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CONTeNTS

coVer Story

As the world moves decisively in the direction of integrative

medicine, a great opportunity awaits Ayurveda with its complex

understanding of body and mind and holistic healing.

ayurVeda’S tIme IS noW

THe connection between traditional medicine and modern drugs has
always existed. Pharmaceutical companies have drawn heavily on
how communities use plants for healthcare. In an unequal world, the

compensation for this knowledge has been inadequate. But the past two
decades have seen a growing respect for systems of medicine like Ayurveda.
They are increasingly recognised as being evolved sciences in their own
right — a status that is well deserved. It is no longer a mere fascination with
mind-body medicine. It goes much beyond that to lines of treatment that
western medicine cannot provide.

Our cover story this month looks at the four basic things India must do
to nourish the foundations of  Ayurveda and seize the opportunity a global
interest in integrative medicine presents. At one level India sits on a huge
business opportunity — but that is easily done and the boring part. A much
more important aspect is the promotion of a complex system of healthcare
and its use in India itself for improving the quality of life of  people.  

We chose Darshan Shankar to write on the subject because he has been
promoting Ayurveda, Siddha, Unani and folk-healers for a long time now.
He started the Foundation for the Revitalisation of Local Health Traditions
(FRLHT) and it has grown into the Trans Disciplinary University. The
whole effort is to bring different streams together.

Among his suggestions, Darshan Shankar proposes an Amul-like effort to
promote community-based enterprises in herbals. He has suggested that ela
Bhatt and SeWA take the lead in this regard. It is a great idea because it will
translate into livelihoods and promote standards at multiple levels of pro-
duction. 

The big challenge is to make Ayurveda, Siddha and Unani formally a part
of the public healthcare system in India. In China it was done long ago with
regard to traditional Chinese medicine. We need to adopt that model.
Investing in research and education will be key to strengthening Ayurveda
and giving it the status it deserves. Only the government can do this and it
needs to act soon.

In our opening interview Leila Seth talks about the problems of the jus-
tice system. The courts reflect the all-round decline in values in society. We
need more public-spirited lawyers and judges. Where do you find them?
Lawyers want to make money and judges aren’t all above being influenced.
Yet, at the same time, people do get justice. Public interest litigation has
taken jurisprudence forward.  So, we have a mixed picture, but does that
bode well, or should we worry?  

Our business section always tries to look at innovations. We need new-
age businesses. It is not just about making money but delivering value and
bringing change. So when a slum in Kolkata found a drinking water solu-
tion by using solar power and smart cards and by pricing the water we felt
we felt we had a story.

Finally, we celebrate Rajendra Singh getting the Stockholm Water Prize.
His work in Alwar showed what can be done across the country. The
tragedy is that no one listens.       
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bandhan bank 

Your cover story, ‘Will Bandhan be a
bank to admire?’ is very timely. There
are ongoing discussions on financial
inclusion and we are told a huge
number of accounts have been
opened under the Jan Dhan Yojana. I
think Bandhan can educate public
sector banks on how to handle new
account holders and make them use
banking services effectively.

Vidya Ramanathan

Bandhan is strategically placed to be
a leader in the micro-industries sec-
tor. They know how to inspire confi-
dence among small entrepreneurs.
They can also reach out to middle-
class housewives who want to start
small businesses. Most start-ups are
micro, even in the IT sector.   

Shanta Kumaraswamy

dairy farm

I was very glad to see the happy faces
of cows in your article, ‘Milk of kind-
ness.’  Dr G.N.S. Reddy is doing a
great service to the health of our peo-
ple and to soil health. I would like to
visit his dairy farm, Akshayakalpa.

Nagaraja G.S.

If  Akshayakalpa is over its experi-
mental phase and is now an estab-
lished model, Dr Reddy must take it
to other parts of India. 

Naveen Kumar Pathak

Spare the rod

I would like to comment on Dileep
Ranjekar’s article, ‘Spare the rod,
spoil the child.’ He has clearly
brought out the various implications
of this widespread practice of beating

children. He has also highlighted how
parents encourage this practice by
teachers and at home. But the other
extreme is seen these days in elite
urban schools where even if the
teacher mildly reprimands a student
the parent complains to the higher
authorities. How does the teacher
handle such a situation?

Arun Patil

city to farm

Ravleen Kaur’s story, ‘From city lights
to rural farms,’ was awesome. It’s
great to act against the ill effects of
the chemically poisoned food we are
feeding the next generation. This is a
bold and brave mission. 

Basavarajaiah 

The farmers written about are indeed
inspiring personalities. I am working

for sustainable organic agriculture
and making it more profitable while
doing my PhD. These stories inspire
me to do more for nature. 

Pushpendra Awadhiya

My wife and I have taken a decision
to move to my native place in Kerala.
I have got a lucrative job right now. I
have decided to give it up by May and
work for myself. You guys are awe-
some, inspiring, you helped strength-
en our decision. Thank you so much.

Vinod

alternative politics 

One of the most important issues in
India is to meet the basic needs of all
people and ensure sustainable liveli-
hoods. This needs significant reduc-
tion of inequalities and broad-based
efforts to protect environment. There
is also the spectre of climate change
and proliferation of weapons of mass
destruction. Alongside social rela-
tions, especially gender relations have
to improve to ensure the above chal-
lenges can be tackled peacefully. 

Any alternative political party
should therefore strive for the inte-
gration of justice, environment pro-
tection and peace issues/movements.

Such urgent concerns appear to be
missing in the cacophony of various
warring actions of AAP. The task of
creating a genuine alternative politi-
cal party is a much bigger challenge
which needs to be taken up with all
seriousness, creativity and enthusi-
asm. Any such effort should have an
in-built system of complete trans-
parency, honesty, collective work and
responsibility, avoiding all problems
of personality cult.

Bharat Dogra

letters

Letters should be sent to
response@civilsocietyonline.com
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ORDINARY people worry about going to
court in India. From the high fees of lawyers
to the slow pace of hearings and the com-

plexities in procedures — the entire machinery of
justice seems ranged against the uninitiated litigant.
It doesn’t help their image that the courts are often in
the news for the wrong reasons. Questions are raised
about the appointment of judges. The mother of a
deceased rape victim says on Tv that the Supreme
Court hasn’t found the time to hear the case for a
year. The Prime Minister himself has voiced concern
over “five-star activists” having undue influence over
the judiciary in social action litigation. The backlog
of undecided cases across courtrooms from the dis-
trict level upwards never seems to get smaller.

Yet it is in the courts that governments are held to
account and citizens get to be heard when all else
seems to fail. Many times they also get justice. There
have been important judgments on the environ-
ment, women’s rights, prison reforms, child labour,
school admissions and much more. The courts
remain very much a pillar of Indian democracy and
finding solutions to their problems should be a
national priority.

Justice Leila Seth, widely admired for her values
and legal acumen, has recently published, Talking of
Justice: People’s Rights in Modern India. She deals
with the role of the judiciary in securing people’s
rights, especially women’s rights. At 83, her activist
spirit burns strong. She eagerly seeks reform and
worries about a decline in standards in the legal
profession. Recently she was an active member of
the Justice verma Committee to redraft laws on
rape and sexual harassment.
Civil Society met Justice Seth at her home in

Noida for this interview.  

The Nirbhaya case shook the nation. Yet, according
to Nirbhaya’s mother, the Supreme Court could not
make time to hear the case for over a year. Why?
The thing is that even after fast-tracking the case
there is so much litigation in court the judges just
can’t hear it. The number of judges to the number of
litigants is so low that it is just not possible. So they
say, appoint more judges. But you have to find peo-
ple first. Then you need a whole infrastructure for
it. Also, there is a whole lot of money involved so
what gets emphasis first and what gets emphasis
later is always a big problem.

Of course, I don’t think there will be any change so
far as the conviction is concerned. I am personally
against the death penalty, and prefer life imprisonment
for the whole life, which is also what the Justice verma

Committee recommended, But the government did
not quite agree to that and it happens that the death
sentence is already there in our criminal procedure
code, though only in the rarest of rare cases.

Are there issues apart from infrastructure and
shortage of judges?
I think the Nirbhaya case did get priority otherwise
it would not have been fast-tracked. But even
divorce by mutual consent can take years when the
idea was that such cases should be decided within
six months. I mean, every case has a priority. People
are old, dying, they don’t know what is going to hap-
pen to their property. Criminal cases normally get
priority especially if the person is not out on bail. If
you are out on bail then you have some freedom,
which is not the case for people in jail. 

In the Nirbhaya case there was special priority
because the case was in the media. It had caught the
imagination of the young.  They forced the govern-
ment to take action. This is the first time I have seen
that without a political party, without a leader, young
people went out there and protested day after day. 

It’s very hard to say how to do it. I remember
when I was Chief Justice in Himachal I made a
statement in the Lok Adalat that there were 30 mil-
lion cases pending all over India. And I find I still
hear there are 30 million cases pending. Perhaps
there are fewer cases pending in the Supreme Court
and a little more in the High Courts. In the lower
courts the number of pending cases is phenomenal. 

We tend to litigate and not settle out of court. If
civil litigants, smaller cases, would settle there
would be more chance for criminal litigation to get

leila seth: ‘We have many judges, many lawyers who do feel the need for ethics to be preserved’

AJIT kRISHnA

‘appoint judges, but you
have to find people first’

InterVIeW

Leila Seth
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on. If people don’t get justice on time they are going
to go to the streets and that’s a big fear.

So encouraging mediation would be one way out.
Well, you know there is a big emphasis on mediation
and Lok Adalats. In Himachal, Justice Desai would
evaluate a judge by seeing how many cases he could
get the litigants to settle. Now you have a whole
mediation procedure and the advantage is that there
won’t be an appeal because both parties have agreed.

Will the National Judicial Appointments
Commission result in any relief for the common
man?
The commission will have the Chief Justice, two sen-
ior judges, the law minister and two eminent per-
sons. So it is a commission of six. It could get locked
three on one side and three on the other. They have
put in a clause that if two of the six don’t want a par-
ticular person then the person will be out. So you
can have a very good, independent judge not being
able to come to the Supreme Court or a very inde-
pendent lawyer not being taken in because of this. 

I think having a Judicial Appointments
Commission is not a bad thing because, hopefully,
things will be more transparent. The process is very
important when you appoint someone. You must
insist on certain standards. The challenge is in the
way it has been constituted. 

There is huge disenchantment with the judicial
system. 
I agree with you. See it from the other point of view.
We have grown hugely in population, in people’s
aspirations, in number of litigants. But the number
of lawyers and judges has not increased proportion-
ately. Where do you get a judge from? From the
same society. Definitely today we have a more con-
sumerist value system. For my generation reputa-
tion was the most important thing. We were expect-
ed to take the straight and narrow path. Today it is
about how quickly you can make money, build a
business, get there. 

Is it possible to protect the values in our judicial
system?
You can only protect it to the extent civil society
helps you but you still have to take people from the
same society. What are the aspirations of a lawyer?
Lawyers can earn in a day what a judge earns in a
month. 

Would a national judicial service along the lines of
the Indian Administrative Service be the answer?
This is an idea that has been floated time and again.
There are difficulties. A lawyer who is living in one
place and has a practice is reluctant to become a
judge. In my generation, if a judgeship was offered,
you felt it was an honour. But today they say we can-
not manage. We have children in school and they
have aspirations. 

In this case it is being suggested that induction
into the national judicial service begin after com-
ing out of a law college.
The lower judiciary has the most cases and the
largest number of judges. Straight from college,
sometimes, after a year or two of practice, people
are becoming magistrates. Now they have started
giving them some kind of training. Otherwise you
learnt on the job. Bhopal has a judicial academy. 

In the High Court the system was you took one-
third from the judiciary and two-thirds from the bar
since those lawyers were supposed to be more
exposed to different types of work. Slowly it became
that fewer lawyers wanted to join and the pressure
from district magistrates was so strong, since they
had fewer areas of promotion, that it became half and
half. And now I am told much more is taken from the
judiciary and fewer taken from the lawyers.

So it’s not as though people who come to the High
Court are not getting training. It is the attitudes in

society. Being a judge or a district magistrate was an
extremely important thing. Now it’s like, does he take
money? Is he amenable? Money is not the only kind
of pressure. There are other pressures too. So you go
to court but you don’t know if your case is going to be
heard in the real sense or whether there is going to be
some pressure there. In the High Court you may be
sitting on a divisional bench and you don’t know if
your brother judge has been influenced by some-
thing.

Is there any move to reform the judiciary from
within?
exposure is a good thing though we often say the
media is over-exaggerating things. They tend to go
hammer and tongs at little things, but they do expose. 

There is nothing like sunlight to disinfect. We
have many judges, many lawyers who do feel the
need for ethics to be preserved. 

The judiciary has also played a seminal role in
securing people’s rights. What has been the driv-
ing force in your opinion? Is it Public Interest
Litigation (PIL)?
I think PIL has done a huge lot of good for society.
When it started everybody wondered what it was
about? Is it a Justice Bhagwati thing or a Justice
Krishna Iyer thing? They were the two people who
pushed it forward. I think it has in the long run
brought many things to the fore, which would not
have happened. It has helped raise minimum wages,
find shelters for the homeless. It has protected
women’s rights — how they are treated when brought
to court, in prison or in protective homes to the
extent of making sure they get sanitary towels. 

So PIL has been a good initiative?
Definitely. It has helped to change society. earlier,
letters would come and the particular judge would

read them — mainly they would go to Justice
Bhagwati or Justice Krishna Iyer and they eventual-
ly found a method for it. A process for the PIL has
been established. 

One of the people who really pushed for it was
Kapila Hingorani. She read this newspaper report
about people who were in jail for longer periods
than if they had been sentenced and felt she had to
do something.

So you would say activism has taken the law for-
ward?
Yes, but it has to be activism that is controlled by the
court. You can’t let it go haywire. 

With regard to women’s rights, what to you would
be a landmark?
I would say the vishakha judgment. It is an impor-
tant case and it has changed the attitude towards
women in the workplace. It took 16 years before the
law was changed. Though Bhanwari Devi has not
got justice even today.

But the Bhanwari Devi case did create awareness
about the rape law?
It did and it has produced many good results. In the
Bhanwari Devi case — here is a working woman
trying to stop child marriage and then she is raped
by upper caste men. 

There was a book brought out many years ago in
england called Politics of the Judiciary and it tries to
answer the question, who are the judges that get
appointed. They come from a particular (section
of) society. Someone who knows what a farmer or a
labourer feels like would not get appointed as a
High Court judge. 

A person with a particular status will see things
from his or her own angle. So you would see it only
as a man from a particular status of society sees it.
You have to achieve a balance and hope that the
people who sit on the bench, even if they have a par-
ticular status, will see the other point of view
because that is what the judge is supposed to see. 

You will find that attitudes differ towards women in
the lower courts as compared to the High Courts and
the Supreme Court.  Justice verma and Justice Anand
who wrote judgments in favour of women rights both
had daughters and no sons. I think there is a psycho-
logical thing about it.

But the court has still not put a system in place for
harassment of women in the workplace.
No that law came in 2013  (The Sexual Harassment
of Women at Workplace (Prevention Prohibition and
Redressal) Act.)  They have set up a system for com-
plaints of lawyers against lawyers. As for lawyers and
judges, it is still a grey area they are trying to sort out.

What are the biggest changes you have noted in
the judiciary?
Well, I think the legal profession has been much
more open to social action litigation or public inter-
est litigation. I think to a large extent judges are not
as rigid as they used to be in interpreting the law.
Law and justice are not always on the same side.
Judges are much more open to women’s rights, to
workers’ rights, to environmental concerns. One is
worried, though, about corruption and the norm of
corruption. We would have never said to a brother
judge, “My son’s case is before you”. This comes
from the value system. n

‘I think  PIL has
brought many
things to the fore.
It has helped raise
minimum wages,
find shelters for
the homeless,
protected
women’s rights...’ 



Sanjay Singh

New Delhi

PRAMILA lives in a slum in west Delhi. She
built her house from the savings she made
with a self-help group (SHG).  But what else

is known about Pramila and her family? Is there
better sanitation at her home? Has the status of the
girl child improved in her family? What are the ill-
nesses she and her family suffer from? What’s their
income like and what are its sources?

Collection of information is the key to the success
of development programmes. All the better if it can be
in real time and easily accessible. Data that trickles in
after a lag, as is usually the case in India, can be mis-
leading. Social Cops seeks to set this right. Founded
in 2013 by varun Banka, 23, and Prukalpa Sankar, 23,
two Indian students at Nanyang Technological
University in Singapore, Social Cops uses tablets,
activists and an application called Connect to figure
out how schemes are doing and what people want.

“A police officer who wants to prevent crime must
know where to post a constable. Similarly, the best
utilisation of resources for development is not possi-
ble in the absence of
data,” says Banka. “You
can get all the informa-
tion you want on
mobile phones on the
Internet. But when it
comes to social initia-
tives, very little is readi-
ly available. With Social
Cops we have tried to
meet that need.”

Banka is from Ranchi
while Sankar’s family is
currently based in
Bengaluru but keeps
shifting. They studied in
Nanyang Technological
University and are cur-
rently based in New
Delhi.

