% of the villages in the 
State. In 1996 there were 773 active sanghas or women’s collectives and taken together the 
sanghas have a membership of more than th irty thousand women. Through them their families and 
communities are also reached. The Mahila Samakhya Programme has taken strong roots in the 
districts and talukas, in which it is located. Yet, there is still a great scope for expansion in the 
future in terms of membership of the sanghas within the villages, as well in as terms of expansion



into new villages in the talukas covered, in new talukas and in new districts in the State of 
Karnataka.

The impact of the Programme on women’s lives

The impact on women who are members is really impressive. They have not only established a 
collective identity, but have also gained recognition in the communitv. These women are a visible 
force and exude a great sense of self-confidence. Their visibility, mobility and maneuverability both 
in the community and within the family have increased enormouily. Their empowerment in terms 
of self-confidence and sense of solidarity speaks volumes for the solid ground work that Mahila 
Samakhya in Karnataka has established, particularly among the most impoverished sections of 
Karnataka rural society. The programme has definitely given support, strength and feeling of hope.

Membership of the sangha has changed their self-image and given them an identity of women 
who belong to a visible and increasingly influential group in the village community. Their sangha 
membership has raised their image in the perception of their famtties. As a result, men no longer 
resist but encourage the women to go for meetings and support them in various ways. Thus 
woHfih have earned the time, space and mobility to come together. Now women feel that they 
can raise their voices in public meetings confidently and without fear, and they feel that their 
voices are being listened to. The sangha gives them strength and supports them through difficult 
times, they feel the strength of acting together.

The activities of the sanghas and the exposure to training, information and knowledge has an 
impact on women's changing attitudes to and understanding of social traditions which reflect and 
endorse women's oppression. They increasingly challenge social practices which perpetuate 
women's inequality. Their attitudes towards the education of their children and particularly girls 
has changed and now they start demanding accountability from the local schools and teachers in 
providing good education.

Although the actions of women do not directly challenge the existing gender relationships or the 
local power structures subtle changes are becoming visible in the attitudes of male family 
members, in women's decisions making powers in their families, in recognition they get from 
women and men form other caste communities, and the recognition and respect gained from 
village authorities and government officials.

On the whole the impact is most visible in improvement of the survival base and living conditions. 
Further impact in changing the balance and practices of power will require continuation of the 
process of careful and creative strategizing with a long term vision on women's equality which 
determines the direction.

Approximately 34%  of the sanghas in Bidar and Bijapur can be considered as strong sanghas in 
terms of taking initiatives, responsiveness to issues of exploitation and violence on women, having 
an image as 'a power to reckon with' at community level, taking decisions and action without 
guidance from the sahayogini. The capability of the sangha to function in this manner tells much 
about the formidable impact of the Mahila Samakhya Programme on the women who before the 
presence of the Programme were living in the dark corners of their homes, afraid to go outside, to 
take initiative and raise their voices.

Yet more than two thirds of the Mahila sanghas are still in the process of reaching this stage of 
strength. The process of empowerment and building of inner strength of and within the sanghas is 
an area that needs the full and continuing attention of Mahila Samakhya in the future and cannot 
be overlooked or side-tracked in the midst of emerging issues like the building of sangha 
federations. Quite a number of sanghas have fallen apart or are no longer active. A better 
understanding is needed about this phenomenon and the factors involved in sanghas breaking up



or loosing interest in order to draw lessons for future strategies related to strengthening the 
empowerment of and within the sanghas.

W omen's health

Women's health and particularly the use of herbal medicines and traditional wisdom for treatment 
o f a wide variety of ailments is one of the focal issues in the Programme. The impact on women is 
their better understanding of the function of their bodies and their reproductive systems, 
demystification of superstitious beliefs, eradication of harmful practices, awareness of traditional 
and modern health systems, and how and when to approach them, and increased ability to 
recognise problems and take appropriate actions. Some attention has been given women’s 
reproductive health and, sporadically, aids. More systematic approaches could perhaps be evolved 
as women are increasingly showing their interest.

Women reported better health of themselves and their children. Due to the lack of village health 
statistics it is d ifficult to asses the impact of f\/1ahila Samakhya on the healtti status. Sanghas 
could become actively involved in monitoring the health situation in thoir villages or at least in the 
community of which they are apart by keeping records of relevant health data. This could help in 
evolving more effective strategies for informing the health authorities, changing the systems and 
ultimately influence health policios and their implementation.

Economic empowerment

Accessing economic development schemes is on tho agendas of nil district programmos. However, 
it moots w ith  difforoiit degrees o( success and also w ith ninny problems and difficulties. Moro 
attention may neod to be given to understand tho factors involved, as well as to the identification 
of resource organisations (state as well as NGOs) involved in participatory rural development, 
environmental resources management and oiTiploytnenl creation. Co operation w ith such 
organisation in areas were Mahila Samakhya has already establisfied a basis tor women's 
involvement in participatory development need to bo addressed in tho future.

The main focus of activities in the area of economic empowerment evolves around savings and 
loans. More than 85% of the active sanghas are engaged in group saving schemes. Most of the 
loans taken are used for individual purposes. In terms of impact tho savings schemes are reported 
to have given women greater control of their incomes and savings, it has increased women's 
awareness about their economic assets and how they can use them, increased their confidence in 
dealing w 'th  the bank system and tak'ng financial decisions, and increased their decision making 
powers in their families on financial matters. And now sanghas have started forming federations 
w ith  the aim of establishing their own Mahila Bank at cluster level.

The concept of the Women's Bank is related the idea of economic independence of sangha 
women and self-reliance and sustainability of the sanghas. which are valid arguments. But 
questions could be raised regarding the implications of an active involvement of Mahila Samakhya 
in the establishment of special Mahila Banks, and if available options w ith  regard to  alternative 
banking systems been sufficiently explored. We recommend Mahila Samakhya Karnataka to 
carefully review and reconsider its strategy, also in view of the sometimes negative experiences of 
the impact of the saving schemes on the sanghas, creating rifts and breaking them up. Banking 
and saving matters may become the predominant activ ity of the sangha overshadowing other 
issues. Instead of establishing its own Mahila Banks Mahila Samakhya could direct its strategy 
towards influencing the banking system, assisting the sanghas in negotiating their terms of co
operation w ith  local banks or w ith elsewhere existing wom en's banks. Perhaps banks could be 
convinced to open special women's branches which fu lfil the criteria and terms set by sangha 
women.



One of the most impressive achievements of the Mahila Samakhya is in enabling women to 
participate in the political process. The Programme has helped women understand issues around 
political participation and empowered them in the real sense of the term. What is truly remarkable 
is that more than half the women who contested the elections got elected. The elected members, 
who have become strong, still need Mahila Samakhya to help them function In their new roles and 
to tiain them in public speaking, literacy and awareness of issues. A further step ahead might be 
to assist the elected women (sangha and non sangha) to formulate a common women’s agenda 
and to form a network of elected women who can s jpport each other and join their forces for 
their common women's interests.

Women’s political participation

Women's legal rights

In all district programmes legal issues are continuously on the agendas in the sangha meetings. It 
relates to dealing with cases of domestic violence, family disputes, land and property issues etc. 
and activism of the sanghas often evolves around issues related to social injustices. No initiatives 
have been taken as yet for addressing the area of women's legal and human rights, and women's 
rights under tribal law in a systematic manner with the aim of enhancing women's awareness 
about how to use their legal rights. This could be an area to give more systematic attention to in 
the future in the entire Programme.

The impact on breaking caste and class divides

Most of the sanghas in Karnataka are affi: ated with specific caste or tribal groups. Efforts of 
enlarging sanghas by including women from other costo groups have met disappointments and 
have not been encouraging further efforts. Casto divides are strongly ingrained in the texture of 
the society and are probably the most difficult boundaries to break through. This is especially the 
case when caste interests are inter twined with class and political interests.

There are areas where caste barriers are overcome e.g. health, education and solving problems 
related to domestic violence. A potential scope for reaching more women, including women from 
upper castes is very much there. Mahila Samakhya coutd play a role in the promotion of a village- 
community based open women's forum, which is open for women regardless of their caste, class 
or communal background and which brings them together around common women's issues and 
interests. Although difficult the effort to broaden the sangha membership and build towards a 
community of women remains a long term challenge within the Mahila Samakhya Programme.

The emergence of a grass-roots women's movement and building federations

Sangha activism about women's issues and forms of social injustice are clear indications of the 
emergence of a grass roots women's movement. Sanghas are actively seeking lateral relationships 
with other sanghas to enlarge their collective strength. Mahila Sanghas have become visible 
entities with voices that need to be listened to and sangha women are ready to use that capacity 
more effectively.

The building of sangha federations is on the agendas for discussions at different level of the 
Programme. The idea of a federation seems to have become an end in itself which is linked to the 
goal of achieving self-reliance and sustainability of the sanghas after withdrawal from Mahila 
Samakhya as a support structure. However, how the formation of federations is linked to 
women's empowerment processes in the sanghas is no longer very clear. There is a danger that 
the investment in the forming of federation will be a drain on the attention that need to be given



to the strengthening of the sanghas. Priority is to be given to reinforcing the empowerment 
processes of and within the sanghas, two thirds of which have been found to be needing further 
strengthening. In addition to this the sangha initiatives in networking among sanghas at cluster 
and taluka level are to be supported and strengthened without necessarily making it into a 
formalised structure.

Sahayakis and sahayoginis

The impact of empowerment is not just on the sangha members but on all women working with 
the Mahila Samakhya Programme. It is most visible and pronounced on the sahayoginis and 
sahayakis.

In total more than 2000 sahayakis have been trained and have become empowered beyond 
expectation. They are strong in terms of self-confidence, verbal skills, mobilising women, 
organisation of the sangha meetings and representing their sanghas in cluster, taluka and district 
level meetings. However it is reported that sometimes sahayakis individually or as group have 
become overactive and dominating the sangha preventing its growth. The internal dynamics of 
sharing information, power and responsibilities within the sangha is an area that needs to be better 
understood in order to evolve strategies for strengthening of the sanghas through training 
programme directed at the sangha level.

The sahayoginis are the key actors for the empowormont of women at the grassroots level. They 
mobilise the collective strength of women, bringing about nn attitudinal shift from ago old beliefs 
and practices. With their commitment and hard work they have made a great and valuable 
contribution o'/er the last seven years. And strofig and lasting relationships have been built 
between the sahayoginis and their' sanghas, which may have given some sahayoginis a certain 
degree of power and control over thoir sangha whicti they might bo unwilling to relinquish.

Sahayoginis are in a contradictory position as they are expected to bo responsive to the 
development agendas of the sangha women which focus on their basic survival needs and 
improvement of thoir living conditions. At the same time they are to bring this in line with the 
empowerment agenda of the Mahila Samakhya Programme. Besides, day to day problems may 
override the attention for broader perspectives and long term strategies. This inevitably leads to 
stagnation in the Programme, in loosing its conceptual clarity, vision and sense of direction as an 
empowerment Programme. The signs can clearly be observed in the attitudes and expressions of 
sahayoginis. To come out of this situation it is suggested, a.o. to jointly evolve a forward looking 
human resources development plan which provides for role differentiation and for lateral and up
ward mobility, and for career paths, and to implement a training plan for sahayoginis and 
programme staff with a fresh approach which includes exposures to new perspectives and 
inspiration coming from the women's movement as well as building of professional capacities.

Education for empowerment and adirtt education

Education for women's empowerment is definitely taking place in all districts and has made 
significant impacts on the lives of rural women. However, if the concept of education is used in its 
limited understanding of education as literacy, the level of success is limited. This is particularly 
the case for forms of education taking place in regular classroom-like sessions with materials 
brought from elsewhere, which perhaps have no t>earing to women's lives, or which are not 
directly linked to women's area of work.

In general the attention to adult literacy and to the creation of a consistent, holistic gender aware 
approach to education for empowerment, which includes and integrates the different aspects of 
education (e.g. life skills, information and knowledge, literacy and numeracy) is waning in the



Karnataka Programme. The centrality of education in Mahila Samakhya appears to have given way 
to other priorities, like e.g. the running of savings group, the building of the sangha hut, accessing 
schemes and services, and other activities aimed at keeping the collectives going. In Karnataka 
Mahila Samakhya is operational in the districts which are most backward in terms of women's 
development and literacy. Mahila Samakhya could and should refocus its attention and make 
education for empowerment its foremost and centra! issue. With their literacy skills and with the 
gains achieved in terms of women's empowerment women are ready to move ahead use their 
newly acquired skills to access and further their knowledge, to strengthen their information base 
and to counter disinformation and abuse, and to participate in family, community and further 
political decision making from a position of strength.

For the Mahila Samakhya Programme in Karnataka the area to venture in is to evolve together with 
the sangha women innovative and participatory leaming strategies for leaming in pre- and neo
literate stages maintaining the focus on supporting women’s empowerment. Strategies which 
combine awareness, information and skills, which are directed at learning groups with women who 
are barely literate and women who want to use and further their literacy skills. Banking on the 
lessons learned from seven years of experience Mahila Samakhya will be on its way to the 
creation of a truly alternative approach to adult education.

Refocusing the Programme on education for empowerment requires chang>fs in the human 
resources staffing and development policy. Each District Implementation Unit as well as the State 
Programme Office is to have an experienced education expert on its staff who together will form a 
team for backing-up and supporting the education component in the Programme. Mahila 
Samakhya has a great resource of in-house practical experience in training methodologies, use of 
drama and cultural expressions, teaching by improvisation in non-formal settings. These 
experiences can be brought up to n higher professional level with a well directed staff 
devekjpment plan.

Education of children

The focus on education for empowerment naturally includes the next generation by giving 
attention to the education of chiliiren and particularly girls. Mahila Samakhya is enhancing ii 
growing awareness about the values of children's and particularly girls education. The activism of 
the mahila sangha directed at the local schools indicates that a foundation for community interest 
and participation in improving the quality of education in the schools on the part of women exists 
and that other education programmes like the District Primary Education Programme could build 
upon this.

Child Care Centres
The primary tunction of the Child Care Centres seems to be child care with perhaps some 
attention to preschool education. Generally the centres have become regarded as a service from 
the government and a sense of ownership and shared responsibility by the sangha seems to be 
missing in many cases. One could question if there still exists a qualitative difference between the 
ICDS centres and centres run through Mahila Samakhya and if it is not duplicating the services 
from the Department of Child Development. Instead Mahila Samakhya could focus on collaboration 
with the concerned Departments and on influencing the policies and the policy implementation 
related to the child care centres in order to make them more responsive to the needs and 
situations of rural women who are currently not being reached through the existing services.

Non-formal education centres for children
The non-formal education initiatives run by the sanghas are meeting a need for alternative modes 
of education, which provide a learner-friendly and safe environment for girls, who otherwise would 
remain excluded from participation in formal education. The numbers of NFE centres are growing



and there is a lot of scope for further growth, the non-availability of teachers being the most 
severe constraint. We noted that the preparation and training of the teachers for non-formal 
education is limited. Training in pedagogic methods, alternative learning approaches are needed. In 
addition to engaging its own professional resource persons in the District and State teams Mahila 
Samakhya needs to work at further networking and co-operation with educational resource 
organisations in the further development of its education component.

Mahila Shiksana Kendras
The Mahila Shiksana Kendras are the most outstanding contribution of Mahila Samakhya in the 
area of girls' education. They provide a residential school for teen-age girls between 14 and 18 
years of age who for various reasons have stopped going to school after Standard four. This is a 
most relevant age group as they are the adult women and mothers of tomorrow. Being given this 
opportunity allows them to delay the age of marriage and get a certain level of education first, to 
escape from being drawn into bonded labour, to escape from an existence as prostitute, and to 
prepare for a new future and life in dignity.

Without doing injustice to tlie relevance and importance of the MSK as an extremely valuable 
alternative educational provision for girls, which will definitely change their prospects in life, there 
are areas which need to be addressed like the curriculum and curriculum development, the training 
of teachers in pedagogy, child development, classroom methods, dealing with gender in education 
etc. Moreover, there does not seem to be a clear vision with a forward looking perspective on the 
future development of the MSK. The original objective was to provide for an educational facility 
which would help to create an educated cadro of women for dovolopmont of education in 
backward rural areas and for rural development. That vision has gradually faded away as the MSK 
has become like an alternative boarding school for girls. Mahila Samakhya needs to reconsider its 
vision and strategy for the future of the MSK.