When we met
Pramila in Shiv vihar,
she, Premshila and
Radha were answering
questions being put to
them by Anita from
Deepalaya, an NGO
working since 1999
with SHGs in the area.
Anita was feeding the
data into a tablet from
which it would be trans-
mitted to a central com-
puter for analysis. Like
Anita, there are 14 oth-
ers collecting data door-

to-door. While Pramila has built her house with SHG
savings, Premshila has got her daughter married and
Radha has plans for a micro-enterprise. 

“There are 200 questions that we are putting to
them. The questions cover everything. By feeding
the answers into the tablet straightaway, a lot of
paperwork is saved. This data will provide a clear
picture of the impact of the programme and the
financial as well as social needs of individual mem-
bers of the SHGs. We will know about gender issues,
health and hygiene, and a lot more. Ultimately, the
data will be used to shape welfare measures in the
Shiv vihar area,” says Anita.

The two founders of Social Cops initially spent
six months figuring out how government works,
how people react and how the authorities take deci-
sions. The first pilot project of Social Cops was in
Punjabi Bagh in Delhi. The councillor of ward
number 103 was very interested in using informa-
tion technology and invited Social Cops to put their
pilot to work in his ward.  

Social Cops chose to do the pilot on safai karma-
charis or municipal sweepers of the area. People
were asked to rate the sweepers of their area on a

scale of one to 10.  The
scores were matched
with the attendance
records of the sweep-
ers. There was a clear
correlation. The
sweepers were told of
how people were rating
them and every month
awards were
announced for those
who did well. The
sweepers were very
keen to get good rat-
ings for their work.
The result was that the
attendance of the
sweepers went up.

Social Cops is not the
only non-profit collect-
ing data. But it is more
contemporary in its
methods than the oth-
ers who rely on manual
noting down of infor-
mation and then often
feel challenged in pro-
cessing the informa-
tion. Social Cops has
cut cost, effort and
time. It uses an
Android-based tool to
collect and share the
data and make it avail-
able for use. Crowd-
sourced data is valuable

and people invariably come forward enthusiastically.
But the challenge is in the methods of collection and
processing, which Social Cops tries to crack by rely-
ing on information technology.

Recently, Social Cops has joined hands with
Oxfam India and collected data of over 1.4 million
schools all over India and made it available online
so that anyone can see and use it. You can find out
the status of midday meals in schools across the
country. With the use of this data the district scores
are immediately available and can be compared
with the state and national average. The data from
the schools carries a lot of information about peo-
ple’s representatives, education officers, attendance,
libraries, toilets and it is all online. 

To raise funds for their idea, Banka and Sankar
participated in competitions all over the world and
won around `10 lakh in prize money. This became
their seed capital, which kept them going for a year
or so. Last year they received `1.5 crore from 500
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Social cops get the
real data story

Social Cops uses tablets,
activists and an app called
Connect to figure out how
schemes are doing and
what people want.

varun Banka and prukalpa sankar collect real-time data from the

premshila, radha and pramila in shiv vihar  

AJIT kRISHnA



Startups, a US-based start-up accelerator, Google
India’s MD, Rajan Anandan, and some others.  

Social Cops has partnered with various organisa-
tions working on issues ranging from road safety to
electoral awareness. Over 100 non-profits have
signed up for data-sharing with them. Deepalaya
and Swades are some of the prominent ones among
these partners.

Groups in Ghana and the United Arab emirates
(UAe) want to replicate the Social Cops model in
those countries. The word has spread on the Internet. 

Social Cops has also come up with the Himsagar
Fellowship, which will fund travel across the coun-
try to collect data. The emphasis is on making peo-
ple data-capable. A real-time census is also planned.
From road safety to air pollution to crime rates —
Social Cops has a long and diverse list. For example,
if one needs to buy or rent a flat it will be possible
to get the profile of an area and know more than
only the real estate prices. n
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Civil Society News

New Delhi 

Anationwide survey conducted by the
National Centre for Promotion of
employment of Disabled People (NCPeDP)

on the status of disabled students in higher educa-
tion in 2015 has found that such students comprise
just 0.56 per cent of the total of 1,521,438. Women
with disability especially lagged behind. 

The survey’s findings were released on April 4 at
the National Convention for Youth with Disabilities
2015, in New Delhi. This is the third edition of the
survey.

The survey report is based on data collected from
top-notch institutions across
the country in arts, science,
commerce, law, medicine,
engineering, business manage-
ment, design, journalism,
architecture, social work and
hotel management.

“We had written to the top
20 colleges in each stream and
about 250 institutions in total.
We received responses from
150. A 70 per cent response
rate is encouraging, with all
IITs and IIMs making their
data available to us,” said Javed
Abidi, Honorary Director,
NCPeDP.

According to the Person
with Disabilities (equal
Opportunities, Protection of
Rights and Full Participation)
Act, 1995, all government edu-
cational institutions and all
those that receive governmental aid are expected to
reserve not less than 3 per cent seats for persons
with disabilities. However, only 0.56 per cent of
seats in these 150 institutes had been filled by peo-
ple with disabilities. 

In terms of disability-wise break-up, students with
orthopaedic disabilities comprised 46.67 per cent;
those with visual impairment 32.13 per cent; those
with speech/hearing impairments 5.16 per cent; and
those with other disabilities 16.05 per cent.

The social work stream registered the maximum
enrolment of disabled students followed by engi-
neering, law, arts, science, commerce, business
management, design, medicine, hotel management,
architecture and journalism. 

The IIMs and IITs, with 2.49 and 1.47 per cent of
disabled students, respectively, have not only
recorded higher enrolment but their response rate
too is 100 per cent. “Maybe the IITs and IIMs have
not much to hide as they are implementing reserva-
tions and guidelines. The private educational insti-
tutions have so far lagged behind even in terms of
responses. Whether they are providing admission
to an adequate number of disabled students remains

a question,” adds Abidi.
Out of these disabled students, the percentage of

females stands at 22.70 per cent while that for boys
is 74.08 per cent — which clearly indicates that
female students with disabilities face more discrim-
ination in education. 

While the percentage of female students in design
(65 per cent), journalism (58 per cent) and arts (45
per cent) is higher than in the other streams, the
least number are enrolled in business management
(11 per cent), hotel management (11 per cent) and
engineering (10 per cent). 

Nidhi Goyal, a disability rights activist, says,
“Being a female with disability makes life a lot hard-
er. A woman is supposed to be perfect in our socie-

ty. We need to focus on the
rights of women with disabili-
ties.”

For disabled students, the disability units in edu-
cational institutions play a significant role. Of the
institutes that responded, more than 100 had a dis-
ability unit on campus whereas more than 130 insti-
tutes have a disability policy or follow the provision
of the government. 

Universities like Delhi University have taken sig-
nificant steps by having a vibrant equal
Opportunity Cell (eOC). This is evident from the
responses of Pratishtha and Ankita of Miranda
House College, Delhi University. “The administra-
tion is very supportive, I have not faced any dis-
crimination so far, they have taken good care of all
our needs,” said Pratishtha, who is visually
impaired. Her views are echoed by Ankita. While
Delhi University and Jawaharlal Nehru University
have taken significant steps, other universities need
to do a lot.

In the year when, for the first time, the govern-
ment sent a positive signal by including sign lan-
guage in the broadcast of the Republic Day Parade,
similar signals will hopefully be sent across the
higher education sector to benefit disabled stu-
dents. n

AJIT kRISHnA

disabled women lag
in higher education

ncpedp SurVey

field and make it available online 

javed Abidi at the launch of the report 
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Civil Society News

New Delhi 

RAJeNDRA Singh is popularly known as
India’s Water Man. It is for his work in reviv-
ing rivers and traditional water-harvesting

structures in Rajasthan’s Alwar district, close to the
Sariska Wildlife Sanctuary. 

His journey began in 1985, when as a young man
he set out to work for village communities. Over
these 30 years, five rivers, beginning with the
Aravari which had been dead for 60 years, have
been brought back to life and the water security of
innumerable villages restored in Rajasthan, thanks
to the efforts of  Rajendra Singh and the Tarun
Bharat Sangh, the organisation he founded. 

A key member of the high powered National
Ganga River Basin Authority (NGRBA), a regulato-
ry body set up in 2009 by the UPA government to
reduce pollution and conserve the Ganga, Singh
resigned, citing differences. He has been fighting
with other anti-dam activists against building dams
on the upper reaches of the Ganga.

Singh was awarded the Magsaysay in 2001.  Last
month, he received the prestigious Stockholm Water
Prize. Civil Society spoke to him on cleaning the
Ganga and issues surrounding water availability.  

What are your expectations from the Narendra
Modi government’s initiative to clean the Ganga? 
Before Narendra Modi became Prime Minister, he
said that he was the son of the Ganga. When I heard
this, my heart was filled with hope. I thought to
myself that like a true son he would find the right
doctor to restore the Ganga to health. 

But after hearing what had transpired in the last
two meetings of the National Ganga River Basin
Authority (NGRBA), I began to feel let down. When
the government declared the Ganga a national river,
it should also have put in place a national protocol
law for it.

They talk about making the Ganga a clean and
free-flowing river. But they have not explained how
they will do it. Cleaning the Ganga seems to be their
main focus. When we try to understand how they
will clean the river what emerges is a contractor and
company-driven plan. 

If all the work relating to the Ganga is to be hand-
ed over to contractors and companies, then I am
afraid we are not heading in the right direction. 

From what we understand, companies have only
been requested to assist the government in clean-
ing the Ganga. 
I still can’t understand how this will benefit the
river. viewed from one angle, it appears the Prime
Minister has respectfully called for help to cure the
Ganga. His appeal seems to be: my mother is ill, I
don’t have money to cure her, please contribute. His
message has been delivered to companies, contrac-

tors and the Indian diaspora. If you want to do good
work you also have to assess what you will do with
this help. Where will you spend the money?  

In the last two meetings of the NGRBA, discussions
were all about how Sewage Treatment Plants (STPs)
can be built on both sides of the river. Their emphasis
should be on how people can be involved. If you can’t
involve people, the Ganga will not be cleaned. 

So what should the government do? 
In my opinion, the government should, first of all,
prevent all dirty drains from disgorging into the
Ganga. This government is strong, it is powerful
and it has the zeal to do it.  

Secondly, I am concerned about the floodplains
of the river, its banks. Municipal corporations and
panchayats should be totally involved in cleaning
the Ganga. They are, in reality, the first tier of gov-
ernment and not the third.  This has not been done
till date.

The people living on both sides of the banks of

the river should be formed into Ganga panchayats.
Their job should be to supervise and monitor exe-
cution so that there is complete transparency and
accountability. This work should not be left to gov-
ernment officials. People should be vested with this
responsibility.

Fourthly, we need to augment the flow of water in
the Ganga.  Its catchment has around 15,000 small
rivulets, 1,000 smaller rivers and around 17 to 18
rivers like the Yamuna. Altogether, there are six
classified rivers. If we help recharge these rivers and
increase their underground flow, this water will
flow into the Ganga, increasing its sub-surface level.
More water in the Ganga will improve the quality of
its water. 

How can the river be a free-flowing one when
dams and barrages are being built?
They are dividing the Ganga into 16 ponds by
building 16 barrages. But I have some good news
too. In Bihar we recently led a campaign against a
barrage being built across the Ganga. The then chief
minister, Jitan Ram Manjhi, promptly wrote a letter
to the Central government objecting to the con-
struction of the barrage. The river is under the
jurisdiction of the state through which it flows. The
letter went to the Union Cabinet. Legal experts said
you can declare the Ganga a national river but when
the river flows through Bihar it belongs to the state.
The Centre cannot impose its writ. The barrage was
stopped. The people of Bihar backed us completely. 

You led an agitation prior to the Commonwealth

‘contractors can’t save the
ganga. only people can’

‘Municipal corporations
and panchayats should
be totally involved in
cleaning the Ganga. They
are, in reality, the first
tier of government and
not the third.’ 

rajendra singh: ‘Don’t build dams but recharge the catchment areas of rivers instead’ 

AJIT kRISHnA
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Games to protect the floodplains of the Yamuna.
But the Games village came up there and so did
other structures. 
Our fight was against construction on the flood-
plains. We did not win the case in the Supreme
Court, but our efforts were not without impact. 

When we began the Yamuna Satyagraha, both
sides of the river had 9,700 hectares. The govern-
ment gave around 6,000 hectares to various compa-
nies and so on. The remaining land can at least be
used to recharge the Yamuna. 

You now have an activist government, the Aam
Aadmi Party in Delhi. How do you expect them to
augment water for the city? During elections,
water was a key issue. 
Around 18 drains disgorge into the Yamuna. The
deadliest one is the Najafgarh drain. The filthy
water from these drains should be diverted and
treated. The treated water can be used for garden-
ing, for parks, for some domestic purposes and for
industry. But don’t put this water back into the river.
The river and the sewer should be separated.
Instead, rejuvenate the river with fresh water from
its upper reaches, its catchment area.

Five types of trees, like kadamb, peepal and so on,
should be planted on both sides of the river. These
will absorb pollution and prevent erosion. 

Land along the Yamuna is of three types and it
should be classified — as green land, yellow land
and red land. The kind of activities that can take
place in these zones must be clearly spelt out. This
way people will become aware of the river. Right
now they see it only as a dirty drain. 

How can water supply in Delhi be augmented? Do
you think the Renuka Dam is a solution? 
Arvind Kejriwal considered himself a water activist.
He campaigned against privatisation of water in
Delhi and was awarded the Magsaysay. Delhi has got
a good chief minister. Many states are involved in
building the Renuka Dam. They say it will augment
the flow of water into the Yamuna. But this is a devi-
ous plan and untrue. When the Hathnikund Dam
was built, the flow of water in the Yamuna actually
declined. My advice is, don’t build dams but treat the
catchment area of the Yamuna. That will ensure con-
tinuous flow of water in summer to the river. 

Generally, by the time the river reaches Delhi it is
already three km lower.

The aquifers in the catchment area of the Yamuna
are open, sub-surface and fractured so they can be
recharged with small structures like check dams,
anicuts and so on. Large structures will just get silt-
ed and prevent recharge of the river. 

You are the fourth Indian to receive the presti-
gious Stockholm Award. What is the message you
would like to broadcast to people in India? 
This award has not been given to me but to the peo-
ple whom I imbibed this knowledge from — our
farmers. If people in Stockholm can discover and
endorse this knowledge, why can’t our people in
Rajasthan or Delhi?

The 21st century is the era of water wars, they say.
Complicated engineering, technology and science
are not the solution. Society, with its resilience,
inventiveness and innate strength knows the answer.
The solution lies with the people. They can use their
own strength to resolve this issue. And what people
can do, their governments can also do. n

Basharat Hussain Shah Bukhari

Jammu 

THe recent incessant rains in Jammu and
Kashmir (J&K) brought back memories of
the devastating floods that took place in the

state last year.  “In the dark, the rain on the rooftop
not only created fear among us but made us all sit
together and pray that Mother Nature does not
punish us again,” said 12-year-old Nagina Kouser
from Bariari village in Mandi tehsil of border dis-
trict Poonch. 

Nagina  lost her right leg up to the knee due to an
injury caused by tin sheets during the torrential
rains last year. She and her
family were forced to seek sup-
port from activists and non-
profits to get an artificial limb
that may help her get rid of her
crutches. But will she ever be
able to forget the incident?

Twenty-eight-year-old Fatima
Bi was seven months pregnant
and already a mother of four
when her husband, Mohammed
Farid, a labourer, was washed
away by the devilish waters in
Poonch. Forty-year-old Parveen
Akhtar, who had lost her hus-
band three months before the
floods, was robbed of every-
thing else she had by the down-
pour. Today, she does menial
jobs to feed her three children.

And the list of such heart-
breaking stories is endless.

All these women come from
a region where life has never
been easy and with unseasonal
rain causing floods and
destroying whatever little there
is by way of development, it is
going to be a tough road ahead.
Located 250 km from Jammu,
Poonch is a border district surrounded by the Line
of Control on three sides.

This district grabs media attention whenever
there is a ceasefire violation but otherwise Poonch
remains missing from the larger picture. even dur-
ing the floods, not much attention was given to
Poonch which was the worst-affected district in
Jammu region according to the assessment by the
government. There was massive devastation of pub-
lic and private property, and loss of over two dozen
lives.

In a state where women have less freedom and
mobility to look for alternative sources of income,
the effects of such an event should be examined
through the gender lens as, even before the floods,
these women — irrespective of age — were carrying
the onus of the water crisis over their heads, literally.

Women from various villages in Poonch, espe-
cially in Mendhar tehsil, had to walk a distance of

two to eight km on hilly terrain daily to fetch drink-
ing water for their families and livestock. It impact-
ed their health, especially causing spinal and vision
problems. With the floods damaging roads and
other pathways, the drill is going to affect women’s
health even more in the coming years.

For 60-year-old Sarwar Jahan of Keerni village,
the day would begin with feeding her cattle and
goat before turning to household chores. She treat-
ed her livestock on a par with her children but the
entire lot was killed, leaving only one injured cow,
during the floods. “We were completely unpre-
pared. My family made every effort to save the ani-
mals, but was no match for the floodwaters. We had

just two cows. One died and the
other is gravely injured. Our
one goat also died. Our house,
livestock and fields are entirely
gone,” says her son, Nazam Din
Mir, a social activist in the
region.