Co-operation with DPEP

The prosonco o( Mahila Samakhya in the districts wherein the DPEP is planning to operate 
provides scope tor co-operation between the two programmes in areas of e.g. village mot)ilisation, 
community participation, gender training for teachers and DPEP staff, development of gender 
relevant learning materials, and creation of alternate modes of education for out-of-school children. 
In this respect the formation of joint MS-OPEP task group is recommended who will work out the 
further plans for co-operation at general State level, as wall as for the districts to be covered by 
both programmes with the aim of
. increasing access to and retention in primary & continuing education of girls, and 
. ensuring quality of learning that is meaningful and gender relevant.
The repoa of the National Workshop on the interface between the DPEP and the Mahila Samakhya 
Programme, organised by the Department of Education (MHRD) in July 1996 provides guidelines 
that need to be further elaborated and put into practice.

Expansion of the Programme

During the next five year plan Mahila Samakhya intends to further extend its outreach into three 
more districts, which means that by the year 2000 the Programme will be present in almost half of 
the total number of districts in Karnataka. The current situation with sanghas in different stages of 
strength calls for a diversified strategy based on the lessons learned in the past, the increased 
presence and visibility in the State and within the districts, and the current momentum of 
spontaneous expansion via the sanghas. The process of expansion is to be seen in connection 
with the process of de-linking the strong sanghas and strengthening of their capacities to become 
self-reliant.



Over the years Mahila Samakhya has produced a wealth of documentation which provides a rich 
resource of information for internal as well as for external purposes. For a better in sight in the 
progression and evolution of the programme in a long time perspective and in relation to the basic 
principles and objectives of Mahila Samakhya a greater degree of systematisation and analysis is 
necessary. The creation of a data base of gender relevant development statistics, could help to 
place the contributions from Mahila Samakhya in a wider development perspective.

Docurrientation and reporting

Mahila Samakhya as a resource organisation for the empowerment of women

Mahila Samakhya is perceived as a time-bound programme that is to phase itself out after a 
certain period of time. This perception is in contradiction with the understanding of empowerment 
as an on-going process of growth. What can be time-bound is the process of sangha formation 
and consolidation, and the period a sangha needs in order to de-link itself from the regular support 
of its sahayogini.

Instead of phasing itself out the Mahila Samakhya Programme structure is able to build on the 
strength of its presence and its credibility gained in the Districts and the State. Its future is to 
expand and differentiate its role in order tu be responsive to the needs related to the aifferent 
stages of development of the existing and the new sanghas. In recognition of the sanghas as 
mature, self-sustaining organisations in their own right, capable of making their own decisions and 
determining the direction of their development process, the Mahila SamBkhya Structure has to 
diversify and change its role. From this point of view Mahila Samakhya can be regarded as one of 
the resource organisations to be accessed by the sanghas for provision of (gondor-sensitive) 
training inputs and materials, (or providing information, knowledge and new perspectives on issues 
coming up in the sangha, for facilitation of access to other resource organisations or assistance in 
sotting up nnd sustaining support structures. As n support structure of the sanghas Mahila 
Samakhya could play a stronger role in advocacy nnd policy development in support of women’s 
equality and empowerment.

By converting the existing structure of DIUs and SPO into a network of Mahila Samakhya 
Resource Centres with accessible branches at taluka and cluster levels it can provide a flexible, 
accessible and multi-functional support structure. This will require a review of the staff 
requirements and the staffing policy. It requires a human resources development plan which 
provides for staff development, staff training and capacity buiHing for sahayoginis and district 
staff. To accompany the recommended changes a review of the financial pattern and financial 
management procedures will also be necessary.



MANILA SAMAKHYA KARNATAKA
observations and findings based on the visit of
the Indo-Dutch evaluation team in January 1997

1. Introduction

Karnataka is one of the four States visited for the Indo-Dutch evaluation of the Mahila Samakhya 
Progrannme, which took place during the first weeks of January 1997. The task of the evaluation 
mission was to review the programme over the last fi /e years and assess its impact in terms of 
empowerment of women, and to assess and analyse the processes of empowerment at the level 
of the sanghas or women's collectives, in addition to this the mission was to look into financial 
management issues. For this evaluation a set of leading questions have been formulated by the 
National Programme Office related to among others

the impact of the programme on women's personal and family life in terms of women's 
autonomy,
the ability of the programme

to create a foundn* '>n for a grass-roots level women's movement, 
to facilitate women s political participation, 
to evolve a focus on women's legal rights,
to address women's issues cutting across caste and class divides; 

the emerging trends in terms of pace, growth end impact;
the interface of Mahila Samakhya with other educational programmes like DPEP; 
the adequacy of the reporting system in providing insight into the programme; 
the expansion strategies in Mahila Samakhya.

To guide tho evaluation a sot of paramoto(,> in the form of a matrix has boon developed by a 
committee of State Programme Directors. The Torms of Roforonco including the matrix are 
attached to the General Overview (Part A).

The evaluation covers the four states where the programme is implemented under the
agreement between the Governments of India and The Netherlands for financial assistance during 
the 1992-1997 period. Two members of the evaluation team visited Andhra Pradesh and Uttar 
Pradesh, and two members visited Karnataka and Gujarat.

The visit in Karnataka lasted five days and took place between January 4 and 9. During this period 
we had meetings in Bangalore and travelled through three of the five districts wherein the Mahila 
Samakhya Programme is being implemented: Raichur, Bijapur and Bidar. The District Programme 
Coordinator of Mysore District accompanied us to Raichur where she had been in charge of the 
Programme until last year. The District Programme Co-ordinator of Gulbarga District met us in 
Bidar which gave us an opportunity to get some first hand information on the District Programmes 
not covered by our visit. During our travels we were accompanied by the State Programme 
Director and the Junior Resource Person of the State Programme Office. This allowed us to extend 
our discussions and exchange views while travelling on the road. Both have assisted us as 
interpreters during meetings with sangha women, sahayakis (sakhis), sahayoginis, children and 
teachers.

The programme for the visit has been prepared by the State and District teams who provided us 
with excellent support and arrangements. The visit programme included attendance of sahayaki 
meetings, the opening of a sangha hut, a children's mela, Mahila Shiksana Kendras (MSKs) and 
meetings with sahayoginis and staff at the District Implementation Units. The district teams have 
taken a lot of effort to expose us to different aspects of the Programme and as much as time 
allowed us we tried to use the opportunities given to interact with small groups of sangha women, 
teachers and children. However, the visit was short, we had long distances to cover between 
visits and we were constantly confronted with problems of timing. The shortage of time did not



•allow for an in-depth understanding o f the programme and its im pact on the lives of the sangha 
wom en doing justice  to  all of its facets in the proper perspective of their daily socio-politica l, 
cultural and econom ic environments. We relied on w ha t we could observe and what women could 
tell us during the meetings, and the cases reported in the documentation made available to us.

Due to a high level of staff turnover and changes at the State and District Offices there is hardly 
any institutional history left within the programme structure. With the exception of two District 
Programme Co-ordinators (one of them recently got transferred from Raichur to Mysore) and a few  
resource persons most of the staff in the State and District Offices have not more than one year 
experience in the Mahila Samakhya Programme. This limited our possibility to look into the 
historical dimension of the Programme and assess its progress over the last five years. It also 
means that unless the experiential knowledge laying with the older group of sahayoginis is being 
documented systematically, valuable knowledge from which lessons could be learned is 
disappearing. This applies for instance to the experiences regarding sangha development and 
factors related to breaking up of sanghas, or to the involvement of Mahila Samakhya in the 
National Literacy Campaign.

On the positive side, the mission is impressed by the resilience and the inner strength of the 
programme on the ground enabling it to continue and progress on its own steam without much 
leadership or guidance from the top of the programme structure. The problems the Mahila 
Samakhya Programme Karnataka faced at the State level during a transitional period were many, 
including lack of clarity of vision, strategic thinking, planning and communication between the 
state and districts. Under-staffing at the state as welt as the district levels created further 
problems. The new staff learnt by trial and error without any systematic introductory training. As a 
result some dilution of the concepts, principles and philosophy have crept in and has led to overall 
stagnation in recent years.

It is to be noted that at present the Mahila Samnkhyn Programme in Karnataka is in the midst of a 
process of internal reflection on the conceptual undoratnndlng of the Mahila Samakhya principles 
and its visions for the future. This is done by looking nt thn impact made In the seven years of its 
existence and by reviewing the effectiveness of its appronchon to the empowerment of women 
who live under conditions of poverty, marginalisation and caste/gender oppression. Tho re
orientation process has come after a series of changes at the top of the organisational structure. 
This was followed by an administrative re-organisation which included the solution of staffing 
problems, the streamlining and smoothing of administrative and financial procedures and putting in 
place an administrative system with greater transparency and consistency as well as inherent 
flexibility and responsiveness to local contexts and issues.

The process of re orientation of the entire programme has begun with the organisation of an a'l 
State sammelan in October 1996 in which sangha women, sahayoginis, programme and 
administrative staff from all five districts and the State Office participated. It was the f> st 
sammelan after three years. Another input which set off the re orientation process was the study 
done by two members of the National Resource Group (NRG), Lakshmi Krishnamurthy and Sharda 
Jain, to assess the development of the Mahila Sanghas in terms of empowerment, which involved 
intoraction with sanghas in Bidar and Bijapur. The results of a study on the changing status of 
women in Karnataka’ , which included women from mahila sanghas in Raichur and Bijapur 
Districts, are expected to have an input in the process as well. As a follow-up to these studies 
Mahila Samakhya Karnataka is planning a three level evaluation study which is to provide a better 
understanding of the empowerment processes of and in the sanghas and help to develop a 
systematised mechanism for following the sangha development processes with a set of concrete.

The study was implementad in 1996 by th« Woman's Advocacy and Poticy Resaarch Unit of the 
National Institute of Advanced Studies. The results of the study are expected to t>e available in the 
beginning of 1997.
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and possibly quantifiable indicators, which can be computer-processed.

The re-orientation process is to lead towards a redefinition of the vision of the Mahila Samakhya 
Programme in Karnataka and affirmation of its nature as a education programme for the 
empowerment of women. It will dso lead to redefinition of the programme goals and objectives, to 
development of forward looking strategies and plans, and to identification of strategic partnerships 
with like-minded organisations in e.g. participatory rural development, innovation of educational 
methods and approaches, and to identification of resource organisations for training inputs aimed 
at reinforcing and furthering perspective and capacity building. From our observations and findings 
in the field we fully endorse this mtiative and we hope that our findings will somehow feed uito 
the process.

In spite of the problems faced by Mahila Samakhya Karnataka during the five year period under 
review the Programme has not only survived but has shown resilience. Staff members at the 
district and taluka level are showing great commitment and dedication to the Mahila Samakhya 
Programme. Given this broad overall picture what follows is a more detailed report of our findings 
on the Mahila Samakhya Programme in the light of the terms of reference given to the mission.

2. The Mahila Samakhya Programme in Karnataka

2.1 The context

The Mahila Samakhya Programme was launched in Karnataka in April 1989 and started to be 
implemented in three districts: Btdar, Bijapur, Mysore. From 1992 onwards tho Programme 
extended its coverage by moving onto two now districts, Gulbargn and Rnichur which together 
with Bidar and Bijapur form n solid block with similar socio economic and goo climntic conditions in 
tho northern part of Karnataka. These districts are characterized by tho low ratos for female 
literacy, poverty and backwardtms of the rural population, by thoir drought prone areas with 
depletion of natural resources and meagre possibilities to make a docent living and by tho
existence of (or women oppressive social traditions like tho devadasi system and the custom of
child marriages. Mysore District in the south of Karnataka is economically slightly better off, it was 
selected because a relatively large part of its population belongs to tho scheduled tribes.

In all these districts Mahila Samakhya has deliberately focused on and reached the most poor and 
backward population groups. They mainly depend for their livelihood on seasonal, irregular and low 
paid agricultural labour, some livestock and on the scarce resources available in the environment. 
Seasonal migration to neighbouring States and Mumbai is prevalent among parts of the population 
and in some areas situations of bonded labour exist.

In 1997 the Mahila Samakhya Programme is working in five districts in the State of Karnataka.
The choice of the districts has been made most judiciously with four of these districts considered 
the most backward in terms of their economic and social indicators. Table I in ANNEX I sets out 
some of these indicators as compared to the State as a whole.

2.2 The coverage

The coverage in terms of numbers of villages varies depending on the duration of the presence of 
Mahila Samakhya in the respective districts and the prevailing conditions which enhance or 
constrain its expansion e.g. distances to cover, responsiveness of the population etc. At present 
Mahila Samakhya is present in 22 of the 175 talukas (12,5%) and 914 of the 27,066 odd villages 
(3,4%) in the State reaching 30,618 women. On the assumption that each member comes from a 
separate household we can say that more than thirty thousand households are reached, including 
the men who belong to these households. Given that the average household size is around six
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Overview 1 
Mahila Samakhya Karnataka 1995 -96

Districts Bidar Bijapur Gulbarga Mysore Raichur Total

Nr. of villages 208 225 164 203 114 91 4

Nr. of active sanghas 2 0 0 200 70 175 70 715

Av. size of sangha ■̂ 4 women 32 worrwn 4 0  women 3 0  women 33 wonnen 3 3 /3 4  w w

Nr AE centres 92 33 2 0 - . . 145

Nr NFE centres 9 4 74 4 5 21 4 4 2 7 8

Nr MSKs (*) 1 1 (2) (1) 1 (1) 3 (6)

Nr Child Care Centres 41 12 16 15 5 89

Nr Savings Groups 195 190 100 71 58 61 4

Nr Sahayoginis 20 18 15 19 11 83

Nr Sahayakis 1200 4 5 0 32 8 n.i. 174 2152
(+  Mysore)

Nr AE teachers 94 33 20 -- - 147

Nr NFE teachers 92 74 45 21 44 276

Nr CCC teacher* 82 24 32 15 10 141

MSK teachers 2 3 • 2 7

Nr women trained as dai 8 69 77

W omen elected in PR n.i. 59 22 54 n.i.

Total sangha women 
reached

7 ,0 0 0 7 ,258 6 ,5 6 0 6 ,0 0 0 3 ,8 0 0 3 0 ,6 1 8

Nr children reached through 
CCC, NFE, MSK

3,561 1 ,300 1 ,700 1 ,0 00 1 ,492 9 ,0 5 3

(* )  ; new MSKs in Gulbarga, Raichur and Bijapur 0
AE : Adult Education
NFE : Non-Formal Education
CCC : Child Care Centre
MSK ; Mahila Sahiksana Kendra
PR : Panchayati Raj system

Source : Mahila Samakhya Karnataka, Annual Report 19 95 /9 6

More than 3 0  thousar>d women are reached and through them their families, their communities and village 
authorities.

More than nine thousand children are reached through non-formal education (CCC, NFE and MSK).

Almost four thousand persons are involved as Sahayogini, Sahayaki, teacher (AE, NFE, CCC, MSK) or local 
birth attendant (dai).
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persons in the State the outreach among the population is quite substantial. In Bidar this 
expansion has been most Impressive both in terms of talukas covered, as well as number of 
villages reached. Yet, there is still a great scope for expansion in the future in terms of 
membership of the sanghas within the villages, as well in terms of expansion into new villages in 
the talukas covered, in the new talukas and in new districts in the State of Karnataka, (see 
ANNEX II).

2.3 Features of the Programme

Since 1992 the Programme has widened is scope in terms of content. During the initial stages the 
Programme focused in sangha formation and registration, accessing government services and 
schemes, land and environmental issues, challenging social traditions like the devadasi system and 
women's health. In 1991 Bijapur District got involved in the Literacy f^ission, in other districts the 
momentum of the Literacy Campaign came during and after 1992. During the 1992-1996 period 
women's literacy and the education of children have emerged as central issues. Adult education 
(literacy and post literacy) classes are running more or less successfully in three of the five 
districts and in all districts sanghas take the responsibility for 278 non-formal education centres f o r  

out-of- school children and 90 centres for child care and pre-school education. A total of six 
Mahila Shiksana Kendras have been established, two in Bijapur and one in each of the other 
districts, which provide educational opportunities for teenage girls between the age of 14 and 18 
years. The MSKs in Gulbarga, Raichur and the second MSK in Bijapur have been opened in mid- 
1996. Over nine thousand children are reached through these centres and prepared for (re) entree 
into the formal education system or tor an equivalont level of lonrning. Getting girls into the 
education system Is seen as a strategy for dolnying the ago of mnrriago and combating child 
marrlngo as well as for preventin;] children from being drawn into bonded Inhour.