His worry reflects the fact
that livestock rearing and agri-
culture contribute largely to the
livelihood of the villagers with
women playing major roles. In
the state, women conduct 80-85
per cent of the agricultural
operations, either alone or with
men. But with floods destroying
28,369 kanals of land in Poonch
alone, with no estimated figure
of loss of livestock available, a
large population of women
involved in agriculture and live-
stock rearing have been left
bereft of their contribution to
the household. They have been
left jobless.

Other than the floods, what is
bothering these women is that
they do not know the reason
behind the loss and are clueless
on what to do if such a situation

repeats itself. According to Sunita Narain, Director-
General, Centre for Science and environment
(CSe), the disaster happened due to a combination
of unprecedented and intense rain, mismanage-
ment, unplanned urbanisation and a lack of pre-
paredness. But all these terms have no meaning in
the lives of these women who have never been
taught about or made aware of phenomena like cli-
mate change, adaptation, mitigation of the effects of
changing environment, disaster management et al.

The flash floods of 2014 and the untimely rains
in the region have again brought to the fore the
necessity for women in rural areas to be educated
about climate change and its consequences.
Policies should be designed keeping in mind their
role in society. It is better to involve them at the
planning level than to sympathise with them after
every disaster. n         

Charkha Features

a deadly deluge
CoNfLiCt zoNE

With the floods
damaging roads
and other
pathways,
fetching water is
going to affect
women’s health
even more. 

nagina kouser lost her leg in the rains
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Rakesh Agrawal 

Dehradun

DeHRADUN, once known for green fields,
litchi orchards and free-flowing canals, is a
stinking city today. It generates 250-300

tonnes of solid waste daily, of which around 40-60
tonnes lie around on roads, parks and vacant plots.  

The Dehradun Municipal Corporation (DMC) is
hamstrung by lack of funds, staff, leadership and

motivation. The city has only 222 dustbins for 60
wards to serve 5.74 lakh people, according to the
2011 census. This means it has just one dustbin for
2,585 persons. Since garbage collection is erratic,
people throw their litter on roads. 

The staff crunch is a big problem. “As there aren’t
enough sanitation workers, each sanitation employ-
ee is burdened with extra work and that affects their
efficiency,” says Madan valmiki, leader, Uttaranchal
Swachchkar Karmachari Sangh, DMC, an associa-
tion of sanitation workers. 

According to the the municipal corporation’s
own norms, at least 28 sanitation workers are
required for every 10,000 people in an urban
municipality. For 5.74 lakh people, there should be
around 2,000 conservancy workers. But the DMC
has only 646 permanent sanitation workers and 115
contractual workers. As for ward supervisors, who
monitor sanitation workers, the DMC has 60 when
at least twice that number is required.

There are machines for only 45 out of 60 wards in
the city for proper garbage disposal. These were
bought under the Jawaharlal Nehru National Urban
Renewal Mission’s solid waste management project
in 2011.

The DMC entered into a public-private partner-
ship with Doon valley Waste Management, a Delhi-

based private firm, in August 2011 to collect waste
for a fee from 60 wards, recycle and sell it for a prof-
it. However, the local bureaucracy sabotaged the plan
and the firm quit in 2014 because of reported losses
after its plans got entangled in red tape. The solid
waste disposal plant at Sheeshambara, on the out-
skirts of the city never became operational.

Since March 2014, the civic body has been scoop-
ing up trash from its 60 wards and happily dumping
it on the city’s outskirts. even this is a job half-done

as the DMC has 40 mini-trucks for door-to-door
garbage collection, of which only 30 are road-wor-
thy. So they don’t cover all the wards and are irreg-
ular. Often, they collect a monthly fee of `40 from
households without any receipt and pocket the
money. Out of the eight dumpsters the DMC uses to
lift garbage from dustbins, only five are functional. 

The residents add to the mess by dumping
garbage  outside their homes, not bothering to walk
even 100 yards to a dustbin. They have turned pave-
ments and vacant plots into dumpyards where mos-
quitoes breed and rats feed. 

“Stringent action against residents is welcome,
but the DMC should also collect garbage efficiently
and tell people to segregate their waste,” says
Rashmi Sharma, a homemaker in Indira Nagar. 

In many colonies, as the pickup trucks don’t turn
up for days, residents burn the garbage. This open
burning of waste is illegal under the Municipal
Solid Wastes (Management and Handling) Rules.
“Garbage is often burnt in our colony, not only cre-
ating a foul smell but also toxic fumes,” says Sunil
Dobhal, a shopkeeper on Kanwali Road.

Political bickering has worsened matters. The
Congress is in power in the state, but the BJP con-
trols the DMC. The Congress accuses the civic body
of not taking its job seriously and the DMC, in turn,

blames the Congress for not providing enough
resources and supportive manpower. 

The squabbling reached a zenith when Harak
Singh Rawat was transferred from the post of
Mukhya Nagar Adhikari of the DMC, apparently at
the behest of the land mafia as he was taking on
builders indulging in unauthorised construction
and encroachment. BJP councillors accuse the state
government of weakening the civic body, not releas-
ing the required budget on time and frequently
transferring officials.  

Meanwhile, citizens’ groups are trying to create
awareness among residents and clean up the city.
Making a Difference by Being Different (MAD), a
group of students, has been carrying out cleaning
operations, meeting expenses out of their pocket
money, since June 2011. Then there is Waste
Warriors (WW), an NGO, started by Jodie Underhill
who is from Britain. She came to India as a tourist in
2008 and was aghast at the dirt all around. She
decided to clean the city and settled in Dehradun.  

MAD keeps filing RTIs, enquiring about the recy-
cling facility, waste collection mechanism, equip-
ment provision to workers and other such issues. “It
was revealed through our RTIs that there was no
facility for recycling waste in the city and ultimate-
ly all waste is thrown together without segregation,”
said Abhijay Negi, founder-president, MAD.  Apart
from weekly cleaning drives, the group cleans walls
of posters and paints murals on them by collecting
paint, buckets, and water from local residents.  

“We prepared a 76-page garbage disposal report,
covering over 16 garbage hotspots in Dehradun city
in December 2011. This report has been handed
over to all three chief ministers by hand and twice
to the mayor, but no action has been taken despite
MAD having identified the 16 spots. Also, we sug-
gested some very practical and cost-effective solu-
tions,” says Negi. MAD also writes regularly to the
Nagar Nigam on issues such as providing gloves and
other safety equipment to its staff. 

Their efforts have been widely appreciated, by
ordinary people and celebrities such as actor Tom
Alter and writer Ruskin Bond. even the national
media took notice when their work was recognised
by the NDTv Greenathon last year and by
Governor Aziz Qureshi.  

Waste Warriors has involved the community in
its clean-up drives at Dalanwala, an upscale resi-
dential locality, and Rajpur, a middle-class locality
on the outskirts. “We involved RWAs here as com-
munity involvement is a must to clean an area.
People realise that not just their homes, but public
spaces too should be clean,” says Underhill. 

Although the DMC, facing bad  publicity, recent-
ly penalised 173 residents, it had penalised 279 ear-
lier. On 13 April, the mayor launched a control
room to deal with grievances about garbage dispos-
al. Citizens can complain about garbage and the
DMC promises to pick it up. On the first day, DMC
received 37 complaints and all were addressed.
Further, a cash incentive of `5 lakh will be given
every two months to the cleanest ward. n

Waste Disposal Complaint Cell Logon: www.nagarnigam-dehradun.com
E-mail: comnnd@gmail.com  Toll-free: 18001804206
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doon and its dumps

jodie underhill bravely cleaning mounds of garbage in Dehradun 
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Bharat Dogra

Bundelkhand

THe farmers of the
Bundelkhand region, like
elsewhere in India, are

increasingly facing the brunt of cli-
mate change. The weather is becom-
ing erratic and unpredictable.
Rainfall, especially, has become
unseasonal. So farmers need schemes
to help them adapt to the vagaries of
the weather.  

They also need help in making
farming more profitable. For
instance, if the costs of cultivation
were reduced, small farmers would
make more money. 

In Naraini block of Banda district
in Uttar Pradesh, a project supported
by the Jamshedji Tata Trust and
implemented by the vidyadham
Samiti, an NGO, is showing potential
in improving farm productivity
through low-cost, risk-reducing
methods. 

Lallu Ram, a farmer of Narsingpur
village, says, “Now we are able to get
two to three crops a year. earlier, we
used to practise single-crop farming. So even if it
doesn’t rain on time, at least we get one crop.” 

Lotan Bhai, another farmer, says his unproduc-
tive land refused to yield anything. But, as a result of
land-levelling, bunding and irrigation taken up
under this project, his field now has a bountiful
crop. Lotan’s wrinkled face lights up with a smile.

Land-levelling enabled several farmers to culti-
vate their uncultivated land. Bunding helped in soil
and water conservation. It is now possible to retain
rainwater in fields for a longer period. Water was
lifted from the Rani river which flows near the vil-
lage and taken to fields through underground pipes.
A coupon system was introduced for farmers to

ensure that water was distributed in turns and no
quarrels erupted. The water distribution system
functions smoothly with farmers cooperating with
each other. 

Soil testing was introduced on a regular basis
among all participating farmers to ensure that crops
are selected in conformity with soil conditions.
Organic and natural farming practices are encour-
aged and assisted. 

As a result, the farmers’ cost of cultivation has
reduced and their dependence on chemical fertilis-
ers and pesticides bought from the market has also
declined. Several farmers were able to increase pro-
duction while reducing costs. The introduction of

SRI (System of Rice Intensification)
farming technology also helped to
achieve this goal.

Rajkumar, pradhan of Sahbajpur
panchayat, says that more diverse
crops are grown now. Nathu, a farmer
from this village, says that, earlier, if
rainfall was average he would get 16
maunds of gram and arhar pulses
from his 16 bighas of land. If rainfall
was inadequate, he would consider
himself lucky if he managed to har-
vest some seeds. Now production has
increased by four to five times, he
says. In addition to crops grown ear-
lier, he is now cultivating wheat,
groundnuts, several vegetables and
even some sugarcane. 

Suneeta, an activist working with
vidyadham Samiti, says: “Often,
women farmers are neglected despite
their important contribution to farm-
ing. We’ve organised women’s self-
help groups and this helped us to get
the enthusiastic participation of
women farmers.” 

The close involvement of farmers is
the biggest strength of this project.
“Similar technology can be provided

elsewhere but if the keen and close participation of
farmers including women farmers and farmers
from weaker sections is not ensured, the results of
our efforts will not be sustainable,” says Raja Bhaiya,
a key member of vidyadham Samiti. “We built a
relationship of trust because of the dedicated work
we did with the farmers over the years. That is why
they participated wholeheartedly and we could get
excellent results in a short while.” 

However, Raja Bhaiya warns about the ecological
ruin of rivers caused by heavy sand mining. If rivers
are not protected, the possibility of micro-irrigation
for small farmers will reduce drastically. River con-
servation has to get more attention, he emphasises. n

helping hand for small farms 

by sAmiTA rAThorSAmitA’S WoRLD

‘Now we are able to get two to three crops
a year. Earlier, we used to practise single-
crop farming. So even if it doesn’t rain on
time, at least we get one crop.’ 

land levelling, irrigation and bunding is making the land fertile 



Kavita Charanji

New Delhi

eveRY 10 minutes, an Indian woman dies
during pregnancy or childbirth from causes
like haemorrhage, hypertensive disorders,

sepsis, obstructed labour and complications result-
ing from unsafe abortions. 

Traditional efforts to reduce such deaths have
focused on antenatal care, training traditional birth
attendants and community mobilisation. 

Social activists believe the solutions now lie in
better emergency obstetric care, quality maternal
health services, women’s awareness about entitle-
ments provided by the government, greater politi-
cal will and overcoming cultural barriers. 

“The fact is that 70-80 per cent of maternal
deaths are preventable,” says Dr Aparajita Gogoi,
executive director of Centre for Catalyzing Change
(formerly CeDPA India) and national coordinator,
White Ribbon Alliance India (WRAI), the Indian
wing of the White Ribbon Alliance, a global net-
work of over 8,000
organisations  that pro-
motes every woman’s
right to safe childbirth. 

The Indian govern-
ment draws comfort
from numbers. In 1990
India’s maternal mor-
tality ratio was 560
maternal deaths per
100,000 live births.
That has plummeted to
167 maternal deaths
per 100,000 live births according to the 2011
Census.  And  while total maternal deaths in 1990
were 1,48,000, according to latest official estimates,
now each year 44,000 women die during pregnancy
and childbirth.

At a recent brainstorming national event called
“Nothing About Us, Without Us”, WRAI in part-
nership with the Centre for Catalyzing Change,
Family Planning Association of India, International
Planned Parenthood Federation, Save the Children
and World vision India sought  to draw public
attention to the need for safe motherhood and the
key role of citizens in improving women’s and chil-
dren’s health.

The speakers included Gogoi, Raghav Chadha,
spokesperson of the Aam Aadmi Party, Dr Rakesh
Kumar, Joint Secretary (RCH), Ministry of Health
and Family Welfare, Amitabh Behar, executive
Director, National Foundation for India, Meera
Devi, ward member, Loma Panchayat,
Muzaffarpur, Bihar, and Geeta Regar, former
sarpanch, Rajsamand, Rajasthan.

The meet also saw a discussion between repre-
sentatives of prominent NGOs working on women’s
and children’s health. Among the panelists was
Smita Bajpai, Project Director, Centre for Health,

Training and  Nutrition Awareness (CHeTNA) and
State Coordinator, WRAI, Rajasthan, whose secre-
tariat is CHeTNA. Drawing on the NGO’s experi-
ences in Rajasthan and Gujarat, she said that
SUMA-Rajasthan, WRAI and its partners have had
success in training members of village Health
Sanitation and Nutrition Committees (vHSNCs)
for monitoring and strengthening maternal health
services and observing  village Health Nutrition
Days.

One of the leaders of the vHSNCs and
CHeTNA’s local partner is Geeta Regar, former
sarpanch, Junda village, Rajsamand, Rajasthan. She
has used her space as an elected representative to
get  members of the vHSNC to use checklists to
monitor the services at anganwadis   and sub-cen-
tres. In Junda, she took up the issue of women’s
demand for deliveries at the village sub-centre
which was in reasonably good shape and had a
trained Auxiliary Nurse Midwife (ANM). 

However, women still preferred to go long dis-
tances to the better-equipped district hospital for

deliveries and often had
to use their own trans-
port to get there, a luxury
which most of them
could ill afford.

Regar used her  status
as sarpanch to mobilise
women for a gram sabha
meeting on reviving the
local sub-centre. There
was a turnout of 40-50
women.  For the first
time, maternal health fea-

tured on the agenda and even men, used to discus-
sions on road repairs and buildings, came for the
gram sabha.

Regar’s efforts have borne fruit. Based on a list
prepared by the ANM, the Community Health
Centre staff agreed to provide facilities like medical
instruments and supplies. The sub-centre now has a
labour room and women have been mobilised to use
the health facility. On  8 March  this year,  the first
delivery took place at the sub-centre. It was a proud
moment for Regar, CHeTNA and its NGO partners. 

Says Regar, “earlier, women couldn’t be motivat-
ed to come for gram sabha meetings or demand
their rights. My village sub-centre was far from
effective. I told the women that I would use my
position as sarpanch to help them. Now we have
succeeded in building greater awareness of the need
for maternal health.”

However, such success stories need more replica-
tion. Says Bajpai, “There are a lot of gaps in the
public health system like the shortage of human
resources, competencies and there is the larger
issue of corruption as well.” She is also concerned
about the influx of poor women into private hospi-
tals because they are wary of the quality of govern-
ment health centres. n
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Kasargod

IN 2000, Pidamale Govinda Bhat, 63, a middle-
class areca nut farmer, rigged up an experimen-
tal check dam with sand and plastic sheets. For

decades, his family had been constructing a tempo-
rary check dam across the Okkethoor river with
stones and soil to irrigate their farm. 

“The government constructed a vented dam for
us in place of our temporary check dam,” recalls
Bhat. “But the sarkari dam leaked and leaked. By
2000 it had become virtually useless.” 

Bhat knew very well that if the flow of water in
the river wasn’t checked, the whole area would face
drought in summer. That had happened in 1983.
The check dam didn’t get filled, wells dried up too
and farmers stared at crop loss.  

So, in 2000, Bhat stepped in and invented his own
dam with sand and plastic sheets. It served its pur-
pose. This type of check dam can be rigged up in
just one day with the help of an earth mover. Not
much labour or skill is required.

Inventing low-cost check dams with locally avail-
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dam in a   day using plastic sheetsVillage sub-centre
helps women

The sub-centre now has
a labour room and
women have been
mobilised to use the
health facility. The first
delivery took place at the
sub-centre on 8 March.

The inexpensive check dam is made with sand and plastic sheets 
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able material seems to have caught
on among farmers in the district.
The dams are temporary, sturdy and
the material used can be recycled the
next year.   

The decline of the traditional katta
dam seems to have sparked a small
revolution in check dam technology.
Until some decades ago, Dakshina
Kannada district had thousands of
kattas or temporary check dams. They had to be
constructed every year. The process was laborious
but farmers paid for their construction.

When the monsoon begins in June, most of the
stones and part of the soil used in kattas gets washed
away in floods. Before that happens, farmers remove
the soil and keep it for the next year’s katta. But in
recent years both labour and skill started becoming
scarce. So farmers began experimenting. 

Bhat’s inventive dam appears to be replacing the
katta. Its benefits are many. His innovative check
dam captures about 10 crore litres of water and irri-
gates around 120 acres on both sides of the river.
The income of the families here comes to  about  `3

crore annually. They spend about
`60,000 on water. No family in the
vicinity now suffers from a shortage
of drinking water. 

To construct Bhat’s sand-and-plas-
tic-sheet check dam, a solid founda-
tion has to be built the previous sum-
mer. This is done by digging a trench
at the site till the level of the bed rock
or layer of soil devoid of any sand.

The trench is extended a bit on both sides of the
river’s banks to avoid seepage at a later stage. Then
a plastic sheet is lowered into the trench before it is
refilled. The upper end of the sheet is rolled like a
calendar. Weights are placed above this roll so that
the sheet doesn’t get damaged or dislocated during
the monsoon. 

After the monsoon is over and the flow of water in
the river recedes, it’s time to construct the check
dam. An earth mover is commissioned to heap the
sand in a specific manner. A vent is provided for the
water to flow out during the time of construction.
After the earth mover heaps the sand like a small
hillock nine feet high, a second, bigger, plastic sheet

is spread from the inner side over the whole heap.
The width of the check dam is 150 feet. The rolled
upper edge of the plastic sheet used in the founda-
tion is now joined with the inner free end of the new
sheet. The two sheets are joined by rolling them
together and stones are placed to weigh them down.   

The other end of the plastic sheet is used to cover
the entire check dam. This is to prevent any damage
if there is unexpected heavy rain or floods. “This
year, there was a burst of rain and water overflowed
like a waterfall for three weeks,” recalls
Ramachandra Sharma, Bhat’s son. “But there was no
damage to the check dam.”

Interestingly, there is very little seepage in this
layman’s check dam. “Whatever seepage is there, we
pump the water for irrigation instead of draining
stored water from the check dam,” explains
Ramachandra. Their 18-acre areca nut garden
requires 350,000 litres of water a day. So, for the
entire irrigation season of six months from
December to May, their farm needs 60 million litres
of water.

Apart from Bhat’s family, 12 families nearby use
water from this check dam. More than 75 horse-
power is used to lift water for irrigation of about 120
acres on both sides of the river. The water level
increases to 2.5 km in length. The total water that is
stored would be about 100 million litres. This works
out to about `6 for a kilolitre of stored water. 

The plastic sheet gets damaged every year
because of the sand heaped on it. So the Bhats have
to buy a new one every year. A 120 gsm (grams per
square metre) sheet costs them `20,000. The neigh-
bours who use the water voluntarily pay Sharma.
“This takes care of half the cost every year,” he says. 

In contrast, the state government’s minor irriga-
tion department constructed a new dam to replace
an old dilapidated cement vented dam last year at a
cost of `1 crore. But the structure leaks very badly.
“With just the interest from the money the depart-
ment invests for such concrete dams, we could have
constructed two to three dozen sand-and-plastic
check dams that are far more effective in checking
water flow,” remarks Sharma. 

Inspired by Bhat’s check dam, two neighbours,
Pidamale Govindaprasad and Balipaguli Rajaram,
together constructed a sand-and-plastic-sheet
check dam this year. It cost them very little and they
are very happy with its performance. 

Other farmers are innovating and building simi-
lar check dams in adjoining areas.  

One such successful effort is the varanashi check
dam invented by Dr varanashi Krishnamurthy
nearly a decade ago. The varanashi Research
Foundation (vRF), a charitable trust headed by Dr
Krishnamurthy, named it the varanashi check dam.
The innovation is that, instead of using a lot of soil
to stop seepage, a silpaulin sheet is used in this
sandbag check dam.

Inspired by the varanashi check dam,
vasanthkumar Darbe, a farmer, went a step ahead
and stopped using sandbags to make the check
dam. Instead, he constructed a sand-and-plastic-
sheet structure. Noting his success, a few farmers
near him followed suit. n

dam in a   day using plastic sheets

pg Bhat, inventor of the dam 
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Subir Roy

Kolkata

THe large mug in which I have my tea, two
cups at one go, has done its time and is ready
to be passed on. But it is a bit of a favourite,

designed by the alumni association of the old col-
lege with an impression of the famous façade, and
to let it go I want a new mug which also says some-
thing.  

The journey for a new mug began unknowingly
with a day long visit to Anandaghar, an hour into
the semi-urban sprawl beyond the south of Kolkata.
It houses 71 HIv positive children (those with the
HIv infection in a dormant stage, not full-blown
AIDS), mostly abandoned and rescued, and is run
by the NGO which goes by the acronym OFFeR
(Organisation for Friends energies and Resources). 

It was conceived in 1986 by Kallol Ghosh and
today looks after 456 children in four homes in
West Bengal. Other than the HIv positive children
in Anandaghar set up in 2006, there are 56 who are
handicapped in some way or the other (many are
spastics) and live in a home called Apanjan set up in
2000. The rest, who live in another home called
Apanghar, set up in 1998, are “socially orphaned”
their parents are either gone or too poor to take care
of them. 

Two stories illustrate how children end up under
the care of OFFeR. A village woman, abandoned by
her husband, looked after her two young children
and herself by milking cows for several families.
Then, one day, she was asked not to come any more
as word had gone round that she was HIv positive,
thus leaving the family not just without any means
of livelihood but also socially ostracised. That night
she committed suicide by hanging herself from the
ceiling. 

In another instance a child was found abandoned
on a pavement with a bandaged wound from a
freshly performed surgery. It later became clear that
he had been adopted by his foster parents who had
taken him for appendectomy surgery when the
need arose. Routine tests during the procedure
revealed he was HIv positive. The parents paid the
hospital bill, got him discharged and then left him
on the pavement. 

Ghosh, who spends the better part of the day on
work for OFFeR is able to do so because he has a
family business, a diagnostic lab, which is his main
source of personal support. Now touching 50, he
wants to take the Anandaghar idea national.
OFFeR has a core team of 16 and an annual budget
of `3 crore to `3.5 crore. It gets capital grants from
corporates and donor agencies. 

That is how the buildings and the bakery plant,

for example, for vocational training are possible.
But at the end of the day OFFeR has to rely mostly
on the support of individuals for day to day run-
ning. It has no regular income stream. And private
help is critical as there is no serious official effort to
mainstream the HIv positive.  

The idea of setting up something like OFFeR
came to Ghosh when three decades ago he read in
the papers that 13 children were buried alive on the
outskirts of Kolkata in a mini landslide. Ash with
remnants of coal, discarded by steam railway
engines, was being brought in by contractors to
raise the ground level for a new expressway being
built on the city outskirts and the destitute children
would forage in the dumped stuff for little bits of
unburnt coal. 

In fact, Ghosh began it all when, still in high
school, he started a pavement school for a handful
of  migrant workers’ children. ever since then his
focus has been on children and giving them some
kind of education. Today, other than the permanent
homes, OFFeR runs 19 community centres where
3,500 children with some kind of home but little
else are schooled and offered basic healthcare. 

Ghosh sees a major problem in the high level of
dropouts from regular schools, mostly of children
who are first-generation literates. A key reason is
being unable to relate to the way things are taught at

oFFer From the heart 
A happy home for positive children 

kallol ghosh with children in Anandaghar. Around 456 children are tenderly looked after in four homes 
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school and their parents’ inability to pay for private
tuition which is “rampant”. 

So OFFeR has created a system of community
teachers by recruiting graduates at a monthly salary
of `6,000. In the first place, they are imparted com-
munication skills needed to reach out to such chil-
dren. Part of their job is to visit the homes of these
children both to understand where they come from
and also to convince the parents that sending the
children to school is a must. Another part of the
teaching is taking children for visits to places like a
Mother Dairy plant, an FM radio station or to see
the inside of a commercial aircraft.      

The visit to Anandaghar happened because a net-
working organisation, Kolkata Gives, which bridges
well-run NGOs and philanthropes, took a 40-odd
team of mostly middle-aged businessmen and
spouses and a couple of scribes on a day’s visit. 

Right at the beginning the teachers explained to

us to be prepared for the children to respond a bit
slowly, though surely, as they are under heavy med-
ication (anti-retroviral drugs) which they have to be
on all their lives to keep the infection dormant. 

It was also important for us to touch them, and
hug them if need be. Building their self-confidence
is a key part of seeking to ensure a normal life for
them as they have faced the silent trauma of being
treated literally as untouchables. Widespread social
ignorance makes people unaware that it is perfectly
safe to touch an HIv positive person. 

The boys among the children first did a yoga
demonstration for the visitors. Then the boys and
girls together did two group dance numbers, set to
a Bengali and a Hindi tune — the latter rather vig-
orous with touches of bhangra. Then came the big
part, a tour of the facilities. There was a bakery
where the more grown up children are given voca-
tional training. The oldest among them is now

preparing for the school-leaving higher secondary
examination. 

The next building housed the handicapped chil-
dren, including two who were seriously ill. As a
nurse prepared an intravenous feed for the child, we
were told her name was Adarani (adorable) and her
main achievement has been to come back from the
brink several times after all had given up hope. 

And finally, there was this roomy, airy, well-light-
ed building, Anandaghar, where the HIv positive
children live, play and continue their tryst with a
life almost gone and then partially given back by a
few handfuls of socially dedicated people and their
backers. 

The children had been well-trained to look after
the visitors. Two of them held me by my arms and
marched me around the facilities. They were sorely
disappointed that I could not play a quick game of
chess with them as I confessed I was a total ignora-
mus. I could take a few shots at carrom but expect-
edly, there was too big a crowd around the board. 

At the end of the tour the girl among my two
escorts asked: Uncle, why didn’t you bring Aunty?
When will you come again? Bring Aunty with you
the next time. 

After a sumptuous lunch which the visitors and
children shared, the departing were given a little gift
package each. Opening it on getting back home, I
realised I had received what I had been looking for
— a new tea mug which meant something. The
image on the mug was of smiling children and
hands painted with smilies in many colours with
the legend, “Let’s paint our lives”. It was not just a
happy looking new mug but represented something
truly special. But my wife promptly took it away and
placed it prominently in the glass case which has
some of the nicer artifacts we have collected during
our married life. 

Far from feeling put off by finding and then hav-
ing to give up a nice tea mug, I felt hugely light
hearted. Why? On looking a little within I realised
that the thought of those children who had been
dealt such a loaded card by fate, made all my prob-
lems and concerns absolute trifles for some time. n

The children had been
well- trained to look after
the visitors. Two of them
held me by my arms and
marched me around the
facilities.

The dormitories are clean and well- equipped with all facilities 

The children are lively and have lots of places to play 

There are regular medical check-ups 
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AT the age of 31, Dr Dhruv vyas was the head of
new product initiatives and operations of a natural
foods company. He was robust and worked long
hours. His health was the last thing on his mind. All
of a sudden, he was laid low by the prolapse of a
lumbar disc. Such was the neurological damage to
his spine that he found it difficult to stand up.
Specialists did an MRI and advised immediate sur-
gery. Since vyas had done a PhD on the use of tra-
ditional plants for cardiovascular health, he decid-
ed instead to seek out an alternative therapy. He
went to the I-AIM Healthcare Centre of the Trans

Disciplinary University (TDU) in Bengaluru, which offers specialised Ayurveda
treatment. He recovered fully without surgery and ended up as the chief operat-
ing officer of the I-AIM centre. 

Integrative healthcare is the mantra of the 21st century. Studies show that, like
vyas, around 60 per cent of all patients worldwide seek out natural remedies and
alternative lines of treatment. An increasingly technologically world has found lib-
eration in the connections between mind and body. Yoga and meditation often
deliver what modern allopathic drugs cannot. For neurological problems, meta-
bolic disorders,  palliative care, old-age illnesses and so on, many answers lie in the
holistic approach of traditional systems of medicine originating in India and
China. It has, in fact, become obsolete now to think in
terms of a single system for healthcare. 

India, as the home of Ayurveda and with its rich
biodiversity, has the opportunity to play the role of a
global leader in integrative healthcare. But for that to
happen Ayurveda should in India be given the status
it deserves as a science and system of medicine. Its
capacity to take Western medicine forward needs to
be recognised. 

A 10-year road map is needed to strengthen the
four pillars of Ayurveda: formal health services, edu-
cation, research and manufacture of Ayurvedic med-
icines. As a first step, the Union government should
adopt a National Integrative Health Policy, which

will give Ayurveda a defined role in the public health system. 
In their everyday lives, vast numbers of Indians turn to Ayurveda for their

basic health needs. They either go to village-based community healers or to
physician-scholars. Pharmaceutical companies selling Ayurvedic medicines in
modern packaging and dosages do brisk business. The Union government has a
department for traditional systems of medicine. It is called AYUSH — an
acronym for Ayurveda, Yoga, Unani, Sidha, Swa-rigpa and Homeopathy. 

But there is simultaneous neglect of Ayurveda as a result of the public health
system’s focus on Western medicine. Little has been done to let a rich repository
of knowledge renew itself. Ayurveda is a generic term meaning the ‘knowledge of
life’. It has been dynamic and evolving for over two millennia. The ‘knowledge of
life’ has acquired over the centuries different specialisations and sub-cultures.
There is Yoga, Siddha, Unani, and Tibetan medicine. Hundreds of local health
traditions exist that are specific to ecosystems and ethnic communities. 

The challenge before policy-makers is to restore this process of discovery and
adoption, recognise community knowledge and give to Ayurveda the status of
an evolved medical science. 

From the first Five-Year Plan in 1947 to the recent Draft Health Policy of 2015,
abundant lip service has been paid to Ayurveda. But policy-makers have had a
poor understanding of its depth and potential. Spending on healthcare on the
whole is less than one per cent of the GDP of which just three per cent goes
towards traditional medicine. China, by comparison, allocates 20 to 30 per cent
of its health budget to traditional healthcare.

The sub-critically funded health services of Ayurveda in the public sector are
located outside the main public health system as a small parallel stream. An esti-

mated 24,000 community dispensaries around 3,000
primary and secondary hospitals are supported across
the country. The health services of these institutions are
not aligned to the national health goals and therefore
their performance does not matter to policy-makers.
The innovations, quality and reach of their services have
never been measured.

The education system boasts of around 300 under-
graduate and 50 plus postgraduate colleges and has
churned out an impressive 700,000 licensed physicians.
These colleges follow a rigid 19th century curriculum,
classroom teaching and evaluation methods regulated
by corrupt medical councils. In the early 1970s, the
University Grants Commission introduced
autonomous colleges in university education.
Ayurveda education, however, remains shackled by
unrealistic regulations and a uniformity that permits
zero innovation. 
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India, as the home of
Ayurveda and with its
rich biodiversity, has the
opportunity to play the
role of a global leader in
integrative healthcare.
But for that to happen
Ayurveda should in India
be given the status it
deserves as a science
and system of medicine.

ayurVeda’S
tIme IS noW

Four big moves India must make

By dARSHAn SHAnkAR

Darshan shankar is the vice Chancellor of the Trans-
Disciplinary university (TDu), which is dedicated to building
bridges between india’s traditional health sciences and
modern biology and medicine.



Ayurveda research programmes funded by pub-
lic funds are largely ‘intra-mural’ which means
that they are conceived and implemented by the
state and national research institutes established
by the government. Actual expenditure by the
government on research by non-government
institutions is negligible. Government sector
research outputs over the last 40 years or so have
impacted neither domestic nor international
healthcare. 

Manufacturing of Ayurvedic drugs is largely in
the private sector. It receives no government sup-
port. It is the healthiest aspect of Ayurveda, with a
real consumer base and an estimated turnover of
`15,000 crore per year.

A quality assurance system led by the Quality
Council of India has since 2008-9 been commis-
sioned by the Union Government to develop stan-
dards for health services. A handful of hospitals
has been accredited so far. It’s a good beginning.
However no standards for measurement have so
far been implemented for the  other three pillars
— education, research and manufacturing.

So here are the four big moves that India can
make to build on its many strengths in Ayurveda. 

health SerVIceS
Two key innovations suggest themselves
in the health services sector. First, India
should introduce, like China did several

decades ago, integrative healthcare at all the pri-
mary, secondary and tertiary levels of the public
health system. This was indeed the intent of the
National Rural Health Mission but it is yet to
become a reality. It should be a serious exercise
involving dozens of adequately funded and well-
designed pilot projects for which the best health
institutes in both the non-government and gov-
ernment sector should collaborate. It should be an
action-based research agenda over 10 years.

What would these pilot projects be like? There
are several examples, born out of voluntary effort,
that already exist. For instance, the Swami
vivekananda Youth Movement (www.svym.org)
was started by a group of medicos of Mysore
Medical College in 1984. They set out to influence
policy and make it relevant to the needs of people
at the grassroots through action in health, educa-
tion, socio-economic empowerment, training,
research and advocacy.  

SvYM has had three decades of experience in
delivering healthcare to the most needy, including
displaced and dispossessed indigenous tribes,
with its 80-bed multi-specialty hospital,
vivekananda Memorial Hospital at Saragur, in HD Kote taluk in Mysore district
in Karnataka. A distinctive feature of this healthcare delivery model has been the
functional integration of allopathy and Ayurveda.  

SvYM has experienced over the past seven years how allopathy and Ayurveda
can complement each other in treating liver diseases, gastritis, neurological dis-
orders, musculoskeletal diseases like spondylitis and specific illnesses like psori-
asis, HIv, TB and diabetes. 