More that two thirds (67%) of the sanghas in all of the districts are ongagod in saving and loans 
schemes which have taken off with tr»imondou« speed especially in Bijapuf and Bidar. Women’s 
health and particularly the use of easily avnilnblo, affordable and oKectivo herbal medicine have 
become another central issues in the Mahila Samakhya Programme of Karnataka. And during and 
after the Panchayati Raj olections women's participation in politics was on the agendas of the 
sanghas in all five Districts and the Mahila Samakhya Programme provided political awareness 
training, and training in support of candidates and elected Panchayat members. In ail districts 
Mahila Samakhya candidates got elected and quite a number have become president or vice- 
president.

Issues which are given attention to a greater nr lesser extent in all districts are e.g.
women's literacy (Bidar, Bijapur, Gulbarga) and education of children (all Districts), 
environmental protection and awareness (Mysore, Raichur),
social issues like the Devadasi system (Bijapur, Gulbarga), child marriage (all Districts),
alcoholism and liquor trafficking (all Districts),
health awareness and use of herbal medicines (all Districts),
legal issues and awareness of legal processes (all Districts),
economic development programmes and accessing programmes like DWCRA or TRYSEM 
(all Districts, particularly Bijapur, Gulbarga and Raichur), 
savings and loans (all Districts),
political participation and leadership training (all Districts).

Activities related to the construction of sangha huts are on-going in all of the Districts.
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3.1 Strength of the women's collectives

In 1996 there were 773 active Sanghas or women's collectives and of these 256 were registered. 
The average size of the sanghas varies between 30 (Mysore) and 40  (Gulbarga) women, and taken 
together the sanghas have a membership of more than 30,000 women. Thus Mahila Samakhya 
can be said to have taken strong roots in the districts and talukas, in which it is located.

The impact on women who are members is really impressive. They have not only established a 
collective identity, but have also gained recognition in the community. These women are a visible 
force and exude a great sense of self-confidence. In all the three districts where the evaluation 
mission visited and met the sangha members, the women were able to articulate clearly the gains 
thev had achieved from the sangha. Their visibility, mobility and manoeuverability both in the 
community and within the family have increased enormously. Their empowerment in terms of self- 
confidence and sense of solidarity speaks volumes for the solid ground work that Mahila 
Samakhya in Karnataka has established, particularly among the most impoverished sections of the 
rural society in Karnataka.

The Programme has definitely given support, strength and feeling of hope. Very poor peasant 
women, aking out an existence at wage rates of Rs 5 to 8 find time and space to come together 
with other women, share their live experiences and plan together for change for the first time in 
their lives. This was the most touching part of the Programme both in Raichur and Bijapur. Most 
marginalised groups of women, especially elderly agricultural workers and a sizable number of 
devadasis, were present at the sangha meetings. In Bidar the collective that the team met was of 
the Lambanis, a tribal group. Having been rehabilitated with government land and having a more 
egalitarian social structure the impact they experienced was more In the nature of an exposure to 
the outside world, a chance to interact with woman from other sections of society, and access to 
schemes and resources which help them to Improve their lives.

According to the NRG study on the strength of the Mahila Sanghas’ approximately 34%  of the 
sanghas in Bidar and Bijapur can be considered as strong sanghas, 30% are of medium strength, 
whereas 37,5%  are weak or have fallen apart. Related to he way they function strong sanghas 
are characterised by the following indicators; 
the sangha

takes initiative in identifying a common cause
responds with sensitivity to issues of exploitation/violence on women
integrates community concerns in its agenda
takes decisions without guidance from the sahayogini
builds an image of 'a power to reckon with' at the community level
pressurises the existing system for greater accountability to people
attracts and sustains participation from different sets of women and men over varied 
issues
holds regular meetings in which women take active interest and indulge in creative, open
minded problem solving
encourages alternative forms of learning
provides leadership opportunities to greater numbers of women^.

The capability of the sangha to function in this manner tells much about the formidable impact of 
the Mahila Samakhya Programme on the women who before the presence of the Programme were

3. The impact of the Programme

^ by Sharda Jain and Lakshmi Krishnamurty, 1996.

 ̂ in Sharda Jain and Lakshmi Krishmamurthy 1996, p. 24.
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living in the dark corners of their homes, afraid to go outside, take initiative and raise their voices. 
The researchers involved in the study on the status of women in Karnataka were struck by the 
openness, the assertiveness, the strength of their voices and opinions and the freedom of 
movement of the sangha women as compared to other women living under comparable rural 
conditions in the State*.

Yet more than two thirds of the f\4ahila Sanghas are still in the process of reaching this stage of 
strength. The process of empowerment and building of inner strength of and within the sanghas is 
an area that needs the full and continuing attention of Mahila Samakhya in the future and cannot 
be overlooked or side-tracked in the midst of emerging issues like the building of sangha 
federations. Quite a number of sanghas have fallen apart or are no longer active. A better 
understanding is needed about this phenomenon and the factors involved in sanghas breaking up 
or loosing interest in order to draw lessons for future strategies related to strengthening the 
empowerment of and within the sanghas. Frequently mentioned reasons are related to e.g.

internal power mechanisms in the sanghas and a dominating position of sahayakis or 
sahayoginis,
economic or money related factors such as predominance of economic interests, abuse of
money, restrictions about the numbers of persons who can access loans,
out-migration of sangha members,
inter-family conflicts,
outside pressures.

However, to date no systematic in-depth study has been conducted.

3 .2  Impact on woman'* personal and family life

Since the members o1 the Mahila Sanyl'iis Inrgoly belong to the category o1 ngricuHurol workers, 
they probably exercised some mobility and visibility as working women. Given thoir ago and also 
the f'lct that they were earning ntombers in iho family thoir voices probably were hoard to some 
extent even though muted. What the Sangha niotnborship has dono is to give thorn a fooling of 
belonging and togetherness, to instil a renewed souse of self-respect and dignity, to enlarge their 
sphere of movement, to increase their prestige tlie families as useful members lor accessing 
government facilities or services, to make them feel confident In their ability to approach and 
address village authorities and make them accountable.

Membership of the sangha has changed their self image and given them an identity of womer] 
who belong to a visible and increasingly influential group in the village community. Their sangha 
membership has raised their image in the perception of their families. As a result, men no longer 
resist but encourage the women to go for meetings and support them in various ways. It was 
striking to note that the Mahila Sangha has come to be considered as one large Samakhya family 
and the husbands, sons and brothers consider themselves to be part of that family.

In the melas organised at Raichur, Bijapur and Bidar, the mission noticed that men were as active 
as women in organising the events and helping with household chores so that women can attend. 
It shows how women now have earned the time, space and mobility to come together and to 
meet formally in meetings. What is a meetin g, how to conduct it, and its organisation and function 
has all become part of the Mahila Samakhya Sangha members' ethos. The english word meeting 
has become part of their Kanada vocabulary. And a Mahila Samakhya meeting has become a 
visible public event.

Now women now feel that they can raise their voices in public meetirigs confidently and without 
fear, and they feel that their voices are being listened to. The sangha gives them strength and

ora l in fofnnation .
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C’ jpports them  throug!! diificuK  times, they feci the s treng th  of acting toge ther and as one group 
firm ly asserted:

'we m a y  have our differences and conflicts, b u t we can deal w ith those. N o th in g  
can make our sangha fa ll apart, because we are there to make sure that the bond 
o f the sangha w ill not be broken.'

The activities of the sanghas and the exposure to training, information and knowledge has an 
impact on women's changing attitudes to and understanding of social traditions which reflect and 
endorse women’s oppression such as the devadasi-system, child marriage, certain taboos or 
prohibitions. They increasingly challenge social practices which perpetuate women’s inequality. 
Their attitudes towards ihe education of their children and particularly girls has changed and now 
they start demanding accountability from the local schools and teachers in providing good 
education.

Although the actions of women do not directly challenge the existing gender relationships or the 
local power structures subtle changes are becoming visible in the attitudes of male family 
members, in women's decisions making powers in their families, in recognition they get from 
women and men from other caste communities, and the recognition and respect gained from 
village authorities and government officials. On the whole the impact is most visible in 
improvement of the survival base and living conditions. Further impact in changing the balance and 
practices of power will require continuation of the process of careful and creative strategizing with 
a long term vision on women's equality which determines the direction.

3.3 Woman's health

Womon reported bettor health of thomsolvos and thoir children, os small children are being 
regularly checked in the child care centres, Primory Health Cure centres are visited more frequently 
and health workers are called to the villages. In the nrna of women's health Mahila Samakhya has 
adopted a holistic approach which includes attention to the indigenous health system and revival 
of the knowledge and practice of herbal medicine.

We did not meet women who have become horbnlists and local healers. But women’s fir ;ih and 
particularly the use of herbal medicines and traditional wisdom for treatment of a wide variety of 
ailments and illnesses including some common gynaecological problems, is one of the focal issues 
in the Programme. The spread of the use of herbal medicine is increasing as gradually more 
women become involved in the training on identification of medicinal plants, the preparation and 
use of herbal medicines, as well as growing of medicinal plants. In a number of villages herbal 
gardens are emerging and with co-operation of the Forest Department sanghas will become 
involved in starting nurseries for growing medicinal plants. It means a revival of traditional 
knowledge and experience as well as protection and multiplicn'ion of species which have 
medicinal value.

In some of the District local birth attendants (dais) have been trained and women have been 
involved in health awareness training programmes, which include nutrition, hygiene and sanitation, 
women's health and identification of diseases, understanding of the health system and services. 
Attention has been given women's reproductive health and, sporadically, aids. More systematic 
approaches could perhaps be evolved as women are increasingly showing their interest.

The impact on women is their better understanding of the function of their bodies and their 
reproductive systems, demystification of superstitious beliefs and misconceptions, eradication of 
harmful practices, awareness of traditional and modern health systems, and how and when to 
approach them, and increased ability to recognise problems and take appropriate actions.

Due to the lack of village health statistics it is difficult to asses the impact of Mahila Samakhya on
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the health and nutrition status. In some areas MaNIa Samakhya with the sanghas have conducted 
health surveys. Discussir>g the results of the survey in the sanghas can lead to sanghas becoming 
actively involved in monitoring the health situation in their villages or at least in the community o1 
which they are a part, by keeping records of infant mortality, maternal mortality, occurrence of 
illnesses, use of herbal medicines, visits to the PHC or visits by AMN workers etc. This could help 
in evolving more effective strategies for informing the health authorities, changing the systems and 
ultimately influence health policies and their implementation.

3.4 Economic empowermein

The economic empowerment of women is an area we were not able to pursue during the visit of 
the mission. But the area of economic development and particularly women’s activities regarding 
savings and loans, are reported upon in the annual reports as it is another of the major areas of 
attention in the Karnataka Programme.

The activities in the area of economic development arc mainly related to the use of the sangha 
fund for accessing loans for income generating activities, either individually or as a group. 
However, little is reported about the effects of such schemes in terms of 
. skill improvement, new job opportunities, employment creation 
. increased incomes
. improvement of living conditions, availability of food, improved nutritional status etc.

The impression is that accessing economic development schemes is definitely on the agendas of 
all district programmes perhaps more so in Bijnpur, Gulbarga and Raichur. However, it meets with 
different degrees of success and also with many problems and difficulties. This could be partiiilly 
related to the complexity of the procedures involved in accessing the schemes, restrictions with 
regard to groups size and other conditionalities, lack of possibilities for skill training, and the 
absence of accessible rural development and employment creation programmes in the area. More 
attention may need to be given to understand the factors involved, as well as to the identification 
of resource organisations (state as well as NGOs) involved in participatory rural development, 
environmental resources management and employment creation. Co-operation with such 
organisation in areas were Mahila Samakhya has already established a basis for women's 
involvement in participatory development may be a need (or the future.

So far no activism is reported in the area of increased and equal wages or in changing the labour 
conditions of women. In Mysore and perhaps in other districts as well economic development is 
closely linked to the availability and protection of scarce natural resources. Watershed 
management schemes and environmental resource management programmes touch on areas 
wherein women's interests are involved. Women’s active participation in the design, decision 
making and implementation of such programmes is an area whereby Mahila Samakhya can play a 
role in awareness raising, information and knowledge building, practical skills training and further 
capacity building of the sangha in terms of e.g. negotiating and management skills.

The main focus of activities in the area of economic development evolves around savings and 
loans. More than 85%  of the active sanghas are engaged in group saving schemes and a total of 
savings up to 6 or 7 lakhs has been reported for Bidar and Bijapur. Most of the loans taken from 
the collective savings fund* are used for individual purposes such as investment in livestock, in 
agricultural inputs, in equipment for income generating activities such as tailoring, for a shop or 
hotel or the for immediate emergencies, or for getting a loan from the bank. The rules for 
repayment are determined by the sangha and generally repayment seems to be good. No 
information is available about the results in terms o1 e.g. the money accessed and received by.

 ̂ this IS not to be confused w ith  and deliberately kept separate from the sangha fund or hor>orarium.
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using the sangha loan as collateral, what it has been used for and how this has effected 
improvements or changes in the incomes, lives and living conditions of women.

In terms of impact the savings schemes are reported to have given women greater control of their 
incomes and savings, it has

increased women's awareness about their economic assets and how they can use them, 
decreased their dependence on loan sharks
made women aware of how to handle money, banking procedures and how to access 
loans,
increased their confidence in dealing with the bank system and taking financial decisions, 
increased their decision making powers in their families on financial matters, 
created a buffer and security network for difficult times,
increased their confidence in their capabilities for handling money and savings and loan 
schemes.

And now sanghas have started forming federations with the aim of establishing their own Mahila 
Bank at cluster level. Bijapur District has already gone ahead in the preparations for the 
establishment of a Mahila Bank and formulated a set of rules and procedures.

The concept of the Women's Bank is related the idea of economic independence of sangha 
women and self-reliance of the sanghas. It is conceived as a credit system that will loan money to 
its members (sangha women) on easy repayment terms and for activities which regular banking 
system do not usually provide credit for. By creating this Women's Bank it is expected that high 
interest rates charged by official banks can be avoided. And the Women's Bank is seen as a factor 
for sustaining the self-reliance of the sangha after eventual withdrawal of the Mahila Samakhya 
support. The latter is linked to the sangha honorarium that is paid annually to those mahila 
sanghas that are of sufficient strength to deal with the sangha fund. It is to be expected that in 
the process of Mahila Samakhya phasing out its regular support to the sangha, the payment of the 
sangha honorarium will stop after some time. It means that by then the sangha is expected to be 
economically self-reliant and sustainable.

We fully endorse the validity of the arguments for self-reliance and sustainability of the sanghas as 
well as the ecoi .mic independence of women. Questions could be raised regarding the active 
involvement of Mahila Samakhya in the establishment of special Mahila Banks.

Have the available options with regard to alternative banking systems been sufficiently 
explored?
Have the experiences of other women's organisations involved in women's banking like 
SEWA and/or Women's World Banking been sufficiently locked into?
What will be the implications for the identity of Mahila Samakhya if it becomes banking
system?
What will be the costs in terms of investment in precious time, capacity building, skills 
training as welt as attention and time spending of the sahayoginis, resource staff and the 
entire Mahila Samakhya apparatus?
Is it going to divert the attention that needs to be given to strengthening of the 
empowerment processes of the mahila sanghas nnd other issues?
What will be the implications of sangha women who are unable to pay the required
membership fee for the bank?
And what will be the implications for the relationships within the sangha if 
economic/commercial interests start interfering in the sangha?

We recommend Mahila Samakhya Karnataka to carefully review and reconsider its strategy and 
implications of its involvement in an economic arwl commercial activity like a banking system. 
Already we have seen that the running of the sanghas savings and loans system is taking a major 
chunk of the sahayoginis working time. And the question can be raised that if sangha women are 
not yet ready to run their small savings systems without the involvement of the sahayoginis how
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will they be capable of running a Mahila Bank on their own (leaving aside the complications of 
organising the federation of a number of sanghas who are the 'owners' of the banic). Instead of 
establishing its own Mahila Banks Mahila Samakhya could direct its policy towards influencing the 
banking system, assisting the sanghas in negotiating their terms of cooperation with local banks or 
with elsewhere existing women's banks. Perhaps banks could be convinced to open special 
women's branches which fulfil the criteria and terms set by sangha women.

The recommendation for reconsideration of Mahila Samakhya’s involvement in banking is also 
related to the sometimes negative experiences of the impact of the saving schemes on the 
sanghas: such as money related issues creating rifts within sanghas which eventually may lead to 
the sanghas falling apart. And savings may become the predominant activity of the sangha which 
comes to overshadow other issues. Some sangha women openly say that the savings scheme is 
to bond that keeps the sangha together. Savings schemes together with the sangha honorarium 
may cause sanghas to become reluctant to open up to new members who are unable to save and 
become closed for expansion. There is no information available on the scale of these phenomena, 
but the area of savings and women's economic empowerment is clearly and area that needs 
attention and looking into.

Without devaluating the argument that the experience in saving and banking shows women that 
they can handle money and deal with a banking system, we are of the opinion that Mahila 
Samakhya as an education programme for women's empowerment should not become engaged in 
running a bank or running e.g. income generating projects. With regard to banking and other 
issues related to women's economic empowerment we would like to refer to the Working 
Women's Forum in Karnataka who has an office in Bijapur. The possibilities for establishing a 
linkage to this programme and join forces in the areas of employment, wages, savings and banking 
need to be further explored.

3.5 Strength of woman'* political participation

Besides the formation of mahila sanghas, th« Bocotui most impressive and useful (unction the 
Mahila Samakhya has been able to play is enabling women to participate in the political process. 
Among the seven hundred odd villages In which Mahila Samakhya is in operation with 30,000  
Sangha members, more than two hundred women contested the elections. What is truly 
remarkable is that more than half the women who contested the elections got elected, among 
them are 10 devadasis. Some elected women have become presidents and vice presidents (see 
Table II). Mahila Samakhya has helped women understand the whole range of issues around 
political participation and empowered them in the real sense of the term.

One has to realise that - without the positive help and encouragement from Mahila Samakhya - 
political participation was way beyond the reach of most women in the villages. Many had no idea 
what politics was about. The women candidates did not have to spend any of their own money, 
and used the Sangha funds for clearing all legal formalities and took collective decisions about 
who should contest and what strategies to use. Most contestants had support from their families.

A few of the elected women (8) left the sangha afterwards, largely due to the pressure from their 
men. The elected members, who have become strong, still need Mahila Samakhya to help them 
function in their new roles. The Mahila Samakhya goes to great lengths to train them in public 
speaking, dress codes, literacy and awareness of issues. A further step ahead might be to assist 
the elected women (sangha and non sangha) to formulate a common women's agenda and to 
form a network of elected women who can support each other and join their forces for their 
common women's interests.

The focus and impact of these women in the Panchayats is most in asking for basic infrastructure 
facilities for their villages. The participation of sangha women in the public political arena is an
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illustration of how Mahila Samakhya has changed women's self-image, enhanced their access to 
information, and has made them realise the strength of collective action.

Tabie: II
Mahila Samakhya in Politics - Gram Panchayat 1997.

District No. Of women 
coritestants

No. of women 
elected

No: elected as 
president

No. elected as 
Vice-president

Bidar 30 27

Bijapur 90 59 6

Gulbarga 35 22

Mysore 30 13

Raichur 14 14

District 199 135

Source; M.S. K 1994-95 Annual Report

3.6 Women's legal righta

In one of the district programmes, in Bijapur, women's law is a major area of attention and training 
has boon conducted to create awareness of tho legal system and legal procedures. We have no 
information on the impact of the training. In all district programme* legal Issues are continuously 
on the agendas in the sangha meetings. It relates to dealing with cases of domestic violence, 
family disputes, land and property issues etc. Sangha women support thoir members if they have 
to appear in court and activism of the snnghas often evolvos around issues related to social 
injustices. The sanghas profor to solve family related problems of e.g. domestic violence and 
property rights by using thou own non-confroniational approach rather than taking It as a case into 
the legal courts which are costly and in which women do not have much confidence. Yet, if 
needed they will report cases to the police or go to court. The approach of women is through 
reconciliation, public exposure and publication. In Gulbarga District plans exist for establishing legal 
support and relief centres for women at cluster or taluka level.

In Mysore activism around legal land issues is an interest of the entire tribal community and Mahila 
Samakhya is actively co-operating with local NGOs and tribal collectives in fighting against 
prograi imes which do not recognise land ownership as a basic right of the tribal community.

As far as we are informed no initiatives have been taken as yet for addressing the area of 
women’s legal and human rights and women's rights under tribal law in a systematic manner with 
the aim of enhancing women’s awareness about how to use their legal rights. This could be an 
area to give more systematic attention to in the future in the entire Programme.

3.7 The potential for breaking caste and class divides

Generally, most of the sanghas in Karnataka are affiliated with specific caste or tribal groups. After 
the early stages of sangha formation conscious efforts have been made to include women from 
other caste or religious grouos in the sanghas upon the condition that they would be willing to sit 
together with the sangha members and eat the food prepared by the sangha members regardless
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of their caste background. In Bidar District some Muslim women have joined the sanghas. Almost 
22%  of the sanghas in Bidar are mixed and more than half of the sanghas have a Harijan 
membership. In Bijapur 31%  of the sanghas are mixed. No data are available on Mysore, Gulbarga 
and Raichur. The sanghas in Mysore are reported to be linked either to the tribal community or to 
the scheduled castes. The likelihood of the tribal population to inter mix w ith  Harijan women 
seems to be very small, because of differences in social status. According to the outcomes of the 
study on the empowerment of the mahila sanghas® women who belong to different castes will 
come together in one sangha as long as the joiners are of a lower caste. Purely upper caste 
sanghas or an intermixing of upper w ith  lower caste women does not occur.

On the whole it can be said that the efforts of enlarging sanghas by including women from other 
caste groups have met disappointments and have not been encouraging further efforts. There is 
genuine fear among the sangha women who are predominantly from scheduled caste backgrounds 
that upper caste women might try to dominate the sangha. And apprehension exists that women 
from another caste conimunity might have diverging interests which will destabilise the sangha. 
And women from upper castes belong to the landed classes, who are the employers of the sangha 
women from the SC or ST communities and exploit their labour. Caste divides are strongly 
ingrained in the texture of the society and are probably the most difficult boundaries to break 
through. This is especially the case when caste interests are inter-twined w ith  class and political 
interests.

There are areas where caste barriers are ovorcomo e.g. when women from upper caste 
communities come to sangha meetings or events organised by the sanghas. And sanghas deal 
w ith cases brought by women from other ciisto groups. Child Care Cetitres and noivformal 
education classes for children provide a space wliore wornon from different caste grou[)s riioot and 
interact. Snnghn w oni'u i who have become trainod ns practitioners in herbal modicinos provide 
their services to women and men from upper ciisto communny' when they come (or treatment. 
And in the training of elected Panchaynt rnomtxirs women from other caste comrtuinity have 
joined. The potential scope reaching more women, including women from upper ciistos is very 
much there.

Increasingly Mahila Samakhya is confronted w ith  requests from upper caste wotnen who want to 
form their own collective and the Programme has to be prepared to consider and answer such 
requests, w ithout compromising the basic Programme philosophy. Can Mahila Sarnakhya play a 
role in the promotion of a village-community based open women's forum, which is open for 
women regardless of their caste, class or communal background and which brings them together 
around common women's issues and interests as women? Such issues could be women's health, 
the education of girls and joint celebrations of festivals such as the International Women's Day. 
Although d ifficu lt the e ffort to broaden the sangha membership and build towards a community of 
women remains a long term challenge w ith in  the Mahila Sarnakhya Programme.

3.8 The emergence of a grass-roots women's movement

Sangha activism about wom en’s issues such as w idow s' pensions, the abolition of the devadasi 
system and rehabilitation of devadasis, child marriage, anti-alcohclism and liquor trafficking and 
other forms of social injustice are clear indications of the emergence of a grass roots v.omen’s 
movement. Sanghas are actively seeking lateral relationships w ith  other sanghas to enlarge their 
collective strength, to join forces and to  mobilise women on common issues across village levels. 
And women from other villages are requesting the formation of sanghas in their villages in order to 
be able to join the 'm ovem ent'. Mahila Sanghas have become visible entities w ith voices that need 
to be listened to and sangha women are ready to use that capacity more effectively.

 ̂ by Sharda Jain and Lakshmi Krishnamurty, 1 9 9 6 .
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As mentioned above the seeds for the building sangha federations have been sown and the issue 
is on the agendas tor discussions at different level of the Programme. The idea of a federation was 
voiced as a common vision of the Mahila Samakhya Programme in Karnataka as early as in 1991 
by the then Programme Director. To what extent this vision has been shared all the way down to 
the sanghas is an open question.

What seems to have happened is that the idea of federation has become an end in itself which is 
linked to the goal of achieving self-reliance and sustainability of the sanghas after withdrawal fror 
Mahila Samakhya as a support structure. However, how the formation of federations is linked to 
women's empowerment processes in the sanghas is no longer very clear. Federations are seen as 
instrumental in strengthening women's voices at the Block Offices, to provide a network for 
mutual support of sahayakis when nccessing resources and government officials at the Block 
Headquarters, for development of more effective strategies for addressing common women's 
issues like anti-liquor activities. And lateral linkages among sanghas may help individual sanghas to 
clarify their positions, to understand their problems in a broader perspective and feel stronger with 
the support from other sanghas. Cluster and. block level meetings of sahayakis from different 
sanghas have proven to be a source of strength as well as a source of learning from successful 
experiences in other sanghas.

Most of these arguments are valid, but they do not necessarily lead to a structure in the shape of 
a formalised federation, at least not yet. Active networking among sanghas at cluster and block 
levels may have the same effects, but do not require investment in infra-structural arrangements. 
Earlier efforts in forming federations in Bidar and Gulbarga have not been successful because the 
process involved has not been given sufficient time and perhaps thought.

There is also a danger that the investment in the forming of federation will be a drain on the 
attention that need to be given to the strengthening of the sanghas. We feel that priority is to be 
given to reinforcing the empowerment processes of and within the sanghas, two thirds of which 
have been found to be needing further strengthening. In addition to this the sangha initiatives in 
networking among sanghas at cluster and taluka level are to be supported and strengthened with 
the related capacity building among sahayakis and sangha woman who could become a to<n i of 
network promoters. All of this could be seen as steps in the process of growing towards the 
formation of federations of sanghas which are grounded from within the sanghas rather than 
promoted from above.

A parallel trend is the emergence of initiatives for support structures at cluster and block levels 
such as a women's resource and information centre, a legal support and relief centre for women, a 
women's bank etc. Room for supporting such initiatives and provision for related skills training and 
further capacity building could also be integrated in the future stra'r>gic plans of the Mahila 
Samakhya Programme.

3.9 ' Building a federation of Mahfla Sanghas, an emerging issue

3.10 Contradictory position of sahayoginis and sahayakis

It must be mentioned that the impact of empowerment is not just on the sangha members but on 
all women working with the Mahila Samakhya Programme. It is most visible and pronounced on 
the sahayoginis and sahayakis.

Sahayakis

The sahayakis are the village level activists who have been selected by the sangha members for 
training as sahayaki. They are expected to share their experiences and information received during
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the training with the women In the sangha meetings. Most of the active sanghas have more than 
one trained sahayalci as most sanghas have adopted a rotation system and often two or more 
women are sent for the training. In Bidar 12CXD sahayakis attended sahayaki training programmes 
with the result that the sanghas have an average of six sahayakis. In total more than 2000  
sahayakis have been trained and have become empowered beyond expectation. They are strong in 
terms of self-confidence, verbal skills, mobilising women, organisation of the sangha meetings and 
representing their sanghas in cluster, taluka and district level meetings.

With regard to their position in the sangha there is a risk that some sahayakis individually or as 
group may become overactive and dominate the sangha preventing its growth. We were unable to 
see to what extend sahayakis have been able to share their learning experiences sufficiently within 
the sangha, but incidences have been reported of sanghas falling apart because sahayakis are 
taking a too dominating position. This calls for a greater understanding of the empowerment 
process of and within the sangha's, the evolving mechanisms for sharing power and control. The 
series of studies on the sangha development and the internal power mechanisms planned by the 
State Programme Office are to look into this issue.

Saheyoginis

The sahayoginis are the fieldworkers who co-ordinate the processes and activities of a cluster of 
usually ten sanghas. They play a crucial role in the formation mahila sanghas, in sustaining and 
reinforcing the sanghas’ empowerment processes, in providing training and information aimed at 
perspective and capacity building of the sangha, in the training of the sahayakis. They assist the 
sanghas in preparing their activity plans, in consolidating these into plans for the cluster, block and 
the district, in budget preparations, in documentation and reporting on the sangha processes, ii 
conducting surveys. They are tho key actors for the ompowerment of women at the grassroots 
level enabling them to improve their socio-economic status. They have boon chosen for their 
communication skills and nccoptnbility among villagers. Tho sahayoginis mobilise the collective 
strength of women to bring about an attitudinal shift from ago old boliofs and practices.

With their commitment and hard work they have made a groat and valuable contribution over the 
last seven years, particularly during the early years. And strong and lasting relationships have been 
built between the sahayoginis and 'their' sanghas. Although they have become fully professional 
as fieldworkers they are to a certain extent considered as paid volunteers in a job with an insecure 
future and without career perspectives. They feel fully capable and competent in doing their work, 
they have become vocal, assertive and exude a great sense of confidence. Over the years and 
particularly during a period of weak leadership from the top and increased reliance on their own 
experience and resourcefulness, fatigue has crept in with a sense of dissatisfaction. Training and 
work has become repetitive and more like a routine as new inspiration and perspectives are 
lacking.

Their day to day work is co-ordinating the sangha activities, being responsive to their demands 
and issues. Most have received a solid training, are clear about the Mahila Samakhya philosophy 
and its basic concepts, and have internalised a gender perspective in their approach to their work. 
But they lack new inspiration, growth and opportunities for further perspective building which help 
them to link the demands arising from the sanghas to gender and empowerment of women. They 
are in a contradictory position as they are expected to be responsive to the development agendas 
of the sangha women which focus on their basic.survivals needs and improvement of their living 
conditions. At the same time they are to bring this in line with the empowerment agenda of the 
Mahila Samakhya Programme. Besides, day to day problems may override the anention for broader 
perspectives and development of long term strategies. This inevitably leads to stagnation in the 
Programme, in loosing its conceptual clarity, vision and sense of direction as an empowerment 
Programme.

23



The signs can clearly be observed in the anitudes and expressiorts of sahayoginis. Some have left 
and joined other organisations. Others are seriously contemplating entering into politics or starting 
their own NGOs. And there are sahayoginis who have built strong rapport with and control over 
the sanghas, reinforcing the sanghas dependency on their presence. This gives them a certain 
legitimacy to their (insecure) position, which they sometimes find unable to give up in absence of 
alternative prospects. It also makes other and less experienced district staff rather helpless in 
giving them directions. And there is a danger that their position over the years has become so 
strong that they can break sangha or prevent its growth.

To come out of this situation th.j following approaches are suggested:
to involve the sahayoginis actively in the process of croative thinking for the re-orientation, 
rethinking and re-directing the Programme,
to jointly evolve a forward looking human resources development plan which involves the 
sahayoginis in different capacities, provides for role differentiation and for lateral and up
ward mobility, and career paths,
to invest in human resources capacity building and implement a training plan for 
sahayoginis and programme staff with a fresh approach which includes exposures to new 
perspectives and inspiration coming from the women's movement as well as building of 
professional capacities related to the progression in tho process of sangha empowerment, 
to approach and consider sahayoginis as professional wwkers in the programme structure 
rather than as paid volunteers;
and to review and update the remuneration system and make it compatible with equivalent 
positions and functions in the government and the NGO sector.

4. The education component and linkages to other education programmes like DPEP

Education for women’s empowerment is centrnl in the Mnhila Samakhya Programme. Education is 
understood in a holistic and brond monning ns nn ompoworing learning process which onnbles 
loornors to quostion, to nnntysze, to sook nnnworH, to net nnd rnftect, and thereby to discover thoir 
innor strongth nrul rualise thoir potontinl. It itwoivos n lif« long process of interactive lojirning, 
based on shjiring of knowledge and life oxporioncMS, critical nnnlysis and rodection, cronting now 
kinds of knowledge and understanding.