The founding doctors — all specialists in allopathy — say, “Working amongst
the indigenous tribal groups since 1987 opened our eyes to the wealth of tradi-
tional knowledge and practices. Indeed, it helped us understand that medical
pluralism is an accepted practice and an integral part of people’s lifestyles, be
they tribal or non-tribal.” 

A second innovation in health services is for India to add a fourth non-insti-
tutional tier to the public health system by giving accreditation to folk-healers to
serve as community health-providers. Folk-healers can take care of the primary
healthcare needs of 50 per cent of the population with no recurring costs. 

Folk-healers’ practices could be standardised through education modules

based on the revalidation of low-cost herbal reme-
dies and medical practices. The revalidation can
be done by a large network of science and technol-
ogy institutes, colleges and universities. Herbal
remedies can be disseminated efficiently using the
best of ICTs and social media. 

There are hundreds of examples of the remark-
able knowledge that communities have.  The plant
brahmi (centella asiatica and bacopa monnieri) is
widely grown all over India. It has traditionally
been used for memory enhancement.  Both chil-
dren and old people consume the plant. In
Dakshin Karnataka, centella asiatica is made into
tasty chutney by the Saraswat Brahmins and they
are considered to be sharp. Recent experimental
studies conducted by TIFR-NCBS Bengaluru by
Prof. Shona Chatterjee show that consumption of
brahmi brings about molecular and structural
changes in the hippocampus region of the brain
where short-term memory resides. 

The use of copper vessels for storing drinking
water is an outstanding example of the soundness
of folk knowledge. Scientific studies conducted at
TDU reveal that it is an inexpensive way of eradi-
cating all pathogenic microbes, including roto-
virus. Recent field trials, by TDU under a
Canadian Grand Challenges Award in villages of
Ramnagara district and in one urban and rural

location in Kenya confirmed  the results of lab studies.
In India knowledge of wholesome living has resided for millennia both in

ordinary folk and in scholars making it perhaps the world’s oldest unbroken,
evolving health tradition. In villages health traditions are verbally communicat-
ed in ecosystem- rooted communities. every community traditionally uses local
plants (more than 6,500 species and 200,000 herbal formulations across India),
seasonal ethnic foods, physical postures, customs and rituals to keep humans,
livestock and agriculture healthy. Millions of households and around one mil-
lion village-based folk-healers comprise the very large army of community-
based health-providers. 

medIcal educatIon
On the medical education front, innovation and pluralism are needed.
This is the writing on the wall evident from trends all over the world.
Medical schools in the US introduced modules on integrative health-

care about a decade ago. The future direction in medical education is therefore
clearly towards integrative healthcare. For this purpose the first bold step, which
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india is rich in biodiversity: The ensete superba is found in both
the Western ghats and  the northeast

manufacturing of Ayurvedic preparations is largely in the private sector
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will invite huge resistance, should be to set up a National
Council for Health education and Regulation and create sec-
tions for different knowledge traditions in it. It is an extremely
complex task that will have to be executed by experts in mis-
sion mode. Begin now and it could take all of 10 years. 

reSearch
A research strategy for integrative healthcare is excit-
ing and extremely critical to the success of both inte-
grative health services and education because it is

research that can provide conviction to proceed on the path of
promoting medical pluralism with vigour. The requirement
should be to focus on strategic, high-impact areas of healthcare
and necessarily explore an interface of Ayurveda and modern
science in an epistemologically informed manner. 

Institutes of the class of the Indian Institute of Technology
and the Indian Institute of  Science should be set up by build-
ing upon existing institutes and universities that have track
records of innovation and achievement. 

The emphasis should be on merit so that institutions that
aren’t run by government are also eligible. To give integrative
biology the status it deserves as a discipline, it would be a good
idea to have chairs in universities and colleges. Committees led
by visionary scientists, physicians and Sanskrit scholars should
be constituted to select institutes to engage in path-breaking
research.

It is not only drugs and therapies that traditional knowledge
can provide but even sophisticated systemic perspectives, con-
cepts and theories that can advance the world of science, which
is incredibly advanced at the molecular level but limited by its
structural and reductionist conception and outlook on nature. 

The recent work of Bhushan Patwardhan, visiting Professor
at TDU and  Mitali Mukerji, Professor at the Institute of
Genomics and Integrative Biology, CSIR, New Delhi, is a point-
er in this direction. Scientific papers published by them have
shown the crucial role of the Ayurvedic phenotypes in map-
ping genome variation and susceptibility to diseases. This has
advanced the emerging field of pharmacogenomics (person-
alised medicine) by at least a decade.

an amul For herbalS
To grow the manufacturing space, a start-up culture
is needed. We would do well to create incubation cen-
tres to support innovative entrepreneurs on the lines

of the successful Department of Biotechnology’s (DBT) BIRAC
programme — perhaps managed by the same institutions that
lead the DBT programme because they have already created an
ecosystem for start-ups. Industry-academia links need to be
supported on the lines of best global practices. 

The Indian herbal industry needs to be incentivised to invest
in R&D to enter global markets. The supply chain for medici-
nal plants needs to be professionally managed and bodies like
the National Medicinal Plants Board strengthened for the purpose. 

A strategic programme, similar to Amul in the dairy industry, can promote
community- owned herbal enterprises. These enterprises could employ tens of
thousands of women. They would grow and process medicinal plants and man-
ufacture scientifically validated and standardised herbal products. SeWA in
Ahmedabad could be the anchor for such an initiative with its vast experience in
creating enterprises and livelihoods for women. SeWA could be backed up by
reputed institutions which have knowledge of Ayurveda product development.

The success of an action plan to promote and strengthen Ayurveda will
depend on competence and speed. In this journey of change it is important that
governments allow civil society initiatives the space they need to deliver results.
Governments are best suited to be catalysts and enablers. Policy and legislation
should come from them. Innovation in services, education, research and manu-
facturing should be led by non-government and not-for-profit institutions and
where appropriate by cooperatives and the private sector. These efforts should
receive the same level of funding that is poured into inefficient government
institutions. 

It is important to appreciate that, as the 'knowledge of life', Ayurveda has been
evolving for over two millennia and has acquired different specialisations and

sub-cultures. There is yoga (focused on mental health in ways far beyond the
frontiers of neurobiology), Siddha (the brilliant and intuitive elaboration by
Tamil saints of the Saivaite cult), Swa-rigpa (the in-depth Tibetan expression,
translated in Pali by great Buddhist monk-scholars), Jain treatises on Ayurveda
by meditative  wandering monks, Unani (the integrated version with Islamic
medicine).

But in modern India, Ayurveda has experienced marginalisation. Its evolution
and depth have been forgotten. Policy-makers, lay persons and even practition-
ers tend to hold a static perception of Ayurveda. 

One reason for the marginalisation of Ayurveda is confusion in the Indian
mind about the primary source of modernity. The confusion stems from the
myth that modernity as a process is divorced from tradition when the historical
and sociological reality is just the opposite. Just as the present is inevitably
derived only from the past, in an exactly similar manner modernity cannot
derive from anything other than an ‘evolving’ tradition. 

A colonial mindset in India has looked only to the West even in domains like
healthcare where our own roots are deep and potent. It has been the colonised
mind that has disregarded Ayurveda as a source of modernising health sciences,
biology and India’s public health system in the 21st century. n
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professor lakshmi Thattachar,  a scholar with  knowledge of  ancient texts, and (below) the poster- splattered
cabin of a present-day physician at the Arya vaidya pharmacy outlet in Delhi 
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Subir Roy

Kolkata

AN integrated project is
delivering both safe
drinking water and sani-

tation with virtually zero envi-
ronmental cost (in fact, the over-
all impact is positive) in an east
Kolkata slum, home to 570
households. What is more, it is
meeting its current running cost
and plans to break even in five
years, if not three and a half. 

The Kalikapur slum on the
eastern Metropolitan Bypass,
which connects the city to its air-
port, is typical and distinctive in
some ways. It has come up around
a water body which would have
remained a part of the east
Kolkata wetlands, recognised as a
Ramsar site, had not the building
of the bypass brought develop-
ment. At the slum’s outer periph-
ery is one of the many canals
which take out the city’s dirty
water as also rainwater. 

The slum is official, ‘recog-
nised’, and has had some govern-
ment help. Its main walkway is
paved. The community has band-
ed together to get power from the
city’s distributor and on one
occasion when the power equip-
ment burnt out due to overload-
ing the community collected
what was for them a large sum
and paid for replacement. While 78 per cent of the
people in the slum are ‘below poverty line’, in keep-
ing with high literacy rates in urban areas in West
Bengal, 83 per cent are literate.  

The water and sanitation project, named WASH-
UP (Water Sanitation Hygiene for Urban Slums),
has been conceived, implemented and is now
watched over by the NGO, South Asian Foundation
for environment (SAFe). Project cost funding has
come from the $100 million five-year water pro-
gramme of global bank HSBC. At ground level, the
project has been approved by both the Kolkata
Municipal Corporation and the state’s power and
non-conventional energy department.

The key element in the project is an 8 KW solar
power plant which powers a eureka Forbes water

treatment plant, working on
reverse osmosis technology, with
a capacity to produce 10,000 litres
of safe drinking water per day,
compatible with WHO standards. 

Slum-dwellers get two litres of
water per head per day free which
they can draw through dispensers
operated by smart cards which
are periodically recharged. extra
water is charged at 25 paise per
litre up to 10 litres and thereafter
at double that rate. 

The “refusal” water thrown out
by the water treatment plant is
piped to 20 public bio-toilets with
bio-digesters which ensure
odourless effluent. The odourless
extract is collected in pits with
sand and oil, yielding organic
manure rich in NKP nutrient.
There are also four conventional
toilets whose effluents feed into a
biogas plant to produce biogas for
cooking or lighting. 

There is a proposal to sell excess
water at current market rates for
packaged water to the neighbour-
hood beyond the slum but this is
still being debated and a cap on
commercially selling not more
than 25 per cent of the total water
consumed is being considered.     

The water for the water treat-
ment plant is taken from the 3.8
hectare water body and also from
the topmost aquifer. There is a
decision not to go below 500 feet

to access ground water which gets recharged
through the 13,000 gallons of rainwater harvested at
the water body and the carbon offset of the project
is measured at 28 metric tonnes per annum.  

The energy requirement is mostly met by the
solar power plant whose batteries can create six-
hour backup during sunny weather and two-hour
backup during rainy weather. Till now the batteries
have never entirely run out. This is ensured by using
a bit of grid power to run the one HP submersible
pump with which the ground water is brought up.
The system is designed to run both the water treat-
ment plant and the water pump on solar power but
a bit of grid power is used so as to always maintain
some battery backup. So the project does not have
absolutely zero non-renewable energy footprint but
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Smart cards, water for slum
Solar power helps cut costs

Water for the treatment
plant is taken from a 
3.8 hectare water body
and also from the
topmost aquifer. There 
is a decision not to go
below 500 feet to access
ground water which 
gets recharged with
rainwater.  

Dipayan Dey: ‘The World Bank wants us to scale up the project’
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Civil society is going places...
Kutch,  Porbandar,  Chamoli,  Bhavnagar,  Ahwa,  Tiswadi,  Amritsar,  Sabarkantha,  Valsad,
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Mokokchung,  Mayurbhanj,  Bathinda,  Fatehgarh

Sahib,  Hoshiarpur,  Jhalawar,  Auraiya,  Farrukhabad,

Lakhimpur Kheri,  Pratapgarh,  Burdwan,  Murshidabad,

Pauri Garhwal,  Cuddalore, Sivaganga, Kancheepuram,

Ramanathapuram,  Kanyakummari,  Perambalur,  Pudukkotai,  Shahdol,  Tiruvannamalai .......
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it is almost there. 
The cost of the project, including both hard

(equipment) and soft (training of local residents) ele-
ments, has come to `75 lakh. The running cost of
`12,000 per month comes out of the money people
pay for the extra water beyond their free quota. Joint
liability groups, formed from the slum-dwellers, have
taken ownership of the project and effectively run it. 

SAFe, which is active on a range of environmen-
tal issues since 2004, has been founded by Dipayan
Dey, its chair, a doctorate in biotechnology from
Delhi University who is in his early fifties. “The
project is considered so successful that the World
Bank has asked us to scale it up,” says Dr Dey. A
similar project is complete and is being inaugurated
in Guwahati. Another, using runoff water, is under
construction in Shillong. 

The regional footprint of SAFe stretches to
Bangladesh, Bhutan and Nepal and also the
Philippines. Bhutan is where Dr Dey first honed his
ideas as he spent a decade at Delhi University’s cam-
pus there. SAFe employs 25 people and has an
annual budget of around `3 crore to `3.5 crore. It
operates out of the rented ground floor of a residen-
tial house in Panchashayar in the extreme south-
east of the city. The neighbourhood is famous for its
idyllic atmosphere, owing to the five lakes that
make it up (it takes its name from them) and the
total absence of high-rises. 

A feedback survey found that 99.5 per cent of the
women surveyed said the quality of water was good
and tasty. Almost all of them, 98.5 per cent, are now
saving up to four hours a day which they would
have had to spend to get water to drink and cook. A
high 97 per cent feel empowered through being able
to use proper toilets. But some women are appre-
hensive about the future. A total of 83 per cent love
the present system but 15 per cent are apprehensive
that the good times may not last because of prob-
lems of social dominance. 

A significant change has come in the quality of
life of the people, foremost the women, who live in
the Kalikapur slum. When SAFe staff first started
interacting with them to do the baseline survey, the
women told them, “First of all, give us water.” (A
toilet came next in their list of desirables.) “Other
than the time taken to get the water, we have to face
the hazard of crossing and re-crossing the busy
bypass with its fast traffic.”

Then, within two months of the project starting,
water ceased to be mentioned. The primary con-
cern of the women then became acquiring liveli-
hood skills. That is progress, if you like. n

Women use smart cards to buy clean drinking water 

The east kolkata wetlands 
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Shweta Vitta

Bengaluru

SANvAR Oberoi, 23, was in a
village in Maharashtra when
a farmer he knew committed

suicide. Oberoi, an Ashoka Fellow,
was shocked. “The farmer had
borrowed heavily and couldn’t pay
on time since the monsoon was
delayed. This had ruined his culti-
vation cycle. The fear of shame
drove him to consume industrial
alcohol. He was one of the best
cotton farmers I ever came across.”

Farmer suicides routinely hit the
headlines in India. According to
the country’s National Crime
Records Bureau, around 296,438
farmers have taken their lives
since 1995. In Maharashtra alone,
the number stands at 60,750. 

“There is a need to radically
reform the agricultural sector,” says Oberoi. “But the
problem is that educated people don’t consider agri-
culture a sexy industry. We get scared, seeing the
magnitude of the problem, but fail to see the immense
scope for innovation.” 

Moneylenders charge farmers outrageously high
interest rates, ranging from 20 to 50 per cent, he
explains. Farmers find it hard to pay on time
because they earn a low income from agriculture
and the erratic weather might well turn their crops
to dust. 

But Oberoi believes that innovation, technical
advice and value-building can
bring about an agricultural rev-
olution. Along with six friends,
he set out to find out how the
lives of farmers across the coun-
try could be changed. 

Oberoi and his friends
searched for solutions, travelling
across the world. They stumbled
upon industrial hemp or
Cannabis sativa — a low-cost,
annual crop that has over 25,000
uses across varied industries and
is a $500 million industry in the
US alone.

But why is the hemp industry
absent in a country where 60 per
cent of the population cites agriculture as the pri-
mary source of income, they wondered. First, due
to lack of awareness. There is confusion between
marijuana (Cannabis indica) and industrial hemp
(Cannabis sativa) as both come from the same plant
family of cannabis and both are often referred to as
narcotic drugs. 

Chemically, marijuana grown for recreational
purposes has between 5 to 20 per cent of THC
(tetrahydrocannabinol), the intoxicating substance
that gives hemp its hallucinogenic properties.
Industrial hemp, on the other hand, has a negligible
zero to 0.3 per cent of THC. 

Second, the Narcotics Drug and Psychotropic
Substances (NDPS) Act of 1985 permits industrial
hemp to be cultivated for horticultural or industrial
use but only under certain directives. But these
directives haven’t been issued until now. So there is
confusion about cultivation of the crop. Ultimately,
all of this has contributed to India not having a
hemp-based industry.  

But Oberoi and his friends were convinced that
industrial hemp had the potential to radically rede-
fine India’s agri-business segment and improve the
lives of farmers. 

In 2012, they founded BOHe-
CO (Bombay Hemp Company),
India’s first industrialised hemp
company, to build a sustainable
industrial hemp ecosystem and
create social and environmental
impact. At present, they are
focusing on developing innova-
tive solutions in basics: food,
clothing and shelter.  

many uSeS
If we go back in history, Ford’s
first car was built with industrial
hemp plastic. Celebrity designer
Georgio Armani makes clothes
of hemp. Most green buildings in

europe use hemp since it is cheap and eco-friendly.  
One advantage is that the plant has a short culti-

vation cycle and great adaptability. It can be grown
in most soil types, from the Himalayan foothills to
the warmer climate in southern India. Hemp
requires limited water and pesticides or herbicides
so its carbon footprint is negligible.   