In the study of the Mahila Sanghas a distinction is made between three interrelated aspects of 
education; education as life skills, education as knowledge and information, and education as 
literacy' Education of life skills relates to the ability to manage '<fe and is based on gaining 
confidence and self-esteem. It is underlying all of the activities in Mahila Samakhya and in the on
going processes of collective action/reflection/loarning/ decidir^g/planning/action. Education as 
information and knowledge refers to accessing and analysing knowledge and information, and 
using it effectively. It is part of awareness workshops and training relnrod to e.g. health, law, the 
environment, etc. In both aspects of education being literate in the sense of reading and writing is 
not directly essential for learning taking place, for feeling empowered and having confidence in 
one's strength to make changes.

In Mahila Samakhya education as literacy comes in when women discover the importance of 
literacy in dealing with the outside literate world with its written rules and procedures It comes 
when the need arises for writing application letters, keeping records of savings, recording and 
checking minutes of meetings, getting clarification on procedures etc., and when the women 
experience its importance for furthering their knowledge and accessing new information. Thus in 
principle demands for literacy (reading, writing, numeracy skills and a wider body of knowledge) 
emerge from the developments within the sanghas.

Sharda Jain and Lakshmi Krishnamurty 1 9 96 , pp. 27  ff.
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in Karnataka the Mahila Samalchya Programme has become actively engaged in the Literacy 
Mission since the beginning of the nineties, particularly in Bijapur and later also in Bidar and 
Mysore. The involvement of Mahila Samakhya varied per district and relates to motivational 
activities, the selection and training of local volunteers, development of materials and methods and 
the responsibility of running literacy centres in certain talukas. In Bijapur the involvement of Mahila 
Samakhya has made the literacy campaign a great success.

Between 1992 and 1995 MahMa Samakhya provided a Grpnt-in-Aid to an NGO, AIKYA, who has 
established a District Resource Centre with the task to assist the Mahila Samakhya Programme in 
Bidar with the development of an innovative learning system and with training support in 
educational methods and pedagogical skills related to adult literacy/education, and non-formal 
education of children. This co-operation is related to the involvement of Mahila Samakhya in the 
Literacy Mission. The results and the impact of this temporary collaboration and what happened 
after the withdrawal from AIKYA in terms of continuation of the literacy efforts has not been 
documented nor researched: what has been the significance of the innovations in methods, 
materials, approaches for (post) literacy^ how has it contributed to women’s motivation to further 
their literacy skills and how has it supported their emo<?vverment?

There is also no systematic documentation and analysis of the experiences of the collaboration 
between Mahila Samakhya and the Literacy Mission keeping in view the non-target process 
oriented approach of Mahila Samakhya and the time/target bound campaign-like approach of the 
Literacy Mission. Such analysis would ho nocossary in view of Uirthor involvomont ol Mnhiia 
Samakhya in tho socond phase of tho Litorncy Campaign and future collaborntion with tho 
Department of Adult and Non-Formal Education. Tho exporioncos of Mahila Samakhya in the 
adoption of innov.iiive non-conventional approi ;hos to adult education, • which include needs 
basod education related to life skillt and education as information end knowledge, with or without 
a literacy component - may pave tho way for widening tf»o scope of adult education and tho 
adoption of holistic non-structurad approaches with a long term perspective of creating 
opportunities for self-directed learning.

It seems that during and after the literacy campaign Mahila Samakhya has followed its own way in 
the area of adult literacy allowing women learners including the 35 age group to determine their 
time and pace of learning. In Bidar currently 92 adult literacy classes are running. Bijapur has 33 
and Gulbarga has 20 adult literacy centres, whereas for Raichur and Mysore no adult literacy 
centres are reported. Successes and results in the area of adult literacy through a regular class-like 
method are modest and mixed. Reasons mentioned are e.g.

difficulties in keeping women motivated for literacy after they have reached the stage of 
being able to write their names, or read thi' destination of the bus,
women find it difficult to make time to attend classes regularly bccause of the seasonal 
nature of their agricultural labour and because part of the year they migrate for work 
elsewhere,
difficulties in finding local women who can teach,
non-suitability of the available (neo)-literacy materials, because they are not gender 
sensitive and/or do not make much sense in the living environments of (tribal) rural 
women.

Furthermore, a likely reason could be that women feel that they have become stronger and 
empowered, that they can access information and resources and that they feel capable to make 
changes in their lives without necessarily being able to read and write. And another explanation 
could be that providing education in any kind of class setting beyond a certain time-span is not the 
most suitable approach. On the whole the reasons for the supposed decline of interest on the part 
of the women have not been fully investigated and analysed.

Education for women's empowerment is definitely taking place in all districts and has made

4.1 Literacy and education fo r empowennent
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significant impacts on the lives of rural women as is clear from the foregoing sections. However, If 
the concept of education is used in its limited understanding of education as literacy, or just 
reading, writing and numeracy skills, the level of success is limited. This is particularly the case for 
forms of education taking place in regular classroom-like sessions with materials brought from 
elsewhere, which perhaps have no bearing to women's lives, or which nre not directly linked to 
women's area of work.

In general the attention to adult literacy and to the creation of a consistent, holistic gender aware 
approach to education for empowerment, which includes and integrates the different aspects of 
education (e.g. life skills, information and knowledge, literacy and numeracy) is waning in the 
Karnataka Programme. What we see is that the centrality of education in Mahila Samakhya 
appears to have given way to other priorities, like e.g. the running of savings g/oup, the building of 
the sangha hut, accessing schemes and services, and other activities aimed at keepir>g the 
collectives going. Through the Literacy Mission more and more women have become exposed to 
reading, writing and numeracy skills. Instead of standing back and letting women loose interest in 
further learning (with the help of their literacy skills) and allowing the learning process to stagger, 
Mahila Samakhya could and should refocus its attention and make education for empowerment its 
foremost and centra! issue. With their literacy skills and with the gains achieved in terms of 
women's empowerment women are ready to move nhead and use their newly acquired skills, to 
access and further their knowledge, to strengthen their Information base, to counter disinformation 
and abuse, and to participate in family, community and further political decision making from a 
position of strength.

in Karnataka Mahila Samakhya is operational in the districts which are most backward in terms of 
women's development and literacy. In these districts the seeds have been sown and now time has 
come for Mahila Samakhya to move ahead and come to terms vt/ith its nature as an education 
programme. And the area to venture in by using its flexibility and creative powers is to evolve 
together with the sangha women innovative and participatory learning strategies for learning in 
pre- and noo-Uterate stages maintaining the focus on supporting women's empowerment. 
Strategies which combine awaranoss, intormntion and skills, which are directed at learning groups 
with women who are barely literate and women who want to use and further their literacy skills. 
Strategies which include gender-rolevnnt methods and pedagogy, development nf learning 
materials and aids on relevant issues and skills for use In self-directed learning .oups. And 
strategies providing for short and intermediate term training programmes, residentuil as well as 
non-residential, for selected women as functionaries in e.g. water or village education committees, 
and as specialists like local health workers, rural extensionists, village level workers for veterinary 
services, plant protection, environment-aware technologies, water management, horticulture etc. It 
further is to include modes and forms of learning which do not conform to conventional classroom 
like settings and are flexible enough to respond to the time patterns, mobility and environments of 
the learners. Banking on the lessons learned from seven years of experience Mahila Samakhya will 
be on its way to the creation of a truly alternative approach to adult education.

Refocusing the Progriimme on education for empowerment requires changes in the human 
resources staffing and development policy. At present there are no resource persons in the 
organisational structure of Mahila Samakhya with a professional background in educational 
methodology or pedagogy, for curriculum development, development of learning materials and use 
of media. Such experts are needed if Mahila Samakhya is to move into the direction of developing 
innovative learning strategies. Each District Implementation Unit as welt as the State Programme 
Office is to have an experienced education expert on its staff who together will form a team for 
backing-up and supporting the education component in the Programme. Mahila Samakhya has a 
great resource of in-house practical experience in training methodologies, use of drama and 
cultural expressions, teaching by improvisation in non-formal settings. These experiences can be 
brought up to a higher professional level with a well directed staff development plan.

The focus on education for empowerment naturally includes the next generation by giving
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attention to the education o f children and particularly girls.

4.2 Education of children

Mahila Samakhya is actively involved in education of children. Children's education is on the 
agendas of the mahila sanghas. In sanghas v̂ e visited the women reported that their primary 
school-age daughters are in school nowadays. Sanghas are taking actions to demand 
accountability from the school teachers that they come to school and teach. However, most 
villages have no school facilities beyond standard four. This means in practice that most girls leave 
school and drop-out before they have achieved a sustainable level of reading and writing skills. For 
boys the distance of the school from the homestead does not provide a restriction to their 
schooling. A brief interview with a group (male) literacy teachers who all belong to the 'sangha 
family' revealed that most young men continue their school education up to standard ten and 
many go beyond that level. Whereas their sisters, wives or daughters who are above primary 
school-age have never been to school at all.

Mahila Samakhya is definitely enhancing a growing . wareness about the values of children's and 
particularly girls education. The activism of the matiila sangha directed at the local schools 
indicates that a foundation for community interest and participation in improving the quality of 
education in the schools on the part of women exists and that other education programmes like 
the District Primary Education Programme could build upon this.

The involvement of Mahila Samakhya in oducalion ol children, apart from tho above mentioned 
activism on tho part ol tho sanghas in making schools accountable, are tho child caro centres, non 
formal education centres for children and the Mahila Shiksnna Kendras.

Child Care Contres

In Mahila Samakhya child care centres are primarily conceived of as a moans to creato time lor 
women to be relieved from the responsibility of having to constantly look after thoir small children 
and to have more control over how to use her time. It also relieves older children from child caro 
duties so that they can go to school. Child Care Centres have been established in ail districts in 
places where the ICDS run anganwadis do not exist or where the services are inadequate e.g. in 
terms of timing. In some instances there is some form of co-operation between ICDS and Mahila 
Samakhya in the running of centres or in the provision of food and health services. There are 
indications that children who have been in the child care centres are going on to the primary 
school, but concrete information is not available. We did not come across concrete evidence that 
the training and guidance of the teachers for the child care contres is purposely directed at the 
creation of an environment that helps children to adjust easily into a classroom situation and pre
school education which prepares them for primary school. The primary function of the centres 
seems to be child care with perhaps some attention to pre-school education. Whether or not these 
centres have an impact on women's awareness and motivation for schooling of their children is a 
question we have not been able to give attention to.

The Child Care Centres have been running more or less successfully, some t>eing closed down 
after some time, new centres coming up. Reasons mentioned are lack of interest, neglect, 
unsatisfactory teachers and conflicts in the sangha, or the fact that no food is provided.

Although we did not have sufficient opportunity to discuss the involvement of Mahila Samakhya in 
establishing Child Care Centres we have the impression that generally such centres are seen as 
service from the government and that a sense of ownership and shared responsibility by the 
sangha may be absent in many cases. One could question if there still exists a qualitative 
difference between the ICDS centres and centres run through Mahila Samakhya, or is it that the

27



MS centres are reaching places that cannot be reached through the ICDS programme? Related to 
this is the question that needs to be answered by Mahila Samakhya if it is not duplicating the 
services from the Department of Child Development and instead could pay more attention to co
operation with the concerned Departments. Through that Mahila Samakhya is in a better position 
to influence the policies and the policy implementation related to the child care centres in order to 
make them more responsive to the needs and situations of rural women who are currently not 
being reached through the existing services.

Non format education centres for JtUdren

In forty percent of the villages the sanghas are running non-formal education centres which 
prepare children for entrde in the formal education system or for taking examinations at standard 
six or seven. They are using existing materials from the State Resource Centre and often men who 
are related to the sangha women and who have been involved in the literacy campaign are the 
literacy teachers. Systematic data on these classes and the results in getting, the children admitted 
in the formal schools are not available. And there are no concrete data on the numbers of girls 
who have passed their Standard seven examinations and are now admitted in secondary or State 
Boarding Schools.

But in spite of the absence of data <which are not very difficult to obtain, systematise bod 
compile) it is clear that these non-formal education initiatives are meeting a need for alternative 
modes of education, which provide a learner-friendly and safe environment for girls, who 
otherwise would remain excluded from participation in format education. The numbers of NFE 
centres are growing and there is a lot of scope for further growth, the non-availability of teachers 
being the most severe constraint.

We noted that the preparation and training of the teachers for non-formal education is limited, 
fŷ ost of the teachers rely on their training and oxporience in the literacy campaign. The training 
inputs by f^ahila Samakhya have been limited to « few days Introductory training and regular 
review meetings. Training in )>edagogic methods, nitornative learning approaches are lacking and 
felt needed by the teachers.

At the time of our visit we were able to witness a children's mela for children from the nfe 
centres, from MSKs and their teachers. The mela was to introduce games, play and art in the 
process of learning. It was very lively and the oxporience was appreciated by all participants who 
were to transfer what they had learned to other children in their with the help of their teachers. 
The mela was organised by Bharat Gyan Vigyan Samithi. This NGO is a resource organisation on 
innovative pedagogy for literacy and non-formal education. Apart from engaging its own 
professional resource persona in the District and State teams Mahila Samakhya needs to work at 
further networking and co-operation with resource organisations like BGVS in the further 
development of its education component.

The non-formal education centres provide girls access to an alternate form of schooling. Eventually 
this is expected to have a positive impact on increasing the literacy rates of girls and decreasing 
the gender gap in literacy. However, there is no clear philosophy or vision regarding the future 
empowerment of these girls in their socio-economic and cultural environments which is backing 
these nfe initiatives. We also noted a lack of forward lool îng thinking and strategizing for the 
future of the girls: what will be their prospects in life? Does non formal education equip them with 
new perspectives and possibilities? Will they enter into marriage and live the lives of their 
mothers? Will they be able to learn cognitive and practical skills that help to use their talents and 
make a meaningful contribution to rural development? What forms of continuing education exist or 
could be developed? Can they create self-learm g  groups and access the Open School system? 
Will they become eligible for skills/vocational training programmes offered by the State or by other 
organisations? These are questions which Mahila Samakhya will need to address as well as to its
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own role in development of innovative alternatives.

MahUa Shiksana Kendras

The Mahila Shiksana Kendras are the most outstanding and seminal contribution of Mahila 
Samakhya in the area of girls' education. They provide a residential school for teen-age girls 
between 14 and 18 years of age who for various reasons have stopped going to school after 
grade Standard four, mostly because no school facility for upper primary education is available in 
their village. The girls in the M£.C include girls who have been dedicated as devadasi and became 
prostitutes, married and already separated girls and married girls who have become widows and 
have been rejected by their in-laws. The majority of the girls would be married off soon, if they 
had not been in the school and some have been married but are allowed to complete their school 
education till they are eighteen. For them being given this opportunity allows them to delay the 
age of marriage and get a certain level of education first, to escape from being drawn into bonded 
labour, to escape from an existence as prostitute, and to prepare for a new future and life in 
dignity. Efforts to prevent early marriage have not always been successful as pressures from the 
families in the villages remain. In consultation with and upon suggestion from the parents Mahila 
Samakhya now requires parents to sign a letter of bond stating that they cannot take their child 
from the school without being taken to court until they have reached the age of eighteen years. 
This serves as an illustration of the involvement of parents, their confidence in the school and their 
grown recognition of the importance of education for their daughters.

The MSK provides an educational curriculum which follows the formal system and prepares for 
examination at Standard seven and Standard ton in a formal institution. In addition the children get 
lessons in music and art, they got opportunities for learning vocational skills like tailoring and 
typing. By participating In the tiousehold management the girls are encouraged to practice 
management and planning skills, cooking and housekeeping, hygiene and self-care. Discussions on 
gender and other relevant issues are cncouragod on the basis of video, tv programmes, reading the 
newspaper, newsletters or articles etc. Although initially planned for one year, the learners who 
come in at the age of 14 may stay until they have become eighteen. So far only very few have 
completed their Secondary School Level Certificate and loft for further learning (e.g. becoming a 
nurse) or life as a married women in a village. The method of learning is informal, interactive and 
learner friendly through small groups divided by levels of competency, f^uch care is taken to 
create a positive learning environment, which stimulates questioning and further learning.