“India is sitting on a gold mine of industrial hemp
as there are hills and hills of it,” says Avnish Pandya,
Director of Research and Development, BOHeCO.
“Three months is all a farmer needs, from sowing to
reaping. Keeping in mind the concept of rotational
cropping, even if a farmer grows one cycle of hemp

annually, which is what we are
encouraging, he would earn
double than what he would earn
if he grows, say, sugarcane.” 

“Imagine if the entire pack-
aged bottle industry switched
to hemp to manufacture its
bottles,” muses Pandya. “It
could be a great solution to
solving most of the environ-
mental issues we face today.”

With about 25,000 uses in
industries such as clothing,
food, industrial machinery,
construction, cosmetics and
more, hemp can “shake up the
sector”. 

“This is why it’s called a tril-
lion-dollar super crop,” says
Oberoi. 

gettIng there
Since industrial hemp has

never been domesticated in India, there is no stan-
dardisation of the seed. BOHeCO has built the first
hemp seed bank of the country with 81 unique seed
varieties. The company is currently developing the
best hemp seed which can be mass multiplied.

The present focus is innovating products around
the basic necessities of life — food, clothing and
shelter. The company is working with hemp-grow-
ers in the Himalayan region. 

BOHeCO currently produces hemp seed, protein
and oils in the food category, body creams and lip
balms in the cosmetics category, and fabrics ranging
from `600 to `800 per metre in the clothing catego-
ry. It is also in the final stages of developing
hempcrete, an environment-friendly alternative to
red bricks. 

Jahan Petson James, Director of Strategy and
Collaborations, BOHeCO, says, “We are still in a
nascent stage of developing products and spreading
awareness of the benefits of hemp. Once there is
mass acceptance, production will naturally increase
and costs will come down.”

Finally, BOHeCO is working closely with the
government and policymakers to revisit the NDPS
Act, make amends and expedite relevant sections of
the policy that would be hugely beneficial to the
country’s economy.  

As soon as BOHeCO develops its standardised
seed, it plans to give it for free to farmers. By 2017,
the firm aims to work with at least 450 farmers and
create a replicable, scalable model. 

“The Chinese government is actively cultivating
hemp to lift three million people out of poverty by
2020,” says Oberoi. “They are providing hemp seeds
and technical expertise to farmers across China
which is already doubling the income of many
farmers. There is little doubt why China is the
largest producer of hemp in the world. It’s time
India recognised the benefits of hemp and started
capitalising on the crop for a better and greener
economy.” n

To know more, visit www.india.ashoka.org. 

Boheco team: (Back) yash kotak, jahan peston james, sanvar oberoi and sumit shah 
(Front) Chirag Tekchandaney, Avnish pandya and Delzaad Deolaliwala

The hemp plant 

hemp with a different high 



THe NDA government should
be commended for reissuing the
ordinance to amend the Land
Acquisition Rehabilitation and
Resettlement (LARR) Bill, an

anti-development piece of legislation passed by the
UPA government in 2013. More commendable is
the recognition by the BJP’s top brass that this is
quintessentially a political issue, which requires
large-scale public mobilisation in support. We must
all recognise that it is not merely land ownership
but the much bigger question of modernisation of
Indian agriculture that is at stake here.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi did well to high-
light this in his speech at the Bengaluru conclave.
He pointed to the miserable living conditions of the
vast majority of our farmers who are trapped in an
unending cycle of drudgery, back-breaking labour,
rising debt and suicides. LARR-2013 guaranteed
that this vicious cycle would continue. Therefore, it
needed to be amended to liberate the landless and
marginal farmers from deprivation and poverty. 

As many as 59 per cent of rural households do
not own any land. Another 28 per cent have land
holdings of less than 0.5 hectares, on which they
simply cannot eke out an acceptable living.
Therefore, 87 per cent of the rural population is
desperate to end their dependence on agriculture.
By and large, these people also belong to Scheduled
Castes and other backward classes that face social
oppression in addition to economic deprivation.
They would take any non-agricultural employment
that came their way.

LARR is therefore relevant for a mere 10 per cent
of rural households — those who have land hold-
ings in the vicinity of urban centres and face the
genuine threat of acquisition. Only 0.5 per cent of
India’s farmers who have more than 10 hectares will
be adversely affected by these amendments. 

Clearly, Sonia Gandhi and Jairam Ramesh were
out to appease and enrich this class of rich farmers.
Modi has done well to assure 90 per cent of farmers
of a better deal through rapid economic develop-
ment and modernisation of agriculture and asking
his ministers to take this message far and wide.  

Recently, the results of a survey of 5,480 farmers
have become available (The Hindu, 3 April, “Missing
the Big, Bleak Picture” by Sanjay Kumar and Pranav
Gupta). The survey was conducted in late 2013, after

the passage of the LARR by the UPA government. Its
findings show that 62 per cent of farmers were will-
ing to leave farming if they found an alternative job;
37 per cent did not want their children to continue
with farming; nearly half of the surveyed farmers
believed their conditions were bad; and 22 per cent
have actually begun to dislike farming.

This reflects a growing reality that agriculture is
no longer a viable occupation, best shown by the
average outstanding debt of `47,000 per farmer’s
household. Unsustainable farming and the vulnera-
bility of farmers have driven them to tragic suicides
in times of crisis. The findings should hopefully
bring some realism to the leadership of the 14 polit-
ical parties which trooped to Rashtrapati Bhavan
behind Sonia Gandhi to lodge their protest against
the proposed amendments.  

Two brief points emerge: First, acquisition is an
issue for less than 10 per cent of farming house-
holds, which are being pampered by the Congress
leadership for vote-bank reasons; second, Indian
agriculture in its present state is simply not eco-
nomically viable as an occupation for the vast
majority (nearly 85 per cent) of the rural population
which is locked in a vicious circle of grinding inter-
generational poverty.

Unfortunately, we cannot expect the Congress
leadership to take cognisance of these cold facts.
The party’s leadership is historically adept at twist-
ing ground realities to suit their immediate political
objectives regardless of how severely out of sync
they may be with the nation’s priorities. This can be

more acutely seen in the Congress’s treatment of
minorities that has continued their marginalisation
while paying lip service to them at election time. 

Their attitude towards Dalits smacks of populism
without any attempt to ensure their economic
advancement; their legislative overturning of the
Shah Bano judgment shows the party’s sheer cyni-
cism towards women; and their approach towards
child labour required a Kailash Satyarthi to wage a
bitter struggle largely against Congress-led govern-
ments.

Congress luminaries like Sonia Gandhi and
Jairam Ramesh are of course not expected to pay
any heed to these facts in their pursuit of political
opportunism. For Manmohan Singh and Anand
Sharma to have also succumbed to Jairam Ramesh’s
skulduggery makes one feel hopeless about the
Congress party. 

In these circumstances, Modi has done well to
not flinch from his clearly expressed resolve to take
the battle to the Congress party and its allies. He
should see this as perhaps the most important polit-
ical struggle in post-Independence India to wean
the peasantry off unviable agriculture and connect
farmers with the dynamic modern Indian economy. 

This will be a tough battle but one which must be
won for saving the vast majority of our farmers from
penury. But first and foremost Modi, Amit Shah and
Arun Jaitley will have to take the necessary steps to
build the required trust between the BJP, widely per-
ceived as a party for the urbanites, traders and busi-
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land acquisition is an issue for less than 10 per cent of farming households 
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nessmen, and the farming community. 
The trust will need to be built on the basis of per-

sistent and multifaceted engagement with the farm-
ers.  To be successful, Modi should give up his exclu-
sive reliance on the bureaucracy and instead use civil
society and think-tanks to engage with them direct-
ly. This has to be done with a political and not a
bureaucratic mindset. The farmers have to be con-
vinced that rapid development and modernisation
of agriculture is the only way forward to end the
continuing dualism between Bharat and India.

It is up to the BJP and its allies to articulate this
development urge in the countryside and use it to
mobilise the poor farmers in support of the proposed
amendments. Indian farmers have always been
staunch nationalists. They will whole-heartedly sup-
port an honest development effort. But they want to

be treated as partners and not as policy objects.
The mobilisation of farmers can be achieved in

three steps. First, they have to be convinced,
through a massive awareness programme conduct-
ed by the newly minted 60 million BJP members,
that they will benefit from faster and sustained
infrastructure development. Second, it should be
clarified that compensation being offered together
with the promise of employment for those whose
livelihoods are affected is a good deal which will be
honestly implemented. Third, district administra-
tors should be asked to draw up in the shortest pos-
sible time an inventory of land holdings by the gov-
ernment, its associated agencies, and public sector
units in their districts. This would help in convinc-
ing the farmers that existing land holdings will be
used for new projects where possible and the gov-
ernment will actively discourage land-grabbing. 

Finally, state governments should consider
declaring the land in the vicinity of urban agglom-
erations open for multiple uses and not continue
with the current practice of project-specific change
in land use. This will drive up the price of land to its
market-determined level in a most transparent
manner and ensure that no acquisition can take
place at lower than market rates. 

It will also disprove those who assert that the com-
pensation package under LARR does not raise land
prices to abnormally high levels. A land market must
emerge in India. This is a necessary condition for
agricultural modernisation. An efficiently working
and properly regulated land market is a far superior
mechanism for protecting farmers’ interests than a
harassed and often compromised bureaucracy. n

The author is a Senior Fellow at the Centre for Policy Research and Founder
Director, Pahle India Foundation.
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WHeN I finished reading the 44-page doc-
ument related to the achievements of the
Ministry of environment, Forests and

Climate Change (MoeFCC), I was not surprised.
Towards Transparency and Good Governance is a
publication by the ministry listing all that they have
got done from June 2014 to January 2015 since the
new government came to power.  

I asked myself why that document sounded like
business-as-usual reporting. Cutting down delays
for strategic projects, avoiding time and cost over-
runs, expeditious implementation of linear projects,
improving governance for faster growth were all
terms which figured in the first four achievements. 

The fifth one set out statistics. Since the ministry
launched its online system for project applications
in July 2014, it has received “more than 700 applica-
tions for Terms of Reference and 400 applications
for eC”. This was the achievement related to the
section on transparency in decision-making. Before
I could ask how this could be so, the document pro-
vided an answer. It said, through this new method,
project proponents could access and track their
proposals for environment clearance and approval
for the use of forest land for non-forest use.
Therefore, it has brought “transparency and pre-
dictability in the system”.

I was still intrigued. I re-read the document to see
if I had indeed missed something. But that was not
the case. I had covered the first six out of 13
achievements the ministry had listed, and the word
environment had hardly figured. Where it had, it
was used as a prefix to the word ‘clearance’, explain-
ing to the reader what the ministry’s achievement
was with regard to ‘environment clearance’ for
industrial and infrastructure projects. 

The second way in which the word was used was
when the Minister of environment and the Secretary
to the MoeFCC described the need to balance devel-
opment and environment, and how growth and the
environment should go hand-in-hand. This could
only be a play of words, but I thought to myself, what
if we change the placement of what the minister and
the secretary were trying to say. 

If we start bringing environment before growth,
would that change the way we view transparency and
good governance? This way, growth priorities would
need to fit into the environmental agenda and not
vice-versa. But then, wasn’t that what the MoeFCC
was meant to do? What happened along the way was
that the very thrust and language of a ministry
entrusted with the task of protecting the environ-
ment is almost justifying to everyone that it was not
in the way of the country’s development and growth.

I gave the document another chance. Perhaps the
narrative will change in the latter half. I saw words

like ‘protecting and promoting cleaner environ-
ment’, ‘control of pollution’, ‘protection of wildlife,
biodiversity’ figure in this section. Surely the min-
istry would have undertaken specific tasks related
to this and one will see an array of achievements. 

Here is the list for all to judge. For protection of
the environment and ensuring a clean environment,
the ministry has, first, doubled the coal cess by the
mining companies. This money, once collected, will
be used to develop clean technology. In effect, the
more mining you do, the more tax you collect, and
then we develop clean technology while our forests,

grasslands and rivers succumb to the pressure of
increased mining. 

After all, this should be read with the first set of
achievements, which have created transparent and
efficient regulatory systems for investments and
approvals. The second measure for environment pro-
tection, pretty much on the same lines, relates to the
ministry trying to release `33,000 crore to state gov-
ernments, collected for compensatory afforestation of
the forests that have been diverted for non-forest use.

For the protection of wildlife, the ministry’s only
achievement has been reconstituting the National
Board for Wild Life (NBWL) and its standing com-
mittee, and amending the NBWL rules. This is fol-
lowed by stating that the NBWL has looked into 165
matters and taken decisions on 133 proposals.  

The NBWL, as per law, has several powers to pro-
mote wildlife conservation, advise the central gov-
ernment on wildlife conservation strategies and so
on. However, the only emphasis in the MoeFCC
document was related to clearing projects and the
achievements of the NBWL’s work related to this.
The impact of this, according to the MoeFCC, is
that these clearances will “ensure implementation of
long pending important projects”.

Where is the proactive work related to protection
of environment, I thought to myself yet again? Since
when has the primary task of the ministry become
justifying approvals, so much so that they dominate
the landscape of their prized list of achievements? 

Who was this document talking to, really? Why is
the report bending backwards to please all those
claiming their projects are stuck because of envi-
ronmental approval? Why were the only proactive
measures to protect the environment in the form of
monitoring technology and collection of taxes? 

My not being surprised — that is the problem.
Though I felt troubled, I realised  that this is what
has become of a ministry which is supposed to be
the environmental voice of the country. It had, till
its 2006 policy, spoken about mainstreaming envi-
ronment into other social and economic sectors.
How can we now let it succumb to being a synonym
for project clearance? n

Kanchi Kohli is a researcher and writer.Email: kanchikohli@gmail.com
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The more mining you do,
the more tax you collect,
and then we develop
clean technology while
our forests, grasslands
and rivers succumb to
the pressures of mining.  



IT is high time we
stopped compartmental-
ising education. even at
the government level, we
need to view education as

a continuum. I fully recognise that each stage of
education has different needs, nuances and differ-
ent issues associated with it and we must focus on
those needs to successfully meet them. 

education has been rightly categorised into pre-
school, primary (within that lower and higher pri-
mary), secondary and tertiary education. However,
these distinct parts must be viewed together as inte-
grally linked with one another. Illustratively, the
quality and equity issues at pre-school affect the
child’s development at primary education level —
which in turn affects the quality at subsequent
stages. One of the reasons we find many teachers
lacking subject matter expertise is the kind of
school education they themselves received. And
because teacher education is currently in a poor
state, the quality of school education in turn gets
adversely affected.

SteppIng Stone
Practically all educationists and child development
experts across the world accept that four to eight
years of age is extremely critical for the overall and
especially the psychological development of the
child. In fact, many argue that if we take care of a lot
of basic needs of the child during this stage, many
subsequent “development-related problems” can be
prevented. One molecular biologist once rebuked
me, saying we are ignoring this important stage of
the child’s life and trying to “repair” the problems
subsequently in school education — which is com-
pletely unproductive. In principle I agreed with
him. He was advocating better nutritional supple-
ments (including Omega 3 fatty acids) for children
in that age span.

However, look at this curious fact. Pre-school
education or early childhood care is not even an
integral part of the Ministry of Human Resource
Development (MHRD). It is currently under the
Family and Child Development ministry. So when
we met the then MHRD minister a few weeks
before the Right to education Bill (RTe) was tabled
before Parliament and fervently appealed for pre-
school education to be covered by the Bill, he sim-
ply dismissed the plea, saying, “But it belongs to a
different department and I have no powers to influ-
ence that.” 

More than 60 per cent of children between three
to six years of age have either no or very poor access
to any structured developmental or nutritional
input. These are typically rural children of socially

and economically disadvantaged parents. The
inequity begins from their entry into Class 1 —
since they are so severely underprepared to com-
pete with other children who were fortunate to have
had such developmental exposure. And for both
groups the final assessment in the Class 10 exam is
the same. 

the Second rung 
The next issue is the sub-categorisation of primary
and secondary education within school education.
To begin with, it is unfathomable why the RTe Act
decided to limit itself to making education a right
only upto Class 8. It would have been so logical to
cover education upto Class 10, making it a funda-
mental right of every child to receive basic educa-
tion upto professional education.

The chasm is further enhanced by two critical
factors: First, two different programmes (Abhiyans)
deal with these two stages — the Sarva Shiksha
Abhiyan (SSA) upto Class 8 and the Rashtriya
Madhyamik Shiksha Abhiyan (RMSA) for educa-
tion thereafter. Secondly, currently the qualifica-
tions that are allowed for teachers for these two are
also different. While primary education can be dealt
with by a teacher with a Diploma in education
(D.ed. — a diploma after Class 12), secondary edu-
cation needs teachers with Bachelor of education
degrees (B.ed. — awarded after a one-year course
after basic graduation in Science or Arts).

Again, I fully understand the differences in the
stages of education. However, the least the govern-

ment could have done was to launch SSA and
RMSA concurrently and not with a gap of over nine
years after the SSA was launched. While the basic
objective of the government may be to focus on
those specific issues and strengthen them, in the
mind of the administrators, two different silos have
been created and all that they have to do is juggle
the budgets and resources that are available under
these two programmes. 