What we were able to observe when visiting two of the MSKs was a qroup of happy, bright, open 
and vocal young women, eager to learn and explore their ever expanding world. This was the 
more striking after being told the difficulties to overcome by the teachers in winning the learners' 
confidence and getting them to open up. The first MSKs were established in Bijapur, Bidar and 
Mysore, last year three new MSKs have been added in Raichur, Gulbarga and a second one in 
Bijapur. The two MSKs visited by the mission are running extremely well.

The girls have been selected by ttw sahayoginis in consultation with the sanghas. There is a great 
demand from the side of the parents in getting their daughters admitted in the MSK. This makes 
one wonder if parents would be reluctant about the schooling of their daughters if good quality 
and facilities for education are provided.

There are restrictions with regard to the numbers admitted, because of the limited capacity of the 
MSKs which does not reach beyond 50 learners. E.g. not more than one girl per family can be 
admitted. This means that the reality is that the MSK as a residential school is selective and open 
for a very small portion of eligible girls so that it can never be a true solution in providing 
educational opportunities for all teenage school leavers in the districts, who will remain many if 
schools do not improve and expand in numbers.
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W ithout doing injustice to the relevance and importance of the MSK as an extremely valuable 
alternative educational provision for girts, which will definitely change their prospects in life, we 
also need to state that the same what has been mentioned above for non-formal education 
regarding the curriculum, pedagogy and the absence of a vision applies to the MSKs.

A t present there does not seem to be a clear vision w ith  a forward looking perspective on the 
future development of the MSK. The original objective was to provide for an educational facility 
which would help to create an educated cadre of women for development of education in 
backward rural areas and for rural development. The programme was planned for one year after 
which a new cohort of learners would get an opportunity to be admitted. By imperceptibly 
extending the duration of girls staying in the MSK to four years the quantitative in-take capacity 
has been reduced significantiy. And there are no indications of a curriculum that is in itself gender- 
sensitive with a focus on a future life in rural development.

As with the entire education component Mahila Samakhya in Karnataka will need to address many 
questions and decisions regarding its future role in relation to further development of the Mahila 
Shiksana Kendra. Will it become an educational support structure consisting an MSK at each 
taluka of for each cluster? Is it a viable innovative model for alternate school education of out-of
school girls to be taken over, incorporated and multiplied under DPEP or non-formal education? 
Will Mahila Samakhya play a role in the (further) development of alternative learning approaches 
for girls and women and in development of gender-relevant methods and materisls through the 
MSKs? Are MSKs to become seen as part of and complementing the non-formal education 
initiatives at village level and perhaps gradually to be replaced by extending nfe to become a 
village level open learning system that provides education beyond primary level? And/or will the 
MSK gradually be transformed in a training institute which provides condensed courses for a 
multiple set of purposes related to the formation ot female cadre • equipped with a gender 
perspective - for rural development? These are a few of the questions that need to be considered 
in order to decide on the direction of a future strategy for the MSKs in Karnataka.

4.3 Co-operation with the District Primary Education Programme (DPEP)

So far there has been no experience i i co-operation with the District Primary Education 
Programme. In the first phase of the implementation of DPEP Raichur will be the only District 
wherein both programmes are present. Plans are being discussed for involving Mahila Samakhya in 
micro-planning and training for the formation and training of village education committees. In the 
second phase DPEP will expand to Bijapur, Bidar, Gulbarga and Mysore where it can benefit from 
the rich experience and the presence of Mahila Samakhya. It means that there is scope for co
operation to be started now with a perspective on the future. Some areas for future co-operation 
have already been mentioned such as the involvement of sangha women in monitoring schools, 
and their role as catalyst for community participation and creating awareness about the 
importance of girls education. The MS centres for non-formal education and the Mahila Shiksana 
Kendras could become models for alternate forms of education to be incorporated in DPEP and 
Mahila Samakhya could become involved in gender training for DPEP staff, teachers and village 
education committees. From its experience in working with rural women Mahila Samakhya can 
contribute to and co-operate in curriculum development and production of gender-relevant learning 
materials. And Mahila Samakhya could benefit from learning materials made available through 
DPEP, as well as from professional pedagogic inputs in training of nfe teachers.

In this respect the formation of joint MS-DPEP task group is recommended who will work out the 
further plans for co-operation at general State level, as well as for the districts to be covered by 
both programmes, with the aim of e.g.;

increasing access to and retention in primary & continuing education of children and 
especially girls: sanghas could play a catalyst role in this and extend their activities across 
the entire community (of women);
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ensuring quality of learning that is meaningful and gender relevant in the local 
environment: e.g. sanghas being represented in the Village Education Committees (VECs) 
for monitoring children's and teachers attendance as well as ensuring quality and 
meaningful learning; involving sahayoginis and MS/NFE teachers in training of VECs; 
making teaching/instruction gender relevant by involving Mahila Samakhya (education 
resource persons, sahayoginis and NFE/MSK teachers) in the training of teachers; 
providing gender sensitivity training for DPEP implementing staff and in the training of 
teachers;
conducting participatory appraisal studies and micro-planning village level by involving the 
Mahila Sanghas;
joint development and sharing of learning materials, books and learning aids for formal as 
well as non-formal education and making use of the experience of Mahila Samakhya in 
using songs, oral traditions and knowledge, drama, games and play;
joint development of alternate forms of schooling for special groups, who are otherwise 
neglected by the mainstream school system based on experience of Mahila Samakhya in 
non-formal education and the MSK model.

5. Expansion strategies

In Karnataka the Mahila Samakhya has expanded in two phases. The Programme was launched in 
three districts, in Mysore and Bijapur with the assistance of local NGOs and in Bidar by Mahila 
Samakhya. After two years when the Programme had set its roots in these three districts, 
expansion was planned in two new districts which created a block of four Mahila Samakhya 
districts in the north of Karnataka. In the implementation'the new districts could benefit from the 
earlier experiences and the human resources trained in the initial stage. In t>oth districts different 
strategies hav<< been adopted for the mobilisation of villages and women. In Gulbarga sahayoginis 
started campaigning through streotplays and in Raichur Gramsabhas were conducted in the 
villages to inform the community and attract thoir co-operation. Wo have not been able to discuss 
the merits of these different approaches. They have evolved from the earlier experiences in the 
Programme and in response to the prevailing conditions in the Districts. The expansion of the 
Programme within the 'older' districts has been relatively slow and not very actively pursued. 
During the next five year plan Mahila Samakhya intends to further extend its outreach into three 
more districts, which means that by the year 2000 the Programme will be present in almost half of 
the total number of districts in Karnataka.

The strategies for expansion have not been discussed with the State and district teams. However, 
the same situation exists as in other States with the sanghas in different stages of strength 
(formation stage, consolidation stage, weakened, strong). This calls for a diversified strategy 
based on the lessons learned in the past, the increased presence and visibility In the State and 
within the districts and the current momentum of spontaneous expansion via the sanghas.

Sanghas are interested in forming mahila sanghas in neighbouring villages in order to widen their 
network for mutual co-operation, mobilization and activism and to create a critical mass of 
empowered sanghas at block and district levels. Women in surrounding villages are seeking 
assistance in forming their sanghas and the older sanghas can play a role in this process which 
altogether will save time and effort in the formation stage. The process of expansion is to be seen 
in connection with the process of de-linking the strong sanghas and strengthening of their 
capacities to become self-reliant.

From the General Report we reiterate the following points of attention which can guide the 
formulation and implementation of a differentiated the expansion strategy: 
for districts and talukas where Mahila Samakhya already has a presence

reinforcing the sangha strength and capacity  building for self-reliance of the older sanghas; 
de linking the strong and self re liant sanghas from  direct sahayogini support;
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promoting sanghas to become a community forum of women across caste, class or 
communal divides,
strengthening networking among sanghas and the formation of cluster groups, 
strengthening and building of support structures at the block level,
forming new sanghas in areas surrounding the clusters wherein Mahila Samakhya is 
present;
involving the old sanghas and clusters in the formation and strengthening of new sanghas, 

and for new districts
selection to be based on transparent criteria e.g. poverty indicators, indicators for gender 
equality, female literacy rates, potential for linking up with DPEP and/or other schemes for 
poverty alleviation and socio-economic development,
ensuring that staff and necessary infra-structure are in place and well prepared/trained 
before starting the activities in the new districts.

The expansion strategy is to include attention to the human resources component and capacity 
building for new and diversified roles at all levels of the Mahila Samakhya structure.

In relation to expansion to new areas and consolidation in the talukas wherein Mahila Samakhya is 
already present attention needs to be given development of more special strategies for working in 
areas, which cause difficulties because of their mixed economies, a high influx from migration, 
from urban life styles, commercial attitudes and political activism. The strategies for working with 
a predominantly rural population may not be adequate to meet the social conditions of women 
under these circumstances. This situation applies for instance to one of the talukas in Raichur 
District.

6. Documentation and reporting

Over the years Mahiln Samakhya has produced a wealth of documentation which provides a rich 
resource of information for internal as wall as for external purposes. The documentation consists 
of sangha and village profiles, case studies, reflection papers, video's, brochures, diaries and 
records of meetings, newsletters etc. The various nources provide the basis for quarterly and 
annual progress roports, which record activities related to certain issues, illustrative cases, training 
programmes, eve: ts taking place and some reflections etc. These reports provide little insight in 
the progression and evolution of the Programme in a long time perspective and in relation to the 
basic principles and objectives of Mahila Samakhya. And there is a tendency in such reports to 
give attention to the successes and positive examples. A critical analysis of less positive 
experiences is also needed in order to identify and understand the working of constraining factors 
and to draw the lessons for future strategizing.

Due to the internal problems not much attention could be given during the last year to review the 
documentation and reporting system and to the development of an effective documentation 
strategy. There is need for more systematisation and consolidation of the resource materials which 
allow for following the different processes over a longer period. The creation of a data base of 
gender relevant development statistics, could help to place the contributions from Mahila 
Samakhya in a wider development perspective.

As mentioned in the introductory paragraph the State Programme Office is planning a three tier 
approach to getting better insight in the development processes of the sanghas which includes a 
mechanism for following the sangha development processes with a set of concrete, and possibly 
quantifiable indicators, which can be computer-processed. We fully endorse this initiative and 
recommend the State Programme Office also to look into the documentation systems which have 
evolved in the other state programmes. Furthermore, the process of reflection and re-orientation 
which is taking place already forces to Programme staff to look back critically for indicators that 
provide clear insight on what has been and is going on in the Programme in terms of its aims and 
objectives.
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Studies are part of a documentation system, they allow for a deeper analysis of selected and 
relevant phenomena. In this report various areas for studies have been mentioned which could be 
integrated as part of a new docunwntation strategy.

7. Mahila Samakhya as a resource organisation for the empowerment of women

Mahila Samakhya is perceived as a time-bound programme that is to phase itself out after a 
certain period of time. This perception is in contradiction with the understanding of empowerment 
as an on-going process of growth, .einforcement of inner strength and expansion towards broader 
horizons, as well expansion in terms of dealing with new issues and struggles. What can be time- 
bound is the process of sangha formation and consolidation, and the period a sangha needs in 
order to de link itself from the regular support of its sahayogini.

Sanghas as they are becoming stronger, develop confidence and capabilities to be self-reliant in 
managing their own meetings and financial affairs. More and more sanghas are seen taking their 
own decisions, solving their problems, accessing resoi'fces independently from sahayoginis' 
involvement. They are planning, strategizing and executing their activities, they share their loint 
responsibilities and by this they play a greater role in determining their futures and influencing 
social change. Such processes of change do not evolve without resistance from the environment, 
without disappointments and compromises, without recurring struggles, which might require freoh 
inputs to reinforce the process of empowerment. In these processes of growing self-reliance and 
strength of the sanghas the relationship of the mahila sanghas with Mahila Samakhya is bound to 
be changing and needs to be redefined in new terms.

In recognition of the sanghas ns mature, self-sustaining organisations in their own right, capable of 
making thoir own decisions and determining the direction of their devekjprnont process, the Mahila 
Samakhya Structure has to diversify and change its role. From this point of view Mahila Samakhya 
can be regarded as one of the resoutce organisations to bo accessed by the sanghas for provision 
of (gender-sensitive) training Inputs and materials, for providing Information, knowledge and new 
perspectives on issues coming up in the sangha, for facilitation of access to other resource 
organisations or assistance In aetting up and sustaining support structures. Mahila Samakhya will 
still have a role in facilitating inter sangha networking at block and district levels and In capacity 
building for support structures at cluster or block levels initiated by sangha networks. The role of 
Mahila Samakhya with regard to providing gender-sensitive pedagogic and other training support 
to teachers for nfe, child care centres, formal schools and for village education committees is 
bound to be getting greater emphasis and importance in the future. And at the same time Mahila 
Samakhya will have to maintain Its presence for formation of new sanghas in new villages and for 
strengthening the sanghas which are r>ot yet ready to be self-reliant.

Instead of phasing itself out the Mahila Samakhya Programme structure is able to build on the 
strength of its presence and its aedibility gained in the Districts and the State. Its future is to 
expand and differentiate its role in order to be responsive to the needs related to the different 
stages of development of the existing and the new sanghas: independent self-reliant sanghas; 
weaker sanghas that want to become self-reliant; young and emerging sanghas; sangha networks 
and federations etc. Furthermore, Mahila Samakhya has created a strong role for itself in initiating 
and supporting gender-sensitive educational innovations for children as well as adults. The on
coming new developments related to the expansion of DPEP in MS districts, as well as the future 
developments in adult (post) literacy calls for the establishment of tripartite partnerships between 
the concerned education programmes (MS, DPEP, AE) and requires the experience and continuing 
presence of Mahila Samakhya in order to ensure the focus on education for girls' and women's 
empowerment to which the Government of India has committed itself in its education policY 
(1986). And Mahila Samakhya as a support structure of the Mahila sanghas could play a stronger 
role in advocacy and policy development in support of w om en 's equality and empowerment.
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By converting the existing structure of DIUs and SPO into a network of Mahila Samakhya’ 
Resource Centres with accessible branches at taluka and cluster levels it can provide a flexible, 
accessible and multi-functional support structure. These Resource Centres could provide or 
facilitate access to training resources (process, perspective building, issues based and/or training 
of trainers), assist in development of training curricula and manuals, assist in further development 
of effective training/learning methods, as well as gender-sensitive learning materials for self
directed learning. The Resource Centres can have a role in collecting, converting and disseminating 
relevant information, in documentation and research, in dissemination of newsletters etc. And the 
centres can provide for social, legal, job/career counselling, as well as training and library facilities. 
These Resource Centres will provide a multi-purpose support network which can be flexible and 
responsive to the needs of the Programme and varied processes in the field.

The District Resource Centres and their branches at block level could be staffed by sahayoginis 
who will be the resource persons and by professional resource persons and (temporary) 
consultants with specific assignments or tasks. The District Programme Coordinator will be 
Resource Centre Co-ordinator and remain in charge of the Programme in the District be it from the 
perspective of a Programme support structure.

At State level a similar conversion could be considered, although a State Resource Centre might 
be taking a slightly different role with a stronger emphasis on advocacy and influencing policies, 
on studies and compilation & analysis of data, on providing for professional development of the 
Programme Staff and on networking with other resource organisations. Its tasks could include e.g. 
the following:

the identification of training resources within and outside the State,
providing assistance in developing and implementing internal monitoring mechanisms,
documentation, evaluation and studies,
the conversion and dissemination to the districts of information and learning materials from 
elsewhere,
organisation of state and national level reflection workshops for Programme staff and 
external resource persons,
the facilitation exchange and exposure visits (in two directions),
development and implementation of strategies for advocacy and influencing the policy 
structures (policy and decision makers, policy changes, the implementnt >n of policies and 
the public), e.g. via the National Alliance of Women (NAWO).

The network of Mahila Samakhya Resource Centres which is flexible and adaptable to the needs 
of the empowerment/development processes, can provide a more permanent support structure in 
the State and in the Districts that can branch out to the blocks and clusters, and co-operate with 
other (education) resource centres by exchanging services in order to avoid duplication.

The creation of a support structure as proposed will requiro a review of the staff requirements and 
the staffing policy. It requires a human resources development plan which provides for staff 
development, stdff training and capacity building including new possibilities for horizontal and 
vertical mobility, for new and differentiated career paths for sahayoginis and district staff. To 
accompany the recommended changes a review of the financial pattern and financial management 
procedures will also be necessary.
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STATISTICAL DATA KARNATAKA

ANNEX I

Table : III 
Social and Demographic Indicators

Index Bidar Bijapur Gulbarga Mysore Raichur Karnataka

C.B.R (1991) 30.4 30.1 31.1 26.9 30.3 27.0

C .D .R (1991) ^ 9.2 10.0 9.9 8.3 8.2 8.6

Sex Ratio (1991) 952 963 962 979 978 959

I.M.R 105 121 107 98 116 73

Mean Age at 
Marriage (1901)

16.9 16.7 15.80 16.20 17.0 19.2

Proportion of girls 
married 15-19 yrs 
(1981)

53.29 62.06 58.44 41.56 59.31 36.24

C.P.R (1993) 47.62 45.87 35.84 63.52 37.13 50.25

Per capita Income 
(in lakhs, 1993-94)

1626 2030 2065 2399 1753 2423

Scheduled 
Population {%)

20.9 16.8 26.6 24.1 25.0 19.4

Women Agricultural 
Labourers (1991)

42 .0 38.0 39.0 22.0 43.0 49.06

Total Female 
Literacy reate (1991)

24.8 33.6 20.1 32.1 17.8 37.4

Sources: Census of lr>dia 1991;
Sheel C.Nuna, Women and Development; National Institute of Educational 
Planning and Administration; CMIE 1996
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TaWe: IV I 
Literacy Rates in Karnataka 1981 & 1991 ]

States 1981 1991*

Male Female Total j1 Male Female Total

KARNATAKA 48.6 " 27.8 38.4 56.3 37.4 47.0

Bijapur 45.1 18.4 31.9 57.2 33.6 45.6

Bidar 38.7 14.4 26.8 47.6 24.8 36.5

Guibarga 36.2 25.1 30.7 41.5 20.1 31.0

Raichur 36.1 13.6 24.9 39.5 17.8 28.8

Mysore 39.7 23.0 31.6 47.3 32.1 39.9

Notes; li) ' Crude Literacy Rate -  Number of Literates

Total Population, (inclusive of 0-6 age group)

(ii) Literacy rates exclude children in the age group 0-6 who are treated as 
illitorotos in the 1991 Census.

Source: Socio-Economic nnd Demographic Profile of Knrnatako, (1993), Population Centro 
Bnngnloro.
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ANNEX II

COVERAGE AND EXPANSION OF THE MAHILA SAMAKHYA PROGRAMME IN KARNATAKA

T»bi«: V

M « M «  SwnalihYa o u t fM C h In Karnataka (1996)

D is tric ts Tota l 

No. Of 

Taluks

No.

M .S.P

*n

Tota l No. 

O f villagas

No. o f 

VUlaeas

M .S . in 

1997

Rufsl Femata 

population 

1991 in  

m illion

M S

Mambars

% SC to  to ta l 

poputat»on of 

tba  d it th c t 

(1981)

% ST to  to ta l 

population of 

tha  d is tric t 

(1981)

Bidar 5 5 598 240 .49 7000 16.05 4.33

Biiapuf 11 6 1244 225 1.0 7258 15.11 4.80

Qulb«ro« 10 6 1305 171 0.9 6840 21.89 4.69

Mysora 11 6 1641 203 1.0 6000 17.70 6 4?

R«*chur 9 4 1401 134 0,9 4466 15.12 9 94

Karnatak*

S ta t*

1 75 77 77.078 973 1 f) 7 30,564 15 07 4 91

N ot* M S P  M ahiia S«m«khy« Progf«mm«i

Source. M «h4l« S«m«khv« Ar\ovia( C»n&v>« o<  ̂\ ^95)^

------

Tatila VI 

SaKayotftnia

Oiatricts 1989 1997 93 1995 96

B«dar 1b 20 20

Bt)apur 14 19 18

GutbsfQa 16 16

Mysora 19 19

Ratchur 9 11

Totsl 63 82 83

Sourca: Mahila Samakhva Karnataka. Annual Report 1995-96.

1 Mahila Samakhya, N sttonal G v«rv iew  fo f 1992-93

lab ta

S a lw

i; VI) 1 
rakla 1

Oiatrictfe 1995 9ti I

Bidar 1200

Bijapuf 450 1

Gulbarga 328 1

Mysore n.i.

1 Raichuf 1 74

. oial 2152

S our.e ; M .S.K A iv x ia i Report 1995-96.
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Expansion

Table: VIII

Districts N o .  Of villages M.S in 
1992-93

No. of villayes in 
1995-96

------------
li

Increase in nr of villages ij 

reached ! t
■1 3idnr 1 1 4 4 208 -f 64 1

j Bijiipur 2 1 5 225 +  10

Gulbiirga 1 2 0 164 +  44

Mysore 200 203 +  3

Raichur 82 114 +  32

Total 761 914 4-153

Source: Mahila Samakhya Karn.itaka, Anniinl Report 1995-96 
Mahila Samakhya National 0  rviow for 1992-93.

Tobl«: IX 
Tho Growth of Sangha*

Distnctn 199? 93 1994 95 1995 96 Chnnijn
1992/3
1995/0

Rogistorod
Snnghns

Dicinr 110 18B 200 f 90 n.i.

Bijnpur 148 200 200 f 52 99

Gulbarga 100 130 130 f 30 105

Mysore 150 173 173 f 23 2

Raichur 47 66 70 + 23 30

Total 555 655 773 -^218 256 ( -t- Bidar)

Source: MSK Annual Repc'ts
Mahila Samakhya, National overview for 1992-93.
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ANNEX III

NOTES ON BIDAR DISTRICT

The Mahila Samakhya programme in Bidar began in 1989 in four of the five talukas of the district 
and in 1992 went on to cover all the five talukas. Bidar is the only district in the state where 
Mahila Samakhya is operating in all the talukas. The five lakh population of Bidar is distributed 
over 587 villages. Mahila Samakhya is well established in 144 or 24 per cent of the villages. In 
1996-97 there were 7000 Sangha members. Assuming that each member came from one 
household the coverage could be said to be of a population of 40,000. This is on the assumption 
that the average household size in the state is around 5.6 members per household. The sanghas 
vary in the length of their duration.

Most of the work of the Mahila Samakhya in this district is among the scheduled caste and the 
tribal population. It must also ')e added in the context of this district that the proportion of the 
scheduled caste ant! scheduled tribe population is much higher than the state average. The 
population of the scheduled caste stood around 20.71 per cent and of the scheduled tribes 8.30 
per cent. Together they form nearly 30 per cent of the district population.(Census of India 1991|.

Table: X
Distribution of Mahila Samakhya in Bidar 1996-97

Tnluk Total No. Of 
Villngos

No. of Villagos 
M.S in

Rural Fomalo 
Population

MS S.iiujhji 
motiihors

Aurnd 149 50 1,03,114 1
Bhalki 120 40 96,566 1
Bidar 123 21 96,883

Basavakalytin 113 36 10,0832

Homnabad 82 39 98,861

District 587 240 4,96,256 7,000

Sources; Census of India 1991, Series 11 Part 12-B, Karnataka.
Mahila Samakhya Karnataka, Annual Report 1995-96.

District Profile
Bidar is one of the most charming district of Karnataka full of history and legends, and replete w ith  
monuments. It is also the base for major social reform movements that shook the very structure 
of medieval hinduism. The heavy burden of its historical past is still weighing down upon it and 
shows very slow signs of recovery from centuries of exploitation. Today it presents a picture of 
neglect and ruin. The dice are loaded very heavily against ttie women of this district, be it in 
terms of education, health, work or social practices.

Bidar lies at the farthest north-eastern corner of Karnataka, located some 700 kilometres from 
Bangalore. Bidar forms the tri-junction of the three principal religions and cultures of the Deccan, 
Maharastra, Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka. Manjara, a tributary of Godavari is the mam river. 
Bidar is one of the smaller districts in terms of both area and population.
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Major Characteristics of the District In Relation to Economic Resources.
It has a predominantly rural character. Agriculture is the mainstay of economic activities and more 
than 85 per cent of the lands are cultivable. There are no major irrigation projects and at present 
wells constitute the major source of irrigation. Dry farming, dependent on the vagaries of monsoon 
is the problem. Even w ith in  the district the northern and north-western parts are more backward 
even in agriculture. There are no large scale industries except for a sugar factory.

The soils are fertile, but it is the variation in rainfall that causes anxiety and distress. The ground 
water resources are considerable and w ith its systematic exploitation Bidar would be an 
agriculturally prosperous dist' ct. In the low lands all kinds of grains, sugar cane and especially 
grapes grow in abundance. Jowar, wheat, gram are the most important food crops. Among rK>n- 
food crops are sugar cane and oil seeds. Three-fourth o f the area is under food crops and one 
fourth under non-food crops.

Land Holdings
Land holdings are small and 35 per cent o f the holdings are smaller than 2 hectares each. These 
account for only 8 .6  per cent of the total cultivated area. Relatively large holding w ith  areas o f 5 
to 10 hectares account for about 19 per cent of the tota l. The extent of landlessness in the 
district would be an useful information to have about the sangha members.

Agric(i’'tiral Labour
The proportion of women working in agricultural labour is very high in this district. Thirty per cent 
of the women in the district are in the workforce and of those working seventy six per cent work 
as agricultural wage workers. Their wages are paid partly in cash and partly in kind. Moreover, 
variations of bonded labour still exist. Agricultural practices, are labour intensive and agricultural 
relations continue to bo extremely exploitative and feudal. It is work in agriculture that provides a 
living and sustenance to the vast majority of the population and wom en's Involvement in this 
activity in all castes is exceptionally high. The wage rates are extremely low, between 5 and 8 Rs. 
per duys work. Though the minimum wngos proscribed by the government Is much higher, due to 
the (ibundanco of cheap female labour and lack of altornative employment opportunities, it has not 
been possible to enforce higher wages. Mtihtln Samnkhya is aware of the situation but is helploss 
to do anything about it. No strategies or systematic efforts to rectify the situation seem to have 
been taken so far. This could be an area to work in the futuni.

In spito of good infrastructure in terms of roads and electricity Bidar is amongst the most
industrially backward districts in the state. There are no large scale or medium scale industries of
any kind. Animal husbandry is an important economic activity besides agriculture.

As a result of these economic conditions the population grow th rate in Bidar has been considerably 
lower than in the State at 20.83 per cent. This low growth rate may be largely because of heavy 
out migrations from the district fo^ long periods to other neighbouring states due to the 
exceptionally low wage rates. All this seems to be changing as more economic activity seems to 
be slowly coming into Bidar, being at close proximity to Sholapur and Hyderabad.

Social Indicators
The choice of Bidar district by Mahila Samakhya was made on the basis that it had very low  
literacy rates, especially for women, and also for its general social backwardness. The literacy rate 
in Bidar is much lower than the state average. This has been so over four decades although 
compared to the base-line figures for 1951 some progress can be said to  have taken place. Table 
XI shows the progress o f rural female literacy in the district.
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Table: XI
Rural Female Uteracy Rates. Bidar 1951-91

1951

1961

1971

1981

1991

1.48

4.67

8.69

14.28

24.51

Source; Census o1 India 1991.

The literacy rates among the tatukas vary stitl further. The socio-cultural attitudes and the grinding 
economic conditions make the parents keep the girl child at home. Birth rates continue to be high 
and family size large. As can be seen form Table Xli, birth rates continue to be hiijh, and infant 
mortality are way above the state average. More tnan half the girls (53%) get married in their 
teens.

TbW«. XH
D«moor«pNc ChafBCt»ri*tic». Bidar (1991)

Districts
Birth Rate Per 
1000 Population 
(1990 91)

Couple
protection Rnto 
(1993)

tnfan! Mortality 
Rato pm 1000 
Nv« birtlis

Mean Ago at 
Marriage 
of Female 
(1981)

1
% of Mnrriod 
romnloR Ago 
15 19

Bidar 30.1 47.62 10b 15.70 53.29 1

Karnataka
(Average)

27.0 50.26 73 (1992) 19.2 36.24

Sourco«:(i)Estimates of Vital Rate* forTha Districts of Karnataka 1951-91, Government of Karnataka; 
Population Centre Bangalore, by P.J.BhattBcharjee
(it) Socio-Economic and Demographic Profile of Karnataka, (1993), Population Centre 
Bangalore.

AvailabHity of facilitiaa for Education.
According to the 1991 Census figures for the district out of the 598 villages, 96.66 per cent have 
at least one primary school each w ithin their limits. W ithin Bidar District there are 20 villages 
which do not have even a primary school. And as many as 12 primary schools are located in Bidar 
itself, as the concentration o f schools is in the urban areas. Not only do some of the villages have 
no schools at all, but in those viHages which have the school provides primary education only up 
to Standard four.

Among the nineteen districts of Karnataka, Bidar reports the lowest rate for literacy, particularly 
among rural women (see also Table II in ANNEX 1).

Migration
Given the drought and famine prone conditions in agriculture and the extreme poverty of the 
peasant population there is large scale n igration periodically from the districts. The women's
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collectives faces this problem as families migrate in search of work for targe part of the year. The 
work of Mahila Samakhya gets disrupted from time to time as a result of this.

Health Fadiities
Medical facilities are inadequate in the tatukas. Except for Bidar the other talukas have very few 
facilities. In 1981 only 10.37 per cent o f the inhabited villages had medical facilities. Hopefully in 
1991 the situation might have improved. According to the Socio-Economic and Demographic 
Profile of Karnataka 1993’ Bidar district had in 1993 a total of 262 health care facilities including 
10 Community Health Centres, 35 Primary Health Centres and 217 Sub Centres for a tota l of 587 
villages. It would appear that access to good facilities seems to be a problem. A  great deal needs 
to be done in the area of health of women and children. A ttention to  wom en's reproductive health 
is called for.

Going by the low sex ratio itself women's chance of survival as compared to men’s seems 
problematic.

Table; XIII 
S *x Ratio

Taluk No. Of Females per 10OC M alat

Batavakalyan 981

Bhalki 971

Bidar 948

Homanbdi 964

Aurod 964

Dittricl 96 6

Source: Census of India, Series-11 Karnataka 1991

There is a need for reliable village level data on the frequency of death of infants, aod women in 
childbirth. Mahila Samakhya sanghas could play a role the collection and provision of information 
on such vital issues for the district, as well as information on the Primary Health Care Centres and 
their functioning in the talukas.

Conclusion
The most important needs Bidar are related to  wom en's education and better wages for 
women's work in agriculture, and women’s (reproductive) health. And the Mahila Sanghas could 
play a rote in conducting village level surveys in their villages, which provide relevant base-line 
data in the areas of education, women’s health, wom en's involvement in wage labour and labour 
migration, bor>ded labour etc. This would be useful for development of effective strategies and for 
informing of and building linkages w ith  relevant Departments of the Government w ith  the aim of 
influencing the implementation of their policies.

Socio-Economic and Demographic Profils of Karnataka (1993), Population Centre Bangatoca
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ANNEX IV

NOTES ON MANILA SAMAKHYA IN BUAPUR

The district of Bijapur is one of the largest district of Karnataka. It accounts fo r 6.47 per cent of 
the State's population and covers 9 per cent of its geographical area. Bijapur d istrict is located in 
the central sector of the northern most portion of Karnataka State. Though historically a city of 
great importance, it is today considered one of the most backward districts of Karnataka. 
Historically it is a very interesting district w ith  its monuments exuding medieval charm and 
grandeur. The district is sparsely populated. The population growth r«tes are lower than those ..r 
the entire State.

Administrative Divisions
Bijapur was one of the first district in which the Mahila Samakhya programme was introduced in 
1989. The programme was initiated through the zilla parishads located in the district. The fvlahila 
Samakhya Programme is now operating in six of the talukas. Three of the talukas were taken up 
when the programme was started in 1989. Subsequently tw o more talukas were added in 1992 
<nnd since then the programme has not tried to  expand further into other talukas.

The district contains 1,253 inhabited villages. Being a very large district, the area is very unevenly 
distributed among its villages and talukas. The throe talukas of Indi, Sindgi and Bijapur account for 
almost 40.62 per cent of the total area of the district. Three talukas Bilgi, Bagalkhot and Mudhol 
which are small and cover less than 1000 sq. Kilomotres in area. The distances that need to be 
covered in a taluka varies a great deal for the Mahila Samakhya Programme workers, making 
access problematic in many of the largo districts w ith tho widely dispersed population.

The throe large talukas wore chosen for the Mnhiln Samakhya Programme. Taluk Mudhol is tho 
smallest. Table XIV sots out tho broad distribution of ttio programme in tho district. Tho number of 
villages in a talukn varies between 6b to 160.