The issue of qualifications of teachers has been
discussed with me by so many administrators, the
key dilemma being: is it not important to have a
better qualified teacher at the early stages of educa-
tion such as the lower primary school? In other
words, should we not insist that all teachers must
have a B.ed. degree to ensure basic quality? Should
we not add the element of how to deal with children
in the age bracket of six to 10 in the B.ed. course
itself?

at the top
In 2013 the MHRD launched the Rashtriya
Uchchatar Shiksha Abhiyan, directed at education
beyond Class 12. There is nothing against launching
such a programme to help focus on higher educa-
tion to enhance enrolment and offer a lot of help to
some of the states that have special status linked
with their socio-economic development. Once
again the issue is, all these programmes were nei-
ther thought of nor announced together. Therefore,
they were almost perceived as after-thoughts and in

dILEEP RAnJEkAR
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It is unfathomable why the RTE Act decided to limit
itself to making education as a right only upto Class 8.
It would have been so logical to cover education upto
Class 10, making it a fundamental right of every child. 
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PRIMe Minister Narendra
Modi recently announced that
100 smart cities would be creat-
ed across India. Immediately
after the announcement,

HelpAge India wrote to the Prime Minister on the
need for cities for aged and disabled persons and
not only for smart people. Do we need smart cities
or cities for all age groups? Is it universal design or
design only for the young and the smart? We need
to ponder and decide which way to go.

Similarly, in tune with universal design, the
Finance Minister has allocated `300 crore in the
recent Budget for assisted devices for the benefit of
such persons. He said “that there is a need for prod-
ucts, which were really meant for elderly and spe-
cially challenged people”. Out of 1.2 billion people,
about 100 million are elderly and 60 million are dis-
abled in India, some visually, some physically and
some with other forms of disability. There is no
concept of inclusive design for these people, exclud-
ed from Indian society.

“The idea of universal design, although nascent
in India, has been practised globally for many years.
Strong, powerful forward-thinking economies
which have democratic laws and equality for all the
citizens have embraced universal design in a big
way,” said Sanjay Jayavarthanavelu, Chairman of the
Lakshmi Richter group, while inaugurating an
international conference on Universal Design and
Development in Coimbatore, organised by Prof S.
Balaram, Director of the DJ Academy of Design.
Many older people  still complain that today’s new
infrastructure like roads, flyovers and shopping
malls are not accessible.

HelpAge India released a report in 2010 called the
Age-friendly Cities Index which measured Delhi
against other cities. This report was released by the
former Lt Governor of Delhi, Tejendra Khanna. It
said “the bulk of Delhi’s new infrastructure was not

age-friendly, neither bus stops nor buses. The only
relief was on the Delhi Metro which was age-friend-
ly. Many elderly are still unable to cross the roads.” 

I conducted an accessibility audit with Shyam
Kishore who is visually challenged and an alumnus
of the Blind Relief Association (BRA) near Hotel
Oberoi, an important school for training the blind.
He indicated that as soon as he comes out of the
portals of the school, the problem of accessibility
begins. The roads outside Hotel Oberoi and the
Golf Club do not have any accessible pavements or
crossings or accessible bus stops which indicate
obstructions and elevation drops. The ramps to the
bus stands which make them accessible begin

nowhere and end nowhere. Many elderly people
have been hit by speeding traffic at zebra crossings
in Delhi. No wonder Delhi received the lowest
ranking among international cities, in spite of
claiming to have world-class infrastructure. If this is
the situation in India’s capital city, what about other
cities in India? Forget the 100 smart cities of the
future!

How does the principle of universal design work?
Designers, engineers, planners and architects are
not trained in these concepts. Only very recently
has some training for them started. All buildings are
built with large staircases where a simple ramp
could have helped wheelchair users and the elderly
gain access. The National Building Code which is
used by most architects  did not have an accessibil-
ity design code until very recently. even toilets built
under the Swachh Bharat Abhiyan do not have
designs for accessible public toilets or accessible
individual toilets in rural areas. The situation in

public toilets for the disabled in cities is revolting
for both men and women. A study of public toilets
in Gujarat done by Prof Abir Mullick, vice
Chancellor and Provost in Manav Rachna
University in vadodara, showed the sorry plight of
the disabled.

We are yet to evolve a universal design for toilets.
The situation in public buildings in most cities is far
worse. There is a ruling that all public buildings
must have accessible toilets. Prof Mullick is the
father of universal design principles in India and
has promoted a society to propagate these princi-
ples. But less than 10 per cent of India’s public
buildings are accessible. So much for universal
design.

India’s curriculum in engineering, technology
and design schools have introduced universal
design only at the turn of the millennium. It is yet to
take root in the thinking of India’s leading design-
ers. About 11 per cent of India is left-handed. My
nephew, Anand Cherian, had difficulty procuring
products for the left-handed. It was Fiskar’s (a for-
eign company) who brought a pair of scissors for
the left-handed to India. We need many more prod-
ucts for them and for the disabled and elderly. One
of the first principles of universal design is ‘equi-
table use’ so that the design is useful and marketable
to people with diverse abilities. We should not seg-
regate or stigmatise any users.  

Javed Abidi, convener, NCPeDP (an organisation
which works for the disabled) and Sanjeev
Sachdeva, a rights activist, who are both wheelchair
users, have been promoting universal design and
barrier-free design for years. They won an award for
prototypes such as an innovative design for a taxi
and a universal design for an ATM. Their designs
are very useful, but many have remained proto-
types. It is high time industry came forward to
make them viable products.

With the support of the Ministry of Science and
Technology and the Technology Innovation for
Disabled and elderly (TIDe) programme, several
innovative prototypes have been created but none
are in production. It is time all of us came forward
to push government and industry to pay more than
lip service to inclusion and universal design. Or we
will remain excluded for another decade and uni-
versal design will be a far cry in India. n

Mathew Cherian is  CEO of HelpAge India.
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many ways stand disconnected from one another.
At the higher education level, we have several glob-

al examples before us. Higher education in developed
countries has the following key differences: 
l The responsibility of learning is primarily on the
learner 
l The teacher’s role is that of a facilitator, mentor,
problem-solver, coach and not that of a knowledge
imparter 
l The education system is so designed that the
learners are forced to independently read, refer to
multiple sources and spend considerable time in the
library for interpreting multiple views

l Assessment is not of one kind and at one point of
time. It is continuous and on multiple issues such as
presenting a case, analysing a case, specific assign-
ments and so on
l The focus includes developing abilities, such as
ability to analyse, communicate, present, listen to
others’ views, work in groups and so on, in addition
to developing deeper academic understanding. The
overall assessment also factors in these issues. 

The real challenge is how we change the culture
in our higher education institutions and have facul-
ty that, in addition to their subject matter knowl-
edge, are well versed with the issue of ‘how adults
learn’. There are many examples of faculty members

who are outstanding as far as academic excellence
goes but are very poor as teachers.

It is appreciable that, in a nation of 1.25 billion
people with such diversity and inequity, issues are
never easy to deal with. What is, therefore, needed
is a long-term, comprehensive and coherent vision
about our entire education system in an integrated
manner, clearly identifying the linkages and view-
ing them in tandem and not in separate pieces. Our
vision must link the current reality with the future
that awaits the next generations. And this must be
done keeping in mind the overall framework of our
Constitution. n

Dileep Ranjekar is CEO of the Azim Premji Foundation. 
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Saibal Chatterjee

Lucknow

FILMS on children from around the world and
young showbiz celebrities converged on the
main campus of the world’s biggest school in

the second week of April. What followed were nine
memorable days of meaningful entertainment.

The 7th International Children’s Film Festival
(ICFF 2015), organised by City Montessori School
(CMS), Lucknow, in collaboration with the UN
Information Centre for India and Bhutan, provided
over 100,000 students of the city with the opportu-
nity to view hundreds of acclaimed titles sourced
from every corner of the globe.

“Cinema is a powerful medium that transcends
all boundaries. It is a creative means that has the
potential to transform people and a society by being
educational yet entertaining,” says 78-year-old
Jagdish Gandhi, founder-chairman of CMS,
explaining why he came up with the idea of a chil-
dren’s film festival on the campus.

“I felt it was pointless to complain about the lack
of quality entertainment for this country’s children,”
he says. “So I decided to do something about it.”        

The entirely privately funded film festival, first
held in 2009, has grown steadily over the past seven
years, keeping pace with the expansion of CMS as
an institution.  

CMS is the world’s biggest school in terms of the
number of students enrolled. It made it to the
Guinness Book of World Records exactly 10 years
ago with a record enrolment of around 30,000 stu-
dents, beating a school in the Philippines.  

Since then, the CMS attendance numbers have
crossed the 50,000 mark. The school now has 23
campuses across Lucknow. 

ICFF, too, is by far the world’s largest annual chil-
dren’s film festival. Says Gandhi: “This year, in the
course of nine days, over 100,000 youngsters
watched more than 480 films from 80 countries.”

Gandhi credits the UN Information Centre’s part-
nership this year for the dramatic jump in the num-
ber of participating countries. “Last year, we had
only 31 nations taking part in the festival,” he says.

Ambassadors of several countries — Belgium,
Croatia, Laos PDR and Israel, among others — and
filmmakers from Finland and Germany attended
the festival this year, lending it a truly international
flavour.

ICFF is a competitive festival, with two juries —
one of film professionals and the other made up of
students — judging pre-nominated films that vie
for various prizes with a purse of a total of `10 lakh.

This year the festival had a five-member main jury
headed by the director of the UN Information Centre
for India and Bhutan, Kiran Mehra-Kerpelman. It
included three film- makers — Katharina Woll from
Germany, Golam Rabbany Biplob from Bangladesh
and multiple National Award-winning Kannada-lan-
guage director P. Sheshadri.  

The main jury viewed 15 films of lengths ranging
from 50 minutes to about two hours to decide on
three prizes.   

A Young Jury, made up of three CMS Class 10
students, watched 80-odd short films to pick award-
winners in three separate categories — short fiction,
documentary and animation.     

The festival was held from 7-15 April, with many
celebrity guests, including well-known child actors,
in attendance. 

The atmosphere in the CMS World Unity
Convention Centre was carnival-like, with thou-
sands of students queuing up every morning for
daily shows of both feature-length films and short
fiction and documentary films. 

Nearly 80 buses were pressed into service to ferry
students from various schools to the venue. “Our
aim this year was to take the festival beyond the reg-
ular schools to reach out to alternative centres of
education and also to economically deprived chil-
dren who might never have seen a film before,” says
Gandhi. The quality and thematic range of the films
on show reflected the official CMS motto, Jai Jagat
(Glory to the World), in every sense of the term.

At one end of the spectrum were works such as
Iranian director Amir Hossein Asgari’s feature-
length film, Borderless, which explores the deleteri-
ous effect of war on its young victims, and Indian-
German filmmaker Zubin Sethna’s Where is My
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Flying paper is about palestinian children and their kite flying achievement 



Tent?, a 100-minute personalised documentary
about a search for both identity and the meaning of
human connections.

On the other hand, there were short fiction and
documentary films that took viewers on a journey
through diverse geographies and mental land-
scapes, in ways both disturbing and life-affirming. 

In this category was the Israeli film, Where is Elle-
Kari and What Happened to Noriko-san? in which
Dvorit Shargal searches for the real-life heroes of
books that shaped her childhood. 

Kurdish-British director Kae Bahar’s I Am Sami, a
short fiction film about a 10-year-old boy in an
unspecified war-ravaged Middle east nation and
his innocent friendship with an American soldier,

struck a chord with the
Young Jury.

Other remarkable
films in the vast selec-
tion were Nitin Sawhney
and Roger Hill’s Flying
Paper, a documentary
about a bunch of
Palestinian youths in the
Gaza Strip who defy all
odds in a quest to set a
Guinness World Record
for the most kites ever
flown in one place. It is a
story of war, but it is also
a celebration of the
tenacity that helps chil-
dren to cling to their
dream of freedom even
in the most trying cir-
cumstances.  

The opening film of ICFF 2015 was Mrinal Dev’s
28-minute fiction short, Gunjaa, about a spunky
village girl in Bihar who craves to be in school but
is thwarted by grinding poverty and caste discrimi-
nation that continues unbridled despite the many
government schemes aimed at eliminating the hur-
dles that lie in the way of children like the titular
character.

Gunjaa’s father is a maker of funeral stretchers
and earns money only when someone dies in the
village. So the girl pleads with God to kill people so
that her father can put her in school. A dark but
understated tale, it captures a reality that privileged
children are rarely allowed to see.

“Gunjaa is an eye-opener for us,” said a CMS girl

who served on the Young Jury. “It shows us how
unjust the world continues to be and how every-
body in this nation isn’t as lucky as we are.”    

One of the finest films in the festival this year was
the brilliantly cinematic, Tender is the Sight, a Films
Division production helmed by Torsha Banerjee. 
Tender is the Sight, winner of the National Award

for the Best Non-Feature Film of the year, focuses
on a visually impaired blind boy who relates to the
world wholly through the sounds emanating from
things in his surroundings, ranging from running
trains and sewing machines to an ironsmith’s anvil
and a weaver’s loom.

vijay S. Jodha’s six-minute documentary, Poop on
Poverty, focuses on a little-known phenomenon
that unfolds at the widely covered camel fair on the

edge of the Thar desert
where every year many
extremely poor families
make a living by turning
camel dung into bio-
fuel. 

ICFF is a festival that
caters to children from
three to 17 years of age,
and therefore it isn’t only
limited to films that
touch upon grave social
issues that impact chil-
dren.

As always, the latest
edition of the festival
showcased several uplift-
ing and feel-good short
films aimed at children in
the younger age bracket. 

So it had the story of a street kid who aspires to
be a boxer (Praveen Singh Rathore’s I Am Raghu),
the adventures of a group of deaf-mute children
who undertake a mountaineering expedition
(Mahesh Bhatt’s The Silent Heroes), and the experi-
ences of a boy left alone at home by his mother
(Soham Sen’s Who is your Superhero?).

According to Kiran Mehra-Kerpelman, the deci-
sion of the UN Information Centre to come on
board was influenced by the sheer size of the festi-
val. “It would be wonderful if this model could be
replicated elsewhere in the country,” she says.

“This festival will keep growing and we will do
whatever it takes,” promises Gandhi. Knowing what
he has done with a school that he founded in 1959
with only five students, it is easy to believe him. n
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poop on poverty turns its lens on the camel fair 

IT isn’t the research but the researcher who is in
the spotlight in Fieldwork in South Asia:
Memories, Moments and Experiences. edited by

Professor Sarit K. Chaudhuri and his wife, Professor
Sucheta Sen Chaudhuri, the book consists of a
series of papers about the experiences anthropolo-
gists undergo while doing their fieldwork.  

Many anthropologists travel to remote regions to
collect material. Sometimes they live with commu-
nities who might be tribal, marginalised and not
very well known. Or they may set off to deal with a
subject that a community is prickly about. Some of
them work in regions riddled by war or insurgency.
The situations they handle, as depicted in the book,
range from sensitive to chilling. 

The book isn’t about the Indian experience alone
but relates to South Asia. Anthropologists from
across the world have contributed. There are papers
from Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka and Pakistan,
though Northeast India appears to dominate. 

In the first section titled, “The South Asian
experience”, ellen Bal writes an excellent paper on
the Garos of Bangladesh. A.C. Sinha in  “Story of
My Research in Bhutan” talks about how despite
many frustrations his research turned out to be
prophetic. Robbins Burling goes back to
Rengsanggri in Meghalaya 40 years after doing his
initial research and describes the changes he wit-
nesses. He is welcomed like a long-lost cousin. 

The second section is titled, “The Indian
experience”. eric de Maaker writes about how he
managed to tactfully research Garo death rites. Of
interest is Debojyoti Das’ hair-raising encounter
with gun-toting militants in the jungles of
Nagaland. There are also papers on researching
Madhubani art and another on “Tales of everyday
Politics in West Bengal”.

The book is interesting and enlightening.
Professor Chaudhuri heads the Department of
Anthropology at the Rajiv Gandhi University in
Arunachal Pradesh. Currently on deputation as
Director of the National Museum of Mankind in
Bhopal, Professor Chaudhuri spoke to Civil Society.

How did the idea for such a book come about? 
One major component which makes anthropology
very distinct is fieldwork. We have core texts and
this is one way of teaching. But we noticed that what
got our students really interested were narratives —
when they or anthropologists talked about their own
experiences. It was very effective in understanding
the complexities of doing fieldwork and the issues

Fieldwork is full
of surprising
challenges for
anthropologists 

‘We face  dilemmas and dangers’
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relating to communities.  
We nurtured the idea of bringing more contempo-

rary experiences to students, not just from India but
South Asia. We discussed this idea with senior facul-
ty, and other anthropologists. We did a five-year col-
laborative project with the School of Oriental and
African Studies, the British Museum
and the government of Arunachal
Pradesh.  We also got in touch with the
Asian Borderland Research Network in
the Netherlands. All this put us in touch
with international scholars. 

We chose eminent scholars and
younger scholars who were making a
mark. The Northeast is well-represent-
ed, being one of the focus areas of inter-
national research. It took us three years
to put the papers together. 

Is it becoming more difficult to do
fieldwork of this kind? There are so
many sensitivities involved.  
It depends on how you approach the
issues and the people. I have worked 19
years in Arunachal and my wife now
works at the Centre for Indigenous
Culture Studies in Ranchi. You know the
sensitivities involved there. If you are

experienced in the craft of doing fieldwork, you can
handle critical situations. 

But there is a problem. Debojyoti Das’ article on
doing fieldwork in Nagaland in a conflict setting
reflects the ethical dilemmas a field worker faces in
relation to the state and the community. We did

want to underline these issues.
Debojyoti’s article is very important to
understand how the field worker is left to
his or her own wits in handling such sit-
uations. I mean, they negotiate these
dangers themselves. 

How do they cope in a conflict situation?
It is difficult but not impossible. My wife,
for instance, has done a study on
women’s participation in the Bodo
movement in Assam. She had to travel
and stay in the interiors of Bodo-domi-
nated areas with people involved in the
movement, deal with them and their
leadership.  How you handle such a situ-
ation depends on your approach and that
determines the accessibility and cooper-
ation you get.  

You need to know from where to start.
If you suddenly land up in a village and
start asking questions, people are not

going to cooperate. You have to follow a procedure.
It should be a long-term journey. Any kind of
instant approach may lead to problems. 

NGO activists also go to villages, live with the
people, understand their issues but they also take
up their causes. Anthropologists don’t despite
understanding the community so well. Why?
It depends. We have also had action anthropologists
or applied anthropologists who focused on certain
issues and tried to resolve problems. Or they may
work on different development agendas. People are
engaged with specific objectives. 

Any examples?
Well, for example, the earliest is Haimendorf (an
Austrian ethnologist) who worked on the Apatamis
of Arunachal Pradesh in the colonial situation and
the post-colonial situation. His work made the
Apatamis known all over the world. 

But if we look today at the Northeast, there are so
many issues it faces — from the Bodo issue to the
anti-dam movement. What is the contribution
that anthropologists would like to make?
To a large extent it is to portray people’s voices but
these voices are not monolithic. There are frag-
mented voices within the community also. Many
times it occurs to me that the people have multiple
perceptions on issues.

As anthropologists, that remains one of our
responsibilities. We then look at people’s issues in
relation to the state. 

What is your favourite memory of your field-
work?
It depends on the context. For example, in
Arunachal I was working with a small community
called the Aka in the interior villages. I took my stu-
dents there. 

We stayed for three weeks. At the end of our pro-
gramme, an important member of the community
who contested many elections and lost every time,
instantly composed a song as we sat around a campfire. 

Remember, he was seeing me — a person not
from his region — but he sang that I had come with
my students from another part of the country to his
village. The sun will now shine on our art, our
songs, he sang, our people will get enlightened by
interacting with us. 

This is symbolic because it shows how people
reciprocate ideas if you can penetrate their lives,
this is how they accept a complete stranger into
their lives. 

So people are keen to talk about themselves, to
tell their stories. But not many are listening?
Not many because the Northeast has this illusive
image. In the fashionable mainstream, when China
makes claims on Arunachal’s territory, the media
talks about it, it is all over the newspapers. But, in
the process, what is not circulated is the lives of the
people who live there, the issues they are involved
in, the everyday nuances of their existence and how
they feel. This is not reflected. n
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Bhojpur 

FROM Bhopal, a 28-km detour took us to
Bhojpur where the massive Bhojeshwar tem-
ple, located on a rocky mound in a desolate

landscape, loomed into view from a distance.
Bhojpur was founded by Raja Bhoja, the legendary
Parmar king of Dhar, and named after him. In com-
parison to Bhimbetka, Bhojpur does not flaunt such
a hoary past but is steeped in history.

Also known as the Somnath of the east, the
Bhojeshwar temple is deceptively simple but
remarkable in size. Rectangular in plan, its four
colossal pillars support an incomplete dome deco-
rated with rich carvings. As we neared the temple
entrance, we were awed by the magnificence of its
massive lingam — 7.5 feet in height and 17.8 feet in
circumference, set upon a large platform measuring
21.5 feet. Though incomplete, it still attracts a large
number of pilgrims who come to pray at the
Shivling installed within. 

The temple is designed in massive proportions
with steep stairs. It is said to have never been com-
pleted, and an ancient scaffolding used for lifting
the stones, can still be seen, beside the new scaffold-
ing put up in an effort to restore and complete the
temple. 

The Bhojeshwar Temple is renowned for the
remains of its magnificent Shiva temple and cyclo-

pean dam. To the west of Bhojpur there once lay a
lake and the remnants of a magnificent dam built
around it can be seen even today. The site, which
was chosen with great thought, has hills enclosing
the entire area like a natural wall. Nearby, and also
incomplete, is the Jain shrine with three figures of
the Tirthankaras, of which one is a massive statue of
Mahavira. One can even ascend the short flight of
stairs and observe the images, which are close
enough to touch, from various levels. It is easy to
miss these temples, for the signboards are not exact-
ly conspicuous. 

The next halt on our itinerary was Bhimbetka, a
UNeSCO World Heritage Site tucked amidst the
verdant forests of the Rata Pani Sanctuary in
Madhya Pradesh. If vishnu Shridhar Wakankar, an
archaeologist, had not observed these unusual
sandstone rock formations in 1957 in a forest while
travelling by train to Bhopal, Bhimbetka might have
remained in obscurity. Intrigued, he alighted at the
next station, and walked back to the forest. There,
he stumbled upon a treasure trove. Before him were
rock shelters with paintings in a medley of colours,
believed to be among the oldest in the world, dating
back to the Neolithic Age.

The name Bhimbetka, however, is associated with
Bhima, the Pandava prince from the Mahabharata
famed for his immense strength. The word is said to
be derived from Bhimbaithka, meaning the baithak
(sit-down) of Bhima.

As I gazed at the ochre and fire-engine red paint-
ings drawn by human hands several thousand years
ago, I was caught in a time warp. Within massive
sandstone outcrops, above a comparatively dense
forest, are clusters of natural rock shelters, displaying
paintings that appear to be from the Mesolithic peri-
od. The uncommonly shaped rock formations in
this area and the natural formation of shelters and
caves are due to the enlargement of cavities through
physical and chemical weathering and erosion. 

There are over 700 rock shelters in Bhimbetka, of
which only some are open to tourists. An archaeo-
logical treasure, the paintings depict the everyday
life of prehistoric cave-dwellers. Scenes such as
hunting, dancing, music, horse and elephant rides,
animal fights, honey collection, decoration of bod-
ies, masking and household scenes are portrayed
vividly. The cultural traditions of the inhabitants of
the adjacent villages bear a strong resemblance to
those represented in the rock paintings. 

We stumbled upon a rock mass resembling a tor-
toise. In one of the caves, we saw paintings of geo-
metrical designs. In another cluster of rock shelters,
called the ‘Zoo’, we came across a profusion of ani-
mals and birds in the most vivid colours and lifelike
forms. Animals such as gaur, tigers, lions, wild boar,
elephants, antelope, dogs, lizards, crocodiles and so
on have been portrayed in some caves. Popular reli-
gious and ritual symbols also occur frequently.

The paintings are mainly in red and white with
occasional use of green and yellow. A gamut of fig-
ures spills across the rocks: scenes from everyday
life, childbirth, initiation ceremonies, drinking ses-
sions, burials, men carrying dead animals, people
playing musical instruments and communal danc-
ing. Apart from the paintings, 10,000-year-old flint
and stone tools made by the hunting and food-gath-
ering people of that time have been found in the
area. The paintings of human figures and hunting
scenes depict a clear picture of the weapons they
used: pointed sticks, barbed spears, bows and
arrows. 

Interestingly, the superimposition of paintings
shows that the same rock surfaces were repeatedly
used by people in different periods. The drawings
and paintings are classified under seven different
periods. Twenty-one colours have been used in the
rock paintings in Bhimbetka, including white, ashy
white, creamy white, yellow, yellow ochre, raw sien-
na, raw umber, orange, dark orange, vermilion,
scarlet, burnt sienna, emerald green, black, crimson
lake and purple. 

These natural colours were made by crushing dif-
ferent coloured natural rocks and stones found in
nearby places. The colours used by the cave-
dwellers were prepared by combining manganese,
soft red stone and charcoal. Sometimes, the fat of
animals and extracts of leaves were also used in the
mixture. The colours have remained intact for
many centuries due to the chemical reaction result-
ing from the oxide present on the surface of the
rocks. Most of the paintings in Bhimbetka were
painted using a finger. n
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Fact FIle 
GEttiNG tHERE: Bhimbetka is 46 km south of Bhopal and
surrounded by the northern fringe of the Vindhyan ranges.
The nearest airport and rail-head to Bhimbetka are at
Bhopal (26 km away). Both Bhojpur and Bhimbetka are
connected by bus with Bhopal. 

WHERE to StAy: Highway Treat in Bhimbetka. For online
reservations, log on to www.mptourism.com

The wondrous paintings of Bhimbhetka 

SUSHEELA nAIR

rock art
tells a
story 

intricate carvings on the facade of the Bhojeshwar temple
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Kavita Charanji

New Delhi

FReNeTIC lifestyles come with a price tag:
stress, anxiety, anger, panic attacks, depression,
fear, loneliness, insomnia. Take your pick.

You can choose to suffer in silence, rush to a psy-
chiatrist for those toxic pills or opt for safer, gentler
options. There are many alternative therapies to
choose from, ranging from reiki, crystal healing and
pranic healing to emotional freedom techniques.

Still in its infancy in India is Bach Flower
Therapy. Tanvika Baru is a trained and certified
Bach Flower Therapy Practitioner (BFTP) who uses
the healing power of flowers to restore emotional
balance to troubled minds. Working out of her
home in New Delhi and as a consultant to  Zehen
and  Ravissant spas in New  Friends Colony, the 25-
year-old  comes across many stressed and anxious
individuals struggling to cope with the pressures of
modern-day living.

“I mainly get cases of anxiety, insomnia and
stress. Some of them are parents of children with
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)
or autism. People with chattering minds, serious
relationship issues or in the midst of messy divorce
cases also come to me. Of course, there are many
adolescents going through those crazy teenage
years,” says Baru.

Sheer loneliness can trigger off episodes of with-
drawal and even drug addiction among the young.
Baru recalls a friend in his twenties who was addict-
ed to drugs, became violent and started hurting not
just himself but people around him. “That was scary
because we weren’t sure whether he should be insti-
tutionalised or go on to more allopathic drugs.
When he came to my home I prescribed separate
therapies for de-addiction and violent impulses.
This helped him calm down. I can’t say that he is

perfectly normal now but he has come a long way
from the state he used to be in,” she says.

Baru has personal experience of the wonders of
flower therapy. She recalls that, as an art student at
Laselle College of the Arts in Singapore, she had
episodes of panic attacks and stress because she was-
n’t able to cope with academic pressure. “I would
often come home crying and my mother encouraged
me to go in for flower therapy.
I realised then that going in
for allopathic medicines
would only complicate things
because they have so many
side effects. I decided I would
try a blend of flower therapy
and homoeopathy. It really
worked. I have been taking
flower therapy tinctures for
five years now; it took me at
least six months to become a
little stable and less stressed
out. Now I am off it but I do
take it on and off for my mood
swings,” she says. 

“Many of us have emotion-
al issues which manifest
themselves in the body. Once,
when I had knee pain, the
doctor said it was the result of
accumulated stress,” says
Baru. 

Her mother, Rama Baru,
professor of public health at
Jawaharlal Nehru University
and a trained psychiatric
social worker, has been a con-
stant support. She not only
encouraged her daughter to
train as a flower therapist in

India, at the Bach Centre in Oxfordshire, UK, and in
Singapore, but also helped build her practice as she
knew many neighbours with their share of emotion-
al stresses. Baru’s practice has grown by word of
mouth. She has helped people and even animals.

“I have a non-judgemental questionnaire which
basically needs Yes and No answers. On the basis of
responses, I prescribe one of the 39 flower tinctures
that I import from the Bach Centre in Oxfordshire.
Lifestyle diseases are predominant and I basically
use a lot of sweet chestnut and white chestnut
because there is so much mental anguish that needs
to be dealt with. White chestnut is for the chattering
mind which causes insomnia while sweet chestnut is
for mental anguish and depression,” says Baru.

The best part of flower tinctures, she says, is that
they are not habit-forming, can be taken with other
medicines, and have no side effects. Should the
wrong choice be made, no harm would ensue.

It works like this: drops of the floral tincture are
diluted in a glass of water or beverage and sipped
when there are passing moods or emergencies. The
drops can also be taken directly on the tongue from
a pipette and kept in the mouth for a short period
while visualising positive energy. Another alterna-
tive is a “treatment bottle”.

Bach Flower Therapy was developed nearly 100
years ago by the British physician, Dr edward Bach,
who gave up a successful Harley Street practice to
focus on developing alternative medicine. While
his 38 floral remedies and one rescue remedy were
inspired by homoeopathy, they diverged in the dis-
tillation, extraction and potency processes.
Moreover, while the side effects of homoeopathy
were debatable, flower therapy was a gentle remedy
for the alleviation of unhappiness and physical dis-
tress as it unlocked the healing potential of people’s
bodies and allowed them to work again.

“I think that Bach could make a very important
contribution to caregivers,” says Dr Rama Baru, who

is keenly interested in complemen-
tary medicine. Allopathy, she
believes, has an important place in
medicine but doesn’t have all the
answers to lifestyle issues that
emerge from the pace of moderni-
ty and dramatic transformations
that Indian society has undergone
in the past 30 years. 

“It is a very broad category but
they could be parents of children
who have learning disabilities  or
are emotionally distressed; they
could be caregivers for the elderly
who in a sense take away from
their own selves and give to others.
It could even be homemakers who
juggle multiple roles and don’t sit
back until they have a physical col-
lapse, particularly during
menopause or middle age.
Menopause is a huge area in which
Bach works. I take Tanvi’s pre-
scriptions also for insomnia which
occurs when I am under a lot of
work pressure and have a chatter-
ing mind,” she says, pointing out
that many people say they feel
more relaxed, calmer and are able
to sleep peacefully after taking
Bach flower remedies. n

the floral therapist

Floral tinctures can help heal the mind 
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‘The best part of
flower tinctures 
is that they are
not habit-
forming, can be
taken with other
medicines, and
have no side
effects.’ 

rama and Tanvika Baru 



ALTHOUGH Channapatna in karnataka is India’s hotspot for traditional toys

made of wood, artisans in Odisha are also inventing similar toys.

Prashant Subhojit of Sri Gopal Arts & Crafts in nayakpatana in Puri

says their traditional style of painting, called pattachitra,

is being used on many other products including toys.

He was in delhi to participate in CAPART’s exhibition,

Saras, at dilli Haat in April.

Subhojit says his organisation trains self-help

groups (SHGs) of women in villages in Puri dis-

trict to paint pattachitra and make

products for urban markets. His

pretty tortoise with its nodding

head and tail attracted children

to his stall. He had a paper pup-

pet, a black skeleton with

orange and green eyes, which

danced when shaken.  It cost just

`20. There were also paintings

and glass bottles with tribal art. 

Subhojit’s team is financed by

the Odisha Rural development

and marketing Society which

arranges for their travel to

cities across India to sell their

products. Subhojit’s guru is

Harihar Prusty, a master crafts-

man who has been awarded a

state design award and a state

merit award. n

CoNtACt: Prashant Subhojit

Phone: 09778707373, 07381604300

Email: satyanarayanprusty2@gmail.com
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creative toys 

SURROUndEd by baskets, trays, photo-

frames and mirrors, Gambheera devi and

Seema Singh appeared engrossed in paint-

ing madhubani, dipping their brushes into

inky black and blue. The two women had

come all the way from their village,

khatika Basant, in madhubani district of

Bihar, to sell products made by their self-

help group of around 15 women at dilli Haat. 

“In the old days we did not earn much from

madhubani,” reminisces the elderly

Gambheera devi. “we painted when we got the

time, creating products that we were familiar with.

middlemen would come and buy our ware at our doorstep, going

house to house. They used to pay us very little. Then, somebody told

us that in madhubani town the government had started a centre for

our craft. we went there, got registered, received identity cards and

since then there has been no looking back.”

The madhubani centre, says Gambheera devi, has done wonders for

the incomes of madhubani artists in their village. The women were

helped to organise. They were trained and provided finance and mar-

keting support. Their children now go to school.  Seema Singh says

her children have a choice of careers and they don’t want to paint

madhubani art

madhubani. For Gambheera devi, painting madhubani is her fam-

ily’s sole ‘rozi roti’. “madhubani district is now synonymous with

art,” says Seema Singh. 

The women say their group receives occasional orders to paint

on walls, saris, scarves and salwar kameez sets. n

CoNtACt: Gambheera devi: 09311160005, 

Seema Singh: 09718948444
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SriNiVASAN SerViceS TruST

(cSr Arm of TVS Motor company)

TVS MoTor coMPANY

Post box No. 4, Harita, Hosur, Tamil Nadu Pin: 635109

Ph: 04344-276780 Fax: 04344-276878 urL: www.tvsmotor.co.in

Changing Lives

introducing tablets for better education

SST has started using tablets in schools to help children improve their learning levels. This has

attracted many children coming to the schools.

S. Latha, a girl student studying in class 4 of Panchayat union primary school, Thirukkurungudi

village, Tirunelveli district was irregular in attending school.  Therefore she was not able to keep

up with the rest of the students in class.  After introduction of tablets, she enjoys coming to the

school and uses tablet every day.  She finds the school interesting. She is no longer a slow

learner. She is one among the best students in the class.
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