1 Tat)l«:XIV

Mahla Samatthyai In Bijapur

Taluki Total No. of 

villagai In tlxi 

district

No. of

vtllagat M .S . 

i t  in

Tola! rornaJe 

Po(Kjl«tion of tho 

taluk

Araa in Sq.km t Mahila SniHjha 

mamt>ors

Bijapur 107 56 1 ,3 6 ,3 0 0 2 .6 5 9  S.. km

Bagawadi 119 33 1 ,1 6 .2 1 0

Irtdl 122 32 1 .3 4 ,3 1 9 2 .2 2 5  Sq.km

Muddabihal 149 4 2 8 8 ,4 3 5

Mudhol 77 3 0 8 0 ,681 9 5 0  Sq.km

Singdi 142 3 3 1 ,2 9 .0 2 0 2 ,1 7 6  Sq.km

D la tr tc t( ll) 1 ,2 5 3 2 2 5 1 ,1 0 1 .6 8 4 1 7 .0 6 9  Sq.Km. 7 ,2 5 8

Average Taluk Population 2 6 6 . 1 8 1 No. of Households 4 .8  lakhs. 

Source; Cer^sus of India 1 9 9 1 , District Census Handbook . Bijapur
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Scheduled Castes
The district has a high concentration of the scheduled population. Scheduled castes constitute 
17.39 per cent of the districts population and their proportion in the rural areas is 18.81 per cent. 
In many of the predominantly agriculture villages their proportion is more than 20 per cent. The 
presence of the scheduled tribes is negligible around 1.35 per cent. Their proportion is lower than 
the State average of 4.26 per cent. In seventy per cent of the villages they form less than five per 
cent of the population. In four villages they constitute more than fifty  per cent of the population. 
The Mahila Samakhya programme concentrates on the scheduled caste population to  a large 
measure.

Some Basic Social indicators
The choice of the Bijapur district was made on the basis that its social indicators particularly those 
concerning women were very low . Table XV presents some of these indicators in comparison 
w ith  the figures for the state.

Tabi* : XV 
Soclai and Demographic Indicator*

Index Bijapur Karnataka

C.B.R (1991) 30.1 27.0

C.D.R 11991) 10.0 8.6

Sex Ratio (1991) 963 960

I.M.R 121 73

Moan Age at Marringo (1981) 16.7 19.2

Proportion of girls married 15-19 yrs. (1981) 62.06 36.24

C.P.R (1993) 45.87 50.25

Per capita Income (in lakhs, 1993-94) 2030 2423

Scheduled Population (%) 16.8 19.4

Women Agricultural Laborers % among main workers (1991) 69.47 49.69

Total Female Literacy (1991) 33.6 37,4

Source: Census of India 1991;
Sheel C.Nuna, Women and Development; National Institute of Educational 
Planning and Administration; CMIE 1996

An important indicator that help us understand the status of women is the sex ratio. This gives us 
an idea of the broad survival chances women have in an area. The sex ratio in the state is low  but 
rates in Bijapur district and the taluks are still lower and have been deteriorating between census 
periods, giving a cause for great concern.

As can be seen from the Table XVI the sex ratio for the rural population of the d istrict expressed 
as the number of females per 1CXX) males, is lower than the State average of 973. Three talukas 
covered by Mahila Samakhya show a lower ratio than the d istrict average of 968 females per
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1000 males. Moreover, between 1981 and 1991, the sex ratio seems to  have worsened for 
women in the district from 982 to 968. This gives us an indication of the deteriorating health 
condition of women in the district, at situation that w ill need the attention o f the Mahila Samakhya 
Programme.

Tabl« :XV1 

S«x ratio for Rural Population 1991

Takiks covsfed by 

Mahila Samakhva

Sex Ratio Proportion of Rural population 

served by medical amenities.

Bagewadi 9 6 9 6 6 .4 4

Biiapur 9 3 6 4 7 .7 5

Indi 93 5 4 3 .5 0

Muddebthal 9 9 6 3 0 .9 2

Mudhol 9 7 5 5 0 .4 7

Sindai 951 1 9 .5 3

1 Omtnct Rural 9 6 8 40 .81

Karnataka S ib I b (R) 9 7 3

Sourca: O lttricI Canaut MartdIbook. Bijaptir 199
...................  .  -

Economic Characterlatics
Bijapur is ossontially an agriculturnl district w ith its population tloixindont on n(iricultur«l wago 
labour. Woman in this district oro active in the labour force. Tlui work pwrticipotion rates for 
women of all castes are high.

Tabla; XVII 

W ort Participation (1 9 8 1 )

District %  Female %  Female %  Females %  Female %  Female %  Non-

l^ain M arg in^ Workers Workers Cultivator Agricultural Scheduled

Workers in in Female (Main -f s in Labourers Female

Female Population Marginal) in Female in Female Agricultural

Population Female M ain Main Labourers in

Populatkjn W orkers Workers Non-Sct>eduled

(Rufal) (Rural) (Rural) Female Main

W orkers (Rural)

Bijapw 1 9 .96 8 .6 7 3 3 .0 0 1 8 .1 7 7 3 .6 6 7 0 .9 8

Source: Sheel C.Nuna, W om en and Development; National Institute of Educational Planning and Administration.

(1 990 )

Virtually half of the women workers are dependent on aghcultural wage latxsur (45.87) according
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to the 1991 Census figures, land is by far the most important economic resource of Bijapur. The 
rainfaH and climatic conditions are quite unfavourable. Lands utilised for agricultural and 
horticultural purposes constitute about 69 per cent. These lands until recently have been rainfed 
and totally dependent on the monsoon and the District has been known for the frequent 
occurrence of famines and scarcity conditions. Wells constitute the main source o f irrigation and 
feed about 65 .49  per cent o f the total irrigated area. There are large number o f pumpsets in the 
districts. Production of food crops such as jowar, bajra, wheat and dais are of great importance. 
Among cash crops cotton, groundnuts and safflower are important. In spite of many agricultural 
programmes launched to increase productivity, there has been a decline in the net area sown over 
the years.

Land HoldSngs
Since the productivitY of the land has been low and cultivation carried out under dry, that is -un- 
inigated conditions, the land holdings have all along displayed a tendency to be larger than 
elsewhere in the state. Besides dry farming, handloom weaving and rearing of livestock forms a 
subsidiary occupation.

Literacy
The district lags behind in the field of literacy in general and rural female literacy in particular. The 
rural areas lag behind in educational facilities. Children are required to work. This combined w ith  
lack of ::wareness of the bonefit<« o ' education and non-availability of educational facilities have 
kept literacy rates low. Over the decades, since Indian independence the rates have improved, but 
large disparity between male and female literacy rates continues. Though primary education has 
been made compulsory by the state, female literacy stands around half of the male rates. 
According to the government reports 96 per cent of the villages have schools. There are 1730 
primary schools in the district.

Tabi*: XVIII 

Rural Lltvracy - BI)iHXir 19S1-91

Y aw Famain litsracy rate Mala lltaracy rata

1961 5 .8 6 2 8 .8 3

1981 1 8 .46 4 5 .2 2

1991 3 5 .2 9 6 6 .0 9

Sourca: Census of India, District Cansua Mandb<~ik, Bijapur 1 9 91 .

Mahila Samakhya Literacy Intervention
The literacy rate among the scheduled caste women in extremely low  (see ANNEX I, Table IV).
These are the women w ith whom the Mahila Samakhya works in Bijapur. The Mahila Samakhya
Programme's initial e ffort to take literacy to these women was through active participation in the 
Literacy Campaign in 1991. Mahila Samakhya has made a very substantial contribution when the 
ciimpaign was on.

Table XIX on the following page gives an overview of the various efforts o f Mahila Samakhya
Bijapur in the field o f education as literacy.
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T *W « :X IX  

M S Utaracy Effort* - Bi^apur (1 9 9 6 )

Index No. of Centres No. of Children

NorvFoitnal Education Cantras 74 1 .9 93

No. of Adult Education Centra* 33 34 2

No. of Crechas 12 3 3 0

Mahila Shikshana Kendras 2 5 0

Source: Bijapur M S  Anrtual Report 1 9 9 5 -9 6 .



NOTES ON RAICHUR DISTRICT

Raichur District is situated in the north-eastern sector of the state of Karnataka is a vast stretch of 
a plane. The epic Ramayana, narrates the events and episodes that took place in this tract of land 
during those legendary days. It was here that Lord Rama met Hanuman. These legendary 
references apart, the district has been the abode of man since early time. The mythological and 
historical importance of this district gives it an ambience of its own.

Until recent years Raichur ranked amongst the most backward districts of the state. Raichur in 
the past suffered frequently from droughts and famines. In the last few  years it has been 
transformed into a flourishing tract. This has been possible mainly on account of the 
Tunghabhadra Reservoir project which provided hydro electric power as well as water for the 
irrigation for the vast tracts of land. The tw o important rivers the Krishna and the Tunghabhadra 
have been associated w ith the religious and cultural life of the people. W ith the harnessing of 
these tw o rivers, the landscape has undergone change due to the construction of the left bank 
canal. The South Eastern Belt of the district now has been turned into a wet farming zone. An 
idea regarding the tremendous increase in the area under irrigation may be had from the fact that 
in a matter of a decade between 1957-58 and 1966-67, the irrigated area rose from 14.5 
thousands to 198,068 hectares.

The basic economy rests on agricultural land. Assured irrigation facility has given a boost to the 
agricultural sector. Nearly 85 per cent of the land is brought under cultivation. The district, known 
lor the production of cotton, groundnuts, sunflower seeds and jowar. It ranks foremost among 
the cotton growing districts of the state. There tire many cotton ginning nnd pressing factories.

The district has witnessed n substantially high population growth raio nnd w ithin the districts 
different tracts have oxporloncod growth ;i! different rates. The areas which have been 
transformed on account of apsurod irrigation, have gained considerably in population while those in 
dry farming show low grow th rates. The average population of an Inhabited vlllnno of the district 
works out to 1028. The average population varies between 747 in Deviidurga to 1369 In Sindhnur 
Taluka. The total number of houselujlds in the district in 1991 400,000. IConsus, 1991).

The tVlahlla Samakhya programme in Raichur began in 1992 and l\us booti In existence the last 
four years. In this period has spread into four of the nine talukas atid in 114 of 1401 inhabited 
villages. These are the talukas of Yelburga, Devadurga, Kustagi and Raichur.

The coverage can be said to be in 50 per cent ot the taluk and 10 per cent of the villages. 
Choice of Raichur was made on the .olatlve backwardness of the district and the proxim ity to the 
three districts where the programme existed already.

ANNEX V
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Table:!

Baiic Statistics M iM a  Samakhya, Raichur (199S )

Talukas Total No of 

Villages

No. of

M .S .

villages

Sangha

members

Rural Female 

Population

% irrigated 

to cultivable 

land

No. of beds 

in medical 

Institutions

Devadurga 17 3 2 3 3 5 0 6 5 ,1 2 0 1 .6 3 2.01

Kushtagi 1 6 3 2 3 4 8 0 6 2 .8 8 3 1 .0 0 1 .5 3

Raichur 152 2 0 4 0 0 7 3 ,6 5 4 6 .8 2 1 .4 9

Yelbarga 138 50 1 .2 3 0 7 3 ,771 1 .6 3 5 .3 0

District Total (9) 1 .4 01 113 2 .4 6 0 7 ,1 8 ,9 2 8 1 0 .0 7 1.21

Source: Census of India 1981 Series 9 , Karnataka.

Education
Tho rurni fomalo literacy rntos in'tho district and in tho ta lu k n s  arc very low. Tho ra t(3S atTiong tho 
scht'ciulod t>o|)ulation nro ovon lowor (soo ANNEX I, Tablo III). Tho litoracy initiativos undor tho 
Mahiln Sotnakhyn Programmo nro prosofitoiJ bolow.

TabI*; XX

Lltaracy InHiatlvaa , MahUa Sumakhya Raichur 1 9 9 0

1 Taluk* NFE- Cnntraa No: of 

Chikirnn

CinctM* No: of 

Cliiltitan

A.E M .S.K

YoltHirQo 36 5 105

Kushtagi 7 2 65

Raicfiur 1 1

Devadurga 2 4 50

Total 4 6 1 ,23 . 1 1 222 - 1

Source: MS Annual Report 19 9 5 -9 6

Health
Health and Education are tw o  areas of great urgency in Raichur D istrict. As can be seen from the 
table presented the district shows very high birth rates and infant mortality rates. The couple 
protection rate is also considerably lower than the state average. The D istrict has almost 60 per 
cent of girls married in their teens. The DIU’s foCus could be directed more on wom en's health 
Issues. A District social and economic profile would help the DIU to focus its attention on the 
relevant needs.
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Table; X X I 

Raproducthre Health

C.B.R. 1991 I.M .R . 1981 C.P.R.

(3 1 -3 -1 9 9 3 )

M ean age at

marhage (1981)F

DPT3 Coverage 1988

Karnataka 2 7 .0 7 7 - 8 1 5 0 .2 19 .2 NA

Raichur 3 0 .3 11 6  -€ 7 37 .1 1 7 .0 70

Note; C.B.R. - Crude Birth Rate :

I.M .R  - Infant MortaHty Rate; 

C.P.R - Couple Protection Rate; 

NA - Not Available

Sources'.

Estimates o( V ital Rates tor The Districts of Karnataka 1 9 5 1 -9 1 , Government of Karnataka; Population 

Centro Bangalore, by P.J.BhattacharJee: CMIE -1 996 :

Annual Report Health and Family W elfare 1 9 9 3 -9 4  Government of Karnataka (CPH).

Shool Nuna. W om en and Development (1 9 9 0 ) (IMR 1981)
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Itinerary

January 4

Meeting at the State Programme Office with 
. State Programme Director, Dr RevathI Narayanan,
. District Programme Co-ordinator Mysore, Dr C.P.Parimala,
. Resource Person on traditional Healthcare C.M. Gangamma 
. Junior Resource Person, Ms B.S.Vani

Meeting w ith  the Secretary Department of Education, Chairperson of the Mahila 
Samakhya Society, Mr S.V.Ranganath

Meeting at the SPO with 
. Financial Advisor, Sri A.R.Achyuta Rao and 
. Accountant, Ms H.R.Sreelatha

Dinner w ith friends of Mahila Samakhya 
. Ms Shoba Nambisan (member Executive Committee)
. Ms Shoba Raghuram (member GenornI Council and Deputy 

Representative HIVOS) 
and State Office staff

Departure for Rnichur

Arrival in Bangalore

January 5 Arrival in Rnichur

Mooting at the District Roaourco Unu w ith tho 
District Programme Co-ordinator Rnichur, M« Sowl)hngyn, 
ox District Programme Co-ordlnator Rnichur, Dr C.P. RnririialB 
(junior) resource persons and office stntf

Visit to Mahila Shiksan Kendra, 
meeting w ith  students and teachers

January 6 Sahayaki meeting at Kadarahalli, Raichur District
meeting w ith  sahayakis, sahayoginis and sangha women

Inauguration of a Sangha Mane
meeting w ith  women from the Mahila Sangha

Travel to  Bijapur District

January 7 Children's Chinnara Mela at Bagalkot (Agricultural Training Institute), meetings
w ith  - resource persons
- children from fvlFE centres and MSK
- NFE teachers
- sahayoginis

Inter-taluk meeting of Sahayakis from entire District Bijapur at Bagewadi
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January 8 Meeting at District Implementation Unit Bijapur w ith
District Programme Otiicer, Ms Nirmala Shiraguppy, Resource Persons and Office 
staff

Met ng w ith Sahayoginis at DIU

Meeting w ith resource persons from Bharat Gyan Vigyan Samithi (NGO Resource 
Organisation on innovative pedagogy for literacy and non- formal education in 
support of the Literacy Movement)

Visit to Mahila Shiksan Kendra, meetings w ith
- children
- teaching staff

Travel to Bidar

January 9 Meeting at District Implementation Unit Bidar District w ith
District Programme Co-ordinator Bidar District, Ms Usha Rani, and 
District Programme Co-ordinator Gulbarga District, Ms Nirmain

Sangha Meeting at Bagdal in Bidar Taluk (lambuiii)
meeting w ith  sangha women, sahayakis, sahayogini and some village officials 
(Panchayat President)

Departure for Hydornbad and oti to Gujarat.
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